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South Africa is one of the most brutally and violently exploited territories. The 
blacks are doomed to live in slums in terrible conditions while whites lived in the 
most modern areas and conditions. The present paper aims to analyze the whites even 
though they are sympathetic towards the blacks they cannot fully recover from their 
colonial hegemony. In this respect, the study deals with the effects of racial 
segregation affected the lives of people in South Africa. While Africans are struggling 
with poverty, hunger, unemployment, illnesses, the minority whites are busy with 
their idea of colonization. Coetzee, through his writings has brought forth the African 
colonial conditions and revealed the damaged and deformed South African life under 
apartheid. Witnessing the tortures and humiliation inflicted upon the blacks, the white 
characters in the novels like Lucy feels guilty. At the same time David Lurie cannot 
come over from his superiority position. Coetzee  remains  optimistic  in  his  
approach  for  he  gives  importance  to  the aspirations of the Africans in their 
struggle for liberty and human dignity by exposing the  atrocities  inflicted  on  them. 
The study concludes the real position of whites in South Africa that has gone even 
lower than the blacks without authority.  
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 ‘Othering’ and ‘Stereotyping’ are extremely vital concepts in postcolonial 
discourse. These concepts come from two renowned Indian postcolonial theoritists. 
Othering is coined by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Stereotyping by Homi K. 
Bhabha. All these concepts, according to postcolonial theory, result out of a direct 
interaction between the people of a superior and a subordinate culture. Gayatri Spivak 
introduces the term ‘othering’ for the process by which imperial discourse produces 
its subject others. In Spivaks explaination, othering  is a, “dialectical process because 
the colonizing Other is established at the same time as its colonized others are 
produced as subjects” (qtd. in Ashcroft 156).  

The process of othering as the construction of the culturally and racially 
inferior subjects, as Loomba states, is instructed by what Abdul JanMohamed termed, 
“the ‘Manichean allegory’ which generates a binary opposition between races” (105). 
Furthermore, the power/knowledge that fixes the identities of the two opposed entities 
feeds on stereotypical images of the other, for it is on the image of the dark barbarian 
other that the Eurocentric cultures have constructed their own fragile sense of 
civilization and identity.  Othering refers to a process by which imperial discourse 
creates its others. It is quite necessary for a colonial empire to create the other, 
“Whereas the Other corresponds to the focus of desire or power ... construction of the 
other is fundamental to the construction of the Self” (156). In simple words the Other 
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refers to the colonized subjects which forms part of the Self/Other binary. The 
colonizers consider themselves to be the centre, and deal with the colonized as if they 
are the marginalized. Das traces the origin of the term ‘Other’ in the writings of 
Sartre, Derrida and Lacan, “One finds the extensive use of ‘Other’ in existential 
philosophy, particularly in Satre’s Being and Nothingness to explain the relation 
between ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ in creating an awareness of ‘self’ and identity. But in 
postcolonial theory it is rooted in Freudian analysis of formation of subjectivity” 
(Twentieth 369). Self becomes the universal parameter of modernity and benevolence, 
always in possession of power and authority. On the other hand, everything else that 
is not Self becomes the inferior and primitive Other, ignorant, barbarous and violent 
always in need of rigorous disciplining. Creation of the others and initiating the 
process of othering, therefore, is essential for the imperial and colonizing powers to 
assert their own power, will, and value. Another concept closely related to the concept 
of othering is ‘Stereotyping’. 

The concept of ‘othering’ means any action by which an individual or group 
becomes mentally classified in somebody’s mind as ‘not one of us’. It is sometimes 
easier to dismiss them in some way less human and less worthy of respect and dignity 
than they are. The process of othering culturally justifies the domination and 
subordination of the native people, by placing them ‘as the other’ at the social 
periphery of the geopolitical enterprise that is colonial imperialism. 

Conquest and control of other people’s lands and goods has been a recurrent 
and widespread feature of the past. An in-depth study of the colonial settlements 
generated by the expansion of European society after the Renaissance however 
reveals its special significance. It is not an enterprise carried out purely for economic 
gains, but an ideology, a hegemonic cultural enterprise characterised by extreme 
parochialism that affected the psyche of the colonised. European colonialism is 
structured within imperialism, a Western specific. As Said explains, imperialism is the 
ideology and colonialism a means to carry out that ideology. He writes, “Imperialism” 
means the practice, the theory and the attitudes of a dominant metropolitan center, 
ruling a distant territory: “colonialism” which is almost always a consequence of 
imperialism, is the implanting of settlement on distant territory” (Culture 8). 

