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[image: image2.png]Questions of authorial and narratorial power and authority and levels of
intertextuality are encapsulated in one sentence in J. M. Coetzee’s novel Foe,
his metafictional response to Daniel Defoe: “In Mr. Foe’s house there are
many mansions” (77). Like Defoe, Coetzee inevitably quotes Scripture (John
14:2). The intertextual, pluralistic statement epitomizes the shifting hierarchi-
cal complexities at play in Foe. If we unpack the lexical components of this
statement and its narrative allusiveness, we get the proliferation of roles we
witness throughout the novel. Mr. Foe as writer and written assumes almost
as many identities as the mansions he possesses. Examining the chain of sig-
nification hierarchically. we might start at the bottom: Mr. Foe is a character
in Coetzee’s novel. Mr. Foe is the partially silent narratee of Susan Barton’s
book. Mr. Foe is the real author; he is also the historical author Daniel Defoe.

Mr. Foe is the Father. Mr. Foe is the Divine Author of another text. Mr. Foe
is God. (We could similarly deconstruct Mr. Foe’s house to match his author-
ity of authorship.) Once all of these distinctions are collapsed into an equa-
tion, Mr. Foe becomes one as well as all.

—RUTH KOLANLI, Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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An Englishman marooned on a wopical island, alone
except for his trusty servant Friday—these two famous
figures, the central characters in Daniel Defoe’s 1719
novel Robinson Crusoe, are resurrected in South African
writer J. M. Coetzee’s 1086 novel Foe, but they reappear
in an altered form that highlights the cultural, class, and
racial biases underpinning the earlier table.

In contrast to Defoe’s resourceful castaway whose
‘middle-class values (ingenuity, industry, fortitude) are
credited with his success in transforming an unruly wil-
derness into an orderly, fruitful plantation yet who longs
for his homeland, Coetzee’s Crusoe is a taciturn hermit
who manages only a meager subsistence as a hunter-
gatherer, who wastes his labor building terraces that he
cannot cultivate for lack of grain, and who must be
forcibly “rescued” from the island, finally dying of heart-
break while sailing “home” to England.

The transformation of Friday is even more striking.
In place of Defoe’s “happy savage” who willingly accepts
the white man’s rule, even learning pidgin English for
Crusoe, Foe features 2 mulish Friday who glumly obeys
his master but cannot speak since his tongue has been
cut out in an unexplained mutilation.

‘Through changes that challenge both what is an
not present in Defoe’s tale, this allegorical novel poses
an intriguing question: to what extent has western litera-
ture been in complicity with European imperialism and
the silence of many “Fridays” around the globe?
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