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Abstract 

TRADITION AND THEME IN ROBINSON CRUSOE 

J. Paul Hunter 

Although it hears superficial resemblances to the 

tradition, of travel literature, Robinson Crusoe in its 

total form differs greatly from that tradition, and the 

characteristics which set it apart (particularly the 

thematic structure) suggest that its real affinities lie 

with the traditions of Puritan religious literature# 

Robinson Crusoe embodies many of the concerns of conduct 

books and the providence literature tradition, and 

structurally it resembles closely spiritual biography 

and pilgrim allegory, 

Robinson Crusoe is structured on the basis of a 

disobedience—punishment-repentance—deliverance pattern, 

and all of the novel's events are interpreted retrospec¬ 

tively according to this pattern. Defoe often allows 

pointed Biblical allusion to carry the weight of meaning, 

especially during Crusoe's early flignt from responsibility 

during his illness and conversion, and in the novel's 

final major sectioh—the episode of the wolves. 

Ultimately, Crusoe's struggle to gain a proper 

relationship with his world takes on a spiritual dimension, 

and Crusoe's physical activities often parallel his 

spiritual aspirations. Viewed against the background of 



Puritan religious traditions, Robinson Crusoe evidences 

a profound debt to Puritan idea and metaphoric conception. 

Defoe uses fundamental Puritan metaphors of existence and 

spiritual alienation to create a world in which man’s 

basic conflicts take place in a cosmical, yet personal 

setting. 

In utter distress, desolation and loneliness, Crusoe 

finds in God’s grace power to overcome a hostile 'world of 

hunger and sickness, animal and human brutality, even 

power to overcome his most dangerous adversary—himself. 

An Everyman, Crusoe begins as a wanderer, aimless on a sea 

he does not understand; he ends as a pilgrim crossing 

a final mountain to enter the promised land. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Shortly after Defoe published Robinson Crusoe in 

1719» a hostile contemporary admitted that "there is not 

an old Woman that can go the Price of it, but buys [the] 

Life and Adventures, and leaves it as a legacy ... to 

her posterity." Within six months, four editions (and 

p 
several other "issues") had been published, and trans¬ 

lations into several languages quickly followed. Soon 

imitators were attempting to cash in on the book1s popu~ 

la&X&y, arid publishers even tried to sell their older 

wares by putting Crusoe's name on revised title pages.3 

And although Robinson Crusoe was at first considered 

subliterary fare, fit only for kitchen maids and char¬ 

women, it soon gained serious attention in higher circles 

According to Spence, Pope considered it "excellent";^ 

and Samuel Johnson cited it as one of three books a 

reader might wish to be longer.* 

After more than two hundred years, Robinson Crusoe's 

popularity is still undiminished,^ but its source of 

appeal remains elusive. Some critics, unable to explain 

its popularity, have dismissed the book as a "literary 



2. 

accident" unconsciously and miraculously wrought by a 

literary hack.? Others have judged it a classic only on 

a childrens level and found it "charming" as a "low order 
O 

of amusement." Still other explanations of its appeal 

have ranged from praise of its "dmple charm"^ to complex 

analyses of racial consciousness and mythic response, 

yet the source of Robinson Crusoe* s appeal must be re¬ 

garded as still in dispute. 

The lines of dispute may be clarified somewhat by 

grouping the most common explanations of Robinson Crusoe1s 

10 
popularity-into three categories. The first kind of 

explanation is methodological, and emphasizes che appeal 

of the book’s style. The second emphasizes the strange 

and surprising adventures of a hero, a "typical English¬ 

man," with whom the reader may easily identify. The 

third considers the story in terms of political.economy, 

and locates the appeal either in the social ideals of a 

"natural" civilization on a desolate island, or in the 

novel’s representation of the rise of new economic ideals 

and a new economic class. 

