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4. J. M. Coetzee’s Foe 
Published in 1986 by South African Nobel prize-winning writer J.M. Coetzee, Foe is a rewriting  and a parody of Daniel Defoe’s classic Robinson Crusoe (1719). As Simon Dentith points out, parody can be defined as “one of the principal formal means which carries forward [the] process of novelisation” [22]. As already mentioned, novelization consists in a “progressive relativisation of, and scepticism towards, the prestigious and sacred discourse of society”
[23]. According to several critics [24], Coetzee’s text is designed to deconstruct those dominant discourses which are implicit in Defoe’s eighteenth-century classic and which still condition current cultural and literary debates. 
As a parody of “the Text” which established the myth of colonization as Europe’s act of benevolent paternalism towards underdeveloped countries, the novel addresses issues like the establishing of an authoritative literary canon and the relationship between colonizer and colonized. According to Patrick Corcoran, “it is a novel to be placed fairly and squarely in a postcolonial line of reflection, a text haunted, if not obsessed, with notions of power, authority and ownership.” [25] 
Mostly written in an epistolary form, Foe undoes the self-centred, monolithic unity which distinguished Defoe’s text.  As Jean-Paul Engélibert argues, this rewriting “place[s] the character in an intertext rather than in a context. For [it] reinscribe[s] Robinson Crusoe into the totality of discourses which are contemporaneous with it” (272). This process of intertextualization is carried out through a series of literary expedients. First of all, Coetzee narrativizes Defoe and puts him into Foe's fictive space along with other characters that Defoe himself invented for Robinson Crusoe and other novels. Then he introduces as narrator the character of Susan Barton [26], the female alter-ego of Crusoe, Defoe and himself. This allows Coetzee to put metatextual references into the book and to play with Defoe’s ultimate authority in the story. Coetzee also re-inverts the setting of Defoe’s novel by focusing mainly on Susan's and Friday’s journey to England and their stay there. Their adventures become symmetrical to Crusoe’s and Friday’s on the island. 
What are the myths Coetzee is trying to deconstruct? In Defoe’s novel the human image is limited. Crusoe’s is a man’s world; women appear only sporadically as minor characters. As Ian A. Bell points out:  
Crusoe’s remarkable lack of erotic urges and sexual fantasies during his twenty-eight years of isolation can be seen as one of the most curious of incidents in nearly ten thousand night-times, inviting speculation, scholarly commentary and perhaps even a little amusement. […] Women, it seems, are simply not to be involved in the substance or the central episodes of the adventure narrative as they are prioritised and delivered. Crusoe’s story is overwhelmingly an account of male experience, or at least of the strange surprising experience of a particular male – the narrator is made to represent the ordinary man placed in the most extraordinary circumstances, and his story is one of remarkable events happening to a typical man, which are prepared for and told to an interested audience of men. [27] 

Coetzee’s Foe, on the contrary, makes up for these restrictions. It tells a woman’s story, and lets her decide the terms on which it is to be organized. In so doing, Susan questions not only the other characters but also meaning itself. According to Corcoran, “Susan Barton’s arrival on the island is an occasion for reflection on fictional stereotypes and how they compare with reality – a reality which is itself, of course, a fictional creation” [28]. 
Susan’s difficult relationship with the two male protagonists suggests both her powerlessness and her desire to rebel against the given patriarchal authority over her story. At first Susan says she is Cruso’s second subject, thereby reiterating the conventional power relationship of her time, but later she comes to doubt its absolute value. She progressively undoes the paternalist hierarchy of society because her character is strong, independent, and enjoys free sexual expression. As Spivak [29] notes, Susan also wants to “father” her story into history with Mr. Foe’s help. At the beginning she doesn’t feel able to accomplish it and she seems to accept the values of patriarchal aesthetics. (“A liveliness is lost in writing down which must be supplied by art, and I have no art”, 40). 
Being both the storyteller and the object of her story, her sense of identity is challenged: “When I reflect on my story I seem to exist only as the one who came, the one who witnessed, the one who longed to be gone: a being without substance, a ghost beside the true body of Cruso. Is that the fate of all storytellers? Yet I was as much a body as Cruso”(51). She thus entrusts Foe with the duty to give her back the wholeness of her identity (“Return to me the substance I have lost, Mr. Foe: that is my entreaty”, 51). 
Deeply disillusioned by Foe’s attempt to change her story, Susan seeks a reversal of roles, which is mirrored in her sexual act with the renowned writer: Susan becomes the manly figure who gives her story to Foe. She says to him, “Am I to think of you as a whore for welcoming me and embracing me and receiving my story? You gave me a home when I had none. I think of you as a mistress, or even, if I dare to speak the word, as a wife” (152). Susan wants to reverse the myth of the female Muse who visits male poets and begets their work, depicting herself both as the Muse and the begetter of her story. 
