
INTRODUCTION

F literary works have as strong a claim as Robinson Crusoe––or,
to use its original title of , The Life and Strange Surprizing
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe––to classic status. With over 
editions (a fraction of the total) listed in the British Library catalogue,
and an enduring global reach in countless translations, Defoe’s first
and most celebrated novel easily passes the test of Samuel Johnson,
for whom ‘length of duration and continuance of esteem’ were the
indicators to watch.1 In the rich interpretative possibilities offered by
the text to successive generations of readers, Robinson Crusoe also
chimes with modern definitions of a literary classic, which stress the
hospitality of complex works to multiple, divergent readings. The
novel rewards analysis as many things––an exotic adventure story; a
study of solitary consciousness; a parable of sin, atonement, and
redemption; a myth of economic individualism; a displaced or
encoded autobiography; an allegory of political defeat; a prophecy of
imperial expansion––yet none of these explanations exhausts it. In
the political purposes to which it has been put, and the cultural
needs it has been made to serve, Defoe’s masterpiece even answers
sceptical accounts of canon formation as a process owing as much to
ideology as to disinterested aesthetic evaluation.

The canonization of Robinson Crusoe has its origins in the second
half of the eighteenth century, propelled by prominent arbiters of
taste in Britain and beyond. In a conversation dating probably from
the s and published after his death, Johnson took care to exempt
the novel (with Don Quixote and The Pilgrim’s Progress) when asking
rhetorically if there was ‘ever yet any thing written by mere man that
was wished longer by its readers’.2 Other commendations by Johnson
are recorded elsewhere, and they herald a recognition of Defoe’s
importance that grew in strength during the Romantic period, not-
ably in a major essay by Walter Scott and in Coleridge’s brilliant

1 Johnson on Shakespeare, ed. Arthur Sherbo, introd. Bertrand H. Bronson,  vols.,
The Yale Edition of the Works of Samuel Johnson vii–viii (New Haven: Yale University
Press, ), vii. .

2 Hester Lynch Piozzi, Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson (), , quoted in
Pat Rogers (ed.), Daniel Defoe: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge, ), .



marginal commentaries on style and psychology in Robinson Crusoe.
The most influential early champion of the novel was Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, who hailed it in Emile () as ‘a complete treatise on
natural education’, a fable of development that could teach to perfec-
tion the place of humanity in nature.3 Yet Rousseau also dismissed as
redundant almost a quarter of the text (the episodes before and after
the island story), and the novel has owed its success ever since to
the power of its castaway myth. It was above all as a celebration of
pioneer self-sufficiency that Robinson Crusoe ran into more than a
hundred American editions between  and , and reprints
gathered pace in Britain and Europe over the same period.4 Later,
the widespread use of Defoe’s protagonist to illustrate theories of
supply, demand, labour, and value in nineteenth-century economics
gave new resonance to the work, Karl Marx being one among many
thinkers to ground his arguments about homo economicus in the
Crusoe figure. In the same period, the rise of mainstream evangel-
ism enabled Defoe’s religious themes (like those of Bunyan in The
Pilgrim’s Progress) to shed the provocative air of Dissenting radicalism
that surrounded them on first publication, and the novel was widely
valued for its pious content. Wilkie Collins satirizes the dual founda-
tion of the Victorian vogue for Robinson Crusoe, at once utilitarian
and evangelical, in Gabriel Betteredge, the ponderous lead narrator
of The Moonstone (), who regulates ‘all the necessities of this
mortal life’ by using the work as a manual of spiritual solace and
practical advice.5

For the pioneers of modernism in the twentieth century, the spare
style and vivid specifications of Robinson Crusoe made it the founding
text of fictional realism, a status later fleshed out in Ian Watt’s
influential study, The Rise of the Novel (), which identifies the
particularizing solidity of Defoe’s technique as the crucial formal
breakthrough for the early novel. For Virginia Woolf, Robinson Crusoe
displayed a ‘genius for fact’ that could achieve effects ‘beyond any
but the great masters of descriptive prose’, using just the plainest

3 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emilius and Sophia; or, A New System of Education,  vols.
(), ii. ; a modern translation is in Rogers (ed.), Daniel Defoe, –.

4 Clarence E. Brigham, ‘Bibliography of the American Editions of Robinson Crusoe to
’, Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society,  (), –.

5 ‘When my spirits are bad––Robinson Crusoe. When I want advice––Robinson Crusoe
. . . I have worn out six stout Robinson Crusoes with hard work in my service’ (Wilkie
Collins, The Moonstone, ed. John Sutherland (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, ), ).
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snatches of nouns and verbs. Likewise, Defoe was for James Joyce
‘the great precursor of the realist movement’.6 But Joyce’s interest in
the novel was also political, and he found in Crusoe a national spirit
of enterprise and conquest that was a harbinger of global empire.
Joyce’s reading highlights the ways in which, as an energizing fable
of exploration and colonial encounter, Robinson Crusoe could be
enlisted throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
to promote the claims and values of empire across Britain and her
dominions overseas. A ubiquitous book in Victorian schools, it was
also the most popular book among boys, according to a survey of
the s. For one witness at the height of imperial expansion,
it ‘exerted over the minds of Englishmen an influence certainly
greater than any other of modern times’, and it was to this influence
that England owed ‘many of her astonishing discoveries, and no
inconsiderable part of her naval glory’.7 Yet on closer inspection
Defoe’s novel also suggests some of the most salient anxieties and
scruples of the imperial project, and could equally become an enab-
ling resource for colonial and postcolonial writers. Not only Colum-
bus but also Proteus, the Crusoe figure was ‘part of the mythology
of every West Indian child’, as the poet Derek Walcott recalled of
his schoolboy reading in wartime St Lucia. With his rich symbolic
potential and flexible rough-hewn prose, Defoe’s hero offered Carib-
bean writers a voice that was ‘various, contradictory and as change-
able as the Old Man of the Sea’.8

Crusoe in the marketplace

In Defoe’s own lifetime (he died in , almost twelve years to the
day after publishing the novel) the reputation of Robinson Crusoe was
far less exalted. A brazenly commercial production, defiant of tradi-
tional literary decorum and accessible to all readers, Defoe’s novel

6 Virginia Woolf, ‘Robinson Crusoe’ (), in The Common Reader: Second Series
(London: Hogarth Press, ), ; James Joyce, ‘Daniel Defoe’ (), ed. and trans.
Joseph Prescott, Buffalo Studies, . (), .

7 George Borrow, Lavengro (), ch. , quoted in Rogers (ed.), Daniel Defoe, .
For the survey, conducted in  and reported by Edward Salmon in , see Richard
Phillips, Mapping Men and Empire: A Geography of Adventure (London: Routledge,
), , .

