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INTRODUCTION
I

Robinson Crusoe has often been referred to as a romance, but
Moll Flanders, which followed it by three years, is widely
taught and written about as the first English novel. Few
other works of fiction have been the subject of so much
critical debate in recent years; most widely canvassed has
been the question of Defoe’s artistic control. Are the numer-
ous contradictions in the words, actions, and total character
of Moll Flanders the result of deliberate authorial strategy,
of unresolved ambivalences in Defoe’s conception of his
heroine, or perhaps merely of hasty and unrevised com-
position by 'a wonderfully gifted yet somewhat primitive
writer? Is Moll the object of Defoe’s sustained conscious
irony, or do we as readers perceive ironies which Defoe did
not intend, and in which his own values are gravely im-
plicated? Criticism preoccupied with the problem of irony
has called attention to many inconsistencies that might
otherwise have gone unnoticed in Moll’s narrative; con-
siderable research into the moral, economic, social, and
literary background of Mo/l Flanders has been brought te
bear on the discussion, and although such information has not
scttled the debate over irony,! it foo has fostered a sense of
the book’s complexities. At the same time, an unstated
premise of much of the debate has been that Defoe’s artistry
is vindicated if inconsistencies can be shown to have been
deliberate. This view is not confined to critics of Defoe—
works of all kinds are prized today for containing paradoxes,
untrustworthy personae, and other forms of calculated
ambiguity—nor is it groundless; but it may shed less light

! The main contentions are summarized in Watt, ‘Recent Critical Fortunes of
M.F.’; for fuller references to works cited in this Introduction see Bibliography,

nfra.
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on what is distinctive and valuable in Defoe than on the
achievements of certain of his contemporaries, such as Swift
and Pope. At all events, criticism that puts a premium on
calculated ambiguity tends to conceive of both the creative
process and the reading experience in highly intellectual
terms, and although a predilection for subtlety and complexity
is not the sole explanation of recent critical interest in Mo/l
Flanders, one suspects that it does account for the com-
parative critical neglect of Robinson Crusoe, a greater work
the chief merits of which lie elsewhere.

But so, I would maintain, do those of Moll Flanders. 1t
may be that insofar as this book is what we should ordinarily
describe as a novel, it is abundantly and deliberately ironic.
Yet within the novel is a romance, which gives the story
much of its emotional force, and from which irony is absent.
We cannot solve critical problems, of course, simply by
manipulating generic labels, but whatever term we choose,
we should recognize that Moll Flanders is akin to tales of
obsession by Hogg or Hawthorne or Melville as well as to
the traditional English novel. We are drawn into the quest
of a heroine who in some degree escapes the bounds of
everyday moral, social, and psychological laws. To be sure,
much of Defoe’s celebrated realism consists in his submitting
Moll to such laws. She is in part the product of her environ-
ment—many of her actions as orphan, widow, and criminal
are traced to the pressures of society on those who are its
victims—and when she likens herself as an unattached
female to ‘a Bag of Money or a Jewel dropp’d on the
Highway, which is a Prey to the next comer’, her image of
the plight of women is firmly rooted in the facts of con-
temporary life. Yet this picture is belied by a great deal in
Moll’s own story. Far from being predatory in the manner
of Richardson’s Lovelace, the men she has to do with tend
to be timid and solicitous towards her, and the roles of
initiative and passivity assigned to male and female in the
account of her first seduction are virtually reversed in most
later episodes. In fact, Moll is curiously immune to the
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influences of her sex and milieu: although she engages in
frequent self-reproach, she distinguishes her admittedly sin-
ful and criminal outward behaviour from her essential self,
which remains untainted by her background, her associates,
and even her own actions. Nor do her actions have the effect
on others that we should normally expect; just as she herself
does not become embittered or brutalized, so others stay
strangely attached to her, despite her neglect or exploitation
of them. So if Moll is in some ways the product of sociological
and psychological conditioning, in other ways she is quite
untouched by experience, a free spirit whom no pitch can
defile. In this sense she leads a charmed life: she is not
spared vicissitudes, but spared their ordinary consequences.

