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 Abstract: 

Any humanist account of historical transformation is unreliable.
beliefs cannot be assessed and interrogated by such accounts. Posthumanist philosophy cannot be 
contained within a particular timeframe be it before we became ‘human’ or even ‘after’. The reception 
of the ‘Other’ that reflects the ‘Self’ is one such strand of posthumanist philosophy that Coetzee’s 
interrogates. It expresses the concept of the ‘human’ in the light of posthuman theory. 
Friday in Foe become the undesirable picture of the crux of European Ill
symbol of the ‘Other’, the bestial, the innate. His inability to speak due to his mutilations and scars 
separates him and reduce his prominence as an object and debars him from entering into history. 
People like Friday are denied the benefits of verbal expression and therefore an insight into their life 
experiences is always inaccessible. The way his tongue has been separated from him ensures that he 
never comes to engage with people who easily make their way into metanarratives. F
tongue also engages us with the possibility of rendering him as symbolical of the impossibility of 
verbal communication. Nonsubjects like Friday stand for the failure of history to become impartial 
and comprehensive and get rid of the false
petals carefully released by Friday into the waters are the ones that history may have searched forever 
to authenticate its narratives but has failed to acquire. ‘Humans’ must learn to co
‘Other’ to stay in the center.  
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CONSTITUTIVE DEHISCENCE AND RUPTURED IDENTITY OF THE ‘SELF’ 

A POSTHUMANIST READING OF COETZEE’S 
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Any humanist account of historical transformation is unreliable. Our past, our principles and our 
beliefs cannot be assessed and interrogated by such accounts. Posthumanist philosophy cannot be 
contained within a particular timeframe be it before we became ‘human’ or even ‘after’. The reception 

cts the ‘Self’ is one such strand of posthumanist philosophy that Coetzee’s 
It expresses the concept of the ‘human’ in the light of posthuman theory. Characters like 
become the undesirable picture of the crux of European Illumination; he becomes the 
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separates him and reduce his prominence as an object and debars him from entering into history. 

the benefits of verbal expression and therefore an insight into their life 
experiences is always inaccessible. The way his tongue has been separated from him ensures that he 
never comes to engage with people who easily make their way into metanarratives. F
tongue also engages us with the possibility of rendering him as symbolical of the impossibility of 
verbal communication. Nonsubjects like Friday stand for the failure of history to become impartial 
and comprehensive and get rid of the false glorification of the ‘humans’ in the center. The white 
petals carefully released by Friday into the waters are the ones that history may have searched forever 
to authenticate its narratives but has failed to acquire. ‘Humans’ must learn to co-exist and ac
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The study of the ‘Other’ has been in practice since the twentieth-century literary criticism started 
taking shape. As philosophical theories cut across time and theoretical boundaries, ripens and reaches 
their culmination it gives birth to new theories, philosophies and ideas that find their way through 
the mazes and labyrinths of modern time and establish themselves as aspects that need further 
evaluation through new ‘isms’ and further new theories. Posthumanism as a philosophy is evolving 
and gaining new heights. Of course, Posthumanism must not be confused with anti-humanism or 
post anthropocentrism as it goes beyond such binary opposites. The study of posthumanism is 
boosted by the establishment of Institutional Centers like ‘Future of Humanity Institute of University 
of Oxford’ and ‘Centre for the Study of Existential Risk’ of University of Cambridge that deal with 
humanity, its prospects and possibilities of human extinction. One strand of posthumanism is the 
study of the ‘Other’ as a means to explore the subjective identity of the “I”.  The study of the ‘Other’ is 
more important because human identity is never consistent and constant as it keeps changing with 
the material and cultural situation that identifies the ‘I’ only by reflecting on the ‘Other’.  The way the 
‘Other’ is being treated and controlled points to the age-old concept of ‘European enlightenment’ 
where being ‘human’ is identified with the ‘state of being’ and not a ‘concept’. The problem intensifies 
with humans pushing themselves in the center and using his self-satisfying courage to use his‘own’ 
intelligence, without the guidance of the ‘Other’, to self-justify his maturity. As Nick Bostrom puts it:  

 “Enlightenment is man’s leaving his self- caused immaturity. Immaturity is the incapacity to use 
one’s own understanding without the guidance of another. . . . enlightenment is therefore 
Sapereaude! Have courage to use your own intelligence!”   

