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Abstract 
 

The South African-born Nobel laureate author J.M. Coetzee’s novel Foe (1986) is replete 
with postcolonial elements. The novel presents the complex dynamics between the 
colonizer and the colonized. It is the portrayal of how the narrative of the woman 
character of the novel is being controlled by the writer named Foe, who decides to make 
a selective story by changing her real experiences into what he thinks is worth 
narration. Through this act, Coetzee critiques the power structures inherent in 
storytelling, where the dominant voice manipulates history to suit its own perspective. 
The silencing of the marginalized is not just a thematic concern but also a metaphor for 
colonial erasure, where the subaltern struggles to articulate their truth. Beginning with 
the definition of postcolonialism, this research article offers an insight into the mind of 
the colonizer who confiscates the rights of the colonized subject, depriving him/her of 
their voice in their own story, thus ruthlessly depriving them of their basic human 
rights. Read from a postcolonial perspective, the novel is nothing short of an eye-opener 
regarding the various ways in which the act of subjugation is effected, much to the 
detriment of the subjugated, who often struggle to get heard, but their voices are 
subdued in the master’s voice, which is louder and given more importance as the master 
holds a position of privilege. 
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Exploration of postcolonial elements leads to a scrutiny of the social, political and 
cultural narratives surrounding the colonizer and the colonized. Analytical reading, 
examining the socio-political power relationships that are the basis of colonialism and 
neocolonialism, does not make postcolonialism, by any means, an easy term to define.  
The present research article shall explore the prevalence of postcolonial elements in 
J.M. Coetzee’s novel Foe (1986). A Reader’s Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory by R. 
Seldom provides the following comprehensive overview of the term ‘postcolonialism’: 

From a postcolonial perspective, Western values and traditions of thought and 
literature, including versions of postmodernism, are guilty of a repressive 
ethnocentrism. Models of western thought (derived, for example, from Aristotle, 
Descartes, Kant, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud) or of literature (Homer, Dante, 
Flaubert, T.S. Eliot) have dominated world culture, marginalizing or excluding 
non-western traditions and forms of cultural life and expression (229). 

It was in the 1990’s, that postcolonial criticism came to be recognized as a separate 
category in critical studies. Some of the influential books towards the development of 
postcolonial studies have been, In Other Worlds (1987) by Gayatri Spivak; The Empire 
Writes Back (1989) by Bill Ashcroft; Nation and Narration (1990) by Homi K. Bhabha; 
Culture and Imperialism (1993) by Edward Said. Robert J.C. Young, in his book, 
Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction, postulates: 

Postcolonial theory, so called, is not in fact a theory in the scientific sense, that is 
a coherently elaborated set of principle that can predict the outcome of a given 
set of phenomena. It comprises instead a related set of perspectives, which 
juxtaposed against one another, on occasion contradictorily. It involves issues 
that are often the preoccupation of the other disciplines and activities, 
particularly to do with the position of women, of development, of ecology, of 
social justice, of socialism in its broadest sense. Above all, postcolonialism seeks 
to intervene, to force its alternative knowledge into the power structures of the 
west as well as the non-west. It seeks to change the way people think, the way 
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they behave, to produce a more just and equitable relation between the different 
peoples of the world. (6-7)  

As per A Glossary of Literary Termsby M.H. Abrahams and Geoffrey Galt Harpham: 
Postcolonial studies pertain to the critical analysis of the history, culture, 
literature and modes of discourse that are specific to the former colonies of 
England, Spain, France and often European powers. These studies have focused 
especially on the Third World Countries in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean islands and 
South America. Some scholars, however, extend the scope of such analysis also to 
the discourse and cultural production of countries such as Australia, Canada and 
New Zealand, which achieved independence much earlier than the Third World 
Countries. Postcolonial studies sometimes also encompass aspects of British 
literature in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, viewed through a 
perspective that reveals the ways in which the social and economic life 
represented in that literature was tacitly underwritten by colonial exploitations. 
(306) 