Judged by standards of novelistic realism, this aspect of
Moll Flanders makes for implausibility, as in the reunion
scene between Moll arid her son Humphry towards the end
of the book.! But such scenes can also be regarded as
obeying formal demands of a different kind, for they follow
a pattern which runs through nearly all Defoe’s imaginative
works. Although his major narratives are usually associated
with a variety of distinct genres, such as voyage literature
and criminal biography, they are no less closely linked to one
another by the quest which is their common theme. Most of
Defoe’s heroes and heroines are actual or virtual orphans,
victims either of abandonment (Colonel Jack), of kidnapping
(Captain Singleton), or of their own willful relinquishment
of paternal protection, through early mis-marriage (Roxana),
or flight (Robinson Crusoe). All are motivated not only
by the social and economic aspirations discussed by recent
critics, but by regret for a kind of lost paradise, and despite
their far-flung wanderings, all long for family reunions,
and show as remarkable an aptitude for acquiring sur-
rogate parents and children as for accumulating other
kinds of security-yielding property. This pattern extends
to such conduct manuals as The Family Instructor and
Religious Courtship as well as the better-known first-person

' On this point see Wart, The Rise of the Novel, pp. 110-4.
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narratives; in all these books, attachments between the sexes
(-nd to be weaker than familial or quasi-familial ones
involving the dominance of one party—parent, master,
mentor, governess, or God—and the submission of the other.
Love is mentioned, but guilt and anxiety are the prevailing
emotions, and give a sombre undertone to many otherwise
cheerful or sedate passages. Crusoe’s elaborate self-enclosure
is only the most graphic version of a task that preoccupies
most of Defoe’s characters, that of achieving impregnability;
each seeks a ‘safe Harbour’ from poverty and other external
threats, but also from the painful sense of his own isolation,
which is more or less explicitly regarded as a punishment for
his own or his parents’ misdeeds. The Defoe hero fears
betrayal, and to lessen his risks he tries not to get ‘entangled
with the dull Measures of other People’, as Moll puts it, yet
he yearns for a perfect community, more often represented
in terms of parent-child than of husband-wife relationships.
His dream of familial paradise comes true when he manages
to find extraordinary exemplars of parental or filial loyalty,
who echo God’s assurance to Crusoe: ‘I will never, never
leave thee, nor forsake thee’.

In Moll Flanders, this quest-pattern emerges most clearly
in the heroine’s recurring attachments to older women, each
of whom she ‘learn’d to call Mother’—the ‘good motherly
Nurse’ in Colchester, the midwife-governess at the Sign of
the Cradle, and the mother-in-law who turns out to be her
real mother; ‘trick’d once by that Cheat cal’d LOVE’, Moll
. is less intimate with any of the men in her adult life than
with this series of maternal figures. It is as if she were intent
on demonstrating that she would have been an ideal daughter
had she had a proper mother. But one ‘mother’ leaves her in
the lurch by -dying, another countenances incest, a third
proposes abortion and later leads her ‘as it were by the
Hand’ into a labyrinth of crime: none proves quite equal to
Moll’s filial longings. Near the end of the book, however,
positions are reversed. Hitherto frustrated in the search for
an ideal mother, Moll seizes on an alternative possibility,
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and the reunion with her son Humphry serves as a testi-
monial that she herself, favoured with a proper child, would
make an ideal mother. This latterly-assumed role may also
help to explain Moll’s satisfaction with her last husband, the
ex-highwayman Jemy, who is helpless both in Newgate and
Virginia, but who trustingly submits to Moll’s maternal care.!

