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Editor’s Note

This book brings together a representative selection of the best mod-
ern critical interpretations of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. The
critical essays are reprinted here in the chronological order of their
original publication. I am grateful to Paul Kane for his assistance in
editing this volume.

My introduction speculates upon the economic nature of Defoe’s
(and Crusoe’s) God. The novelist Virginia Woolf, whose sensibility
was so remote from Defoe’s, begins the chronological sequence with
her surprising appreciation of the “genius for fact” that is manifested
in Robinson Crusoe.

Ian Watt, still our definitive historian of the rise of the novel,
studies Crusoe as a great instance of Puritan individualism. The pat-
tern of regeneration in Puritan spiritual autobiography is closely re-
lated to Crusoe’s account of his experience in the essay of G. A.
Starr.

J. Paul Hunter also reflects upon Puritan dialectics of salvation in
regard to Crusoe’s “‘retrospection and introspection,” More aesthetic
considerations are addressed by Leopold Damrosch, Jr., who judges
Robinson Crusoe to be “a remarkable and unrepeatable reconciliation
of myth with novel.”

Michael Seidel, studying the interplay of the theme of exile and
the narrative imagination, discovers in Robinson Crusoe the full rep-
resentation of the exile as being sovereign, whether abroad or re-
stored. In a grand coda to this volume, the distinguished Australian
poet Alec Hope transfers the focus of our vision to Crusoe’s man
Friday, in a superb poem that is both its own source of value and a
profound interpretation of Defoe’s novel.
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Introduction

Of his prayers and the like we take no account, since they are a source of
pleasure to him, and he looks upon them as so much recreation.

KapL MARX on Robinson Crusoe

1 got so tired of the very colors!

One day I dyed a baby goat bright red

with my berries, just to see

something a little different.

And then his mother wouldn’t recognize him.

EvrizABeTH BisHop, *Crusoe in England”

Had Karl Marx written Robinson Crusoe, it would have had even
more moral vigor, but at the expense of the image of freedom it still
provides for us. Had Elizabeth Bishop composed it, Defoe’s narra-
tive would have been enhanced as image and as impulse, but at the
expense of its Puritan plainness, its persuasive search for some evi-
dences of redemption. Certainly one of Defoe’s novelistic virtues is
precisely what Ian Watt and Martin Price have emphasized it to be;
the puzzles of daily moral choice are omnipresent. Robinson Crusoe
and Moll Flanders are human—all-too-human—and suffer what
Calvin and Freud alike regarded as the economics of the spirit.
Defoe comes so early in the development of the modern novel
as a literary form that there is always a temptation to historicize
rather than to read him. But historicisms old and new are poor
substitutes for reading, and I do not find it useful to place Robinson
Crusoe and Moll Flanders in their contemporary context when I reread
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2 / INTRODUCTION

them, as I have just done. Ian Watt usefully remarked: “Defoe’s
heroes . . . keep us more fully informed of their present stocks of
money and commodities than any other characters in fiction.” 1
suspect that this had more to do with Defoe than with his age, and
that Defoe would have been no less obsessed with economic motives
if he had written in the era of Queen Victoria. He was a hard man
who had led a hard life: raised as a Dissenter in the London of the
Great Plague and the Great Fire; enduring Newgate prison and the
pillory in bankrupt middle age; working as a secret agent and a
scandalous journalist until imprisoned again for debt and treason.
Defoe died old, and so may be accounted as a survivor, but he had
endured a good share of reality, and his novels reflect that endurance.

Dr. Johnson once said that only three books ought to have been
still longer than they were: Don Quixote, The Pilgrim’s Progress, and
Robinson Crusoe. Defoe has authentic affinities with Bunyan, but
there is nothing quixotic about Robinson Crusoe or Moll Flanders.
All of Defoe’s protagonists are pragmatic and prudent, because they
have to be; there is no play in the world as they know it.