The methodological explanation consists largely in 

attempts to define Defoe’s contribution to the history of 

prose fiction. Defoe’s achievement, in Robinson Crusoe 

and elsewhere, is usually defined as "realistic," and the 

use of minute (and often apparently insignificant) detail 



is cited as the basis of this "realism." Defoe, it is 

pointed out, had to strive for a rather more than usual 

suspension of disbelief because his audience was sus¬ 

picious of fiction, or "meer romance" (as he himself 

called it). He needed to gain the reader's positive 

belief in the events of his story, and he developed a 

circumstantial method to achieve more than mere proba— 

11 bility—to achieve the appearance of actual fact, 

Defoe's talents for this kind of achievement were noticed 

very early. Even before Defoe wrote Robinson Crusoe 

(before, in fact, he wrote any of the fiction for which 

he is now remembered), a contemporary had described the 

"little art [Defoe] is truly master of" as the ability 

"of forging a story, and imposing it on the world for 

truth . , with all the little embellishments of Lies 

that are contrived to set it off."^ 

The use of minute detail to achieve verisimilitude 

(usually called Defoe's "circumstantial method") was un¬ 

doubtedly an important contribution to the history of 

fiction, but the appeal of Robinson Crusoe must rest 

largely on other grounds. As one critic has said, "Defoe 

was no mere trickster at imposing a forged story upon 

the world for truth. There must be something about ills 

narrative style more substantial than a few sleight of 

hand tricks, else when the puzzle is resolved, we should 
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cease to be entertained."*^ 

The second explanation emphasizes the book’s adven¬ 

turous plot situation and its appeal to a reader who, 

because his own existence is routine and unexciting, may 

identify with Crusoe’s elemental struggles for•survival. 

Particular significance is attached to the choice of the 

island setting, Louis Kronenberger affirms as a critical 

commonplace that Defoe uses ”one of fiction’s happiest 

’situations,and adds that “few writers have ever found 

anything so irresistibly appealing to write about 

Sometimes the island situation is even viewed as' the sole 

source of appeal, and the rest of the book not even con¬ 

sidered critically. “What has given and what still gives 

Robinson Crusoe its place in literature," wrote W. P. 

Trent, “is surely the island portion • . . [,] the ab¬ 

sorbing story of how a weak and solitary man struggles 

successfully with the pitiless and seemingly unconquerable 

forces of nature. The situation is so universal in its 

appeal that ... it holds the attention of old and 

young,"***5 This universality of appeal is usually thought 

to derive from man’s desire to conquer nature and his 

tendency, when absent from the frontiers of struggle, 

to identify with those actively engaged. Ian Watt, 

though he assigns the main source of appeal elsewhere, 

argues that the modern division of labor stimulates modern 
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man to “share vicariously** in struggles such as Crusoe*s, 

for the “specialized" man of today no longer engages in 

certain activities which previously were necessary for 

16 
survival* Others have argued, in more general terms, 

that the book shows “how much the native powers of man 

may be exerted for surmounting the difficulties of any 

external situation,*'1^ or that the story becomes a '* lesson 

of self-help."*^ Crusoe himself is usually described as 

“the typical Englishman of the middle classes—practical, 

brave and uncomplaining** ^—a hero with whom the reader 

may easily identify* This identification is made easier 

by Crusoe*s limitations, such as his difficulties in 

making canoes and his miscalculation of their weight and 

p(S 
mobility,' so that the reader feels that “he might have 

coped with Crusoe* s problems successfully,** 

The third explanation considers, from a variety of 

points of view, Robinson Crusoe*s implications for politi¬ 

cal and economic theory* Sometimes emphasis is placed on 

the island “world** where an uninhabited wilderness is 

turned into a civilization with a “natural'* political, 

social, and economic order. Robinson Crusoe has often 

been used by theorists to demonstrate the fundamental 

problems of a civilization, for the island situation pro¬ 

vides an opportunity to look at these problems in a sim¬ 

plified context* Rousseau, for example, proposed that 
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Emile * s library contain only Robinson Crusoe, because it 

is 11 the best treatise on an education according to nature" 

and because it portrays "a state in which all man’s needs 

appear in such a way as to appeal to the child’s mind, 

a state in which the ways of providing for these needs 

P? 
are * . • easily developed." 

