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Abstract. In his 1987 novel Foe, J. M. Coetzee re-introduces the figure of Friday, a 
speechless cannibal, who is Robinson Crusoe’s slave and who allegedly had his 
tongue severed by slave-traders. Evidently, Friday’s bestialization and his peculiar 
position within the narrative are inextricably linked to his status as a nonspeaking 
character. In contrast to Susan, Coetzee’s “failed narrator” (MacLeod, 2006: 6), Fri-
day narrates nothing in the novel. Hence, his silence can be seen as a site of re-
sistance to the oppressive power that tries to define him, marking the limit of a lan-
guage and a literature that seek to place him within western logocentrism. Thus, the 
enigma of Friday and the enigma that is Friday, are the major axis around which the 
novel and all relationships within it unfold. Susan’s -and by extension, Coetzee’s 
own- inability to interpret Friday’s silence does not incapacitate the narrative but 
quite the contrary: it is only through her (and Coetzee’s) productive failure to de-
termine, to identify and to define the figure of Friday that Coetzee is able to restore 
agency and meaningfulness to Friday’s silence, opening up its void to the possibility 
of a restitution (and a justice) to come. 
Keywords: limitrophy, silence, Coetzee, barbarian, animalization, resistance, justice 
to come 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In his book the Animal That Therefore I Am, Jacques Derrida sets his sight 
on the philosophical problematic of the animal. Essentially, Derrida at-
tempts to explore the boundaries of this interstitial space between that 
which we call human and that which we call animal. In order to describe 
this project, he coins the neologism “limitrophy”:  
 
Limitrophy is therefore my subject. Not just because it will concern what sprouts or 
grows at the limit, by maintaining the limit, but also what feeds the limit, what gen-
erates it, raises it, and complicates it. (Derrida, 2008: 29) 
 

The problem with the set categories of man and animal, is not that 
they cannot be distinguished from each other, but that they negate al-
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most an infinite number of other life-forms. Following Derrida, there-
fore, the purpose of this paper is the exploration of silence as the limit of 
literature and in extent language, not in an effort to destroy or erase the 
limit but in order to complicate it even further.  

To begin with, in his Politics, Aristotle makes a crucial differentiation 
between logos and phone, i.e. speech and voice. The “political animal” that 
is man possesses both voice and speech whereas other animals possess 
only voice:  

 
Now, that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other gregarious ani-
mals is evident. Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and man is the only 
animal whom she has endowed with the gift of speech. And whereas mere voice is 
but an indication of pleasure or pain, and is therefore found in other animals..., the 
power of speech is intended to set forth the expedient and inexpedient, and there-
fore likewise the just and the unjust. (Aristotle, 1999: 5) 
 

The distinction therefore between speech and voice is fundamental for 
Aristotle since it is the basis upon which he differentiates between man 
as a political animal and other animals, between the expedient and inex-
pedient and in extent, slavery and freedom, and finally, between what is 
just and unjust.  

This asymmetry in the distinction between speech and voice, since 
humans possess both and animals just one, is destabilized even further 
since within speech there is a second distinction between silence and 
muteness as opposites of logos. Bernard Dauenhauer in his book Silence: 
The Phenomenon and Its Ontological Significance, first differentiates silence as 
active performance from muteness. He notes:  
 
The difference between muteness and silence is comparable to the difference be-
tween being without sight and having one’s eyes closed. Muteness is simply the inar-
ticulateness of that which is incapable of any sort of signifying performances. A man 
cannot be absolutely and permanently unconscious. Unlike muteness, silence neces-
sarily involves conscious activity. (Dauenhauer, 1980: 4) 
 

Following this thought process, muteness instead of silence appears to 
be a negation of speech, and silence is its contrary and therefore a posi-
tive act. While Dauenhauer views silence as intentional and active, 
Michel Foucault regards silence as a correlate of power. In a well-known 
passage from his History of Sexuality, Foucault claims:  
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Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and 
exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it. In like manner, si-
lence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions; but they also 
loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas of tolerance. (Foucault, 
1987: 101) 
 

In effect, intentional and indeterminate silences can be produced in a 
given discursive regime, while at the same time, the determination of 
power can equally be contested by silence, both intentionally or uninten-
tionally. In her book HumAnimal, Kalpana Rahita Seshadri asserts:  
 
The place of silence, then, is both within and without language - a site of the inhu-
man, it is also the site where the traditional dichotomies (human/animal, sover-
eign/outlaw) and the traditional pairs (law/language, belonging/name, mind/body) 
find their mediation through the inoperativity of an active stillness. (Seshadri, 2012: 
40)  
  