11

I did not read Robinson Crusoe as a child, and so missed an
experience that continues to be all but universal; it remains a book
that cannot fail with children. Yet, as Dickens observed, it is also
“the only instance of an universally popular book that could make no
one laugh and could make no one cry.” Crusoe’s singular tone, his
self-baffled affect, does not bother children, who appear to empa-
thize with a near-perfect solipsist who nevertheless exhibits energy
and inventiveness throughout a quarter-century of solitude. Perhaps
Crusoe’s survival argues implicitly against every child’s fear of de-
pendency and prophesies the longed-for individuality that is still to
come. Or perhaps every child’s loneliness is answered in Crusoe’s
remarkable strength at sustaining solitude.

Though the identification of Defoe with Crusoe is never wholly
overt, the reader senses its prevalence throughout the narrative. Defoe
seems to me the least ironic of writers, and yet Crusoe’s story is
informed by an overwhelming irony. A restless wanderer, driven to
travel and adventure by forces that he (and the reader) cannot com-
prehend, Crusoe is confined to an isolation that ought to madden
him by turning him toward an unbearable inwardness. Yet his sanity
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prevails, despite his apparent imprisonment. Defoe had borne much;
Newgate and the pillory were nightmare experiences. Crusoe bears
more, yet Defoe will not describe his hero’s suffering as being psy-
chic. As Virginia Woolf noted, Defoe “takes the opposite way from
the psychologist’s—he describes the effect of emotion on the body,
not on the mind.” Nowhere is this stronger than in Crusoe’s agony
as he views a shipwreck:

Such certainly was the Case of these Men, of whom I
could not so much as see room to suppose any of them
were sav'd; nothing could make it rational, so much as to
wish, or expect that they did not all perish there; except the
Possibility only of their being taken up by another Ship in
Company, and this was but meer Possibility indeed; for I
saw not the least Signal or Appearance of any such Thing.

I cannot explain by any possible Energy of Words what
a strange longing or hankering of Desires I felt in my Soul
upon this Sight; breaking out sometimes thus; O that there
had been but one or two; nay, or but one Soul sav’d out of
this Ship, to have escap’d to me, that I might but have had
one Companion, one Fellow-Creature to have spoken to
me, and to have convers’d with! In all the Time of my
solitary Life, I never felt so earnest, so strong a Desire after
the Society of my Fellow-Creatures, or so deep a Regret at
the want of it.

There are some secret moving Springs in the Affections,
which when they are set a going by some Object in view;
or be it some Object, though not in view, yet rendred
present to the Mind by the Power of Imagination, that
Motion carries out the Soul by its Impetuosity to such
violent eager embracings of the Object, that the Absence
of it is unsupportable.

Such were these earnest Wishings, That but one Man
had been sav’d! O that it had been but One! 1 believe I re-
peated the Words, O that it had been but One! a thousand
Times; and the Desires were so mov’d by it, that when I
spoke the Words, my Hands would clinch together, and
my Fingers press the Palms of my Hands, that if T had had
any soft Thing in my Hand, it would have crusht it invol-
untarily; and my Teeth in my Head wou’d strike together,
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and set against one another so strong, that for some time
I cou’d not part them again.

These are the reactions of a compulsive craftsman who has found
his freedom but cannot bear its full sublimity. Crusoe, himself the
least sublime of personages, is embedded throughout in a sublime
situation, best epitomized by the ghastly cannibal feasts he spies
upon, and from which he rescues his man Friday. Against his supe-
rior technology and Puritan resolve, the cannibals offer almost no
resistance, so that the rapid conversion of the cannibal Friday to
Protestant theology and diet is not unconvincing. What may baffle
the average rereader is Crusoe’s comparative dearth of Protestant
inwardness. It is not that Marx was accurate and that Crusoe be-
comes Protestant only upon the Sabbath, but rather that Defoe’s God
is himself a technocrat and an individualist, not much given to the
nicer emotions.

Defoe’s God can be visualized as a giant tradesman, coping with
the universe as Crusoe makes do on his island, but with teeming

millions of adoring Fridays where Crusoe enjoys the devotion of
just one.