More influential at the present time is an approach 

which considers Robinson Crusoe as a kind of "epic of the 

middle class" and finds Crusoe himself to be a repre — 

sentative of homo economicus. According to Ian Watt, "the 

reality of Defoe’s masterpiece, its ultimate referent, is 

economic man."^ Crusoe’s merchant-type ledger of bless¬ 

ings and difficulties and his careful listing of profits 

after his voyages are cited as examples of the preoccu¬ 

pations thought to be central to the book's theme, and 

Crusoe’s famous mock-apogee to the money he finds on the 

abandoned ship ("Oh drug l • • • what are thou good for 

24 « • i’) is taken as ironic and comic in the context of 

the entire novel. Crusoe's dispute with his father and 

his running off to sea are also interpreted in economic 

terms—as rebellion from the established economic pat— 

terns,^ A tendency to see Defoe as a citizen of the 

modern world or as a prophet of modern economic ideas has 

given support to this thesis, and certain Puritan char¬ 

acteristics of Crusoe have been related to the researches 
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of Max Weber and B* H. Tawney* By viewing Crusoe's 

activities in terras of economic individualism, these 

critics interpret Bobinson Crusoe as an almost exact 

working out of the process described in the Weber—Tavmey 

thesis* 

These prevailing approaches to Bobinson Crusoe^0 

have often turned attention frora the book as a work of 

art, and have instead fostered an interest in limited 

aspects of the book—the handling of individual scenes, 

for example—-or in aspects of human history which, al¬ 

though related to the book, are not the book's central 

concern* The first approach is likely to tell us more 

about Defoe's method generally than about his specific 

accomplishment in Bobinson Crusoe* The second tells us 

more about ourselves than about the book, and it fails 

to explain why any island adventure story does not affect 

us in the same way,^ The third is not really concerned 

with Bobinson Crusoe as a novel at alls for Bousseau, 

or the economists, or the Marxist critics,it is valuable 

only as an illustration of a thesis; for Watt, “Bobinson 

Crusoe falls most naturally into place, not with other 

novels, but with the great myths of Western civilization," 

and his analysis examines, not the entire book, but only 

those aspects of it which relate to the “myth" of economic 
pO 

individualism• ° 



Almost all critics have, in fact, considered only- 

parts of Robinson Crusoe, usually those parts related to 

the island situation;, Perhaps typical is the comment 

of Irving Howe; ‘‘Robinson Crusoe has a novel in it but 

is not itself a novel. Strip away the rather dull pica¬ 

resque of the book's beginning and end, and you then have 

a piece of Imaginative writing that is very skillfully 

formed, ; • . The real novel begins and ends on the Is¬ 

land.1*^ such a view not only implies that the author 

did not know what he was doing, but that a reader may 

restructure a work of art to suit himself, picking and 

choosing where and when he pleases. Critics (and some 

editors)^ have exercised this privilege on Robinson 

Crusoe, and the parts they have chosen to ignore were 

usually those dealing with Crusoe’s spiritual life and 

thought. The first abridged edition of Robinson Crusoe 

(published by Thomas Cox in 1719) omitted most of Crusoe’s 

religious reflections and experiences, and Defoe com¬ 

plained bitterly. “To shorten the book,** lamented Defoe 

in the preface to the Farther Adventures; “[the abridgers] 

strip it of all those Reflections, as well religious as 

moral, which are not only the Greatest Beautys of the 

Work, but are calculated for the infinite Advantage of 

the Reader” (VII, x). Critics in our own century have 

found these religious parts particularly objectionable.31 
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Frequently they have apologized for them as concessions 

"to obviate the reproaches [Defoe] and many of the readers 

of his time were wont to bestow upon literature, particu¬ 

larly drama and fiction, designed chiefly to please."^ 

Crusoe's reflections are often described as "rather boggy 

stretches of moralizing,"23 as «so many superfluous 

passages,"2^ or as "glib and solicitous moralizing,"25 

and looked upon as flaws in the book's structure. Simi¬ 

larly Crusoe's religious experiences are usually not taken 

seriously, and his interpretation of events in religious 

terms is seen as conventional and, therefore, meaningless. 

Approached in this way, Robinson Crusoe becomes primarily, 

even exclusively, a story of external adventure, and 

Crusoe becomes a man wholly interested in action and not 

given to introspection or philosophic thought.2^ 

The reluctance to consider the religious aspects of 

Robinson Crusoe may be partly due to a modern distaste 

for the overtly religious in fiction or to a contemporary 

disbelief in the divine role in human history; certainly 

this reluctance represents a failure of historical imagi¬ 

nation, Recent critics have sometimes seemed embarrassed 

to find religious ideas in a. work they otherwise admire. 