8 Derek Walcott, ‘The Figure of Crusoe’ (), in Robert D. Hamner (ed.), Critical
Perspectives on Derek Walcott (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, ), , .
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was one of the most conspicuous successes of the early eighteenth-
century market for print, yet also one of the most suspect. No doubt
it found an audience of some kind within the educated elite, and the
leading poet of the era, Alexander Pope, privately confessed to
admiring the work. But the earliest recorded responses to Robinson
Crusoe fix above all on the scandal of its lowbrow appeal, as though
the outpour of print released by the novel crystallized the anxieties
about cultural democratization and decay that pervade so much of
the period’s satire, from Swift’s A Tale of a Tub to Pope’s own
Dunciad. Published on  April , Robinson Crusoe reappeared in
five further authorized editions within four months, and it is a mark
of the work’s brisk sale that three different printers had to be
enlisted in order to keep up with demand. As the surviving ledger of
one of these printers indicates, the typical print-run for each edition
was about , copies.9 The absolute figures may not be huge, but
early sales of Robinson Crusoe were enough to make a mid-century
biographer of Defoe marvel at ‘the many editions it has sold, and the
sums of money which have been gained by it’.10 They were
unprecedented in the case of prose fiction. As in the jaundiced vision
of Pope or Swift, where the relentless effect of popular print is to
propagate more (and worse), Robinson Crusoe then multiplied itself
in a series of second-order texts. The continuation tentatively floated
in Defoe’s closing lines––‘All these things . . . I may perhaps give
a farther Account of hereafter’ (p. )––materialized in August
, offering readers not only a crowd-pleasing return to Crusoe’s
island but also exotic travels through China and Muscovy. After
a fourth stand-alone edition of , The Farther Adventures of
Robinson Crusoe was then frequently republished in tandem with the
original text, only dropping away from view after the mid-nineteenth
century.

Defoe followed up again in August  with an enigmatic book
of meditations, Serious Reflections During the Life and Surprising
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe: With His Vision of the Angelick World.
Some items in this rather pragmatic compilation have little bearing

9 K. I. D. Maslen, ‘Edition Quantities for Robinson Crusoe, ’, The Library, 
(), –. Two entirely separate printings were published as the ‘third’ edition,
and two more as the ‘fourth’.

10 Robert Shiels, The Lives of the Poets (), iv. , quoted in Rogers (ed.), Daniel
Defoe, .
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on the novel, but others have rich and intriguing implications,
including a discourse ‘Of Isolation’ and a preface (reprinted in the
present edition as Appendix ) that strategically confuses Crusoe’s
voice and identity with Defoe’s own. This display of religious enthu-
siasm did little to head off criticism, however, and may even have
intensified it. ‘There is not an old Woman that can go to the Price of
it, but buys thy Life and Adventures, and leaves it as a Legacy, with
the Pilgrims Progress, the Practice of Piety, and God’s Revenge against
Murther,’ sneered Charles Gildon, a fading hack who railed against
(while profiting from) the novel’s vogue in The Life and Strange
Surprizing Adventures of Mr. D–––– De F–– (), a scurri-
lous attack that was soon in its third edition.11 Where Gildon damned
the novel by association with popular piety and Dissent, others
saw it as a cynical exercise in the kind of far-fetched travelogue
that Swift was shortly to mock in the deadpan implausibilities of
Gulliver’s Travels (). Naive adults marvel at ‘common Books of
Travels and Voyages . . . stuff’d with . . . monstrous and incredible
Narrations’, one contemporary scoffed, while their offspring ‘are
little less delighted with such Books as the Lives and Adventures of
Robinson Crusoe’.12 With its offer of low pleasures to low readers,
from vulgar religiosity to sensational adventure, the novel was a
commercial triumph to be envied, but in almost no recorded case a
literary achievement to be praised.

Several explanations can be given for this downbeat reception. For
Defoe and his publisher, the widespread denigration of Robinson
Crusoe was a simple case of sour grapes, and spoiling copy, on the
part of professional rivals. As the ‘Publisher’s Introduction’ to Serious
Reflections protests, the work had elicited ‘a thousand hard Words
from the Men of Trade; the Effect of that Regret which they enter-
tain’d, at their having no Share in it’. But Defoe’s controversial
personal reputation must also have been a factor. A prolific writer on
trade, religion, and politics for decades before Robinson Crusoe, he
was known above all as a journalist and agitator with ideological
roots in the revolutionary Puritanism of the civil war era. Educated
at a prominent academy for Dissenters (Protestants who refused
to conform to Anglican doctrine as laid down after the Restoration

11 Charles Gildon, The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Mr. D––––
De F––, of London, Hosier (), pp. ix–x.

12 Anthony Hilliar, A Brief and Merry History of Great-Britain (Dublin, ), –.
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of ), Defoe was a lifelong campaigner against the claims of
divine-right absolutism in church and state, though also something
of a loose cannon at a time when categories of party allegiance were
beginning to harden. As a young man he took arms against James II
in the Duke of Monmouth’s disastrous west-country rebellion of
, and was lucky to escape the ‘Bloody Assizes’ that autumn,
when several of his former schoolfellows––‘your Western Martyrs
that, had they lived, would have been extraordinary Men’, as Defoe
remembered them13––were hanged or transported. When James was
successfully deposed at the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of –, Defoe
became a zealous propagandist for the incoming monarch, William
III, who claimed to have inaugurated a newly benign and consensual
mode of government based on contractual relations between ruler
and ruled. William was nothing less than ‘the restorer of English
liberty’, as Defoe put it in The Original Power of the Collective Body
of the People of England, Examined and Asserted ().14

Defoe came to the peak of his notoriety as the Tory and High
Anglican interest moved back into the ascendancy under Queen
Anne. He was arrested for or otherwise implicated in the production
of seditious libel on several occasions, the first time following his
authorship of The Shortest Way with the Dissenters (). This
pamphlet was a brilliantly provocative work of ventriloquism that
aimed to discredit Anglican extremists by tipping their rabble-
rousing rhetoric into outright calls for violent, even genocidal, sup-
pression of the nonconformist minority. Although The Shortest Way
is identifiable on second reading as laced with ironies that undercut
the surface argument, its immediate function was as a hoax designed
to ensnare or flush out his unwary political opponents. As Defoe
later explained, ‘The case the Book pointed at, was to speak in the
first Person of the Party, and then, thereby, not only speak their
Language, but make them acknowledge it to be theirs, which they
did so openly, that confounded all their Attempts afterwards to deny
it, and to call it a Scandal thrown upon them by another’ (Present State
of the Parties, ). A quarter of a century later, one of the cleverest
lines in Pope’s Dunciad––‘Earless on high, stood unabash’d Defoe’––
plays on Defoe’s adroit stage-management of the punishment that