Such themes are not as prominent in Moll Flanders as in
Robinson Crusoce, nor does Moll’s quest yield any sanctuary
to compare in dramatic effectiveness with Crusoe’s island
‘castle’, any parental figure to compare with Crusoe’s God,
or any filial figure to compare with Crusoe’s Friday. And
although Moll is in a sense no less alone within society than
Crusoe on his island, her story lacks ‘the mythical starkness
of Crusoe’s solitary encounters with natural and super-
natural forces. Nevertheless, within the framework of a
realistic novel Moll Flanders contains various elements of
fantasy, and as we are caught up in the heroine’s quest, we
find a compelling logic—if such patterns can be called
logical—in certain scenes which no doubt fall short of (or
exceed) our ‘realistic’ expectations. In any case, an important
source of the book’s continuing appeal is its power to involve
us imaginatively in Moll’s quest; and without denying that
amused detachment is a legitimate response to much of the
story, one can regard some of Defoe’s intermittent irony at
Moll’s expense as a means rather than an end; that is to say,
as a device enabling the reader—and possibly the author as
well—to escape the self-reproach which complicity in such
activities as Moll’s might otherwise cause him.2

1 Theidyﬂicrehﬁmdﬁpbetwem&loneljlckandhisﬁmlwifelppanmhn
|lhnﬂubuk:lftermﬂ’eringlexmlbemydadnhmdsufnﬁomm]ﬂ
finds security at last with a woman who masterfully shelters and directs him.

* T8 heroine is not the sole object of irony in Moll Flanders; respectable
oodety'nbomh‘uiushre,hd\emmdMoﬂ’lmhﬂalnmwn
ndf-iuﬁﬁudm.WhmiMMiwymdshthshldmdn
mmmwmhimmm&trmhm
bduviomiowing‘minlymdidiﬂ'minthd:dmmmwu;dm&cmh
wovouldbedﬁvmwaimebypovmymddxeothupresumwhichMoﬂﬁw;
Mwmy)mu‘dncdmkdguw»he.hnlmm
_u&nydn-mnﬁmedmmqnde‘quhm .
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Moll's scarch for a lost familial paradise takes place,
however, alongside other pursuits, and there is no question
that yearnings for wealth and gentility play just as con-
spicuous a part in her narrative. Moll also seeks spiritual
salvation; less consistently, perhaps, than her other goals,
but at certain moments no less intently. One’s opinion as to
which of these aspects of Moll Flanders is most fundamental
will probably depend less on the book itself than on one’s
personal convictions about the relative weight of psycho-
logical, economic, social, and religious ‘explanations’ of
human behaviour. Defoe was clearly fascinated by the
complex and overlapping roles of economic, social, and
religious motivation as springs of conduct, and it would be
wrong to represent him as reducing all such promptings to
rationalizations of unconscious urges on the part of his
heroes and heroines. My intention in dwelling on psycho-
logical themes has not been to assert their primacy, but to
point out a significant dimension of Defoe’s fictional works,
including Moll Flanders, which has been neglected by critics.
What should be emphasized, though, is the relatedness of
these four themes. As recent scholarship has shown, Moll
Flanders merits the serious attention of students of English
economic, social, and religious thought. But however great
their historical or theoretical interest, these topics probably
_ possess fictional vitality only insofar as Moll permeates

them with her anxiety, and makes money, gentility, and
salvation obsessive goals complementary to (and partly
interchangeable with) the familial security she also seeks.