But more important has been another critical limitations 

a general reluctance to separate an artist's biographical 

circumstances from his imaginative achievement, Defoe is 
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pex*haps more often a victim of this critical confusion 

than are most writers, for in his work fiction bears a 

peculiar relationship to actual fact# Because prevailing 

attitudes forced him to pretend that his stories were 

factual, Defoe often related them to real events, and it 

is sometimes difficult to say when fact ends and fiction 

begins* Often a real happening serves at least as a 

basis for his story. Then, too, Defoe*s characters 

often resemble their creator (at least superficially) 

and the norm in Defoe studies is to identify Defoe with 

the personae in his tracts and the narrators in his 

fictions,37 This easy identification not only raises 

important biographical questions, but assumes an even 

closer personal identification between the artist and 

his work than is assumed for most authors. Ultimately, 

this viewpoint can lead (as it often has led in the past) 

to a refusal to accept Robinson Crusoe and other Defoe 

stories on the same grounds as later fiction, and a 

critic may conclude hy considering the writings as ex¬ 

pressions of the author’s personality,3® 

Interpretations placed upon Defoe’s activities and 

upon his character have always widely affected attitudes 

toward his -work. At one time, Defoe’s reputation as a 

patriot and reformer brought wide acceptance of his moral 

intent, not only in his frankly religious writings such 
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as the Family Instructor and Religious Courtship, but also 

in his fiction.39 Early nineteenth century critics con¬ 

sidered Defoe a man misused and misunderstood by his own 

generation. He was, they thought, a man of slightly 

crude tastes who felt free to describe "low’,’ repulsive 

characters like Roxana or Moll Flanders, but who was 

basically interested, as he said he was, in “moral im¬ 

provement."^ 

Attitudes toward Defoe were affected greatly by the 

discovery, in 1864, of six of his letters which indicated 

that he was an undercover agent for the Whigs while os¬ 

tensibly working for the Tories, that he was accepting 

pay from both parties at the same time.^ These letters 

quickly became well known, and later the discovery of 

other documents cast further shadows upon Defoe’s politi¬ 

cal and personal integrity.^ Once Defoe’s personal 

character was undermined, his reputation as a moralistic 

writer deteriorated rapidly, and his image as a zealous 

and patriotic reformer was rapidly redrawn into that of 

an unscrupulous and greedy hack. In the past century 

Defoe has often been derided as a pious fraud, and the 

conversion plots of his fictions have received almost 

universal scorn as at best insincere and conventional, 

at worst downright perverse. 

From the point of view of the biographer or his— 
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torian, Defoe may (with some justice) he considered immor¬ 

al, But his artistic attainment would seem to require 

separate consideration if it can he shown that his 

fictions, as individual bodies of meaning, are not in 

themselves immoral. Often the quite legitimate termi¬ 

nology of the biographer has been transferred to dis¬ 

cussions of Defoe’s artistic accomplishment. William 

Minto referred to Defoe as ”a great, a truly great liar, 

perhaps the greatest that ever lived,"^3 and many critics 

before and since have described Defoe (as artist) in 

similar terms. ?, S. Pritchett, for example, has des¬ 

cribed Defoe’s way of writing as the method ”of the born 

and congenital liar,"^ and Bonamy Dobree has written of 

Defoe’s ’’glorious talent for magnificent lying.”^5 

Defoe's own protestations of truth, and his sometimes 

close dependence upon factual accounts, have perhaps 

made him especially liable to this sort of criticism. 

And, of course, in one sens<% Defoe is a "liar,” as is 

every imaginative writer. But often terms such as this 

one have implied a distrust of Defoe's artistic integrity—- 

a distrust which relates ultimately to Defoe's unsavory 

political reputation. Often the questions of Defoe's 

art are reduced simply to questions of his sincerity, 

and the “intention” of the author becomes the focal point 

of the discussion,^ By these methods the integrity of 
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a work is discovered in an extra-literary way-—by deter¬ 

mining the personal integrity of the author; and the work 

itself, as a body of meaning, is left unexplored. 