13 Daniel Defoe, The Present State of the Parties in Great Britain (), .
14 Daniel Defoe, The True-Born Englishman and Other Writings, ed. P. N. Furbank

and W. R. Owens (London: Penguin, ), .
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ensued. Sentenced to stand in the pillory as (in the words of his
indictment) ‘a Seditious man and of a disordered mind, and a person
of bad name, reputation and Conversation’, Defoe was protected
by a ring of heavies, and pelted with flowers, while supporters dis-
tributed copies of his defiant new poem, A Hymn to the Pillory
(). With finely judged absurdity, Pope also keeps in play the
contaminating link with radical Puritanism of the civil war years,
as embodied in William Prynne, the Presbyterian activist whose
ears were cropped for seditious libel in the s, and the thwarted
revolutionary hero of Milton’s Samson Agonistes, ‘eyeless in Gaza’,
‘patient and undaunted’.15

Even in Whig and Dissenting circles, Defoe inspired little trust.
No side escapes incrimination in his political satires and tracts, least
of all Dissenters prepared to compromise (through the practice of
‘occasional conformity’ at Anglican communion) with the political
and religious establishment. After the questionable service done to
nonconformist interests in The Shortest Way, Defoe then worked for
years as the hired pen of the moderate Tory minister Robert Harley,
in whose service he also set up an espionage network and became
a key player in negotiations leading to the union of England and
Scotland in . Thereafter he grew in notoriety for his apparent
readiness to write on opposing sides of any controversy: ‘a hireling
Scribler’; ‘a mercenary Fellow that writ for and against all parties’;
‘a thorough-pac’d, true-bred Hypocrite, an High-Church Man one
Day, and a Rank Whig the next’.16 By the time of Robinson Crusoe,
he was a leading contributor to the most rabid Tory periodical of
the day, Mist’s Weekly Journal, albeit probably in a spirit of damage
limitation.

Defoe’s notoriety as a seditious libeller and literary mercenary
was not alleviated by sporadic allegations of other crimes and
misdemeanours, from smuggling, fraud, and horse-stealing to the

15 Alexander Pope, The Dunciad Variorum (), ii.  (see also i.  n., which
explicitly connects Defoe and Prynne); John Milton, Samson Agonistes (), lines ,
. The Old Bailey indictment of  is quoted by Paula R. Backscheider, Daniel
Defoe: His Life (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, ), .

16 William Pittis, The True-Born Englishman: A Satyr, Answer’d, nd edn. (),
; contemporary manuscript note in a copy of Defoe’s The True-Born Englishman
(), University of London Library, quoted by Backscheider, Daniel Defoe, ;
Judas Discuver’d . . . Being a Full and True Account of the Apprehending and Taking of
Mr. Daniel De Foe, on Saturday Last, for High-Treason (), .
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cuckoldry of a personal friend. Nor was it helped by the roller-
coaster swings of his business career. A spectacular bankrupt in early
life (he broke in  with debts of £,, more than a million in
modern money), and a fugitive from creditors at the time of his
death, Defoe was wealthy enough in other periods to ape a gentry
lifestyle, with his handsome retreat at Newington Green and his
trumped-up coat of arms (‘three griffins passant counterchanged’).
His early experience of debtors’ gaol was followed by another bank-
ruptcy in  and further arrests for debt in , but did not deter
him from keeping up an exotic series of projects and ventures along-
side his literary career. He dealt or speculated at different phases of
his life in almost every commodity imaginable, from hosiery, bricks,
and timber to civet cats, anchovies, and even a diving-bell for sal-
vaging treasure. Then there was the flamboyant figure he affected
in taverns and coffeehouses, the lavish tasselled wig and outsize
diamond pinky ring he famously sported expressing the same
upstart energies and ambitions that characterize his fictional heroes.
Not only a fanatic and an incendiary (two of the insults that dogged
Defoe most closely in his lifetime), the author of Robinson Crusoe was
also an egregious spiv, and a slave to bling.

Personal factors apart, denigration of the kind suffered by Defoe’s
novel was standard treatment at a time when prose fiction had yet to
position itself as a serious or legitimate mode of writing––a process
of generic elevation that only took hold with Richardson and Fielding
a generation later. Yet the sheer vigour of the attacks on Robinson
Crusoe also indicates a sense that something new and important was
poised to emerge on the literary scene, with disruptive long-term
consequences for the established hierarchy of genres. In the years
that followed, Defoe did little or nothing to minimize the scope for
censure. Between  and  he produced a spate of further
novels about lives of transgression, beginning with the exuberant
Captain Singleton () and closing in grimmer tones with Roxana
(), a work originally entitled The Fortunate Mistress (probably in
wry response to Eliza Haywood’s Idalia; or, The Unfortunate Mistress
(), a scandal narrative by Defoe’s only significant competitor
as a writer of fiction at the time).17 For all his sins, Crusoe looks a

17 Captain Singleton was preceded by a borderline candidate for designation as a
novel, Memoirs of a Cavalier (); Roxana was followed by another, A New Voyage
round the World ().
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model of respectability alongside the lawless protagonists of these
follow-up works: Singleton is a pirate, Roxana a courtesan and
borderline murderess; the heroine of Moll Flanders () is a street
robber, the hero of Colonel Jack () a pickpocket and mercenary.
In each case, Defoe’s choice of material was compounded by the
insidious tendency of his first-person style to foster vicarious involve-
ment in, even sympathetic identification with, the cause of each
narrating subject. As Roxana disarmingly puts it, her design as a
narrator is to ‘move the Pity, even of those that abhor the Crime’,18

and this morally destabilizing effect was only partly mitigated by the
expressions of repentance, some notably perfunctory and fragile,
that typically frame the novels.

Further tarnishing the reputation of Robinson Crusoe was its rapid
penetration into the murkiest depths of the book trade, beyond the
control of Defoe and his publisher William Taylor, who even went to
law in a forlorn attempt to protect his copyright. Taylor may have
authorized the first popular serialization of the work, which ran for
a year from October  in a halfpenny newspaper, the Original
London Post; or, Heathcot’s Intelligence (where instalments had the
interesting side-effect of dramatizing for readers the incremental
pace of Crusoe’s journal). But numerous other publishers cashed in
without permission or payment. Alongside the usual unauthorized
Dublin editions came several piracies and abridgements (including
an error-strewn collector’s item, The Life, and Strange Surprizing
Adventures of Robeson Cruso), while cheap, simplified chapbook
digests were produced for the literate poor. Then came the imita-
tions, beginning with a novel entitled The Adventures and Surprizing
Deliverances of James Dubourdieu and His Wife: Who Were Taken by
Pyrates, and Carried to the Uninhabited Part of the Isle of Paradise,
written by Ambrose Evans and cheekily marketed as ‘very proper to
be bound up with Robinson Crusoe’.19 This work came out in October
 as a double bill with another castaway fiction (The Adventures of
Alexander Vendchurch, Whose Ship’s Crew Rebelled against Him, and
Set Him on Shore on an Island in the South-Sea), thus inaugurating

18 Daniel Defoe, Roxana, ed. John Mullan (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, ),
.

19 Daily Post,  Oct. , quoted by Backscheider, Daniel Defoe, ; on Heathcot’s
Intelligence, see H. C. Hutchins, Robinson Crusoe and Its Printing, –: A Biblio-
graphical Study (New York: Columbia University Press, ), –.