In 1997, the Palestinian-American Scholar Edward Said wrote Orientalism, a book which 
proved to be a very influential text establishing the theory of postcolonialistic studies. 
Said discussed in his book how the imperialistic powers, in subjugated colonies, 
fostered a Eurocentric discourse giving pre-eminence to everything that is ‘occidental’ 
as against the ‘oriental’ which is represented as the inferior other. Another major book 
The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practicein Post-colonial Literatures (2nd Edition, 
2002) by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffith, and Helen Tiffin discussed how the empire often 
presented a Eurocentric version of colonial history. The Eurocentric version ensures 
that the history of the colonized people is written in such a way that everything before 
the arrival of the imperial power is presented as insignificant and inferior while all the 
events post colonization are presented as significant and noteworthy. The local people 
or the natives are presented as the 'lesser beings', often thought to be heathen, and in 
dire need of being civilized. A very pertinent extract regarding the origin and 
pragmatism of postcolonialism from the book Beginning Theory by Peter Barry reveals: 

The ancestry of postcolonialism can be traced to Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of 
the Earth, published in French in 1961, and voicing what might be called 
‘Cultural resistance’ to France’s African Empire. Fanon (a psychiatrist from 
Martinique) argued that the first step for colonized people in finding a voice and 
an identity is to reclaim their own past. For centuries the European colonizing 
power will have devalued the nation’s past, seeing its precolonial era as a pre-
civilized limbo, or even as a historical void. Children, both black and white, will 
have been taught to see history, culture and progress as beginning with the 
arrival of the Europeans. If the first step towards postcolonial perspective is to 
reclaim one’s own past, then the second is to begin to erode the colonialist 
ideology by which that past had been devalued. (186) 

J.M. Coetzee’s novel Foe (1979) offers an interesting postcolonial reading. Foe is an 
intriguing narrative of a female castaway Mrs. Susan Barton, who happened to find 
herself being cast away on the same island where Robinson Crusoe of Daniel Defoe’s 
novel had been living a life of complacency along with his slave Friday. 

Susan finds that Crusoe had grown indifferent to society and lived a drab life on 
the island. Friday is a Negro who was rescued by Crusoe from being a prey to cannibals. 
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An intriguing fact about Friday was that he was tongueless. His tongue had been 
supposedly severed by some slavers who had captured him from his native tribe and 
mutilated him to render him helpless. 

The novel Foe centers around the tonguelessness and the consequent 
speechlessness of Friday. It also provides the ground for discussion of the fate of those 
whose histories are taken control of and written by authors who begin to decide what is 
worth writing and what is not; and in the process,  depriving the subject of his/her 
original, authentic voice. 

There are quite a number of speculations throughout the novel regarding the 
agent who could be responsible for making Friday tongueless. Another speculation not 
without scruples led Susan Barton to conclude that Friday’s tongue could also have been 
sliced by his master on the island who was none other than Crusoe. 

When Susan casually asked Crusoe as to how many words he had taught Friday, 
“As many as he needs”, replied Crusoe. "This is not England, we have no need of a great 
stock of words."(21) This statement by Crusoe suggests that the colonizers believe, a 
colonized person need not be offered all the privileges of speech and language. This is a 
typical colonial mindset which believes in empowering a colonized subject but 
marginally, sufficient enough to exercise control over the subject and certainly not 
sufficient to allow the subject be independent either in thought or action. 

While conversing with Crusoe, Susan Barton blames Providence for the pitiable 
condition of Friday whereby he was first a slave and thereafter a castaway, robbed of 
his childhood and consigned to a life of silence. At this utterance, Crusoe rather 
complacently mentions that perhaps Friday has not been dealt so badly after all, by 
Providence. Susan disagrees. She believes that no master stern or lenient is all 
benevolence. Any master, cruel or kind is after all a controller.  

You think I mock Providence. But perhaps it is the doing of Providence that 
Friday finds himself on an island under a lenient master, rather than in Brazil, 
under the Planter’s lash, or in Africa, where the forests teem with cannibals. 
Perhaps, it is for the best, though we do not see it so, that he should be here, and 
that I should be here, and now that you should be here. (23-24) 

Friday went about living with Susan and Crusoe all the while, under the shadow of his 
silence so that he was being taken for a non-entity. One day however, Susan found 
Friday casting some white petals of flowers and buds on the still waters of sea in one of 
the parts of the island among the sea-weeds and rocks. Susan understood it as some 
kind of ritual or offering that Friday seemed to be making to the Sea Gods or towards 
some fellow captive slaves of his group who had probably died having sunk around that 
place. It was at this moment Susan felt that Friday was not entirely bereft of human 
emotions. His silent exterior had engulfed his emotional nature. 
Thus, before understanding the emotional nature of Friday, this tongueless slave was 
not even accorded a human status by Susan who recounts: 