In order to justify conquest and establish systems of administration the 
Europeans promote a binary opposition between themselves and the non European 
‘other’. Eswari rightly remarks, “this phenomenon of the ‘other’ was rooted in the 
perception of racial differences” (324). European whites are projected as being 
civilized, rational and hard working. In contrast, the non whites are presented as being 
barbaric, irrational, lazy and sensuous. The colonized are an inferior race not just 
outside history and civilization but genetically predetermined to inferiority. Hence 
colonialism becomes a virtuous necessity for civilizing a savage race. As Said points 
out in Orientalism, “since the orient was a sub race he had to be subjected it was that 
simple “(207).  

This ‘other’ construct framed by the forces of colonisation came to take roots 
in the Western learning, Western consciousness and Western Empire. The nations 
attributed to the ‘other’ become the trusted foundations for both the ideologies and 
policies developed by the metropolis. Its progress and values are judged in terms of 
and in comparisons to the Eurocentric norms. They are marginalized as being inferior 
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and western values are imparted and European culture is constructed as an 
authoritative measure of human values.  

Coetzee is a writer who is strongly influenced by his own personal background 
of being born and growing up in South Africa. Although a white writer living in South 
Africa during apartheid, Coetzee grew to believe in and write with strong anti-
imperialist feelings. Many of his personal experiences and beliefs can be seen in his 
books. He hardly mentions the colour of the participants in any inter-racial 
encounters. Instead he makes the readers understand the skin colour of participants in 
his novels. At the same time, it seems, he himself is in a belief that there is certain 
classification in accordance to race which is reflected in one of his interviews, “to 
decide, that humanity falls “naturally” into three divisions, white, black, and yellow, 
or into two, men and women” (Begam 424). Coetzee does not want to limit his 
characters within a circle. Almost all his protagonists are white characters like the 
Magistrate, in Waiting for the Barbarians, Magda in In the Heart of the Country, Mrs. 
Curren in the Age of Iron, Lurie in Disgrace except Michael K in Life and Times of 
Michael K.  

The urge to conquer, to occupy space, to subordinate a fellow human being’s 
thought, to shape it and to dominate it is invariably a human trait. This urge is 
embedded in all human beings. The main idea behind the coloniser is power and 
wealth. The whites want control over all the land and material wealth of the blacks. 
While in the novel the colonisers, Mandel and his group of soldiers are seen looting 
the houses of the natives for money and goods, before they finally leave the frontier 
village. 

 The genesis of torture lies in the concept of Otherness. Otherness is often 
produced as a consequence of callousness towards one who is perceived as different 
from self. The tendency of self to create the Other lies behind the rationalization given 
to torture and a deliberate ignorance of the prisoner’s pain. Amnesty’s report on 
torture concludes, “If our education systems, newspapers, and politics teach us from 
earliest days that members of one race, or religion, or political belief are not to be 
regarded as humans like ourselves, then it will be normal if we treat them inhumanly” 
(Gallagher 64). 

  Coetzee builds Age of Iron on the concept of the Other. To be an Other is to 
be somehow different. These differences can be physical, mental, cultural, social or 
economic. The Other is viewed by the majority as an outsider. This Otherness 
hampers, to some degree, the integration of the character in society. Nistandra opines, 
“The Other in Coetzee’s fiction is the silent and marginalized figure that bears the 
brunt of power politics” (“J.M. Coetzee’s Age” 25). Vercueil, the marginalized figure 
in Age of Iron shares similar affinity with Michael K in Life & Times of Michael K, 
the barbarian girl in Waiting for the Barbarians and Friday in Foe. Like Michael K 
who has a harelip and Friday whose tongue has been chopped off, Vercueil has a 
crooked hand because of an accident. Mrs. Curren is not sure of Vercueil’s name, his 
race is nowhere mentioned and he is rarely articulate during the course of the 
narrative. He does not have a home or sense of belongingness to any community and 
lives a minimal life. 