Introduction xv



the long-lived subgenre of the ‘Robinsonade’. Other early works in
this vein, marked not only by the island theme but also by titular
claims to strangeness or surprise that were almost the Crusoe trade-
mark, include Ashton’s Memorial; or, An Authentick Account of the
Strange Adventures and Signal Deliverances of Mr. Philip Ashton;
Who . . . Liv’d Alone on a Desolate Island for about  Months (),
and The English Hermit, or the Unparalell’d and Surprizing Adven-
tures of One Philip Quarll, Who Was lately Found in an Uninhabited
Island in the South Sea ().20 All these novels adapt Defoe’s proto-
type in different ways, but all converge on the same basic plot of
isolation, survival, and providential care, often with other borrowed
motifs such as capture by pirates or Moors.

Voyager, castaway, improver

As the many imitations of Robinson Crusoe make clear, the appeal of
the work for many readers was simply as an adventure story, and here
Defoe was tapping into a vogue for voyage literature that was rife as
he wrote. The expanding range of exploratory and privateering
activity undertaken by mariners of the period made voyage narrative
a genre in healthy supply, and demand was ensured by the armchair
fantasies it offered of perilous quest, heroic trial, and often spectacu-
lar reward. As the Earl of Shaftesbury loftily complained in ,
voyages ‘are in our present Days, what Books of Chivalry were, in
those of our Forefathers’.21 Prominent examples include William
Dampier’s A New Voyage round the World () and his associate
Woodes Rogers’s A Cruising Voyage round the World (), both of

20 For a survey of the ‘Robinsonade’ subgenre, see Martin Green, The Robinson
Crusoe Story (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, ). Ashton’s
Memorial is a fictionalized memoir, ghostwritten by John Barnard; The English Hermit is
a novel by Peter Longueville, frequently republished in the eighteenth century, once
as The New Robinson Crusoe (). Among the best-known Robinsonades are three
German novels that recast Defoe’s original with significant twists: Johann Gottfried
Schnabel’s Insel Felsenburg (Felsenburg Island, –), a utopian satire that coined the
term Robinsonaden; Joachim Heinrich Campe’s Robinson der Jüngere (Robinson the
Younger, –), which makes the crucial move of stranding its hero without tools,
thereby providing the real prototype for ‘Crusoe economics’; Johann David Weiss’s Der
Schweizerische Robinson (Swiss Family Robinson, ), a myth of patriarchal community
that makes the island a symbolic refuge from the chaos of revolutionary Europe.

21 Anthony Ashley Cooper, Third Earl of Shaftesbury, Soliloquy; or, Advice to an
Author (), , quoted by Philip Edwards, The Story of the Voyage: Sea-Narratives
in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), .
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which went into new editions––the sixth in Dampier’s case––shortly
before Robinson Crusoe. Like other mariner-authors of the period,
Dampier and Rogers may have sought professional assistance when
reworking their journals, but both take characteristic pride in their
own simplicity of utterance and corresponding authenticity of
report. In their respective prefaces, Dampier rejects the idea that in
matters of style ‘a Seaman should affect Politeness’, while Rogers
announces it as his deliberate choice ‘to keep to the Language of the
Sea’. Much of the vigour of both accounts flows from this demotic
plainness, and a particular success of Dampier’s text is his immedi-
acy in representing not only nautical and buccaneering exploits but
also something of his own inward state in the face of uncertainty and
peril. Other voyage narratives made more of the religious element
that remains a background feature of Dampier’s account, weaving
episodes of deliverance from storm and shipwreck into narratives of
individual reprobacy and salvation.

These are all aspects of the genre that Defoe would exploit, and
his appeal to the market for voyages is evident in the elaborate title-
page of Robinson Crusoe. This feature too attracted censure: ‘the
Title of Crusoe’s Adventures may pass for a Table of Contents’, one
journalist austerely protested, and paid ‘low court to the Vulgar’ in
its sensational tone.22 But extended titles paid off as a promotional
device, and were to become a miniature art form in Defoe’s later
novels: the heroine of Moll Flanders is ‘Twelve Year a Whore, Five
Times a Wife (whereof once to her own Brother)’; the hero of
Colonel Jack––in an inspired moment of typographical havoc––
‘married Four Wives, and Five of them prov’d Whores’. In the case
of Robinson Crusoe, the title stops short of advertising the work’s
preoccupation with cannibalism (a bridge too far for Dampier, who
had never encountered cannibals and doubted their existence), but
otherwise offers an irresistible blend of shipwreck, piracy, and won-
der. In similar vein, the nautical specificities and harrowing evoca-
tions of maritime crisis in Defoe’s early pages show how closely he
studied the voyage genre. The point is nicely caught by the satirist
who, when Swift parodied Dampier’s jargon of the sea in Gulliver’s
Travels, commented that the passages in question ‘seem to have

22 Matthew Concanen, ‘Of the Frauds of Booksellers’, The Speculatist (), ,
.
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been added . . . by the Author of Robinson Crusoe, to enhance the
Price’.23

Yet Defoe did much more than reproduce the Dampier format
as he found it, and the extended title also clarifies his priorities as
he adapted the conventions of the voyage, downplaying elements
redundant to his purpose and intensifying others. His thinking can
be glimpsed in an imaginary circumnavigation narrative that he
wrote some years later, A New Voyage round the World (), which
criticizes writers who allow the tedium of log-work and steerage to
crowd out genuine action. ‘The Stories of their Engagements, when
they have had any Scuffle either with Natives, or European Enemies,
are told superficially and by Halves’, Defoe’s narrator complains;
‘the Storms and Difficulties at Sea or on Shore, have no where a
full Relation’. The primary target here is Sir John Narbrough’s
relentlessly technical report of his South Seas explorations, post-
humously published in . But the implication is that even the
more colourful works of Dampier and Rogers––both of whose narra-
tives are inhibited in practice by the frequent illegality of their
exploits––will be surpassed in the present text. ‘A Seaman when he
comes to the Press, is pretty much out of his Element’, Defoe
observes; in the alternative element of print––the element of his own
personal mastery––he will rectify the usual imbalance.24

The method is already clear in Robinson Crusoe, with its turbulent
evocations of shipwreck and storm and its battles with cannibals
and mutineers. Here Defoe skilfully blends the rough directness of
voyage narrative with features that distinguish his style elsewhere,
notably a loose and flexible syntax that closely registers, in its impro-
visatory form, effects of disorderly motion and random shock. A
typical case arises on p.  when, pounded onto the island by waves,
Crusoe recalls that

the Sea having hurried me along as before, landed me, or rather dash’d me
against a Piece of a Rock, and that with such Force, as it left me senseless,
and indeed helpless, as to my own Deliverance; for the Blow taking my
Side and Breast, beat the Breath as it were quite out of my Body; and had
it returned again immediately, I must have been strangled in the Water . . .