Hitherto I had given to Friday’s life as little thought as I would have a dog’s or 
any other dumb beasts’ – less, indeed, for I had horror of his mutilated state 
which made me shut him from my mind, and flinch away from him as he came 
near me. This casting of petals was the first sign I had that a spirit or soul – call it 
what you will – stirred beneath that dull and unpleasing exterior. (32) 
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After a stay of nearly two years on the remote island, Susan Barton was rescued by an 
English ship. Crusoe who was also taken aboard fell sick at the thought of leaving the 
island. Friday being extremely terrified and panic-stricken, hid somewhere in the 
remote parts of the island. Susan Barton felt pity for the voiceless Friday and asked the 
steamer to bring him too along with them. 

“There is another person on the island,” I told the ship’s master. He is a Negro 
Slave, his name is Friday, as he is fled among the crags above the north shore. 
Nothing you can say will persuade him to yield himself up, for he has no 
understanding of words or power of speech. It will cost great effort to take him. 
Nevertheless, I beseech you to send your men ashore again; in as much as Friday 
is a slave and a child, it is our duty to care for him in all things, and not abandon 
him to a solitude worse than death. (39) 

Susan Barton here, takes pity on Friday and decides for Friday that he would feel 
miserable in isolation. Friday being afraid of civilization, certainly had other challenges 
ahead of him once he reached England. The colonialist mindset of Susan Barton does not 
even consider the fact whether for Friday, it would be better to live upon the island as 
its lord or to live within civilization as an outsider. Friday was used to dancing in a 
trance, unaware of his surroundings. 

I shiver as I watch Friday dancing in the kitchen, with his robes whirling about 
him and the wig flapping on his head, and his eyes shut and his thoughts far 
away, not on the island, you may be sure, not on the pleasure of digging and 
carrying, but on the time before when the new Friday whom Crusoe created is 
sloughed off and the old Friday of the Cannibal forests returns? Have I misjudged 
Crusoe all this time, was it to punish him for his sins that he cut out Friday’s 
tongue? Better had he drawn his teeth instead! (95). 

Susan finds it impossible to communicate with Friday when he is busy in his dance. 
In the grip of the dancing he is not himself. He is beyond human reach. I call his 
name and am ignored, I put out a hand and am brushed aside. All the while he 
dances he makes a humming noise in his throat, deeper than his usual voice, 
sometimes he seems to be singing. (92) 

Susan realized that Friday could not be reached during his dancing hours. At such times, 
he dwelt in the world of his own thoughts, completely aloof from his surroundings. She 
was frustrated at her failed attempts to teach Friday either to speak or to write or to 
communicate through music. At such times she concluded that perhaps Friday was dull-
headed, too dumb to feel the need to say anything. However, a postcolonial perspective 
offers another side of the situation too. A postcolonial view can assert that years of 
subjugation and colonization, had rendered Friday apathetic, so much that it had taken 
the very life out of him. Having lost his jest for living, the need for communication had 
suffered a serious setback. We can infer that Friday is unwilling to communicate in any 
way, not only because of the lack of a tongue, but being a subaltern, he is unable to 
speak or unwilling to speak up. As a result of subordination as slave or a colonial 
subject, Friday’s faculty for communication was jeopardized forever. The colonial power 
does the same with its natives. The colonized people not only lose their voice in history, 
but also their own identity as an individual. Susan thinks: “What I fear most is that after 
years of speechlessness, the very notion of speech may be lost to him” (57). 
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Freedom, the most cherished desire of a living being, human or animal, if denied 
leaves an individual apathetic regarding life or death. The act of subjugation is an 
unnatural happening which affects the psyche of the subjugated unfavourably. Revolt 
against colonization by the subject is a normal act. If such a revolt does not arise, the 
very identity and life force deserts the colonized subject. 