11

The first modern editor of Moll Flanders surmised that the
book was based on the life of a real criminal, and thought it
‘quite possible that the person’s name will some day be
traced’; other scholars have predicted that journalistic and
biographic sources shall be eventually found for all of
Defoe’s great narratives’; and in a recent article entitled
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‘Who Was Moll Flanders?’, Gerald Howson proposes
Moll King, alias Mary Godson or Golstone, as the pick-
pocket who served as the model for Defoe’s heroine.! Few
as they are, the correspondences between this actual Moll
and the fictional Moll are quite suggestive. In 1718 Moll
King had been sentenced to seven years’ transportation for
stealing a gold watch from a gentlewoman in St. Anne’s
Church, Soho; six months prior to the appearance of Moll
Flanders she was condemned to death at the Old Bailey for
returning illegally from America, and although she was soon
given a repricve from execution, she remained throughout
the autumn of 1721 in Newgate, where Defoe may have met
her. Moll King’s vicissitudes were reported in the news-
papers of the day,? and Moll Flanders may represent Defoe’s
attempt to gratify public curiosity by writing at length about
someone whose adventures had been treated only briefly in
journals and pamphlets. But to say that Moll King ‘was’
Moll Flanders suggests an identity where there may be a
relation at best fleetingly, sketchily allusive; it suggests that,
even if Defoe did not set out to write what we should call a
biography, he derived the Fortunes and Misfortunes Of the
Famous Moll Flanders from those of his real-life ‘subject’,
who may in fact have furnished little more than an occasion
for writing about a female criminal late in 1721. In short, it
may be misleading to imply that Moll Flanders is to any
significant degree about Moll King, for the book is even less
her history than Robinson Crusoe is Alexander Selkirk’s. The

1 G. A. Aitken, Introduction w M. F. in Rom. & Narr., vii, ix; E. Bernbaum,
Mery Carleton Narratives (1914), p. 87; cf. Willism Minto, Dewiel Defoe (1902),
p- 136; Thomas Wright, Life of Dawsel Defoe, second edn. (1931), pp. 89, 138;
Howson, TLS, 18 Jan. 1968, pp. 634

'Mr.lhwmpimdwg«luhamﬁm,mmmdghmuhum
temporery writings sttest to her notoriety. See e.g. Life of Mr. Jokn Stenley (1723)
Pp. 10~11, in Works of Thomas Pursey, ed. H. O. White (1933), pp. 100-101, wherr
slnisunu'nedwidaSLAme‘lChurd\,nidmbe‘wdlkmnforhaDamiy
inmevwingGolqutchu,otSmﬂ'Boxu,fmmLadiu',mdnpmdnhn
bem‘sppmhmdedforuiv.tdyukimnm(ulmmberﬁman)..
convicted at the OM Bailey, afterwards transported, etc.’. Cf. Defoe’s reference o
‘M-Il K-ng’ in Life & Actions of Jonathan Will.kﬂ.ﬁNdr.,lﬁ.ﬁ..—;. )
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heroine’s varied criminal exploits have been assembled from
diverse sources. One ruse is called ‘an old Bite’, and several
others recall the ‘Tricks’ and ‘Pranks’ of traditional rogue
literature, but on the whole her career owes less to such
semi-fictional narratives than to accounts of actual thefts,
which were available to Defoe in newspaper reward-
advertisements, in the published proceedings of Old Bailey
trials, and in conversation with friends. The image of Defoe
hobnobbing with criminals in Newgate has appealed greatly
to his biographers, and to those critics who regard his novels
as essentially journalistic achievements. He may have come
by some information in this way, .yet his closest lifelong
associations were not with Moll King and her fellows but
with the mercantile class on whom they mainly preyed, and
Defoe could have obtained as much of his underworld lore
from victims, in bourgeois coffee-houses and shops, as from
actual thieves in Newgate. If so, his ability to portray crime
vividly and sympathetically from the criminal’s point of view
is all the more noteworthy. It may be that few if any of
the thieving exploits in Mo/l Flanders are purely imaginary,
but to acknowledge this is quite different from identifying
the heroine with one or another criminal of the day.