If one accepts, therefore, that silence is not opposed to speech, that it 
has multiple operations, and that it can be a conscious attempt towards a 
preordained goal, then one realizes that silence presents a type of limit 
and/or threshold; one that is neither singular nor a uniform and unbro-
ken line. When Derrida explores this indisputable abyss that separates 
human and animal he claims that:  
 
The discussion becomes interesting one, instead of asking whether or not there is a 
limit that produces discontinuity, one attempts to think what a limit becomes once it 
is abyssal. Once the frontier no longer forms a single indivisible line but more than 
one internally divided line; once as a result, it can no longer be traced, objectified, or 
counted as single and indivisible. What are the edges of a limit that grows and mul-
tiplies by feeding on an abyss? (Derrida, 2008: 30-31) 
  

REGISTERING THE SILENCE IN COETZEE’S FOE 
 
In order to answer such questions about “edges of silences that feed up-
on the abyss” (Seshadri, 2012: 42) one need only turn to J. M. Coetzee’s 
novel Foe which engages with the thematization of silence and muteness 
at a variety of different levels. 

Foe is a recasting of Daniel Defoe’s 1719 novel Robinson Crusoe, one of 
the most widely published books in history, also associated with the rise 
of the novel form in English and realistic fiction as a literary genre. De-
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foe’s Crusoe credits the book’s fictional protagonist Robinson Crusoe as 
the author who shipwrecks on a seemingly deserted island and tries to 
survive with what he can salvage from the ship, combined with his own 
his own skills and devices, slowly building his own private planta-
tion/colony/kingdom. After rescuing a prisoner from being eaten by 
cannibals, Crusoe teaches him English, converts him to Christianity and 
employs him at his plantation. Apart from the overtly religious and di-
dactic elements of Defoe’s novel, what is extremely significant for our 
purposes is the explicitly colonial implications that arise from the Cru-
soe/Friday relationship.  

This romanticized master/servant relationship that Defoe presents 
can only be seen in terms of cultural imperialism, with Crusoe as the En-
lightened and superior European who takes it upon himself “save” the 
barbarous savage through religious conversion and cultural assimilation, 
thus creating an ideal sovereign community. In his own words:   
  
My island was now peopled, and I thought myself very rich in subjects; and it was a 
merry reflection which I frequently made, how like a king I look’d. First of all, the 
whole country was my own meer property; so that I had undoubted right of domin-
ion, 2ndly, my people were perfectly subjected; I was absolute lord and lawgiver; 
they all owed their lives to me, and were ready to lay down their lives, if there had 
been occasion of it, for me. (Defoe, 1927: 203)  
 

Written in 1986, at a time when South Africa was plagued by the 
Apartheid policy, Coetzee’s Foe renegotiates issues such as slavery and/ 
or the position of silence within an oppressive regime in a very unique 
way. Coetzee’s narrator is not Crusoe, but Susan Barton: a castaway on 
the island ruled by Crusoe and his servant Friday whose tongue has been 
allegedly severed by slave traders. When Crusoe dies, Susan decides to 
return to England with Friday seeking out Daniel Foe, the famous au-
thor (who is however on the run from his creditors) in order to help her 
write the novel about her adventures on Crusoe’s island. Interestingly 
enough, the novel is always something in the process of being written, 
something that cannot be written.  

The first chapters of the novel are already addressed to Foe as the po-
tential author of Susan’s narrative seeking a similar arrangement that pre-
ceded between Crusoe and Defoe. Her initial account is a straightfor-
ward first-person narrative whereas the last section dispenses with the 
narrative view entirely. It is not entirely clear who is speaking, who is 
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witnessing, recording or closing, for that matter, the novel. According to 
Seshadri, “these last sections are the space of an unfolding, an acknowl-
edgment of the impossibility or the non-representability of what is in the 
heart of the experience – Friday’s absolute alterity” (Seshadri, 2012: 54).  