Here the case of Friday is an extreme. Even if Crusoe was not the one who had 
cut off Friday’s tongue, Friday lived in a state of isolation from his family members, his 
brothers, sisters, parents and members of his own community. He had no opportunity to 
mix with people of his own kind. He only knew how to obey his master. He hardly held 
any personal views, opinions nor did he exercise any choices regarding his existence. He 
was a man used to living in the wild. He felt himself an outsider in the civilized world. 
Regarding Friday’s condition, Susan Barton concludes:  

Crusoe would not teach him words because, he said, Friday had no need of 
words. But Crusoe erred. Life on the island, before my coming, would have been 
less tedious had he taught Friday to understand his meanings and devised ways 
by which Friday could express his own meanings, as for example by gesturing 
with his hands or by setting out pebbles in shapes for words. Then Crusoe might 
have spoken to Friday after his manner, and Friday responded after his, and 
many an empty hour been whipped away. For I cannot believe that the life Friday 
led before he fell into Crusoe’s hands was bereft of interest, though he was but a 
child. I would give much to hear the truth of how he was captured by the slave 
traders and lost his tongue. (57) 

Susan agreed that the island formerly occupied by Crusoe belonged to him but she also 
puts questions for thought: "The island was Crusoe’s (yet by what right? by the laws of 
islands? Is there such a law?" (51). 

A cruel or kind person, the master of a slave is always an usurper upon and an 
infringer on the natural human right of freedom.Crusoe here assumes the role of the 
Almighty who decides upon the basic human rights of Friday.Susan Barton the 
European’s confession is noteworthy: 

I tell myself I talk to Friday to educate him out of darkness and silence. But is that 
the truth? There are times when benevolence deserts me and I use words only as 
the shortest way to subject him to my will. At such times, I understand why 
Crusoe preferred not to disturb his muteness, I understand, that is to say, why a 
man will choose to be a slave owner? Do you think less of me for this confession? 
(60-61) 

Another narrative parallel to that of Friday in the novel Foe is not without postcolonial 
overtones. It is the narrative of Susan Barton, the female castaway who desired that her 
adventures on the island be written in a book and published. She was quite sure that the 
story of her personal adventures on the island would make an interesting reading. 
However, having realized her limited potential to write like a well established author 
who would make her story a bestseller, she approaches an acclaimed author named 
Daniel Foe. Daniel Foe is another name for the original author Daniel Defoe of the novel 
Robinson Crusoe. 

Susan Barton meets disappointment when Daniel Foe does not consider her 
adventures on the island, of much significance. He asks her to narrate the experience of 
her days at Bahia where she had been during the search for her lost daughter. This was 
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before she got stranded on Crusoe’s island. She feels that by taking charge of her 
narrative, the author Foe had deprived her voice in her own history. 

This is similar to postcolonial stance. The colonizer or the one who is in 
possession of the narrative discourse writes about the subject’s history or culture in a 
voice which is his own, replete with the prejudices and opinions about significant facts 
as per his discretion, largely excluding the subjects. 

The episode between Foe the author and Susan Barton the so called ‘Subject’ is 
indicative of the role and power of language in postcolonial discourse. It is the power of 
speech or language that makes it possible for human beings to communicate with each 
other as well as with members of other species. It is the power of language used in 
communication that builds or destroys empires and the edifice of civilized societies are 
centred around language. Communication which at its inception was only in the form of 
acoustic cries and signals, developed over time into well defined linguistic features with 
its specific signs and symbols. Language made it possible for human beings to 
communicate their thoughts, feelings and ideas which helped in bringing together 
people of different temperaments and origins. 

As civilization became more complex and further refined, literature emerged. 
Narratives which were hitherto only oral traditions, began to take written forms. In the 
course of its further development, language became a major socio-political tool to 
influence people and develop more and more complex theories for the expression of 
man’s innermost thoughts and inclinations. 

When the colonizers from the western world took possession of their colonies in 
the third world nations, they were under the impression that they were the liberators of 
the colonists, bringing to the heathen, the Gospel of Christianity and  undertaking the 
white man’s burden of 'civilizing' the 'uncivilized'. Susan Barton is sure that her 
narrative is replete with interesting accounts which would certainly make a good 
reading. She says to Foe: "You have not heard a story like me. I am new-returned from 
far-off parts. I have been a castaway on a desert island. And there I was the companion 
of a singular man. I am a figure of fortune, Mr. Foe. I am the good fortune you are always 
hoping for."(48).Susan firmly believed that the story of Friday’s tongue could be 
recounted by him alone. No one could present his case as well as he himself. 

