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Hoda Niknezhadferdos The Seduction of Coherence and...
Introduction

Roland Barthes’ reconceptualization of textuality transformed literary theory by
shifting attention from fixed meaning to reading as an active, often disruptive process.
In The Pleasure of the Text, he distinguishes between the readerly text, which offers
coherence and interpretive stability, and the writerly text, which resists closure and
invites readers to participate in meaning-making. This distinction provides a useful
framework for comparing Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and J. M. Coetzee’s Foe.
While Robinson Crusoe privileges narrative continuity, authorial control, and
interpretive coherence, Foe rewrites and destabilizes this tradition through silence,
absence, and narrative fragmentation. Rather than simply reading Foe as a
postcolonial critique of Defoe, this article argues that Coetzee’s rewriting also
transforms how Robinson Crusoe itself is read, revealing that narrative coherence is
both a source of readerly pleasure and a mechanism of textual authority.

A brief note of previous works

The relationship between J. M. Coetzee’s Foe and Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe
has been examined primarily through postcolonial theory, intertextuality, and the
politics of representation. While these approaches are essential, they do not fully
address the present study’s concern with the dynamics of reading, meaning
production, and reader participation. Accordingly, this review is organized around
three areas: Barthes’ theory of the writerly text, reader-response approaches to textual
meaning, and comparative studies of Foe and Robinson Crusoe focusing on narrative,
intertextuality, and rewriting. This framework identifies the study’s central gap:
linking Barthes’ readerly/writerly distinction to the reading experience of the two
novels rather than reiterating postcolonial critiques. Although scholars have shown
that Foe rewrites and destabilizes Defoe’s narrative by questioning colonial ideology,
authorship, representation, and textual authority, this article argues that Coetzee’s
rewriting also transforms the reader’s engagement with Robinson Crusoe, revealing
how narrative coherence functions as both a source of interpretive pleasure and a
mechanism of textual authority.

Theoretical framework

Roland Barthes’ theory of textuality provides a foundational framework for
understanding the dynamic relationship between narrative authority, meaning, and the
reader. Central to this framework is his distinction between readerly and writerly texts,
first developed in S/Z. Readerly texts are characterized by structural coherence,
interpretive stability, and relatively fixed meanings that encourage passive
consumption. Writerly texts, by contrast, resist closure through fragmentation,
indeterminacy, and textual gaps, inviting readers to participate actively in the
production of meaning rather than merely receiving it (Barthes, 1974, pp. 4-5). In The
Pleasure of the Text, Barthes extends this distinction by differentiating between
plaisir, the satisfaction derived from recognizable cultural codes, and jouissance, the
disruptive experience that unsettles interpretation and destabilizes the reader’s
position (Barthes, 1975, p. 14). Building on Barthes, postmodern theorists such as
Linda Hutcheon and Brian McHale argue that metafiction, ontological uncertainty,
and narrative instability shift readers from consuming meaning to actively
constructing it, making the writerly text a defining feature of postmodern fiction.
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Method

This study adopts a qualitative, comparative, and analytical approach based on close
reading guided by practical criteria derived from Roland Barthes’ theory. Rather than
treating the readerly and writerly as fixed categories, it examines them through five
narrative dimensions: the degree of closure or openness of the hermeneutic code; the
function of the proairetic (action) code in sustaining or disrupting narrative continuity;
the authority and reliability of the narrator; the presence of silence, omission, and
textual gaps; and the extent to which the text requires the reader’s active participation
in meaning-making. The analysis combines two complementary Barthesian
frameworks without conflating them. From S/Z, it draws the distinction between
readerly and writerly texts together with the hermeneutic and proairetic codes to
analyze narrative structure. From The Pleasure of the Text, it employs the distinction
between plaisir and jouissance to explain the reader’s experiential response. Narrative
structures are examined first, followed by their implications for the reader’s
experience of reading.

Conclusion

A Barthesian reading of Robinson Crusoe and Foe is most productive when it moves
beyond a simple opposition between coherence and fragmentation. This study argues
that Robinson Crusoe is not a seamless text but one that manages its internal tensions
through retrospective narration, narrative continuity, moral explanation, and
hermeneutic closure. Foe, by contrast, exposes and disrupts these mechanisms,
confronting readers with silences, omissions, and narrative failures that resist
definitive interpretation. The contribution of this Barthesian approach lies in shifting
attention from colonial representation alone to the ways texts position readers in
relation to silence and meaning. Whereas Robinson Crusoe largely places readers in
the role of following a coherent narrative, Foe requires them to engage with
incompleteness and the limits of language without achieving interpretive mastery. The
transition from the readerly to the writerly thus represents not only an aesthetic shift
but also an ethical one, from the pleasure of coherence to responsibility before what
narrative cannot, or will not, articulate. Future research may extend this approach by
examining Barthes’ five narrative codes more systematically, comparing Foe with
other postcolonial rewritings, or investigating readers’ responses to Friday’s silence
and the ethical limits of interpretation.
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