This sentence continues for a hundred more words, and mediates its
23 Gulliver Decypher’d (?), ; for Swift’s parody, see Gulliver’s Travels, ed. Claude

Rawson and Ian Higgins (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, ), esp. – ( . i).
24 Daniel Defoe, A New Voyage round the World (), –, .

Introductionxviii



representation of the storm entirely through the desperate senses
of the half-drowned Crusoe. Yet it also balances the delirium of
the moment with the clarity of later retrospection. The power of
Crusoe’s prose at this point flows from a deft combination of breath-
less, disoriented syntax with studious verbal selection: the self-
conscious modifications and elaborations (‘landed me, or rather
dash’d me’; ‘senseless, and indeed helpless’); the quickfire allitera-
tions (‘taking . . . my Breast, beat the Breath’), the abrupt lexical
surprises (‘strangled in the water’).

Elsewhere Defoe connects the turmoil of ocean and the turmoil of
consciousness in the same shared terms––Crusoe ‘drowns’ his
repentance after one crisis (p. ); thoughts ‘rowl’ upon his mind in
another (p. )––but on this occasion he sets up a different pattern
in the text. In a passage of desolate calm that epitomized, for
Virginia Woolf, the spare eloquence of the novel, Crusoe then goes
on to recognize that all his comrades are dead, ‘for, as for them, I
never saw them afterwards, or any Sign of them, except three of their
Hats, one Cap, and two Shoes that were not Fellows’ (p. ). In a
novel where traces of life and signs of its absence are typically
expressed as solitary footfalls, single footprints, or even (after the
feast by cannibals on the shore) discarded and scattered feet, the
unpaired shoes are a stroke of laconic genius.

Voyage narrative was not only an opportunity for outlandish
adventure, however, or a launchpad for Defoe’s virtuosity as a narra-
tor of catastrophe. For all his disparagement of non-narrative con-
tent, he also took care to absorb and develop more strictly descriptive
features of the voyage genre. Dampier’s text is one in which, some-
times awkwardly, episodes of buccaneering and pillage exist along-
side meticulous attempts to amass geographical information, record
natural phenomena, and even approach what we might now call
ethnography. In these ways, voyage writers not only assessed their
destinations as candidates for colonial exploitation; they also re-
sponded, more or less consciously, to the calls of Royal Society
scientists that voyagers should contribute to knowledge through
systematic observation and description of natural history in all its
branches. Crusoe’s table of climatic patterns and his call on ‘the
Naturalists’ to explain a physical phenomenon that leaves him baffled
(pp. , ) are two conspicuous instances of a pervasive tendency
in the text. Here Defoe not only builds on the norms of voyage
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narrative but also pursues the affinity with Baconian empirical and
experimental science that marks his canon as a whole. Among the
clearest examples are The Storm (), which documents a freak
hurricane that had devastated England a few months beforehand,
and A General History of Discoveries and Improvements (–), a
historical account of ancient and modern innovations in commerce,
industry, and exploration. As well as observing and recording nature,
Crusoe pursues the Baconian project of turning nature to practical
advantage through experiment and technological innovation, with
meticulous write-up of the results. Some of his attempts to become
‘Master of every mechanick Art’ (p. ) are more promising than
others. But all, from his ingenious fabrication of pots and baskets to
his ill-advised tobacco therapy (‘I . . . held my Nose close over the
Smoke of it as long as I could bear it’ (p. ) ), display a commitment
to scientific advance rivalling that of the most diligent voyage narra-
tor. As Ilse Vickers puts it, Robinson Crusoe expresses ‘the character-
istic Baconian belief in man’s duty to study, alter and improve nature
to his various uses’; its focus on Crusoe’s discoveries and applica-
tions makes the novel ‘an allegory of the advancement of learning: a
model of initiative and invention’.25

At another level, Crusoe’s close observation of rainfall and tides,
and his assiduous experiments in farming and manufacture, express
survival skills of very much the kind dramatized in some of the most
celebrated episodes of voyage narrative. Several voyages record tales
of castaways or maroons, the best known being the Scots mariner
Alexander Selkirk, a figure long assumed to have been the primary
model for Crusoe. Marooned after a dispute with his captain on
the island of Más a Tierra in the south Pacific archipelago of Juan
Fernández,26 Selkirk survived alone for more than four years. His
rescue came in February , when Woodes Rogers put in at the
island to find it inhabited by ‘a Man clothed in Goat-Skins, who
look’d wilder than the first Owners of them’.27 After voyaging further

25 Ilse Vickers, Defoe and the New Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
), , .

26 The island, a dominion of Chile, has now been entrepreneurially renamed Isla
Robinson Crusoe, though Defoe clearly strands his hero in the south Caribbean––
where, as Derek Walcott dryly observes, ‘he has become the property of the Trinidad
and Tobago Tourist board’ (‘Figure of Crusoe’, ).

27 Woodes Rogers, A Cruising Voyage round the World, nd edn. (), . Sub-
sequent quotations are from pp. – of this edition.
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with Rogers, Selkirk returned to Britain to become a reluctant
celebrity in the following decade, and the pages devoted by Rogers to
his case may indeed have set Defoe’s mind to work. As well as
appearing in A Cruising Voyage, Rogers’s account was separately
published in pamphlet form, with a title that heralds Defoe’s dual
emphasis on divine superintendence and strange adventure: Provi-
dence Display’d, or a very Surprizing Account of one Mr. Alexander
Selkirk, Master of a Merchant-Man call’d the Cinque-Ports; who
Dreaming that the Ship would soon after be lost, he desired to be left on a
Desolate-Island in the South-Seas, where he liv’d Four Years and Four
Months, without seeing the Face of Man, the Ship being afterwards cast
away as he Dreamed ().