In effect, in her effort to speak and transmit everything that took 
place on Crusoe’s island and her later exile in England, Susan soon starts 
to realize the “possible impossibility of literature” (Seshadri, 2012: 54). It 
is almost like there is an unspeakable and unruly alterity that haunts and 
at the same time structures every act of narrating. This other could be 
viewed as a figurative foe that displaces the canonical author Foe (De-
foe) and serves as the secret of the eponymous Foe, “who is both the 
would-be author and the real has-been author of a certain inaugural nov-
el of a literary tradition called Robinson Crusoe” (Seshadri, 2012: 54). I 
think the situation can become clearer, if we consider the scene when 
Susan begins to realize this possible impossibility of literature:  

 
“Mr. Foe” I said. “I have come to a resolution.” But the man seated at the table was 
not Foe. It was Friday, with Foe’s robes on his back and Foe’s wig, filthy as a bird’s 
nest, on his head. In his hand, poised over Foe’s papers, he held a quill with a drop 
of blank ink glistening at its tip. I gave a cry and sprang forward to snatch it away. 
But at that moment Foe spoke from the bed where he lay. “Let him be, Susan,” he 
said in a tired voice: “he is accustoming himself to his tools, it is a part of learning to 
write”. “He will foul your papers,” I cried. “My papers are foul enough, he can make 
them no worse,” he replied. (Coetzee, 1986: 151) 
 
This powerful image, the languageless Friday sitting at the desk of Eng-
land’s first novelist, with a pen in his hand ready to “write” comes as 
“the antithesis of the original logocentric author marked by his privileged 
access to the signified, to meaning, and to closure. What we have instead 
the signifier, non-meaning, and repetition as beginning” (Seshadri, 2012: 
55).  
 
I turned back to Friday, still busy at his writing. The paper before him was heavily 
smudged, as by a child unused to the pen, but there was writing of a kind, rows and 
rows of the letter o tightly packed together. A second page lay at his elbow, fully 
written over, and it was the same. “Is Friday learning to write?” asked Foe. “He is 
writing, after a fashion,” I said. “He is writing the letter o.” “It is a beginning,” said 
Foe. “Tomorrow you must teach him a.” (Coetzee, 1986: 152) 
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When Friday writes the o, he engages himself in inscribing the phone of 
the animal within the logos of the human author, Foe. He actively partic-
ipates in the process of writing, in the discourse of storytelling in a way 
that is unique and, at the same time, indicative of his status within the 
novel. Arguably, Friday’s “writing” cannot possibly start from the begin-
ning, since the beginning has already been written by the philosophy and 
the literature that preceded him, as well as by the primarily white, male 
authors that have tried to place him in the category of the savage barbar-
ian. Thus, he starts from the middle, rewriting a discourse, or, better yet, 
adding a small element to the discourse of storytelling. One could argue 
that he becomes empowered to re-claim writing; not writing in the tradi-
tional sense, however, but a new form of writing still in infancy. The 
enigma of Friday and the enigma that is Friday therefore, does not run 
parallel to the main story of Susan Barton’s quest, but I think it is the 
major axis around which the novel and all relationships within the novel 
unfold.  

How does a nameless cannibal slave without language, whose very sta-
tus as a human is in question, however, bring forth such an effect not 
only on the novel’s narrative but also on its very authorship? How 
should his literary function in the novel be understood and how is one to 
interpret his severed tongue? If one considers that Coetzee’s novel was 
written at a time when the South African Apartheid policy curtailed the 
rights, movements and associations of black inhabitants, the figure of 
Friday and his silence could be exceptionally revealing.  First of all, it is 
not quite clear how or when Friday came to be silent. The mystery of 
Friday’s silence was one that troubled Susan since the beginning of the 
story until at some point she asked Crusoe whether Friday was an “im-
becile incapable of speech” (Coetzee, 1986: 22). According to Crusoe, 
Friday has no tongue; his tongue severed by slavers who perhaps “grew 
weary of listening to Friday’s wails of grief” or perhaps “they wanted to 
prevent him from telling his story,” or perhaps it was punishment for be-
ing a cannibal. Admittedly, the truth was hidden, it was unable to be told. 
Outraged by Crusoe’s indifference to Friday’s story, Susan protests: 
“First a slave and now a castaway too. Robbed of his childhood and con-
signed to a life of silence. Was providence sleeping?” (Coetzee, 1986: 23). 
And it is at this point that Crusoe delivers one of the most interesting 
opinions in the text:  
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If Providence were to watch over all of us, said Crusoe, who would be left to pick 
the cotton and cut the sugar-cane? For the business of the world to prosper, Provi-
dence must sometimes wake and sometimes sleep, as lower creatures do... 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 say so, that he should be here, and that I should be here, and now 
that you should be here. (Coetzee, 1986: 23-24)  
 

Crusoe’s argument is one that resonates closely with Defoe’s Crusoe 
as well: Providence sought that there are slaves in order to work for the 
masters’ fields and plantations; Providence made sure that there are low-
er creatures in order to serve, and masters, like Crusoe himself, who are 
lenient with their subjects. A colonialist viewpoint that renders Friday 
less than human, reveals a fact that is only exacerbated by his luck of 
speech.  