Posthumanism dealing with the fluxed identity of human beings and critiquing the illusory 
yet romantic explorations of the great heroes of the fictions and histories that portrayed and neglected 
the ‘Other’ as “less than human” has accepted the responsibility of re-experiencing and revisiting 
multiple humanist readings of historical and fictional events and characters that has been carefully 
hidden behind the ‘Victorian’ heroism in different cultural periods of English history. Such ideas and 
narratives glorifying the subjective ‘I’through the portrayal of the great Romantic and Victorian 
heroes of delightful yet biased works are justly satirized by Coetzee and he clarifies this in his 
wonderful fiction Foe. In Foe the narrator mentions: 

For readers reared on travelers’ tales, the words desert isle may conjure up a place of soft sands 
and shady trees where brooks run to quench the castaway’s thirst and ripe fruit falls into his 
hand, where no more is asked of him than to drowse the days away till a ship calls to fetch 
him home… (FOE 7) 

Now, that the comfort of the center  is challenged and the ‘Self’ supremacy is no longer 
assured, the ‘Other’ proposes and challenges the ‘I’ to share the center and therefore through 
Postcolonial philosophy ( in the case of Coetzee, of course, he adopts postmodern tactics to enter the 
primary concern of postcolonial discourse (Samuel Beckett and the End of Modernity 112) it enters the 
domain of the Posthumanism where the ‘Vitruvian’ man and the kingdom of the ‘Human’ is 
challenged and a new relationship between the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’ creates new meaning and 
significance. Such experimental philosophy by Coetzee draws the attention of the readers and seeks 
interpretations that seem never-ending. Anton Leist suggests:  

The Central figures in Coetzee’s novels surely represent experimental postmodernism. What is 
open to debate is the size and outcome of the experiments they represent. What are these meant 
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to prove? Do they want to show the most elementary conditions for human society, or do they 
suggest alternatives? Commentators on these novels are of different opinions. 

No Posthuman studies can remain complete without a proper investigation of the ‘Self and 
the ‘Other’ though Posthuman studies’ major concern remains with aspects such as, the contextual 
and relational approach of the humans towards Ecology, Technology particularly of Cyborgs, Robots 
and Artificial Intelligence that are sensitive and sentient. The concept of the anthropocene as a 
geological force is also emerging. Posthumanism is also under constant threat from the 
transhumanists who probably refuse the very core of posthumanist philosophy as they believe that 
our consciousness has not yet been transformed genetically. But even the transhumanists may not 
have rejected the aspect of the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’ that has evolved through ages as something that 
needs serious introspection, particularly of the age that we live in. Coetzee points to several excuses 
that have strengthened the ‘Self’ and the so-called identity of ‘humanity’ and ‘humanism’ in the 
excuse that the world may fall apart if these two binary opposites [the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’]come to a 
friendly alliance. In Foe the bewildered author-narrator could not help asking Cruso about the forever 
troubled life of Friday: First a slave and now a castaway too. Robed of his childhood and consigned to 
a life of silence. Was providence sleeping?” (FOE 23) 

Cruso replied with the excuse: 

  “If Providence were to watch over all of us,” said Cruso, “who would be left to pick the 
cotton and cut the sugar-cane? For the business of the world to prosper, Providence must 
sometimes wake and sometimes sleep, as lower creatures do. (FOE 23) 

The last line of Crusoe’s comment gives us the much-needed hint of the position of the ‘Other’ and 
who exactly holds the key responsibility for such a position. The relevant posthuman question is 
“have we ever been human at all?” and that is where the concept and the distinction between the 
‘Self’ and the ‘Other’ becomes so significant. Technology was never neutral and had always been 
political and in the hands of the powerful and has acted as a tool to serve only the ‘Self’. Even after 
the introduction of the concepts and advertisements of the pan-human notion by the multinational 
companies and the market economy of assimilation the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’ exists. 