One might argue that Defoe actually was sincere in 

his protestations about the moral purpose of his work; 

it is at least possible that someone might behave as Defoe 

did and still be interested in Christian conversion and 

moral reform. But the crucial question has really to 

do not with Defoe’s purpose, but with his accomplishment. 

Regardless of Defoe's personal character, his masterpiece 

deals, finally, with certain religious and moral issues, 

and it is, I think, essential that the critic deal with 

these in the book's own terms in order to discover the 

total meaning which the book embodies. 

In this study I have not tried to approach Robinson 

Crusoe in primarily moralistic terms, but because the 

novel itself raises certain moral issues I have tried to 

deal with them in the novel's own artistic terms and hot 

in relation to the author's character. My aim has been 

to place the book properly in regard to the traditions 

which nourish it, and to examine the story thematically 

in order to approach its larger meanings. If I have 

concentrated heavily on the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century religious background, it is because such back- 
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ground, often well enough ■understood and applied else¬ 

where, is usually ignored in dealing with Defoe, and 

because I believe that this background illuminates some 

of the serious concerns of Robinson Crusoe. But finally 

I have tried to define the 11 world” of the novel in such 

a way as to stimulate awareness of that “world's" meanings, 

for it seems to me that many of these meanings are still 

relevant today. Like many another work of art rooted in 

its historical present, Robinson Crusoe has not been 

unimpaired by the passage of time, but the world it 

describes nevertheless contains problems much like those 

of our own or any other age. The human predicament, 

after two hundred years, has not changed, and perhaps 

Robinson Crusoe will continue to appeal as long as man 

finds himself lonely in an alien world, and there seeks 

to define his relationship to his existential island, 

and, ultimately, to his God. 



NOTES 

\ 
Charles Gildon, The Life and Strange Surprizing 

Adventures of Mr. De F— of London. Hosier (London, 
1719)5 as reprinted in Robinson Crusoe Examin'd and 
Criticis'd. ed. Paul Dottin (London and Paris, 1923), 
p. 72. Gildon apparently meant to ridicule the level 
of audience to'which the book appealed, but his state¬ 
ment nevertheless is a tacit admission that Robinson 
Crusoe was extremely popular. 

Throughout this study, Robinson Crusoe refers only 

■fr° ffhe Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Robinson 
Crusoe of York Mariner . • ., often referred to by quoted 
critics as Part I, This study is based on the premise 
that each part of the Crusoe story, like 1 Henry IV and 
2 Henry IV. was separately conceived and should be con¬ 
sidered a separate artistic whole. 

p 
See Henry Clinton Hutchins, Robinson Crusoe and its 

Printing. 1719-1731 (New York, 192^71 

^The Vermakelyke Avonturier. for example, suddenly 
became Niederlandische Robinson. See W. H. Staverman, 
"Robinson Crusoe in Holland," English Studies. XIII (1931) 
55. 

^'The first part of Robinson Crusoe [i. e., The Life 
and Strange Surprising Adventures! is very good.—Defoe 
wrote a vast many things; and none bad, though none 
excellent, except this." Joseph Spence, Anecdotes. 
Observations, and Characters of Books and Men. (2nd ed,, 
London, l&JpS), p. 19&. 

^"Was there ever yet any thing written by mere man 
that was wished longer by its readers, excepting Don 
Quixote, Robinson Crusoe, and the Pilgrim's Progress?" 
Joseph Epes Brown, The Critical Opinions of Samuel 
Johnson (Princeton, 1926), p.305 • 

£ 

^According to the i960 editions of Books in Print 
and Paperbound Books in Print, twenty—nine different 
editions are presently available in English, Translations 
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have been made into languages from Hebrew to Esperanto, 
For an extensive list of translations, see Staverman 
(n. 3), pp. 49-58* 

^See Raymond F, Howes, “Robinson Crusoe: A Literary 
Accident,” English Journal. XVI (1927), 31—35* 

8 
Leslie Stephen, “Defoe's Hovels,” Cornhill Magazine. 

XVII (1868), 316, reprinted in Hours in a Library (London, 
n. d,), I, 52-53. An even harsher view was taken by John 
Masefield, who interpreted the book’s appeal to children 
as indicative of its author’s low rank "in the heavenly 
hierarchy," "Defoe,” he concluded, "is read by schoolboys 
and kitchenmaids, by sailors, by seekers after dirt, and 
by a few historical students. His popularity is a proof 
of the commonness of his vision. His inner eye never 
beheld the singing spirits, rushing in fire • . • pDaniel 
Defoe," Fortnightly Review. H. S. LXXXV [190939 73). 

