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Abstract:
The process of reading or interpreting a text has become more complex than ever since the
very practice of reading and interpretation invites the readers to derive its meaning from other
texts. To decipher a text, one moves between the texts to have a critical understanding of it to
extract its meaning. This process is generally called ‘Intertextuality,’ where the text's value and
importance are dependent on its intertext. This paper will deal with South African Nobel laureate
J.M. Coetzee's novel Foe, an intertext of Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, and to a lesser degree,
Roxana. The focus will be primarily to highlight the issue of ‘Intertextuality’ in Coetzee's Foe,
which he uses as a postmodern device. It also aims to explore the issue of how ‘Intertextuality’ as
a postmodern device attempt to subvert the dominant discourse of Robinson Crusoe through the
representation of alternative narratives in Foe.
Keywords: Intertextuality, Postmodernism, Discourse, Text, Narrative.
One of the most recent practices of systematic reading and interpreting a text is based on
the theory of intertextuality. Intertextuality emphasizes that any literary text or form of cultural
production resists being original, independent, and unique in its strictest sense. Instead,
intertextuality tends to believe that the output of a text or any other art form is not the author’s sole
creation; instead, it results from numerous influences from the early productions. That is to say
that a text is not a unique brainchild of an author. Instead, since a text is based on a complex
interplay of codes and symbols, it contains the influences, references and ideas, and quotations
from the previous texts. In that sense, the uniqueness of any text is being challenged and questioned
in the theory of intertextuality. The value or importance of a text thus depends on the number of
influences it reverberates from the earlier writings. In his book Intertextuality thus, Graham Allen
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mentions that: “Texts, whether they be literary or non-literary, are viewed by modern theorists as
lacking in any kind of independent meaning. They are what theories now call intertextual (Allen
1).”
The process of reading or interpreting a text has become even more complex since the very
practice of reading or interpreting a text invites the readers to derive its meaning in its relation with
other texts. In other words, to decipher a text and extract its meaning, one needs to move from the
source text to the other texts to have a critical understanding of the text. This process is generally
called intertextuality, where the value and meaning of the text are dependent on its intertext. Allen
also comments that: “The act of reading, theorist claim, plunges us into a network of textual
relations. To interpret a text, to discover its meaning, or meanings, is to trace those relations.
Reading thus becomes a process of moving between texts (Allen 1).”
Intertextuality is a poststructuralist and postmodernist phenomenon. Julia Kristeva is often
credited to coin the term and make it popular. Nevertheless, its root lies in the works of Ferdinand
de Saussure, the Swiss Linguist who, in his 1915 essay Courses in General Linguistics, has
provided a groundbreaking idea about the relational aspect of language in the larger framework of
the semiotics or sign-systems. For Saussure, the meaning of a word in a given language is based
on the sign system- the denominator is the 'signifier' either in visual or the sound representation of
a thing represented, which is called the 'signified.' Saussure emphasizes that the relation between
a signifier and its signified is arbitrary or artificial; it is an outcome of the traditional system, not
an intrinsic one. For example, there is no intrinsic connection between a signifier or the visual and
audible representation of 'CAT' and the actual image of the animal 'CAT.' Instead; it is a matter of
convention that the sound or the visual appearance of the word 'CAT' represents the mental picture
of a 'CAT.' Now, this study of language and its connection with meaning is arbitrary. Nevertheless,
this study gives birth to a host of new ideas relating to language and its production of meaning.
The simplest one is the disbelief in the truth that a word can produce an organic meaning or the
intrinsic connection of a word with its meaning. Hence the truth claims of the writers, more
specifically of the writers of realist fiction, who claim to have presented a verisimilitude in their
writing have been deeply contested, argued, challenged, and denied.
In the late 20th century, a host of critics and theoreticians from the Russian formalist
Mikhail Bakhtin, to the notable poststructuralist and feminist critic Julia Kristeva, to Roland
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Barthes, and others employ this notion of intertextuality to criticize the author's claim of being the
sole originator of a text who is capable of producing the meaning of a literary text. For example,
in the essay "The Death of the Author," published in 1967, Roland Barthes mentions that "The text
is a tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable centers of culture (Barthes 146)”. For Barthes,
the meaning of a literary text thus is not constrained in the author's authority; rather, it depends on
its ability to have intertextual references from a range of other texts for deriving its meaning. Thus,
the claim of the author of realist fiction of being original, unique, innovative, and objective is
challenged by postmodernists. Instead of deriving the author-given meaning, the readers are
invited to read a text in its relation to other texts and, in that process, critically examine the possible
alternative meanings of a given text. Allen comments: “The term intertextuality was initially
employed by poststructuralist theorists and critics in their attempt to disrupt notions of stable
meaning and objective interpretation (Allen 3).”