Susan Barton is unhappy about the way Daniel Foe is responding to her story. 
While she is excited about the interesting episode of her life on the island, Foe considers 
it unimportant from the point of view of a book content. 

‘The island is not a story in itself’,… “We can bring it to life only by setting it 
within a larger story. By itself it is no better than a waterlogged boat drifting day 
after day in an empty ocean till one day, humbly and without commotion, it sinks. 
The island lacks light and shade. It is too much the same throughout. It is like a 
loaf of bread. It will keep us alive, certainly, if we are starved of reading, but who 
will prefer it when there are, tastier confections and pastries to he had? (117)     

Susan is like a subject revolting against the false representation by a colonizer. She is 
willing to get the truth of her story published and is not ready to change the narrative 
by adding up strange encounters with cannibals or tryst with pirates simply to make the 
story adventurous. She asserts: “The story I desire to be known by is the story of the 
island; you call it an episode, but I call it a story in its own right” (121). 
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Once you proposed to supply a middle by inventing cannibals and pirates. These 
I would not accept because they were not the truth. Now you propose to reduce 
the island to an episode in the history of a women in search of a lost daughter. 
This too I reject. (121) 

Susan Barton understands that Friday is not being completely understood by others and 
his reality is not within reach. As Perry Benita postulates in her article. “Speech and 
Silence in the Fictions of J.M. Coetzee”: 

“Because Friday’s inner consciousness is not being narrated, his silence is more 
secret, is less available to the attention of conjectural readings, a sign of which is 
that he is offered alternative futures by the fiction, one within and the other 
outside the formal structures of language.” (67) 

On understanding that ‘Foe’ deliberately wants her story to be changed into a thriller 
with her island episode merely one part of the entire story of her life centering around 
the quest for her lost daughter, Susan Barton becomes cautious. She does not offer the 
story of her stay in Bahia and Brazil in detail as desired by Foe. She holds back her story 
and feels powerful that she has not lost her voice in her own history. She goes on to 
compare the helpless silence of Friday with the deliberate silence of herself in a very 
amusing manner. In the process, she finds her freedom from being misinterpreted 
against her will(by someone else). She even begins to do some writing on her own, 
although aware of her lesser power of writing compared to the established author 
Daniel Foe. 

You err more tellingly in failing to distinguish between my silences and the 
silences of a being such as Friday. Friday has no command of words and 
therefore no defense against being re-shaped day by day in conformity with the 
desires of others. I say he is cannibal and he becomes a cannibal; I say he is a 
laundryman and he becomes a laundryman. What is the truth of Friday? You will 
respond; he is neither cannibal nor laundryman, these are mere names, they do 
not touch his essence, he is a substantial body, he himself, Friday is Friday. But is 
not so. No matter what he is to himself (is he anything to himself? How can he tell 
us? What he is to the world is what I make him). Therefore the silence of Friday 
is a helpless silence. He is the child of his silence, a child unborn, a child waiting 
to be born that cannot be born. Whereas the silence I keep regarding Bahia and 
other matters is chosen and purposeful; it is my own silence. Bahia, I assert, is a 
world in itself, and Brazil an even greater world. Bahia and Brazil do not belongs 
within an island story, they cannot be cramped into its confines. (122) 

John Mcleod, who is the editor of The Routledge Companion to Postcolonial Studies, 
remarks in the introductory part of the work: 

Let me make one final concluding comment. To proceed in postcolonial studies 
we often need to acknowledge the initial limits of our knowledge and approach, 
as well as our (perhaps unchosen even unaware) complicity in the very modes of 
oppression which postcolonial studies critique. (17) 

 Postcolonial studies view literary discourses from various angles and search for the 
undercurrent thought patterns .New insights for a text can be gained by reading 
between the lines. The open ended nature of the writings of the postmodernist author 
J.M. Coetzee, creates scope for a number of interpretations. The author on his part does 
not provide any conclusions of his own. Rather his writing style acts as a catalyst 
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between the ‘text’ and ‘the reader’s own mind’. However, the prevalence of postcolonial 
elements in J.M. Coetzee’s novels cannot be refuted. The novel raises many questions 
probing the social and moral nature of human beings as they treat each other. 
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