^Virginia Harlan, "Defoe’s narrative Style,” JEGP. 
XXX (1931), 61. 

lOfhe approaches listed here are. certainly not 
mutually exclusive, and two, or sometimes all three, 
have been employed by a single critic attempting to 
explain Robinson Crusoe1 s appeal, 

12-See E. M, W. Tillyard, The Epic Strain in the 
English Hovel (Fairlawn, N. J., 1958), p. 43. 

12 
Read’s Journal. November 1, 1718, as quoted by 

Alan D, McKillop, The Early Masters of English Fiction 
(Lawrence, 1956), p, 9» 

^Harlan (n. 9)$ P* 6l, However, Miss Harlan goes 
on to attribute the success of Defoe’s writings to their 
"strong human interest" and "simple charm." See above, 
p. 2. 

*^Louis Kronenberger, "Defoe: The Great Materi¬ 
alist," SRL, September 30, 1939? p. 4. 

«W. P, Trent, Daniel Defoe: How to Know Him (In¬ 
dianapolis, 1916), p, 187. 



■^See Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (London, 1957). 
pp. 71ff. ■ 

-^Hugh Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres 
(Philadelphia, 1833), Lecture 37? P* 4-20* 

•^Ernest A, Baker, “Defoe as Sociological Novelist," 
Academy. LXX (1906), 503* 

' ^^George A. Aitken, Introduction to Robinson Crusoe, 
in Romances and Narratives by Daniel Defoe (16 vols., 
London, 1895), I, lix. See also V. S. Pritchett, "Defoe," 
in The English Novel, ed. Derek Verschoyle (London, 1936), 
pp. 56—57j C. B, A* Proper, Social Elements in Prose 
Fiction between 1700 and 1832 (Amsterdam, 1929), p. 32; 
Edward E. Hale, "Robinson Crusoe and Defoe," Outlook. 
LV (1897), 1031—1032; and James Sutherland, Defoe (London, 
1937), pp* 228-231 (hereafter referred to as 1937 Defoe)* 

20 
For a rather full discussion of Crusoe’s limita¬ 

tions, see H. F. Robins, "How Smart Was Robinson Crusoe?" 
PMLA, LXVII (1952), 782—789* Also see below, Chapter 
Five, pp 163-165. 

^Robins, p. 788* 

22' 
Emile, trans* Barbara Foxley (London and New York, 

1957)? p* 147* Marxist critics have also given much at¬ 
tention to this aspect of Robinson Crusoe. See, for 
example, Brian Fitzgerald, Daniel Defoes A Study in 
Conflict (London. 1954), or Ralph Fox, The~Novel and the 
People (New York, 1945)? esp. P. 236* 

^Ian Watt, "Robinson Crusoe as a Myth," EIC. I 
(1951), 116*   

^The Novels and Selected Writings of Daniel Defoe 
[Shakespeare Head Edition] (Oxford, 192877 VII, 64. All 
subsequent references to Robinson Crusoe (unless otherwise 
noted) are to this edition and are included in the text, 

^%»ee Watt, Rise of the Novel, p. 65* For a dis¬ 
cussion of this episode from a different point of view, 
a view more like that taken here, see the essay by Maxi— 
millian Novak, "Robinson Crusoe’s ’Original Sin,’" SEL. 
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I (Summer, 1961), 19—29. Also see below, pp. 40—42; 
67-69; 83; 125-135. 