That Defoe was working from any single model appears
even more unlikely if we turn from the criminal section te
the other three-quarters of the book. Molly Bloom’s con-
ception of her namesake—‘the one from Flanders a whore
always shoplifting anything she could cloth and stuff and
yards of it'—takes into account only a fraction, after all, of
the carlier heroine’s Life of continu’d Variety. Many of the
non-criminal scenes have precedents in earlier literature and
close analogues elsewhere in Defoe’s writings; for instance,
various passages reflect his long-standing concern over the
callousness of society towards the unprotected and the un-
productive—orphans, debtors, criminals, single women
without trades, and other marginal types. A similar interest
in borderline cases characterizes Defoe’s presentation of
moral problems: certain of Moll’s dilemmas can be traced to
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cases of conscience which had been discussed in the casuis-
tical literature of the seventeenth century, in John Dunton’s
question-and-answer periodical, The Athenian Mercury
(1691-7), and in Defoe’s own Review and conduct manuals.
And there are several scenes, such as Moll’s exchange of
rhymes with the Virginia planter, in which Defoe may be
indebted to earlier writings that have not been traced. The
notes to the present edition indicate the background of some
of Defoe’s material, but his ‘bookishness’ should not be
exaggerated. If (as I believe) some commentators on Moll
Flanders have attached undue importance to Defoe’s hypo- .
thetical interviews with Newgate prisoners, it would never-
theless be a mistake to regard the work as entirely derivative,
the product of literary eclecticism rather than first-hand
journalism. The truth probably lies somewhere between
these extremes, and the remarkable thing is that passages
evidently based on traditional materials should seem no less
lifelike than those drawn from contemporary events.

In this connection it is perhaps worth stressing that Defoe
does not use traditional materials to represent an earlier
period. Some investigators of the sources of Moll Flanders
have been led astray by its last five words, ‘Written in the
Year 1683’. Once or twice, it is true, places and customs are
referred to 2s no longer existing, but no attempt is made to
recreate seventeenth-century life from the vantage point of
1721, let alone of 1683. Insofar as the story can be dated, it is
almost entirely contemporary, both in its materials and its
perspective; as my notes indicate, it touches on many
subjects of immediately topical rather than historical interest.
Indeed, some events and practices to which Defoe alludes
were so recent that we should have to judge Moll’s retro-
spective mention of them anachronistic, if ordinary chrono-
logy were at all crucial to her narrative. But it is not. The
mlypastthateoncemsherisherovm;thepassageoftime
may furnish the chief organizing principle of her recollections,
but the tale she tells ultimately eludes calendars and clocks,
and hovers in a timeless fictional once-upon-a-time. :
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Who read Moll Flanders? What makes this a question of
more than antiquarian interest is the difficulty of deter-
mining, behind the voice of the first-person narrator, what
Defoe’s intentions are. Some critics have supposed that his
attitude towards Moll can be deduced from views expressed
elsewhere in his writings; others have maintained that the
identification of his original reading public can shed similar
light on the meaning of the book, since Defoe presumably
catered, as a thoroughly professional man of letters, for the
tastes and expectations of his audience. Whether either
assumption is inherently valid is too large a critical problem
to be dealt with here; in practice, however, both indirect
approaches to the text of Moll Flanders have been beset with
difficulties. On many moot points in the book Defoe did
express himself elsewhere—abundantly, emphatically, yet
inconsistently; and even if his pronouncements in other
contexts were altogether uniform, one might hesitate to
regard them as decisive prescriptions as to how Moll Flanders
should be read. One might similarly question the legitimacy
of basing interpretations of the book on information about
its original readers, even if the evidence were abundant and
consistent. In fact, it is neither. That Defoe addressed
himself to a petty-bourgeois audience, prizing respectability
yet craving adventure, has been inferred from Defoe’s own
background and from the tone of the novel itself; that many
readers were drawn from a class which had only recently
achieved literacy has been inferred retroactively from mid-
eighteenth-century data about the growth of the reading
public; and allusions by enemies and rivals to Defoe’s
popularity among ‘low’ readers have been accepted as
sociologically and critically revealing. Reprints, piracies, and
‘continuations’ by other hands indicate that Mo/l Flanders
was an immediate success, but we do not really know very
much about who its readers were, or what they thought of
the book. One contemporary distich—'Down in the