By refusing to recognize the girl Foe sends her as her daughter, Susan implicitly refuses to accept a narrative, which is not hers and finally rebels against the authoritative voice. She tells the girl, “You are father-born. You have no mother. The pain you feel is the pain of lack, not the pain of loss. What you hope to regain in my person you have in truth never had.” (91). At the same time, however, she cannot but use the symbolic means of her male counterpart and “father” her story.  
Susan hopes to achieve a substantiality that the written text cannot or fails to provide. Her hope to escape from the “cage of words” is handed over to her runaway daughter. The certainty resting on her motherhood is arguably her most powerful argument against Foe’s subtle tricks. When asked by Foe to make up the story of her stay in Bahia, she strongly refuses: 
“How can you ever close Bahia between the covers of a book? It is only small and thinly peopled places that can be subjugated and held down in words, such as desert islands and lonely house. Besides, my daughter is no longer in Bahia but is gone into the interior, into a world so vast and strange I can hardly conceive it, a world of plains and plantations such as the one Cruso left behind, where the ant is emperor and everything is turned on its head” (122-123) 

Susan partly identifies with her daughter, who has successfully escaped the dominant discourse by entering a world “so vast” that papers cannot map it. That basically is her only consolation in a world which seems to have lost its measure for truth and reality. 
Susan’s obsession with the two dimensions of her story (textual and material) is mirrored in her relationship with Friday. Her reaction to Friday’s mutilation (which can be also read as a form of sexual castration) can also be read as a response to her own inability to speak. In a conversation with Mr. Foe, Susan says “Friday has grown to be my shadow” (115); and later, “The shadow […] is the loss of Friday’s tongue” (117). 
However, as Spivak has pointed out, Friday’s silence cannot be intended as a symbol of the woman’s failure to speak. They are both subalterns, but they cannot be reduced to each other and to each other’s way of “speaking” for themselves. Susan is prevented from becoming subversive in the way Friday has become because she is not black. Coetzee bestows on her a task that she cannot accomplish, because she is both excluded from and belongs to the symbolic order of Western culture. [30] 
Whereas Friday is depicted as capable of signifying outside the structures of language [31], Susan is trapped within the compulsion to conform to the authoritative mode of the male writer, be it Foe or Coetzee himself. Her act of rebellion keeps her suspended between two worlds, in a space that keeps her guessing. Her search for her daughter (whom she does not find) is a symbol of her own continuous quest. As Corcoran points out, the novel does not end with final statements about the reality of the events. Instead, it seems to suggest that   we are all involved in story telling, constantly narrating our own and others’ lives to ourselves and to others; this activity is the way we maintain a handle on the world and exercise power within it. It is therefore totally appropriate that the dreamlike quality of the fourth and final section should seem consciously to blur distinctions of time, space and person in order to hand over to the reader the responsibility for making sense of the text, and giving or refusing substance to the ghosts that inhabit it. [32] 
[22] Dentith, Simon, Parody, London: Routledge, 2000, p.193. 
[23] Ibidem. 
[24] For example see Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, “Theory in the Margin: Coetzee’s Foe Reading Defoe’s Crusoe/Roxana”, in Arac, Jonathan & Johnson, Barbara (eds) Consequences of Theory, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1991. 
[25] Corcoran, Patrick, “Foe: Metafiction and the Discourse of Power” in Spaas, Lieve and Stimpson, Brian, Robinson Crusoe : myths and metamorphoses, Basingstoke; London : Macmillan, 1996, 256-266, p. 256. 
[26] Susan Barton is also the protagonist of  Defoe’s novel Roxana (1724) whose first name is Susan
[26]. The story of Roxana centers on the figure of this woman in search of self affirmation and economic security in the modern word whose main feature is insecurity and constant change. Roxana reacts to the failure of her wedding choosing to become a courtesan without any moral restriction. There are  analogies here between Coetzee’s Susan and Defoe’s Roxana: both experience poverty and see the world from a subaltern position. 
[27] Bell, Ian A., “Crusoe’s Women” in Spaas, Lieve and Stimpson, Brian, Robinson Crusoe : myths and metamorphoses, Basingstoke; London : Macmillan, 1996, p. 29-30. 
[28] Corcoran, p.29-30. 
[29]  from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, `Theory in the Margin: Coetze's Foe reading Defoe's Crusoe/Roxana', in Consequences of Theory: Selected Papers of the English Institute, 1987-88, New Series, no. 14, ed. Jonathan Arac and Barbara Johnson ( Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991, pp. 154-80:)  
[30] Although her tongue remains intact, she too has problems in taking part in the symbolic order. In a novel where writing in general and representation in particular are viewed as authoritative processes, her efforts to become an independent woman writer appear to be particularly hopeless. 
[31] There is a long list of literary works using silence as a metaphor for black people’s exclusion from the symbolic order. See, for example, Hayden’s poem “Middle Passage” or Herman Melville’s “Benito Cereno”. 
[32] Corcoran, p.265.
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