Robinson Crusoe

Virginia Woolf

There are many ways of approaching this classical volume; but which
shall we choose? Shall we begin by saying that, since Sidney died at
Zutphen leaving the Arcadia unfinished, great changes had come over
English life, and the novel had chosen, or had been forced to choose,
its direction? A middle class had come into existence, able to read and
anxious to read not only about the loves of princes and princesses,
but about themselves and the details of their humdrum lives.
Stretched upon a thousand pens, prose had accommodated itself to
the demand; it had fitted itself to express the facts of life rather than
the poetry. That is certainly one way of approaching Robinson
Crusoe—through the development of the novel; but another imme-
diately suggests itself—through the life of the author. Here too, in
the heavenly pastures of biography, we may spend many more hours
than are needed to read the book itself from cover to cover. The date
of Defoe’s birth, to begin with, is doubtful—was it 1660 or 1661?
Then again, did he spell his name in one word or in two? And who
were his ancestors? He is said to have been a hosier; but what, after
all, was a hosier in the seventeenth century? He became a pamphle-
teer, and enjoyed the confidence of William the Third; one of his
pamphlets caused him to be stood in the pillory and imprisoned at
Newgate; he was employed by Harley and later by Godolphin; he
was the first of the hireling journalists; he wrote innumerable pam-
phlets and articles; also Moll Flanders and Robinson Crusoe; he had a
wife and six children; was spare in figure, with a hooked nose, a

From Collected Essays: Volume One. © 1966 by Leonard Woolf. Hogarth Press, 1966.
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sharp chin, grey eyes, and a large mole near his mouth. Nobody who
has any slight acquaintance with English literature needs to be told
how many hours can be spent and how many lives have been spent
in tracing the development of the novel and in examining the chins
of the novelists. Only now and then, as we turn from theory to
biography and from biography to theory, a doubt insinuates itself—
if we knew the very moment of Defoe’s birth and whom he loved
and why, if we had by heart the history of the origin, rise, growth,
decline, and fall of the English novel from its conception (say) in
Egypt to its decease in the wilds (perhaps) of Paraguay, should we
suck an ounce of additional pleasure from Robinson Crusoe or read it
one whit more intelligently?

For the book itself remains. However we may wind and wriggle,
loiter and dally in our approach to books, a lonely battle waits us at the
end. There is a piece of business to be transacted between writer and
reader before any further dealings are possible, and to be reminded in
the middle of this private interview that Defoe sold stockings, had
brown hair, and was stood in the pillory is a distraction and a worry.
Our first task, and it is often formidable enough, is to master his per-
spective. Until we know how the novelist orders his world, the orna-
ments of that world, which the critics press upon us, the adventures
of the writer, to which biographers draw attention, are superfluous
possessions of which we can make no use. All alone we must climb
upon the novelist’s shoulders and gaze through his eyes until we, too,
understand in what order he ranges the large common objects upon
which novelists are fated to gaze: man and men; behind them Nature;
and above them that power which for convenience and brevity we may
call God. And at once confusion, misjudgement, and difficulty begin.
Simple as they appear to us, these objects can be made monstrous and
indeed unrecognizable by the manner in which the novelist relates
them to each other. It would seem to be true that people who live cheek
by jowl and breathe the same air vary enormously in their sense of pro-
portion; to one the human being is vast, the tree minute; to the other,
trees are huge and human beings insignificant little objects in the back-
ground. So, in spite of the text-books, writers may live at the same
time and see nothing the same size. Here is Scott, for example, with
his mountains looming huge and his men therefore drawn to scale; Jane
Austen picking out the roses on her tea-cups to match the wit of her
dialogues; while Peacock bends over heaven and earth one fantastic dis-
torting mirror in which a tea-cup may be Vesuvius or Vesuvius a-
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tea-cup. Nevertheless Scott, Jane Austen, and Peacock lived through
the same years; they saw the same world; they are covered in the text-
books by the same stretch of literary history. It is in their perspective
that they are different. If, then, it were granted us to grasp this firmly,
for ourselves, the battle would end in victory; and we could turn, se-
cure in our intimacy, to enjoy the various delights with which the crit-
ics and biographers so generously supply us.