In Rogers’s account, Selkirk survives an early period of despair, in
which ‘for the first eight months [he] had much ado to bear up
against Melancholy, and the Terror of being left alone in such a
desolate place’. Central to his recovery are his efforts to impose
meaning on adversity by literally inscribing his identity on the island
and structuring the vacancies of time. As Crusoe carves the record of
his shipwreck on a post and notches each passing day, so Selkirk
asserts his presence ‘by cutting his Name on the Trees, and the Time
of his being left, and Continuance there’. Other details of Selkirk’s
isolation look forward to Robinson Crusoe. He sustains himself spir-
itually through daily religious exercise, singing psalms and reciting
scripture, and survives in practice by ingeniously adapting his basic
stock of equipment: ‘a Firelock, some Powder, Bullets, and Tobacco,
a Hatchet, a Knife, a Kettle, a Bible, some practical Pieces, and his
Mathematical Instruments and Books’. He hunts goats on foot when
his gunpowder runs out, and, with Crusoe-like zeal for tabulating
experience, ‘kept an Account of  that he killed while there’. Like
Crusoe again, who domesticates kids and holds whimsical banquets
with his parrot and dog, Selkirk ‘tam’d some Kids, and to divert
himself would now and then sing and dance with them and his Cats’.
He builds two huts from trees and grass, assigning separate purposes
to each, and stitches together goatskins for clothes and bedding;
he hides in a tree from marauding Spaniards ‘because he appre-
hended they would murder him, or make a Slave of him in the
Mines’.

Parallels with Defoe’s hero are also suggested by other published
accounts of Selkirk’s ordeal, including an essay of  by a rival
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Whig journalist, Richard Steele. Concluding his essay, Steele antici-
pates Crusoe’s disenchantment with the prosperity of his post-island
life––‘I had more Care upon my Head now, than I had in my silent
State of Life in the Island’ (p. )––by placing a similar paradox
in Selkirk’s mouth. ‘I am now worth  Pounds’, Steele has Selkirk
lament, ‘but shall never be so happy, as when I was not worth a
Farthing.’28

Selkirk was by no means the only available model, however. In
A Cruising Voyage, Rogers compares him with a previous inhabitant
of Más a Tierra, a Moskito Indian named Will, who had been
marooned from  to  until rescued by Dampier’s crew.
Dampier devotes several pages to Will’s formidable survival skills,
again with emphasis on his improvisatory use of the small supply
of tools and firearms available to him on the island. Dampier also
describes a ritual greeting between Will and the first rescuer to reach
him that anticipates Friday’s encounter with Crusoe and later reunion
with his father. In Dampier’s somewhat cumbersome account, the
rescuer is a fellow Moskito named Robin, who ‘first leap’d ashore,
and running to his Brother Moskito Man, threw himself flat on his
face at his feet, who helping him up, and embracing him, fell flat
with his face on the Ground at Robin’s feet, and was by him taken up
also.’29 At one level, Friday’s comparable gesture in Robinson Crusoe
becomes a fantasy of colonial mastery––‘this it seems was in token of
swearing to be my Slave for ever’, Crusoe eagerly assumes (p. )––
but it may also be a borrowed reflection of actual Carib custom. Some-
thing similar may be true of the naming scene, where Crusoe appears
to ignore or erase Friday’s native identity and name. ‘By renaming
this handsome, twenty-six-year-old savage, Crusoe assumes posses-
sion of him in the same way that Columbus assumed possession of
the land by his namings,’ writes one critic; another protests that
‘Crusoe . . . never over the years inquires as to “Friday’s” real
name’.30 The assertion of ownership is unmistakable, but Defoe’s
point about the naming (which, in a masterstroke of irony, Crusoe

28 Richard Steele, The Englishman (),  (No. ,  Dec. ).
29 William Dampier, A New Voyage round the World, th edn. (), .
30 Maximillian E. Novak, ‘Friday: or, The Power of Naming’, in Albert J. Rivero

(ed.), Augustan Subjects: Essays in Honor of Martin C. Battestin (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, ), ; Patrick J. Keane, ‘Slavery and the Slave Trade: Crusoe
as Defoe’s Representative’, in Roger D. Lund (ed.), Critical Essays on Daniel Defoe
(New York: G. K. Hall, ), .
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botches, having already lost count of his calendar by a day) may be
slightly different. Personal naming is alien to the culture inhabited
by Will and Robin, Dampier claims: ‘They take it as a great favour to
be named by any of us, and will complain for want of it, if we do not
appoint them some name when they are with us: saying of them-
selves they are poor Men, and have no Name’ (New Voyage, –).

Other castaways have been disinterred in a long-running quest
to uncover the ‘original’ Crusoe––a quest in which points of com-
parison routinely drift into assertions of direct influence. Among
the earliest candidates to emerge was the protagonist of a twelfth-
century Hispano-Arabian text, the Philosophus autodidactus of Abu
ibn al-Tufail, which existed in at least two English translations in
Defoe’s lifetime, including Simon Ockley’s The Improvement of
Human-Reason, Exhibited in the Life of Hai Ebn Yokdan (). This
work tells of a child of nature who grows to maturity and wisdom in
isolation from society, and it reappeared again in a loose adaptation
soon after Robinson Crusoe. The original text ‘has certainly been
known to some few of our Countrymen’, the preface to this adapta-
tion declares, and ‘the late History of Robinson Crusoe . . . plainly
shows its Author had his first Hints from hence’.31 Much more
recently, Portuguese candidates have been proposed in a monograph
based on similarities between Robinson Crusoe and various Renais-
sance travelogues, including the story of Fernão Lopes, who in the
sixteenth century was stranded on St Helena for a decade with a
Friday-like Javanese servant. Defoe is unlikely to have known the
detail of this case, but he may indeed have seen passing mentions in
translated histories of ‘Ferdinando Lopez, who to do Pennance for his
Sins, voluntarily staid with a Black in the Island St. Helena, where he
. . . began to sow that Island’.32

Closer to home is the castaway narrative of Henry Pitman, a sur-
geon and pharmacist with distant biographical links to Defoe. Like
Defoe, Pitman had been involved in the Monmouth rebellion of
, and he survived to publish an account of his misfortunes with
the bookseller John Taylor, whose son William was to publish Robin-
son Crusoe thirty years later. Sentenced to transportation, Pitman
escaped with a group of fellow fugitives from the rising, only to be

31 The Life and Surprizing Adventures of Don Juliani de Trezz (c.), Preface.
32 Manuel de Faria e Sousa, The Portugues Asia (), ; see also Fernanda Durão

Ferreira, The Portuguese Origins of Robinson Crusoe (London: Minerva Press, ).
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cast away in  on the Caribbean island of Tortuga. He returned
after the Glorious Revolution to record his experience in A Relation
of the Great Sufferings and Strange Adventures of Henry Pitman,
Chyrurgion to the Late Duke of Monmouth (). Among the salient
details of Pitman’s narrative are his recurrent fears of falling prey to
cannibals or ‘inhumane Man-eaters’, his dogged but failed attempts
to make pottery ‘by tempering the finest Sand with the Yolks of
Turtles Eggs and Goats Hair’, and his admiration for the hunting
skills of ‘my Indian’ (a native he buys from buccaneers for thirty
pieces of eight), ‘at which he was dextrous, that with his Bow and
Arrow he would shoot a small Fish at a great distance’. Eventually, in
an episode loosely resembling Crusoe’s escape, the fugitives make off
by ambushing a gang of mutineers who drop anchor off Tortuga,
sailing away and leaving the mutineers stranded on ‘this desolate and
disconsolate Island’.33