i
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kitchen, honest Dick and Doll / Are studying Colonel Jack
and Flanders Moll’—certainly points to a lower-class
audience, as docs the remark in a novel of 1727 that
Gulliver's Travels have entertained ‘the Superiour Class
of Mankind’, while ‘Robinson Crusoe, Moll Flanders, and
Colonel Jack have had their Admirers among the lower Rank
of Readers’.! But as another contemporary observed, an
interest in low subject matter is not necessarily confined to
lowly readers. Objecting to ‘the fabulous Adventures and
Memoirs of Pirates, Whores, and Pickpockets, wherewith for
some time past the Press has so prodigiously swarmed’, this
critic cites ‘your Robimsom Crusoe’s, Moll Flanders's, Sally
Salishury’s, and John Shepard’s’ as instances of ‘how in-
dulgent we are to the Biographers of Newgate, who have been
as grecdily read by People of the better Sort, as the Com-
pilers of Last Speeches and Dying Werds by the rabble’.3 The
price of Mell Flanders probably put it beyond the means of
‘the rabble’, and internal evidence also suggests that Defoe
anticipated readers ‘of the better Sort’: Moll’s frequent pleas
for sympathy are addressed to people who are securely,
cemplacently respectable, not to those whose precarious,
shady existence more nearly resembles her own. We know
from Spence’s Anccdoses that Pope read and thought well of
several of Defoe’s works, particularly Rebinson Crusoe, and
the scarcity of published discussion by Pope’s social and
intellectual peers may not mean that they failed to read such
books as Moll Flanders; it may merely indicate that the
emerging novel was not felt to call for critical comment on
other than moral grounds, owing to the commonness of its
subject matter and the remoteness of its formal and stylistic
properties from those of the established genres.

Another point frequently made about the original readers

' The Flying Post: or Weekly Medley, 1 Mar. 1729, quoted in Sutheriand,
Defoe, p. 236; The Hermis, or, the . .. Advenswres of Mr. Phibp Quarll, Preface,

% [James Arbuckle), Hibernicus’s Letsers, No. 9, 39 May 1725. Arbuckie’s main
cumplaim—thtmdxworhtend‘mcorrupttheTmofdnmmymmd

mmd%‘*&mdmmmdw
biography ; cf. The Plain Dealer, No. 80, 38 Dec. 1724.
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of Moll Flanders (as well as its author and heroine) is that
they were vestigial Puritans, rechannelling the otherworldly
aspiration of their forefathers into more mundane enter-
prises, which they pursued with comparable zeal. Moll
Flanders does seem to translate into secular terms some of the
religious intensity of an earlier era, for its heroine brings to
her worldly self-seeking the same sense of mission with which
the generation of Cromwell and Milton had gone about its
preparations for the millenium. Moreover, Moll has stronger
promptings of faith and hope than of charity, stronger
impulses to acquire than to enjoy, and a stronger sense of her
unfulfilled destiny than of her actual identity. Add to this
that her residual moral fervour largely takes the form of
censoriousness, and one might suppose that the picture of a
latter-day Puritan was complete. Used figuratively, to
designate a type of personality, the label is no doubt appro-
priate to Defoe’s heroine, or at least to one side of her
nature; but alleged as a historical influence on the values of
the book, its author, or its original readers, the accuracy of
the term becomes somewhat more problematic. If the word
‘Puritanism’ were intended to suggest merely tonal rather
than substantive departures from English Protestantism at
large, its application to eighteenth~century writers such as
Defoe and Richardson might seem less strained, although
few scholars seem content to restrict its meaning in this way,
Yet Defoe denied throughout his life that his religious
beliefs differed on any essential point from the teachings of
the Church of England, and to the limited extent that Mo/l
Flanders touches on doctrinal questions, it bears out his
claim. Among its explicitly religious motifs are the heroine’s
allusions to Satan, Providence, and ‘Spirits’, all of which
take an interest in her affairs, and the charting of her
spiritual carcer in terms of gradual hardening of heart,
periodic imperfect repentances, and a genuine if belated
conversion. On each of these topics, Defoe’s remarks can be
duplicated from the writings of orthodox Anglican divines
as well as from those of his fellow Dissenters. Still, by