In this paper, I will be dealing with the South African writer J.M. Coetzee's famous novel
Foe, an intertext of Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, and to a lesser extent, his other classic
Roxana. The focus will be primarily to highlight the issue of intertextuality in Coetzee's Foe, which
he uses as a postmodern trope. The paper also aims to show how he uses it to subvert the dominant
discourse of the source text of Defoe.
Coetzee based his novel Foe partly on Defoe's Robinson Crusoe and modeled his central
character, Susan Barton, on Roxana from the eponymous novel of Defoe. By situating his novel
on these two classics through the employment of the technique of intertextuality, Coetzee
questions the dominant discourses and the narratives of Defoe's novels and takes the creative
freedom to make his novel self-reflexive which draws self-conscious attention to the text as an
artifact that provides numerous possibilities of re-interpretation or rewriting. Coetzee's use of this
postmodern technique questions Defoe's narrative of the grand myth of colonialism, Western
Imperialism, realism, the author's relationship with the text, and the reader by providing possible
counter-narratives and alternative discourses in Foe. He also questions the claim of Defoe as being
the father of the English novel, as well as the truth claim of making Robinson Crusoe a realist
fiction. He makes his book a prequel to Defoe's classic Robinson Crusoe. He tampers in a
postmodern experimental way with the original story of Defoe's Robinson Crusoe to bring out the
hypocrisies associated with the construction of grand myths of Western Imperialism.
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In his study of the genesis of English novels, Ian Watt in his monumental book The Rise of
the Novel has given the idea of how the novel or fiction writing as a literary genre has its inception
in the 18th century and became prominent in the hands of writers like Daniel Defoe, Samuel
Richardson, and Henry Fielding and so on. One of the earliest attempts by the early 18th century
practitioners of the novel is to employ the elements of realism or verisimilitude to make the novel
more convincing and authentic to the readers. Defoe, in particular, has attempted to make his
novels autobiographical accounts of the protagonist of the novel so that the readers would take the
novel less as fictional writing and more as a realistic event that has happened. Ian Watt, in the first
chapter "Realism and the Novel Form" of his book The Rise of the Novel, has mentioned that:
Defoe initiated an essential new tendency in fiction: his total subordination of the plot to
the pattern of the autobiographical memoir is as defiant an assertion of the primacy of
individual experience in the novel as Descartes's cogito ego sum was in philosophy (Watt
14).
Although the plot of Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (1719) is based on an accurate account of
Alexander Selkirk's survival story on a remote island after being shipwrecked, he eliminated the
fictional recounting of the story. To make the novel a real convincing one, Defoe not only provided
the first-person narrative account of Crusoe, but he had added a map of the island with the text of
Crusoe's island where he was shipwrecked and spent twenty-eight long years. He even omitted his
name as an author in the first publication so that the reader would take it as a real-life
autobiographical account of Crusoe, not written by an author. These are the ways Defoe tried to
incorporate realism in the novel.
However, the insertion of realism in the novel has framed many ‘grand narratives’
(Lyotard15) that legitimize the dominant, authoritative discourse of the central character, Robinson
Crusoe. But in the process of doing so, it has suppressed and silenced the narratives of other
possible narratives. One of the approaches of Coetzee in this novel is to reassert the lost voice of
the suppressed characters. Coetzee tried to show how different the text could have been if it had
been written from other characters' perspectives.
At the surface level, Robinson Crusoe recounts the adventurous story of a typical
Englishman who has become a castaway after being shipwrecked for more than twenty-eight years
in a remote island and finally manages to return to his country as a successful, wealthy, wise man.
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From the very beginning of the novel, Crusoe refuses to follow the counsel given by his father to
adopt a 'middle' stature of life by residing in the house and following a humble business at home.
He had a different plan to emerge as a conqueror in life amidst the wilderness of the sea. Like the
typical Western Imperialist and Colonialist, during his stay on the island, he enslaved him after
saving the life of a black Negro, christened his name as Friday, and later on taught him the tenants
of civilization and western morals. At the end of the novel, both of them return to England.
Coetzee, however, has interwoven his text Foe upon the existing plots of Defoe's Robinson
Crusoe and Roxana to insinuate the gaps in the source texts. His postmodern experimentation with
text and the narratives in Foe has made a significant departure from the original text. Hence, for
Coetzee, intertextuality has become a vital trope to puncture the notion of realism associated with
Robinson Crusoe and make a crucial postmodern reworking.