But here many difficulties arise. For we have our own vision of
the world; we have made it from our own experience and prejudices,
and it is therefore bound up with our own vanities and loves. It is
impossible not to feel injured and insulted if tricks are played and our
private harmony is upset. Thus when Jude the Obscure appears or a
new volume of Proust, the newspapers are flooded with protests.
Major Gibbs of Cheltenhem would put a bullet through his head
tomorrow if life were as Hardy paints it; Miss Wiggs of Hampstead
must protest that though Proust’s art is wonderful, the real world,
she thanks God, has nothing in common with the distortions of a
perverted Frenchman. Both the gentleman and the lady are trying to
control the novelist’s perspective so that it shall resemble and rein-
force their own. But the great writer—the Hardy or the Proust—goes
on his way regardless of the rights of private property; by the sweat
of his brow he brings ordér from chaos; he plants his tree there, and
his man here; he makes the figure of his deity remote or present as he
wills. In masterpieces—books, that is, where the vision is clear and or-
der has been achieved—he inflicts his own perspective upon us so se-
verely that as often as not we suffer agonies—our vanity is injured
because our own order is upset; we are afraid because the old supports
are being wrenched from us; and we are bored—for what pleasure or
amusement can be plucked from a brand new idea? Yet from anger,
fear, and boredom a rare and lasting delight is sometimes born.

Robinson Crusoe, it may be, is a case in point. It is a masterpiece,
and it is a masterpiece largely because Defoe has throughout kept
consistently to his own sense of perspective. For this reason he thwarts
us and flouts us at every turn. Let us look at the theme largely and
loosely, comparing it with our preconceptions. It is, we know, the
story of a man who is thrown, after many perils and adventures,
alone upon a desert island. The mere suggestion—peril and solitude
and a desert island—is enough to rouse in us the expectation of some
far land on the limits of the world; of the sun rising and the sun
setting; of man, isolated from his kind, brooding alone upon the
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nature of society and the strange ways of men. Before we open the
book we have perhaps vaguely sketched out the kind of pleasure we
expect it to give us. We read; and we are rudely contradicted on
every page. There are no sunsets and no sunrises; there is no solitude
and no soul. There is, on the contrary, staring us full in the face
nothing but a large earthenware pot. We are told, that is to say, that
it was the first of September, 1651; that the hero’s name is Robinson
Crusoe; and that his father has the gout. Obviously, then, we must
alter our attitude. Reality, fact, substance is going to dominate all
that follows. We must hastily alter out proportions throughout; Na-
ture must furl her splendid purples; she is only the giver of drought
and water; man must be reduced to a struggling, life-preserving
animal; and God shrivel into a magistrate whose seat, substantial and
somewhat hard, is only a little way above the horizon. Each sortie of
ours in pursuit of information upon these cardinal points of perspec-
tive—God, man, Nature—is snubbed back with ruthless common
sense. Robinson Crusoe thinks of God: “sometimes I would expos-
tulate with myself, why providence should thus completely ruin its
creatures. . . . But something always return’d swift upon me to check
these thoughts.” God does not exist. He thinks of Nature, the fields
“adorn’d with flowers and grass, and full of very fine woods,” but
the important thing about a wood is that it harbours an abundance of
parrots who may be tamed and taught to speak. Nature does not
exist. He considers the dead, whom he has killed himself. It is of the
utmost importance that they should be buried at once, for “they lay
open to the sun and would presently be offensive.” Death does not
exist. Nothing exists except an earthenware pot. Finally, that is to
say, we are forced to drop our own preconceptions and to accept
what Defoe himself wishes to give us.

Let us then go back to the beginning and repeat again, “I was
born in the year 1632 in the city of York of a good family.” Nothing
could be plainer, more matter of fact, than that beginning. We are
drawn on soberly to consider all the blessings of orderly, industrious
middle-class life. There is no greater good fortune we are assured
than to be born of the British middle class. The great are to be pitied
and so are the poor; both are exposed to distempers and uneasiness;
the middle station between the mean and the great is the best; and
its virtues—temperance, moderation, quietness, and health—are the
most desirable. It was a sorry thing, then, when by some evil fate a
middle-class youth was bitten with the foolish love of adventure. So