During this process of othering one comes across some instances of 
stereotyping. Stereotyping can be defined as an image, mostly negative, of a person in 
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relation with a group or society.  In the words of Edger and Peter, stereotype is an, 
“over simplified and usually value-laden view of the attitudes, behaviour and 
expectation of a group or individual. Such views, which may be deeply embedded in 
sexist, racist or otherwise prejudiced cultures, are typically resistant to change” 
(380).In postcolonial theory, ‘stereotype’, refers to the highly generalized views of the 
colonizers about the colonized people. Bhabha asserts the significance of ‘fixity’, “a 
concept whose key discursive strategy is the stereotype, where the other is fixed as 
unchangeable, known and predictable” (qtd. in Childs 125). Colonizers have 
stereotypical views about the native. As for them, they are work shirkers, liars, 
corrupt, weak, inferior, uncivilized, impotent, cruel, lazy, irrational, violent and 
disorganized. 

Moreover in order to facilitate widespread colonization, the colonizers are 
treated not as individuals but homogeneous anonymous masses, incapable of change. 
All traces of individuality are erased from the ‘other’ and “it become a single image, a 
sweeping generalization” (Eswari 325). Coetzee clearly shows this sweeping 
generalization of the colonizers in the novel Waiting for the Barbarians. Colonel Joll 
and Mandel are the white colonizers. They have come with orders to wage war 
against the barbarians and round up some for interrogation. At the Empire’s edge live 
native tribes, nomads and fisher folk, who visit the border towns only for trade like, 
exchanging wool, skins, felts and leather work for cotton goods, tea, sugar, beans and 
flour.  

The stereotyping of the marginalized tends to make them appear like a body of 
ghostly images that has no individual self, no separate identity. In Waiting for the 
Barbarians, Coetzee portrays the native people, as they are all savages, uncivilized 
barbarians in the eyes of the Empire. The barbarians are considered to be smelly, dirty 
and unclean. It is quite observable in the words of Magistrate, “two prisoners lie 
bound on the floor. The smell comes from them, a smell of old urine” (2), “The filth, 
the smell” (19), “ugly people” (24), “sick famished, damaged terrified” (24). The 
Empire’s soldiers throw food to the natives as if they were indeed animals, and the 
Magistrate himself jokes with the barbarian girl, that “ people will say I keep two wild 
animals in my rooms, a fox and a girl” (34). 

Coetzee being a white writer speaks for the black community and the effects 
of racism however cannot come out of this racial consciousness. He even projects the 
black people or the native people as the stereotype. It is quite observable in the 
opening lines of Age of Iron, where the homeless Vercueil is stereotyped as unclean, 
“An unsavory smell about him: urine, sweet wine, moldy clothing, and something else 
too. Unclean” (4). At the same time Coetzee depicts the white character Mrs. Curren 
as a civilized, rational and hard-working like the Magistrate, Colonel Joll, Mandal and 
young officer in Waiting for the Barbarians. Through Mrs. Curren, Coetzee 
establishes the superiority of white people. Mrs. Curren feels privileged about her 
education, she says, “In my day we considered education a privilege” (AI 38). Mrs. 
Curren is a voice from an absolute classically based educational background that 
formed a major part of the colonial culture in South Africa. 

 In Waiting for the Barbarians, the colonizer Colonel Joll fails to see the 
difference between a bandit and an ordinary fisherman due to the stereotyped image 
he has of the barbarians. He asserts that there is a general unrest among the 
barbarians. Traders travelling safe routes has been attacked and plundered by the 
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barbarians; therefore, they are all liable to torture and punishment. The Magistrate, 
however views the Joll’s behaviour as an episode of hysteria about the barbarians. It 
is only part of assertation of the Empire’s power and authority. All the people of the 
area have stereotyped the image of the barbarians. They are afraid of them as if the 
barbarians are ghosts, evil spirits, or robbers. The Magistrate believes that this 
stereotyping is part of the illusions, and faculty imagination of the people of the 
Empire and consequence of the peaceful life they enjoy under the rule of the Empire: 

There is no woman living along the frontier who has not dreamed of a 
dark barbarian hand coming from under the bed to grip her ankle, no 
man who has not frightened himself with visions of the barbarians 
carousing in his home, breaking the plates, setting fire to the curtains, 
raping his daughters. These dreams are the consequence of too much 
ease. Show me a barbarian army and I will believe. (WB 8) 

This shows that the barbarians are though not a real threat to the people of the Empire, 
yet the lack of knowledge and understanding about their culture has created a great 
gulf of fear, hatred and misunderstanding between them. 