Coetzee’s Foe is a text that draws the reader’s attention to the relation between the ‘Self’ and 
the ‘Other’ in a posthuman context where the author concentrates on the knowledge-power-identity 
connection of the ‘Other’ like Friday. Through desperate efforts of the narrator: the Self, keeps on 
reminding us that the unsaid and the unspoken must be somehow understood and relied upon before 
arriving at a judgment of the dialectics of the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’. It is not the ‘base’ of Marxist 
philosophy that Coetzee harps on but mainly the social, hegemonic control of the historically superior 
‘Self’ that he considers as important. This ‘Self’ has of course more ahistoric narratives than any 
authentic interpretation of events, therefore, pushing truth aside, and it is doubtful if the truth ever 
existed, on the side of the ‘Other’. The judgment referred above is likely to be biased as the narrator 
rightly reflects on his journey while returning from Bahia: Why they chose to cast me away I do not 
know. But those whom we have abused we customarily grow to hate, and wish never to lay eyes on 
again. The heart of man is a dark forest – that is one of the sayings they have in Brazil. (FOE 11) 

 
Foe is one of the perfect creations of our author of concern which improvise on this aspect of 

posthumanism. Coetzee cares little to address the illusory-narrative-reality relation as pointed out by 
critics like Brian Macaskill and Jeanne Colleran who confirms that most of the South African critics 
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have complained against Coetzee that his novels are far away from the kind of literature that bears at 
least some responsibility to portray the economics and political realities of his native nation and the 
continent at large (432). This idea may not go unchallenged when we find Coetzee pointing out not 
only the helplessness of the ‘Other’ but also harping on the very fact that Cruso maintained an 
attitude that may fall under the domain of hypothetical imperative of Kant to control Friday and 
make him understand only what he wants. The narrator comments: 
 

 ‘My first thought was that Friday was like a dog that heeds but one master; yet it was not so. 
“Firewood is the word I have taught him,” said Cruso. “Wood he does not know.” I found it 
strange that Friday should not understand that firewood was a kind of wood, as pinewood is a 
kind of wood, or poplarwood; but I let it pass. (FOE 21)  

Critics even went to the extent of calling the author’s fictions as products that are far removed 
from any problems of his own country “Oppressive Silence” (217). This criticism may prove to be a 
little harsh and unrealistic because on several occasions in the novel we find the struggle of the 
‘Other’ as expressive and significantly loud. The author-narrator gives us a sad picture of what 
happens to the people in the margins. The author imagines: 
 

 … perhaps they grew weary of listening to Friday’s wails of grief, that went on day and night. 
Perhaps they wanted to prevent him from ever telling his story: who he was, where his home 
lay, how it came about that he was taken. Perhaps they cut out the tongue of every cannibal 
they took, as a punishment. How will we ever know the truth? (FOE 23) 

One just needs to understand that Coetzee’s work has to be related to the consistent struggle of the 
poorer nations like his own and their participation in the larger history of Western Capitalism. This 
idea has also been reflected by Derek Attridge in "Oppressive Silence: J. M. Coetzee's Foe and the 
Politics of the Canon."(230).An example of how the ‘Self’ or the so-called concept of the human in 
‘Humanism’ worked is exclusively given by Coetzee to show that the humans of ‘Humanism’ have 
never changed or thought otherwise and have maintained a position from where any change is 
unthinkable and unproductive to them: 
 

 So early I began to see it was a waste of breath to urge Cruso to save himself. Growing old on 
his island kingdom with no one to say him nay had so narrowed his horizon – when the 
horizon all around us was so vast and so majestic! – that he had come to be persuaded he 
knew all there was to know about the world… (FOE 13) 

On the island, it is Cruso who is the only ‘human’ figure. Friday is simply the ‘subhuman’ who never 
even attempts to push Cruso out of the center but Cruso, apprehensive of sharing the center uses 
everything he can to keep Friday at bay. Foe gives us a glimpse of how ‘language’ forms the essential 
core of any discussions regarding the ‘Self’. Friday is blissfully unaware of the power of language, the 
power with which he can somehow negotiate with Cruso’s ways of thinking but he has not been 
taught to improvise over Cruso’s dictums. Friday understands civilization as Cruso’s teaches him just 
as we understand ‘Humanism’ as the powerful ‘humans’ teaches us and we remain ignorant of the 
very fact that humans alone are never at the center of the Universe. The narrator speaks to Cruso: 
 