Aristotle also raises the question of whether slavery is natural or con-
ventional and he comes to the conclusion that the first is more realistic 
i.e. that some are naturally slaves and others naturally masters. He indi-
cates: 
 
For that which can foresee by the exercise of mind is by nature intended to be lord 
and master, and that which can with his body give effect to such foresight is a sub-
ject, and by nature a slave... There is no difficulty in answering this question, on 
grounds both of reason and of fact. For that some should rule and others be ruled is 
a thing not only necessary, but expedient; from the hour of their birth, some are 
marked out for subjection, others for rule. (Aristotle, 1999: 4, 8) 
 
Providence or, according to Aristotle, Nature marks some as slaves and 
others as masters based on reason, based on expediency both elements 
that are derived from his original differentiation between logos and phone 
i.e. voice and speech.  

Interestingly enough, Crusoe’s story of Friday’s situation determines 
the way Susan now views Friday. Whereas before she viewed him like 
“any house-slave in Brazil” now she begins to look at him, “with the 
horror we reserve for the mutilated” (Coetzee, 1986: 24). In Susan’s eyes, 
Friday was lesser than a man and even though her opinion softens with 
time, she still never views Friday as a man; he is a languageless barbarian, 
an animalized figure who expresses himself in strange dances when in 
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trance who can never know fundamental human properties such as 
“freedom, honor, bliss” (Coetzee, 1986: 149).  

When Derrida discusses the properties of man, the list becomes vast. 
Among the things he identifies as proper to man, he mentions naked-
ness, “speech or reason, the logos, history, laughing, mourning, burial, the 
gift, and so on” (Derrida, 2008: 5). Such a list, Derrida asserts, “can at-
tract a non-finite number of other concepts, beginning with the concept 
of a concept” (Derrida, 2008: 5). Derrida is correct in calling out the ab-
surdity of such an endless list, but what is particularly important is the 
primacy of reason and in extent language in all these human properties. 
Friday’s silence only cements his position as an animalized figure, a crea-
ture that lucks not only language but also the mental capacity to grasp 
fundamental concepts of human existence.  

Is however Friday’s silence a voluntary act or not i.e. are there any 
concrete examples from the text to prove that Friday’s tongue has been 
severed? Apart from Crusoe’s questionable testimony and Friday’s seem-
ing inability to utter words, there are no other evidence to support Fri-
day’s origin story. One can easily remember how when Crusoe opens 
Friday’s mouth to show Susan his severed tongue, she saw nothing be-
cause it was too dark. The story of Friday’s tongue originated by Crusoe 
who Susan herself has identified as an unreliable narrator. Since she 
didn’t attempt to verify the story herself, by the time she meets up with 
Foe and have discussions over the issue, the ways in which “the slavers 
served Friday when they robbed him of his tongue” (Coetzee, 1986: 150) 
becomes an unquestionable truth.  

What is problematic however with the acceptance of this version of 
his story is the fact that Friday doesn’t even try to offer some alternative 
account of the truth (or verify the existing one for that matter). This, 
however, raises an important question: even if Friday had been truly mu-
tilated by slave-traders and he was unable to utter words, wouldn’t he 
have just attempted to use body language or some sort of primitive form 
of sign language in order to convey meaning to both Crusoe and later 
Susan, that is if he truly wished to tell his story? Couldn’t his refusal to 
do so therefore, render his silence a conscious attempt on his part to re-
sist any form of identification, i.e. to refuse to become a voice in the nar-
rative?  

It becomes apparent, therefore that Friday’s animalization and his pe-
culiar position within the narrative is inextricably linked to his status as a 
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nonspeaking character. In contrast to Susan who is seen as a failed narra-
tor, Friday narrates nothing in the novel; he is according to Lewis Mac-
Leod a “nonnarrator” (MacLeod, 2006: 6). Unlike Susan, he refuses to 
put his life’s story into anyone else’s hands and as a result, “he seems to 
avoid the kind of conscription that troubles his more ambitious caretak-
er” (MacLeod, 2006: 6). Many critics have been right to assume that his 
silence prevents him from becoming “the raw materials of somebody 
else’s narrative” (MacLeod, 2006: 6). Even after Foe takes over Susan’s 
story and overwhelms her with an abundance of requests, Friday’s si-
lence is fully impenetrable. In the end nobody has “spoken the unspo-
ken” for the very reason that nobody is able to locate Friday or his story 
accurately enough to manipulate them. In Susan’s words:  

 
The story of Friday’s tongue is a story unable to be told, or unable be told by me. 
That is to say, many stories can be told of Friday’s tongue, but the true story is bur-
ied within Friday, who is mute. The true story will not be heard till by art we have 
found a means of giving voice to Friday. (Coetzee, 1986: 118) 
 

Through his silence, he refuses to become a source to be manufac-
tured elsewhere and in so doing claims MacLeod, “he retains a measure 
of elusive dignity” (MacLeod, 2006: 7). His silence could be viewed as a 
form of resistance, as his intentional or even unintentional way of refus-
ing to “plant the seed, the story, that will finally have him sitting at the 
feet of his superiors” (MacLeod, 2006: 7).  