In Age of Iron, Mrs. Curren begins with the narration about the waste place 
being occupied by Vercueil. In that she describes Vercueil as an ugly man who hangs 
around, “the parking lots on Mill Street” (4).Coetzee portrays the character of 
Vercueil as a “derelicts” (3). Throughout the novel, Vercueil is presented as a lazy 
fellow, sleeping, “Asleep in his box, his legs stretched out like a marionette’s, his jaw 
agape” (4). Mrs. Curren insists on Vercueil working, and she justifies that whites are 
hard working and blacks are not. She questions him, “How can you live like this? 
How can you lie around and do nothing all day?”(6). She expects him to be a 
hardworking man but he does not behave well enough. When Mrs. Curren brings 
coffee to him, he urinates into the drain without any shame. Thus Coetzee often 
portrays black characters as ugly, lazy and homeless in his novels. 

In Disgrace, Lurie follows his colonial forefather’s psychic identification by 
indulging in western superiority and by sterotyping the blacks at the same time. His 
sexuality reflects his sense of superiority of Western culture, his stereotyped attitudes 
toward animals and blacks reveal his sense of white racial superiority. Such 
colonialist ideology has long been rooted among the white colonizers for they think 
that the whites are born rulers while the natives should certainly be ruled accordingly. 
So there could not any exchange on an equal footing between these two races even in 
the 1980s, as Mallaby shows, “The majority of whites do not speak any of the 
country’s various African languages. They seldom go into a black township .They 
know blacks as servants or office colleagues, but rarely as friends” (qtd. in Min 52). 
As a white intellectual, Coetzee must have witnessed such scenes frequently and must 
have deeply realized blacks’ inferior positions in those years for he has lived through 
apartheid himself. Therefore he always compares blacks’ wretched situations with 
those of animals in his novels. Apart from Disgrace, in his other novels, animals and 
blacks often stay in the same inferior situations in the white colonizers eyes.  

Coetzee in his novels uses animal imagery in order to describe the absolute 
‘other’. The black characters in the novels are always compared to the animals. 
Violent or sexually immoral behaviour is routinely condemned as ‘bestial’ or 
‘animal’. The back drop is one that takes into account a hierarchy of species and 
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hence the only opposition, that can be considered absolute ie, between ‘human beings’ 
and ‘non-human beings’ which makes the absolute ‘other’. The use of animal imagery 
is persistent in Coetzee novels; it is also used for mockery. Steve Baker points out that 
the, “Second world war cartoons deployed metonymic images in which ‘the lion 
stands for Britain .... the bald eagle stands for the United States” (qtd. in Garrad 141). 
In Waiting for the Barbarians, the Magistrate in the beginning reflects the image of 
the colonizer when he says, “we talk about rats and ways of controlling their 
numbers” (3). This shows that their aim is to subjugate and subordinate the colonized 
and keep them within limits.  

Approaching humankind by way of animals always involve, inevitably the 
violence done to them. The Magistrate brings a silver fox cub from a trapper and is 
compelled to live within the control of him. Like the fox, the barbarian girl is also 
captured by Colonel Joll and later the Magistrate takes her home and keeps her within 
his control. During the conversation with the cook’s grandson the Magistrate learns 
that, “Animals belong outdoors” (34). The barbarian girl is compared to a fox by the 
Magistrate.The Magistrate after understanding his colonizer position says to the 
barbarian girl, “people will say I keep two wild animals in my rooms, a fox and a girl” 
(WB 34). By depicting her as a wild animal, he equates her position to the ‘other’. 

Equating the animal imagery with the human being can be seen in the 
narrative of Mrs. Curren in Age of Iron. When Mrs. Curren and Vercueil go to see, 
Bheki’s friend John in the hospital, the boy pretends not to recognize Mrs.Curren and 
does not listen to her. Depressed by his action she compares the boy to a cat. Mrs. 
Curren in frustration says: 

I remember a cat I once nursed, an old ginger tom whose jaw was 
locked shut by an abscess. I took him in when he was too weak to 
resist, fed him milk through a tube, dosed him with antibiotics. When 
he got back his strength I set him free, but continued to put out food for 
him. For a year, on and off, I saw him in the neighbourhood; for a year 
the food was taken. Then he vanished for good. (AI 79) 

Mrs.Curren is fond of caring cats. With the arrival of dogs in her house, the cats feel 
unsettled and refuse to eat. The cats avoid the food offered by Mrs.Curren. Coetzee 
brings out the emotions of the cats in the words of Mrs. Curren, “The cats are 
unsettled by these newcomers. When they show their noses outside the dog makes 
playful dashes at them, so they skulk indoors, peevish” (12). The cats feel insecure in 
the house, until then there are no dogs in the house. 

