ROBINSON CRUSOE: Individual, Ideas and the Novel

‘It is possible to base a study of English society in the early eighteenth century almost entirely on the writings of Daniel Defoe.’ (Peter Earl Defoe’s World (Methuen 1976) xii)

‘One of the great myths of Western Civilization.’ (Ian Watt ‘Robinson Crusoe as Myth’ Essays in Criticism (1951) 95-119)

________________________________________________________________________

1651 Thomas Hobbes Leviathan

[T]he life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short … The passions that incline men to peace are: fear of death; desire of such things as are necessary to commodious living; and a hope by their industry to obtain them. And reason suggesteth convenient articles of peace upon which men may be drawn to agreement. These articles are they which otherwise are called the laws of nature… (Chp 13)
Crusoe shoots down a goat to separate Friday from the savage nature that threatens Crusoe’s physical economy. But in the action, he makes further connections between man and animal.

(Carol Houlihan Flynn The Body in Swift and Defoe (CUP 1990) p. 153 --- see extract form Coetzee’s Foe)
1660
Defoe born. Dissenting background; makes living as journalist, pamphleteer, 


and in trade.

Robinson’s island conversion depends upon a new-found ability to spiritualise his situation, to detect and interpret the signs of God’s presence in his life on the island.

(Michael McKeon  The Origins of the English Novel (Johns Hopkins UP 1987) p. 

327)

Crusoe reflects the progressive desacralizing of the world that was implicit in Protestantisim, and that ended  … by disenchanting it altogether. 

(Leopold Damrosch ‘Myth and Fiction in Robinson Crusoe’ God’s Plot and Man’s Stories (U Chicago P. 1985) pp. 187-212)

1689
Reflections on the Late Great Revolution:


‘The Law and the People ought to set up a double Fence about the King’s 


Person, and take particular care to secure him from those Hazards to which


his High Place and Office may render him more liable than inferior People.’


On hierarchy:


‘It is prior to the State, the People, or any contracted Obligation.’ 

1690 Trend for travel and utopian narratives; growth in capitalism [homo economicus] and individualism: see Watt
John Locke Essay Concerning Human Understanding:
‘Let us suppose Mind to be, as we say, white Paper void of Characters [tabula


rasa] ... Whence has it all the materials of Reason and Knowledge? To this I 


answer in one word, From Experience: In that all Knowledge is founded; and 


from that it ultimately derives itself.’ (Chp 2)


Revelation in matters where reason cannot judge, or but probably, ought to be 
hearkened to. First, Whatever proposition is revealed, of whose truth our mind, 
by its natural faculties and notions, cannot judge, that is purely matter of faith, and above reason.  (Chp 18)
1704
(-09) Alexander Selkirk story; popularized in ‘Providence Displayed or a 


Surprizing Account of one Mr. Alexander Selkirk’ 1713  

1706
Defoe Review 
‘Nothing follows the course of Nature more than Trade. There causes and Consequences follow as directly as day and night.

1718    Family Instructor:


‘It is a Certain Rule ... that though the parent may fail in his duty to the child,


yet that by no means dispenses with the duty of the child, because the child’s


obedience is founded not on the father’s conduct, but upon the laws of Nature

... neither Humanity nor Christianity can subsist without it.’

1719
Robinson Crusoe --- Defoe’s first novel; followed by The Further Adventures 


of Robinson Crusoe:


‘all the lands in my kingdom were my own, and all my subjects were not only 


my tenants, but tenants at will, that they would all fight for me ... and that


never tyrant, for such I acknowledged myself to be, was ever so universally

   
beloved, and yet so horribly feared by his subjects.’ 

1731
Defoe dies

1742
David Hume Essay, Moral and Political:

‘it is requisite to govern men by other passions and animate them with a spirit 


of avarice, art and luxury’

1789 Letter published in Gentleman’s Magazine April 1789

 
The scheme for the abolition of the slave-trade is, in every view of it,
absurd ... It is founded ona mistaken notion of humanity, or rather on 
ignorance, folly, and enthusiasm… A Negro, removed to the West Indies, is

placed in a climate much more agreeable to a labourer than the burning plains 
of Africa.