2^These approaches are not, of course, the only ones 
which have been suggested (though they are the most in¬ 
fluential ones). One critic, after working out an elabo¬ 
rate one-for—one allegory of Defoe’s life (Defoe “ante¬ 
dates every event in his own life 29 years”), finds 
Robinson Crusoe popular because “a hidden purpose is felt 
all along, giving pathos and energy to the recital, since 
[Defoe] is really telling of the bitterness of his own 
heart • • (George Parker, “The Allegory of Robinson 
Crusoe.” History. X [1925]. 25). Another interpreter, 
v/ho thinks; that Defoe's main purpose in the book was to 
suggest a solution to the Palatine emigration problem, 
concludes that the “essential cause of [Robinson Crusoe's] 
world success lay in the appeal to the innermost longing 
of the time after regeneration and reconstruction of human 
life in all its manifestations, a longing which was at 
the bottom of all religious, political and economic move¬ 
ments of the period” (0. F. W, Fernsemer, "Daniel Defoe 
and the Palatine Emigration of 1709s A New View of the 
Origin of Robinson Crusoe,” JEGP. XIX [1920], 112—113). 
Many other discussions of Robinson Crusoe, especially 
source studies (see below. Chapter One), have not attempted 
to discuss the source of the book's appeal. 

27&n entire sub—genre of stories with an island 
setting was inspired by Defoe's book, and none of these 
stories has come close to equalling the popularity of 
Robinson Crusoe. For a list of these stories, known as 
Robinsonade, see Herman Ullrich. Robinson und Robinsonaden: 
Bibliographie, Geschichte. Kritik. Ein Beitrag zur 
vergleichenden Litersturgeschichte. im besonderen zur 
Geschichte der Jugendliteratur (Weimar, 1898), and 
Ullrich, "Zur Bibliographie der Robinsonaden. Nachtrage 
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CHAPTER ONE 

ROBINSON CRUSOE AND TRAVEL LITERATURE 

The close relationship of Rohinson Crusoe to the 

literary backgrounds of the early eighteenth century, 

though long recognized, has not been precisely defined, 

A half century ago, scholars assumed that several tradi¬ 

tions were important to Robinson Crusoe,^ but more recent 

studies have emphasized only one tradition, thereby 

tending to obscure the richness of traditions nourishing 

the book. It is now a critical commonplace that Defoe 

took his facts, incidents, and ideas from late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth century voyage chroniclers like 

William Dampier, Woodes Rogers, and Edward Cooke, and 

that Robinson Crusoe itself belongs to the tradition of 

travel literature. Actually, however, Robinson Crusoe 

differs from travel books in important ways, and less 

familiar traditions of Puritan religious literature bear 

a far more important relation to Defoe’s work. 

The emphasis on travel literature has not resulted 

from attempts to place Robinson Crusoe within a tradition 

or group of traditions, but rather stems from efforts to 

determine Defoe’s source materials. Interest in sources 

developed late in the nineteenth century, just at the 

[213 
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time that Defoe’s moral reputation had been eclipsed and 

a new interest had arisen in the adventure—story aspects 

of his work* A new consciousness of the novel as an art 

form stimulated the desire to evaluate Defoe’s contri¬ 

bution to the history of fiction, and it was believed 

that much could be learned about Defoe’s art by studying 

the materials he used* It was felt that the peculiar 

relation between fact and fiction in Defoe raised questions 

about the role of Defoe’s imagination, and that these 

questions could not be answered until more was known 

about how heavily he borrowed from factual accounts. A 

typical statement of purpose is that of Arthur W. Secord, 

whose Studies in the Narrative Method of Defoe is the 

most comprehensive of the source studies: UA fuller 

knowledge of [Defoe’s] * . • sources will aid in the 

solution of a number of perplexing questions. It should, 

in the first place,, help in determining something of the 

amount of fact in the • • supposedly fictitious ac¬ 

counts., We must, moreover, know approximately what his 

materials were before discussing his methods of workman¬ 

ship. ... Having determined as far as possible what 

his materials were, we shall be able to point out more 

precisely how he set about utilizing and changing them.” 

Travel literature seemed to offer an attractive 

place to begin the hunt for Defoe’s'’sources,” for the 



23. 

kinds of adventures experienced by Crusoe bore certain 

obvious similarities to events described by real voyagers. 