The emotions of the animals are equated with the characters. Vercueil is 
equated with the dog, for he, like the dog is a new comer to Mrs. Curren. The cats are 
associated with Mrs. Curren, and like the cats, which are unsettled by the new comers; 
Mrs. Curren is also unsettled by the arrival of Vercueil. He is referred to by Mrs. 
Curren as, “A visitor, visiting himself on me on this of all days” (4). Mrs. Curren who 
is unsettled with the arrival of Vercueil says, “But I did not choose him. He chose me. 
Or perhaps he merely chose the one house without a dog. A house of cats” (12). Mrs. 
Curren tries to control Vercueil in the beginning of the novel. She gives him some 
work and tries to create him as ‘other’. In fact, Vercueil is reluctant to her offer and 
does not do the proper work, and he says, “It’s not my kind of work” (12). Likewise 
the cats also refuse to eat.  
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In Disgrace, when Lucy takes Lurie for the first time to visit Bev Shaw, the 
person in charge of the Animal Welfare League, “he is repelled by the odours of cat 
urine and dog manage and Jeyes Fluid that greet them” (72). When Bev tells him that 
she senses he likes animals, he says, “Do I like animals? I eat them, so I suppose I 
must like them, some parts of them” (81). Later Lurie uses the same metaphor as his 
forefathers did, when he curses Pollux, the black boy, who peered through Lucy’s 
bathroom, as “You swine! ... You filthy swine!”  (206). One can find here the link 
between Lurie’s attitude toward animals and the blacks. Such racial discrimination is 
not produced by Lurie himself; rather, he inherits it from the colonialist forefathers, 
because in order to justify their dominant positions in the colonies the colonizers 
would take animals and blacks as beings that belong to the same inferior species. 

Lurie perceives Lucy’s life on the farm with the natives as wild and 
uncivilized, and thinks she should, “return to civilization” (D 151). He is not a 
colonizer in the real sense because he no longer belongs to the ruling party now, but 
his action and thoughts reveal that he is still a colonizer in mind. His opinion toward 
the blacks in the novel serves as a sufficient proof. The first word he speaks to the 
black Petrus, “You look after the dogs” (64), evidently indicates his strong sense of 
white superiority before the black man. He is also ready to describe them in the 
stereotypical way. Although he has no evidence of Petrus’s participation in the rape 
and robs of Lucy, he still forms a cunning impression of him, “A plotter and a 
schemer and no doubt a liar too, like peasants everywhere. Honest toil and honest 
cunning” (117). The bestial description of the blacks appears again in Lurie’s 
description of Pollux, with such contemptuous words as, “piggish eyes” and “flaring 
nostrils” (92). In Lurie’s eyes, only the Westerners could master modern technology. 
If it happens that the black could handle it skilfully, he will surely think it is not 
native. So, when Petrus is ploughing his land with a tractor swiftly, he could only 
have the idea that it is, “all very unlike Africa” (151). 

The most evident stereotypical imagery of the natives in the novel is found in 
the rape and robbery scene, and is further exemplified in the representation of the 
three perpetrators. The descriptions of them are bestial which is in line with 
postcolonial notion that native men are often portrayed as monstrous and hostile. 
When the three black men are introduced in the novel, they are referred to as 
strangers, making threatening and vague gestures. Their appearance is both bestial in 
the description of the youngest having a, “flat, expressionless face and piggish eyes.... 
The taller of them is handsome, strikingly handsome” (92). They are a dangerous trio 
and Lurie’s child is in the hands of strangers, whom he later refers to as savages. 

The distinction between the blacks and the whites resulted in torture, rape, 
bloodshed violence and segregation. However, not all the whites are to be blamed for 
this condition. There are some whites like Coetzee who feel guilty for the pain and 
discrimination inflicted on the blacks. Seeing the agony of the black men, they wish to 
rise against their own fellow white men. However, they are still bound to their white 
people and their position is unstable and ambivalent. Coetzee’s characters such as, the 
Magistrate in Waiting for the Barbarians, Mrs. Curren in Age of Iron, Lurie in 
Disgrace, and Magda in In the Heart of the Country are ambivalent in their words, 
actions and emotions. They are guilty and free of the atrocities committed against the 
blacks.  
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