Postmodernism has been defined variously by different critics and thinkers. Since
postmodernism is a theory of anti-establishment that defies any concrete meaning, explaining it
appears to be the most challenging task. Among the heterogeneous and conflicting notions of
postmodernism, Lyotard's description of it as a means of dismantling the 'grand narrative' through
the 'petty narratives' can be considered to analyze Foe. Coetzee's employment of the technique of
intertextuality thus provides him the opportunity to subvert the grand narratives created in Defoe's
Robinson Crusoe. Although he depends primarily on the story of Defoe's Crusoe, he comes up
with a new account, the scope of which has been given by postmodernism. Coetzee thus believes
that the countless cycles of reworking a text are always possible as the fixed meaning of a text is
elusive and unstable in a postmodern world.
There has been many reworking of Robinson Crusoe. Defoe's classic novel has inspired
several subsequent writers who have written their fiction based on the story of Robinson Crusoe.
This tradition of rewriting Robinson Crusoe has also given birth to a new genre called
'Robinsonade.' But, whereas most of the rewritings are directed as a postcolonial response to
Robinson Crusoe, Coetzee has a different stance on the text altogether. Crusoe and Friday's mastersubject relationship has been taken up, criticized, and rewritten in most postcolonial rewritings.
Coetzee, however, does not focus on this aspect of the master-subject relationship of Friday and
Crusoe; instead, he deals with the textual production of Robinson Crusoe. He based his novel on
undoing the discourses made by Crusoe in Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. Defoe's projection of the
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novel as a realist fiction with first-person narrative attempts to subscribe to the fashion of 18thcentury novel writing, which Coetzee has upturned.
Coetzee's 1986 novel Foe, unlike Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, does not begin with the firstperson narrative of Crusoe. Instead, Cruso here becomes a passive figure. His name has also been
curtailed, and he has become 'Cruso'. The omission of 'e' from his name is indicative of the role
reversal Coetzee attempts to emphasize in his novel. The novel begins with a woman protagonist
Susan Barton, who is partly modeled on Roxana of Defoe's eponymous novel. Susan is on an
expedition for her search for a lost daughter, and it is during this search, she has become
shipwrecked and lost to an island already inhabited by Crusoe and Friday. The insertion of the
character of Susan in the plot has given Coetzee the scope to question the dominant discourse of
Crusoe's narrative. Here, Susan asks many questions to Crusoe, which destabilizes the reader's
notion towards the truth claim of the descriptions in Robinson Crusoe. In a postmodern fashion,
Coetzee has made the novel a prequel whose story he sets before the story of Defoe's Robinson
Crusoe. Coetzee shows how the hero of Defoe's classic and the Defoe himself has provided the
myth of a false adventure in Robinson Crusoe. In contrast, the story was concerned with a woman
searching for her daughter. He focuses on how Defoe, the 'Foe' of the title, has betrayed Susan and
even denied her to publish her version of the story of the search for her lost daughter. Dominic
Head here mentions: “Coetzee invites us to speculate on the inspiration of Crusoe, and on the
omissions and reconstructions evident in the finished novel- and, also, in the notional moment of
the inception or 'fathering' of the novel genre (Head 63).”
Cruso in Coetzee's novel is not the typical western imperial adventurer and conqueror;
instead, he is 'emblematic of exhausted imperialism' (Head 63). He has grown old and lives a
miserable life on a rocky, thorny island with Friday, devoid of speaking because his tongue is cut.
Susan's description of Cruso in Foe is enough to understand Coetzee's purpose:
I would gladly now recount to you the history of this singular Cruso, as I heard it from his
lips. But the stories he told me were so various and so hard to reconcile one with another
that I was more and more driven to conclude age and isolation had taken their toll on his
memory, and he no longer knew for sure what was the truth, what fancy. Thus, one day, he
would say his father had been a wealthy merchant whose counting-house he had quit
searching for adventure. But the next day he would tell me he had been a poor lad of no
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family who had shipped as a cabin-boy and been captured by the Moors (he bore a scar on
his arm which was, he said, the mark of the branding iron) and escaped and made his way
to the New World (11).
In one of her conversations with Crusoe, Susan even bluntly asks Cruso a very pertinent question:
"May I ask, sir," said I, after a while: "Why in all these years have you not built a boat and
made your escape from this island (13)?"
Thus, Susan played a significant role in subverting the mysterious romanticism associated
with Defoe's adventurous hero. Susan furthermore narrates how after spending her days on the
island with Cruso and Friday, when they had finally managed to return to England, Cruso died on
the way before reaching the coast. Friday is also mutely lacking a tongue that could inscribe his
story. It is only Susan who could narrate the whole story. Unfortunately, she lacked the artistry to
carve her island account into papers; she approached the writer Foe, who betrayed her in omitting
her role and her version from the story. Foe even makes Crusoe an adventurer to quench the thirst
of the reader of an adventure novel. This sort of intertextual experimentation and the literary selfconsciousness drawn towards producing a text by Coetzee is postmodern in nature.
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