No single castaway narrative anticipates more than sporadic elem-
ents of Defoe’s novel, however, and collectively they reveal nothing
so much as the creative surplus generated in Robinson Crusoe. It is
fair to assume that Defoe looked for raw material––environmental
details, survival techniques, even psychological insights––in stories
of figures like Selkirk, but the most telling overlaps show that he was
in the business of transformation, not imitation. Indeed, the most
striking thing about Crusoe’s narrative is its reversal of the standard
trajectory of castaway tales, which involve not the construction of
a miniaturized civilization but extremes of degradation or even
derangement: more Lord of the Flies than Robinson Crusoe. Where
Crusoe flourishes in his little kingdom, progresses from wickedness
to regeneration, and grows in expressive fluency after decades alone,
Selkirk looks wilder than a goat when rescued, and ‘had so much
forgot his Language for want of Use, that we could scarce under-
stand him, for he seem’d to speak his words by halves’ (Cruising
Voyage, ). Ian Watt notes other cases of degeneration, including
that of a castaway on Mauritius driven mad by a diet of raw turtle,
and another on St Helena who puts to sea in the coffin of a buried
comrade.34

33 A Relation of the Great Sufferings and Strange Adventures of Henry Pitman (),
, , , ; see also Tim Severin, ‘Did Defoe’s Publisher Know a “Real” Robinson
Crusoe?’, Notes and Queries, . (), –.

34 Ian Watt, ‘Robinson Crusoe as a Myth’, Essays in Criticism, . (), .
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At such points, if Defoe is indeed writing with historical cases in
mind, his activity is one of radical remodelling, even pointed viola-
tion, of the expected pattern. By stranding Crusoe on the island and
having him triumph over adversity, he offered his readers a gratify-
ing fantasy of personal achievement, and one expressing the cluster
of ideas contained in one of the most resonant terms of his personal
lexicon, ‘improvement’. From the raw material of the castaway tales,
in which Crusoe’s supposed models rarely move much beyond a
state of low-level endurance, Defoe could produce a thematically
concentrated study of inventiveness, industry, and improvement in
its multiple senses. There are the practical lessons and spiritual
growth that Crusoe draws from experience, ‘improv[ing]’ himself in
‘all the mechanick Exercises which my Necessities put me upon’
(p. ) and making ‘a just Improvement’ of providential signs for
the sake of religious consolation (p. ). Then there are the
achievements of manufacture and agriculture that mark his sojourn
on the island, from domestic utensils––‘in my Wicker Ware also I
improved much’ (p. )––to the cornfields, plantations, and
enclosures––‘my Works and Improvements’ (p. )––that threaten
to betray his presence when the cannibals land. Even Crusoe’s audi-
ence must join in the process by approaching his narrative with an
eye to ‘the Improvement of it’ in their own lives (p. ).

In the largest sense, Robinson Crusoe thus contrives a narrative of
human domination over raw nature in tune with the Whig ideology
of progress that Defoe expresses more directly elsewhere. The theme
is at its most pronounced in his last works, notably his celebrations
of burgeoning industry and commerce in A Tour thro’ the Whole
Island of Great Britain (–) and his insistence elsewhere that the
English must truly become ‘that industrious, applying, improving
People that we pretend to be, and that we ought to be, and might
be’.35 Crusoe provides a model of just this endeavour, a character
driven by the quest for improvement, and one who dedicates himself
to productive labour, conversion of raw materials and resources
into goods for consumption and investment, and rigorous account-
ancy of profit and loss in material and spiritual concerns. From here
flows the remarkable afterlife of Defoe’s creation, especially via the
German Robinsonades, in the history of economics. Crusoe is still
an illustrative focus for analysis of such topics in economic theory

35 Daniel Defoe, An Humble Proposal to the People of England (), .
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as marginal utility, commodity exchange, and the labour theory
of value, while the absence of women and the subordination of
Friday in the island economy have spurred debate in feminist and
postcolonial economics.36

Yet the status of Defoe’s hero as ‘the complacent apologist of
nascent industrial capitalism’, as Watt puts it in an extreme state-
ment of this approach (‘Robinson Crusoe as a Myth’, ), is always
tenuous. As many factors make clear, including his boredom with the
profitable Brazilian plantation and his disinclination to go beyond
self-sufficiency, Crusoe is a peculiarly feckless and short-sighted capit-
alist. He is also one whose ill-focused cupidity is quietly mocked in
the novel. Coleridge famously applauded the moment where Crusoe
suspends his religious reflections on money––‘O Drug! said I aloud,
what art thou good for . . . However, upon second Thoughts, I
took it away’ (p. )––and the irony lingers throughout the work.
Repeatedly, Crusoe disparages his gold––‘ ’Twas to me as the Dirt
under my Feet’ (p. )––even while counting and hoarding it with
obsessive care. In Farther Adventures, he frankly acknowledges his
temperamental unfitness for the rigours of capitalist venture, as
though Defoe foresaw the violence that would be done to the original
work, with all its complicating ironies and hints. Invited to join a
commercial voyage to China, Crusoe now makes clear that he
accepts from mere restlessness, for ‘if Trade was not my Element,
Rambling was’. As for the dignity of work and the accumulation of
commodities for profit, he insists that his labour on the island was for
survival alone, with no further purpose in, or application to, the
world beyond. Rather than modelling the condition of economic
man, he simply escapes it, and he evokes the treadmill of commercial
modernity in tones that are almost tragic:

I saw the World busy round me, one Part labouring for Bread, and the
other Part squandring in vile Excesses or empty Pleasures, equally miser-
able, because the End they propos’d still fled from them; for the Man of
Pleasure every Day surfeited of his Vice, and heap’d up Work for Sorrow
and Repentance; and the M[e]n of Labour spent their Strength in daily

36 For a survey, see M. V. White, ‘Robinson Crusoe’, in John Eatwell, Murray
Milgate, and Peter Newman (eds.), The New Palgrave: A Dictionary of Economics,  vols.
(New York: Stockton Press, ), iv. –; for recent developments, see Ulla Grapard
and Gillian Hewitson (eds.), Robinson Crusoe: The Construction and Deconstruction of
Economic Man (London: Routledge, ).
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Strugglings for Bread to maintain the vital Strength they labour’d with, so
living in a daily Circulation of Sorrow, living but to work, and working but
to live, as if daily Bread were the only End of wearisome Life, and a
wearisome Life the only Occasion of daily Bread.37