Whereas traditional criticism on Foe seems to view Friday’s silence as 
“the sign of his oppression” (Attridge, 1996: 183) or regard “Friday’s 
loss” as a way to distinguish between different understandings of mar-
ginality (Spivak, 1991: 170), one could argue that his silence can be seen 
as a sight of resistance to the oppressive power that tries to define him, 
as the limit of language and literature that seeks to place him within a 
grand narrative. As MacLeod suggests, “Friday’s tongue isn’t allowed to 
be a story in itself, but is instead conscribed for critical purposes at the 
expense of what (the evidence suggests) he actually might be” (MacLeod, 
2006: 10). 

It is therefore up to the reader to find “a means of giving voice to Fri-
day” (Coetzee, 1986: 118) and perhaps consider the possibility that his 
silence is not like Susan considers, i.e. “a helpless silence” (Coetzee, 
1986: 122). Neither Coetzee nor Susan can be the ones to tell Friday’s 
story, but it is up to the reader to register, remember, and interpret Fri-
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day’s silence. Perhaps we should consider the possibility that his silence 
is “an epic gesture of defiance” (MacLeod, 2006: 11-12), a gesture that 
dwarfs his unconventional form of writing that resembles mindless 
scribbling and his erasing of the slate through the destruction of Foe’s  
stories, in terms of his unwillingness to be identified. If we accept, even 
provisionally, that Friday does have a tongue and chooses to remain si-
lent, then his silence can be seen as “a heroic restraint, a triumph of indi-
vidual agency against insistent demands that he participate in some kind 
of master narrative and the discourse it posits” (MacLeod, 2006: 12). Su-
san admits that “It is for us to open Friday’s mouth and hear what it 
hold: silence, perhaps, or a roar, like the roar of a seashell held to the 
ear... We must make silence speak, as well as the silence surrounding Fri-
day” (Coetzee, 1986: 142). Therefore, the readers’ ethical responsibility is 
to make silence speak; we have to listen to what has remained untold, 
and give back agency and meaning to that silence, in the hope of a justice 
and a restitution to come. 
 

CONCLUSION 
  
I’d like to conclude with the final image of the novel where Friday opens 
his mouth in order to speak but nothing comes out; he only forms an o, 
reminiscent of the o he was scribbling on Foe’s papers instead of writing. 
Through this o, one can hear the sounds of Crusoe’s island, “the cliffs 
and the shores,” running “northward and southward to the ends of the 
earth” (Coetzee, 1986: 157). From this rather animalistic phone, “soft and 
cold, dark and unending” (Coetzee, 1986: 157), echoes, for the first time 
in the entire novel, the voice of the colonized other, of the savage and 
barbaric, mute cannibal. In this light, the o that Friday keeps repeating, 
both in writing as well as in speech, might not point to a process of lan-
guage learning but to a hole, an opening up for something new to come 
from the dead end of history; a passageway that points to a discourse to 
come. The o could point to an opening at futurity and to this dimension 
of silence as the precondition of this discourse to come. Coetzee with his 
conscious and intentional failure to give voice to Friday, registers the 
emptiness this position designates, in order to render it as an act of con-
scious resistance.  

Therefore, Coetzee’s own inability to interpret Friday’s silence does 
not incapacitate the narrative, but quite the contrary: it is only through 
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Susan’s (and Coetzee’s) productive failure to determine, to identify and 
to define the figure of Friday that Coetzee is able to restore agency and 
meaningfulness to Friday’s silence, opening up its void to the possibility 
of a restitution (and a justice) to come. Colonialism, and, more specifical-
ly, the South African Apartheid policy are marked by silence, by things 
remaining untold. In 1986 when Foe was first published, the whole story 
had yet to be heard perhaps because, just like Susan, Coetzee cannot be 
the one to tell it, it is not his place to do so as a white male South Afri-
can writer. Therefore, he does not attempt to recover the voice of the 
colonized other, or speak for them. He does, however, attempt to re-
member and register the silencing of this other, pointing, perhaps, to-
wards an ethical responsibility for a restitution to come and a hope for 
justice in the future.  
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