You speak as if language were one of the banes of life, like money or the pox,” said I. “yet 
would it not have lightened your solitude had Friday been master of English? You and he 
might have experienced, all these years, the pleasures of conversation; you might have 
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brought home to him some of the blessings of civilization and made him a better man. What 
benefit is there in a life of silence? (FOE 22) 

Even people like Attwell rightly comments on the intentional unending of the narrative in the text as 
an approach against the textual authority about the belief that any text is primarily the chosen seed of 
the hegemonic intention of the author (103).The ‘Other’ in the fiction can be seen as having a fluid 
relational identity as Friday can be seen in the context of the ‘Black Negro’s struggle to live a life and 
succumbing to the pressures every time be it Cruso or Susan Barton and therefore the racial 
predicament exists that has always brought the ‘Other’ into the  limelight. The identity of a slave is 
more crucial here because Cruso admits that his tongue has been cut off by his masters long before he 
met him. The compulsion to retain power by crushing the ‘Other’ is reiterated by the masters of 
Friday before he met Cruso. This is of course according to Cruso’s narrative. Cruso’s narrative, 
however, keeps on changing as the identity and narration of the ‘Self’ has always remained enigmatic 
according to the posthumanists. Cruso’s narratives vary and the truth remains dependent on the 
hegemonic control of the ‘Self’ or the speaker. Susan Barton narrates: 
 

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 truth, what fancy. Thus one day he would say his 
father had been a wealthy merchant whose counting – house he had quit in search of 
adventure. But the next day he would tell me he had been a poor lad of no 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. 
Sometimes he would say he had dwelt on his island the past fifteen years, he and Friday, none 
but they having been spared when their ship went down. “Was Friday then a child, when the 
ship went down?” I asked. “Aye, a child, a mere child, a little slave-boy,” replied Cruso. Yet at 
other times, as for instance when he was in the grip of the fever (and should we not believe 
that in fever as in drunkenness the truth speaks itself willy-nilly?) he would tell stories of 
cannibals, of how Friday was a cannibal whom he had saved from being roasted and devoured 
by fellow – cannibals. “Might the cannibals not return to reclaim Friday?” I would ask, and he 
would nod. “Is that why you are forever looking out to sea: to be warned of the return of the 
cannibals?” I would pursue; and he would nod again. So in the end I did not know what was 
truth, what lies, and what was mere rambling. (FOE 12)  

The posthuman query whether we were ever human and whether we ideally ever fitted into 
the center of the world [the square surrounding the Vitruvian Man] or the divine and beyond [the 
circle surrounding] once again haunts us. The repeated dreams and imagination of the narrator 
regarding the brutal event of slowly cutting the human tongue is anything but human. Therefore, 
years and years of unquestioned anthropocentrism is bound to disturb our conscience and though we 
are unwilling we are compelled to look at the harsh reality, we are obligated to share the center and 
Coetzee’s comment on Cruso living alone on the island for so many years and remaining 
unchallenged does attract our attention: After years of unquestioned and solitary mastery, he sees his 
realm invaded and has tasks set upon him by a woman. I made a vow to keep a tighter rein in my 
tongue. (FOE 25) 

 
Cruso never wanted to be watched. By the trespassing of the narrator into his territory and 

somehow disturbing his hegemonic control over the ‘other’ living beings on the island his conscience 
and his being is threatened and that he understands that he is now being closely watched further 
increases his vulnerability. He desperately tries to cling to his establishment and does not accept 
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change as the humanists too never accepted the much-needed modification of the idea of ‘Self’. The 
narrator writes  

There were many tart retorts I might have made; but, remembering my vow, I held my tongue. 
The simple truth was, Cruso would brook no change on his island. (FOE 7) 

So, his threatened existence becomes all the more vulnerable as he finds two more eyes watching and 
introspecting him all the time like spy cams or close circuit televisions of our times. Posthumanist 
studies do focus on such narratives.  Cruso is brought down and so is the Renaissance Vitruvian 
figure. Thus, one may conclude after a close study of the text, that Coetzee in Foe presents the 
posthumanist cognizance of the ‘Self’, the ‘I’, through a kind of figurative language that considers in a 
positive way the reciprocal dependence on the ‘Other’, share the center and recognizes the support, 
acknowledgement, gratefulness, and faith that have always existed between the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’. 
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