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With the Renaissance  and modernity, the law's center of gravity has swung to the side of the individual  and his  "subjective" rights, of which property is the archetype. This model  will triumph in the liberal, Anglo- American conception of  the  law,  where  the  exclusive  function  of  the collectivity is  to guarantee and  protect the rights that  the  individual inherits  directly from  nature.  From  that  point  on,  the sovereign is  not the  State,  but  the  individual;  Legendre  speaks of  the  institutions  of individuals  in  a multitude  of  "mini-States." 

The founding  book  of this revolution  of the self-appointed and self- sufficient subject-king is Robinson Crusoe, written by Daniel Defoe in 1719. Rousseau 

rightly considered  this  book  essential (making it  for  a long time  the only  reading allowed  to  his  Emile)-one  of  the  rare modern Occidental  myths,  alongside  Faust and Don Juan. This experience on the edge of survival-one  of radical solipsism-recounts the reappropriation of the world by the sovereign individual.  In the guise of a simple  tropical adventure  written in the crude log-keeping  style of an English  sailor, this story recounts  how  a solitary man progressively arrives at reconstituting an identity, at reappropriating  his  environment (the island  is "cultivated," the animals are "raised"), at mastering the course of events, and constructing an embryonic  society  based  on  individualist principles--and  then,  with  the  blessing 

of  Providence,  proposing it  to the  entire world  as a universal  model  of liberty and  property. A sort of re-founding of the world,  based  on the individual  as proprietor and free entrepreneur.. 
"Dieu et mon droit": the old motto of the kings of England here receives a new  meaning and  universality.  Henceforth,  it will  be  each individual who,  trusting in the designs of Providence ("In God We Trust"), will be king of his domain-a  domain  with no a priori fixed limits. Nevertheless,  Robinson  Crusoe  is  not  a simple adventure story; it rises to the level of myth when, in keeping  with Levi-Strauss's definition, it appears as  "an  account  of origins  (what is  more originary than  an island,  in fact?), which  provides a narrative response to  an ideological contradiction  that traverses  the society from whence  it sprang." I would call  this ideological 

contradiction  of  Cromwell's  England  "the Puritan dilemma,"  whose  crux is the  question of how  one  can be both  rich and virtuous.  Now,  Robinson  the Puritan achieves  what  seemed  so  difficult to Lutheran Protestants; the ascetic work he carried out on the island  for 28 years is  abundant  proof of  his  virtue,  while,  once  he  returns  to  the Continent,  he  finds  himself  a millionaire,  thanks  to  the  plantations  he established  in  Brazil  before  his shipwreck.  Thus  his  tale  is  cast  as  a 
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brilliant  success story-both an  emblem  of  individual  success (that  of 

the  self-made  man  held  up as  a model  to  countless generations of adolescents)  and a confirmation  of the doctrine of predestination,  which sees in business  success  the irrefutable sign of divine election. Henceforth there is no  contradiction  between  virtue  and  prosperity, but,  rather, an implication, as Max Weber has  shown  in his  The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Yet,  one  cannot escape the impression that  this  "success story" harbors a number of impostures, as though from the beginning the myth contained  the  elements  of  its  own  deconstruction.  
First of  all,  there  is imposture of origin: far from reconstructing a little England, tabula rasa, on  a deserted  and virgin island,  Robinson salvages from  the shipwreck (a  veritable  transitional object)  everything  he  will  need  to  reconnect with  civilization.  His  previous 30 years of  continental  education  also contribute to this effect. Next  there is imposture of mastery. In legal terms (arising from subjective law's linking of  mastery and ownership), the power that Robinson  exercises  over  the island  and his  "subjects" is only partial and  reductive;  the island's savagery  always eludes  him,  as does the alterity of  Friday, or  even  the  mysteries of  his  own  body.  Finally, there is imposture in the  so-called  "solution" to the Puritan dilemma.  If in fact Robinson  proves that it is possible to be both rich and virtuous,  it is at the cost of a complete and obviously false dissociation  between  the two realms: the imaginary scene  of the island where  the hermit  achieves salvation  by work,  and  the real scene  of international  commerce  where the plantations'  profits pile up, thanks mainly to the work of black slaves that he  brought there. 

Let us note, in passing, that John Locke, an English Puritan like Defoe as  well  as  his  exact contemporary,  wrote  a legitimation of  private property that relies on  a comparable feat of ideological  sleight-of-hand: private  property is justified  by  natural  law,  as long as it  avoids  waste and  is  measured  by the  personal  work  that  produced it; beneath  this demonstration  runs  an accounting  (and  enthusiastic acceptance) of  a market  and  monetarist economy that ignores these  reservations  and authorizes  unlimited  accumulation  of capital, as well  as exploitation of the work  of others. But it is in  a myth's  nature  to  arouse  numerous re-writings. In this respect, if  the eighteenth and  nineteenth  centuries  were  the  heyday of Robinson  Crusoe epigones  (Robinson, in various guises,  appears as the archetype of western success), the  twentieth century, on  the contrary, is the era of myth-shattering. It's as though  henceforth  the two mainsprings of the myth were broken: unlimited  confidence  in Providence,  as well  as 
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the innocence  of conquering  appropriation.  We now  find  versions  of  a Robinson  who  is disenchanted (Saint-John Perse), lazy and unemployed (Valery), frivolous (Giraudoux), mute and savage (Coetzee), dehumanized (Tournier), and violent  and regressive  (Golding). As mirrored in the last century, the image of the triumphant  hermit has become  blurred,  and  his good  will  is henceforth  contested.  At  this point the legal  appropriation of  the  world  ceases  to  be legitimized, whether  it  succumbs  to  Western anthropological  remorse,  gives in  to the  seductions  of  a re-discovered  natural  harmony, or gives  way to  a different  version  of the genesis of society-an  origin based  this  time  on fear and  crime,  as seen  notably in William Golding's Lord of the Flies. In this  we  see  once again that in literature,  a founding  myth  (in  this  case Robinson Crusoe, the basis  of modern  Western possessive  individualism) is never  far from  the most  radical deconstruction. We can make  a loop in these  reflections,  and return to the originary violence  from which the events of Mt. Sinai and the Greek tragedies sought to free themselves,  by now turning to the most  emblematic  author of the twentieth century, the Czech Jew writing in German in the 1920s-Franz Kafka. 