Robinson Crusoe [/ 9

he proses on, drawing, little by little, his own portrait, so that we never
forget it—imprinting upon us indelibly, for he never forgets it either,
his shrewdness, his caution, his love of order and comfort and respect-
ability; until by whatever means, we find ourselves at sea, in‘a storm;
and, peering out, everything is seen precisely as it appears to Robinson
Crusoe. The waves, the seamen, the sky, the ship—all are seen through
those shrewd, middle-class, unimaginative eyes. There is no escaping
him. Everything appears as it would appear to that naturally cautious,
apprehensive, conventional, and solidly matter-of-fact intelligence.
He is incapable of enthusiasm. He has a natural slight distaste for the
sublimities of Nature. He suspects even Providence of exaggeration.
He is so busy and has such an eye to the main chance that he notices
only a tenth part of what is going on round him. Everything is capable
of a rational explanation, he is sure, if only he had time to attend to it.
We are much more alarmed by the “vast great creatures” that swim
out in the night and surround his boat than he is. He at once takes his
gun and fires at them, and off they swim—whether they are lions or
not he really cannot say. Thus before we know it we are opening our
mouths wider and wider. We are swallowing monsters that we should
have jibbed at if they had been offered us by an imaginative and flam-
boyant traveller. But anything that this sturdy middle-class man no-
tices can be taken for a fact. He is forever counting his barrels, and
making sensible provisions for his water supply; nor do we ever find
him tripping even in a matter of detail. Has he forgotten, we wonder,
that he has a great lump of beeswax on board? Not at all. But as he had
already made candles out of it, it is not nearly as great on page thirty-
eight as it was on page twenty-three. When for a wonder he leaves
some inconsistency hanging loose—why if the wild cats are so very
tame are the goats so very shy?—we are not seriously perturbed, for
we are sure that there was a reason, and a very good one, had he time
to give it us. But the pressure of life when one is fending entirely for
oneself alone on a desert island is really no laughing matter. Itis no cry-
ing one either. A man must have an eye to everything; it is no time for
raptures about Nature when the lightning may explode one’s gunpow-
der—it is imperative to seek a safer lodging for it. And so by means
of telling the truth undeviatingly as it appears to him—by being a great
artist and forgoing this and daring that in order to give effect to his
prime quality, a sense of reality—he comes in the end to make common
actions dignified and common objects beautiful. To dig, to bake, to
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plant, to build—how serious these simple occupations are; hatchets,
scissors, logs, axes—how beautiful these simple objects become. Un-
impeded by comment, the story marches on with magnificent
downrightsimplicity. Yet how could comment have made it moreim-
pressive? It is true that he takes the opposite way from the psycholo-
gist’s—he describes the effect of emotion on the body, not on the mind.
But when he says how, in 2 moment of anguish, he clinched his hands
so that any soft thing would have been crushed; how “my teeth in my
head would strike together, and set against one another so strong that
for the time I could not part them again,” the effect is as deep as pages
of analysis could have made it. His own instinct in the matter is right.
“Let the naturalists,’” he says, “explain these things, and the reason and
manner of them; all I can say to them is, to describe the fact. . . .” If
you are Defoe, certainly to describe the fact is enough; for the fact is
the right fact. By means of this genius for fact Defoe achieves effects
that are beyond any but the great masters of descriptive prose. He has
only to say a word or two about ““the grey of the morning” to paint
vividly a windy dawn. A sense of desolation and of the deaths of many
men is conveyed by remarking in the most prosaic way in the world,
“Inever saw them afterwards, or any sign of them except three of their
hats, one cap, and two shoes that were not fellows.” When at last he
exclaims, “Then to see how like a king I din’d too all alone, attended
by my servants”—his parrot and his dog and his two cats, we cannot
help but feel that all humanity is on a desert island alone—though De-
foe at once informs us, for he has a way of snubbing off our enthus-
iasms, that the cats were not the same cats that had come in the ship.
Both of those were dead; these cats were new cats, and as a matter of
fact cats became very troublesome before long from their fecundity,
whereas dogs, oddly enough, did not breed at all.

Thus Defoe, by reiterating that nothing but a plain earthenware
pot stands in the foreground, persuades us to see remote islands and
the solitudes of the human soul. By believing fixedly in the solidity
of the pot and its earthiness, he has subdued every other element to
his design; he has roped the whole universe into harmony. And is
there any reason, we ask as we shut the book, why the perspective
that a plain earthenwars pot exacts should not satisfy us as com-
pletely, once we grasp it, as man himself in all his sublimity standing
against a background of broken mountains and tumbling oceans
with stars flaming in the sky?