Religion and politics

Elsewhere in the sequel, Defoe’s answer to readers who approached
Robinson Crusoe in secular terms, scanning the text for errors in
geography or inconsistencies of action, was to point to his religious
seriousness. The abridgements had injured him not only by breach-
ing copyright, he protests in the preface to Farther Adventures, but
also by representing the original work as mere adventure: ‘They strip
it of all those Reflections, as well religious as moral, which . . . are
calculated for the infinite Advantage of the Reader’. Claims to
didactic probity in fiction were almost obligatory at the time, and
need to be handled with care elsewhere in Defoe. But the religious
dimension of Robinson Crusoe goes beyond incidental moralizing,
and informs the whole shape of the text. As J. Paul Hunter puts it
in one of two landmark accounts of religious traditions in Defoe,
‘Robinson Crusoe is structured on the basis of a familiar Christian
pattern of disobedience-punishment-repentance-deliverance, a pat-
tern set up in the first few pages of the book’.38 From this point of
view, castaways like Selkirk look less significant than the biblical
exemplars who sometimes break the narrative surface: Jonah, pun-
ished for his disobedience by a storm at sea but providentially
brought to land; Job, tested by unthinkable adversity but rewarded at
his latter end; the reckless but repentant prodigal son of Luke .
Also in play are the traditions of conversion narrative and diary-
keeping outlined in G. A. Starr’s classic study Defoe and Spiritual
Autobiography (), associated in particular with the Puritan cul-
ture in which Defoe was raised. In spiritual autobiography, the indi-
vidual life gains shape and meaning from the moment of repentance
or conversion, but this moment rarely turns out to be secure, jeop-
ardized as it is by recurrent backsliding, and demanding constant
struggle. Focused to the exclusion of material conditions or secular

37 Daniel Defoe, The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (), –; –.
38 J. Paul Hunter, The Reluctant Pilgrim: Defoe’s Emblematic Method and Quest for

Form in Robinson Crusoe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, ), .
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concerns on the fluctuating state of the soul, spiritual autobiography
records the ongoing battle of inward grace with outward temptation,
and demonstrates the author’s efforts to achieve redemption while
also inscribing the process for personal or shared contemplation.

With his anxious self-reproaches on religious grounds, and his
determination to understand his life in terms of sin and grace,
Crusoe organizes his narrative in a form that is clearly continuous
with this tradition. Like Bunyan in Grace Abounding (), he
snatches spurts of spiritual growth from chance fragments of scrip-
ture, and imposes meaning on the chaos of self and experience by
progressively discovering, and constantly reasserting, providential
pattern and meaning. Here the coexistence of journal and memoir
in Crusoe’s text is an important device for highlighting spiritual
change. The early journal suggests the unmediated ‘Discomposure
of Mind’ (p. ) that afflicts Crusoe in his unregenerate condition;
conversion then makes possible the orderly interpretation and com-
munication of an otherwise ‘unaccountable Life’ (p. ). In both
cases, the result is strangely claustrophobic, the rigour of Crusoe’s
focus on spiritual inwardness tending to distance everything outside
the self (though this is a fluctuating effect, part of Defoe’s point
about Crusoe being the inconsistency of his spiritual progress). As in
Defoe’s fiction as a whole, though with peculiar appropriateness in
the case of this island novel, the consciousness of the narrator comes
across as supremely alone and aloof, imprisoned in self-absorption
even as the island becomes peopled. The first-person form perfectly
embodies the philosophical solipsism articulated in Serious Reflec-
tions: the view that ‘Life in general is . . . but one universal Act
of Solitude’, in which ‘Every Thing revolves in our Minds by
innumerable circular Motions, all centring in our selves’ (Serious
Reflections, ).

It is a standard move to associate the obsessive self-analysis of
spiritual autobiographers with the emergence, via Defoe and others,
of a modern novel dedicated to inward experience and complex psy-
chological representation. That is not to say, however, that Crusoe
always comes across as rigorous or reliable when invoking spiritual or
providential causes and effects. Although Serious Reflections censures
those who cite reliance on Providence to excuse their own weakness
or neglect, there are points in the novel where Crusoe does exactly
that himself. When he fires at random into a group of mutineers,
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only two of whom are his targets, his casual excuse that he thereby
puts it ‘wholly upon God’s Providence to direct the Shot’ (p. )
inspires little confidence in his invocations of Providence elsewhere.
At other points––when the barley grows for miraculous or natural
reasons; when Crusoe is cured by scripture or tobacco––alternative
determinants remain delicately in play, with no firm adjudication
between secular and religious explanation. It is easy to see why, for
Gildon, the religious glosses of Crusoe’s narrative were no more
than irrelevant cant, padding put gratuitously in ‘to swell the Bulk of
your Treatise up to a five Shilling Book’ (Life . . . of Mr. D–––– De
F–– , –). Instead, the real explanation of the novel lay in the
resemblance between Crusoe’s character––including his religious
hypocrisy––and that of Defoe himself. In their unscrupulous motiva-
tion and erratic progress, Crusoe’s adventures could be mapped
directly onto the wayward career of their author. ‘You are the true
Allegorick Image of thy tender Father D––––l ’, Gildon has Defoe
tell Crusoe in a dramatized part of the pamphlet: ‘I drew thee from
the Consideration of my own Mind; I have been all my Life that
Rambling, Inconsistent Creature, which I have made thee’ (p. x).

Somewhat surprisingly, this was a charge that Defoe was prepared
to embrace. His preface to Serious Reflections is a masterly exercise
in ambiguity, written in a voice that associates, without ever quite
equating, Crusoe’s perspective with his own. Irresistibly, however,
this preface implies the validity of an approach to Robinson Crusoe
as displaced autobiography, either because Defoe had consciously
encoded his own misfortunes in Crusoe’s, or because Gildon had
alerted him to symbolic patterns that were unconscious at the time
of writing. Throughout his life, the language of storm and shipwreck
came instinctively to Defoe with reference to his own career, and his
favourite metaphor for debt was one of drowning: ‘The Gulph is too
Large for me to Get ashore again’, he laments in a typical letter.39 In
Serious Reflections, he builds on his earlier public self-representations
by inviting readers to find autobiographical hints in the disasters
suffered by Crusoe. He even uses the term ‘Allegorick History’ to
redefine the novel no longer as literal truth (the official pose of the
original text) but as something teasingly poised between fact and
fiction. Now Robinson Crusoe is an ‘imaginary Story’, but one that in

39 Letters of Daniel Defoe, ed. George Harris Healey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ),
 (to Robert Harley, May–June ?).
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