1792
Mary Wollstonecraft Vindication of the Rights of Woman:


And will moralists pretend to assert that this is the condition in which one-half 

of the human race should be encouraged to remain with listless inactivity and stupid acquiescence? Kind instructors! what were we created for? To remain, it may be said, innocent; they mean in a state of childhood We might as well never have been born, unless it were necessary that we should be created to enable man to acquire the noble privilege of reason, the power of discerning good from evil, whilst we lie down in the dust from whence we were taken, never to rise again. (ch 4).
From Ian Watt The Rise of the Novel (1957) (Chatto 1963) 

The main critical associations of the term 'realism' are with the French school of Realists. 'Realisme' was apparently first used as an aesthetic description in 1835 to denote the 'verite humanaine' of Rembrandt as opposed to the 'idealite poetique' of neo-classical painting. . . . the realism of the novels of Defoe, Richardson and Fielding is closely associated with the fact that Moll Flanders is a thief, Pamela a hypocrite, and Tom Jones a fornicator. (p. 10)

This use of 'realism', however, has the grave defect of obscuring what is probably the most original feature of the novel form. If the novel were realistic merely because it saw life from the seamy side, it would only be an inverted romance; but in fact it surely attempts to portray all the varieties of human experience, not merely those suited to one particular literary perspective: the novel's realism does not reside in the kind of life it presents, but in the way is presents it. (p. 11) 

. . 

Defoe and Richardson are the first great writers in our literature who did not take plots  from mythology, history, legend or previous literature. In this they differ from Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton, for instance, who, like the writers of Greece and Rome, habitually used tradition plots; and who did so, in the last analysis, because they accepted the general premise of their times .. . . 

After Defoe, Richardson and Fielding in their very different ways continued what was to become the novel's usual practice, the use of non-traditional plots, either wholly invented or based in part on a contemporary incident. . . . (pp. 14-15) 

many novelists, from Sterne to Proust, have made their subject the exploration of personality as it is defined in the interpretation of its past and present self-awarness. . . the novel in general has interested itself much more than any other literary form in the development of its characters in the course of time. (p. 21) 

The 'principle of individuation' accepted by Locke was that of existence at a particular locus in space and time: since, as he wrote, 'ideas become general by separating from them the circumstances of time and place', so they become particular only when both these circumstances are specified. In the same way the characters of the novel can only be individualized if they are set in a background of particularized time and place. . . . . E. M. Forster sees the portrayal of 'life by time' as the distinctive role which the novel has added to literature's more ancient preoccupation with portraying 'life by values' . . . the novel in general has interested itself much more than any other literary form in the development of its characters in the course of time. (pp. 21-2)
Characteristically, solidity of setting is particularly noticeable in Defoe's treatment of movable objects in the physical world: in Moll Flanders there is much linen and gold to be counted, while Robinson Crusoe's island is full of memorable pieces of clothing and hardware . . . (p. 26)
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Defoe/Crusoe: Some possible points of departure:

Materiality and realism:

(see Watt)

Thus, Defoe, by reiterating that nothing, but the plain earthenware pot stands in the foreground … 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 earthenware pot should not satisfy us completely …?

(Virginia Woolf ‘Robinson Crusoe’ in The Second Common Reader (1932))

States of Nature:

[consider Neo-classical view of Nature]

He who is unable to live in society, or has no need because he is sufficient for himself, must either be a beast or a god.

(Aristotle Politics 1253a)

Nothing follows the course of Nature more than Trade. There causes and Consequences follow as directly as day and night.

(Defoe Review 3.2 January 1706)

The condition of such a Person could not prove otherwise than extremely miseable.

(Samel Pufendorf  De Jure Naturae [Law of Nature] (1698) ---- see also Hobbes) 

the surest way to raise oneself above prejudices and to order one’s judgement on the real relationship between things, is to put oneself in the place of of an isolated man, and to judge everything as that man would judge them, according to their actual usefulness.

(Rousseau Emile ou Education (1762))

Crusoe shoots down a goat to separate Friday from the savage nature that threatens Crusoe’s physical economy. But in the action, he makes further connections between man and animal.

(Carol Houlihan Flynn The Body in Swift and Defoe (CUP 1990) p. 153 --- see extract form Coetzee’s Foe (inc.))

Work v God:

[see Marx Grundrisse]

One of the reasons for the canonisation of Robinson Crusoe is certainly its consonance with the modern view that labour is both the most valuable form of human activity in itself, and at the same time the only reliable way of developing ones spiritual biceps.’

(Ian Watt ‘Robinson Crusoe as myth’ Essays in Criticism (1951) p. 98)     

What we make of the hero’s labour greatly influences our response to Robinson Crusoe … What affords him peace of mind is not his success in the role of homo econmicus, but the discovery that he can rely on Providence for direction and support.’

(George A. Starr Defoe and Spiritual Autobiography (Princeton UP, 1965) pp. 185-97

For the link between the novel and Spiritual Autobiography see Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress)  

Robinson’s island conversion depends upon a new-found ability to spiritualise his situation, to detect and interpret the signs of God’s presence in his life on the island.

(Michael McKeon  The Origins of the English Novel (Johns hopkins UP 1987) p. 327)

Crusoe reflects the progressive desacralizing of the world that was implicit in Protestantisim, and that ended  … by disenchanting it altogether. 

(Leopold Damrosch ‘Myth and Fiction in Robinson Crusoe’ God’s Plot and Man’s Stories (U Chicago P. 1985) pp. 187-212)