The island portion had long been considered to reflect 

the actual experiences of Alexander Selkirk on the island 

of Juan Fernandez, and Selkirk, whose story was told 

by several voyagers, was looked upon as the prototype 

of Crusoe, Besides, Defoe* s'facts'* about faraway places 

obviously had to come from somewhere, and one source 

readily available to Defoe would have been the narratives 

of explorers. In addition, the title page of Robinson 

Crusoe described events in the same way as title pages 

of travel books, and this was taken as an indication 

that Defoe meant to appeal to travel literature enthu¬ 

siasts. 

But the tendency to read Robinson Crusoe in relation 

to travel literature did not result entirely from the 

contents of the novel itself. Interest in literary source 

study developed at about the time when Defoe’s moral 

reputation had begun to be clouded, and when emphasis 

had started to shift away from the religious quality of 

his work. This shift in emphasis was encouraged by the 

interpretation given, in 1895) to information in the 

newly—discovered catalogue of Defoe’s library, 

Defoe’s library was sold a few months after his 

death in 1731) and although the Daily Advertiser for 
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November 135 1731? mentioned that a sale catalogue had 

been printed? no copy of it was thought to have survived.3 

George A. Aitken found a copy? however, in the British 

Museum, and in an 1895 number of the Athenaeum announced 

his find, The value of the catalogue was considerably 

diminished because Defoe’s books were grouped with those 

of an Anglican clergyman, Philip Farewell, and the sale 

catalogue failed to distinguish individual ownership. 

Aitken admitted that because of this he was "in some 

cases • . • unable to say positively that a certain book 

was Defoe’s," but he thought that "we shall not be far 

wrong if we set on one side certain classes of works as 

Dr. Farewell’s, and attribute the remainder to [Defoe]." 

On this assumption, Professor Aitken proposed a partial 

list of Defoe’s books, setting aside as Dr. Farewell's 

"the large array of theological and classical literature." 

He admitted that "in adopting this course we shall, no 

doubt, pass over not a few works of Defoe's, but this is 

ir; avoidable."^ 

Aitken listed more than three dozen travel books 

and maps as probably Defoe’s, and later source students 

seem to have trusted Aitken’s list, and to have used it 

as a basis for their own researches. Several of them 

make statements that a particular book was in Defoe’s 

possession, and cite Aitken as their authority.5 Probably 
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Defoe did own-most of the books on Aitken’s list (although 

one cannot be certain); but Defoe*s interests make it 

equally probable that he owned many of the theological 

and devotional books passed over by Aitken* The authority 

of Aitken’s list has not been seriously challenged, how¬ 

ever, and its publication lent considerable support to 

the quest for Defoe’s sources in travel literatureo 

During the next thirty years, source students found enough 

parallels to "establish" Defoe's debt, and since 1924 

(when Second's study was published) the conclusions of 

these students (concerning both Defoe’s sources and his 

method of composition) have been accepted almost without 

dissent* 

I 

Certain features of Bobinson Crusoe make it evident 

that some relationship exists between the book and the 

literature of travel; but ohe nature of the relationship 

has sometimes been obscured rather than clarified by 

source students* The quest for sources has often become 

a search for parallels to specific passages, and larger 

questions about the novel’s relationship to travel lit¬ 

erature as a tradition have not been explored* So much 

attention has been devoted to specific "borrowings” that 

the received opinion of Robinson Crusoe is probably not 

far from the conclusion of a recent critic who said that 
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"the book is not so much invented as compiled from a 

number of reports."^ Such an extreme position has been 

made possible by emphasis on the number of "parallels" 

found, rather than on their type. Source students have 

often failed to distinguish different types of "borrowing," 

even though it is rather obvious that use of factual 

material about geography or climate or customs constitutes 

a kind of "borrowing" far different from use of incidents, 

episodes, or shaping ideas. 

In writing fiction, an author may need to know many 

facts to render his fiction probable, and this need is 

perhaps intensified if the writer wishes to disguise his 

fiction as fact. In writing of a specific country, he 

would need to discover as much as possible about the 

geography and history of that country and about the cus¬ 

toms of its people. In writing about a sea—journey, he 

would need to find out about methods of sailing, trade 

r>; ites, and the habits of seamen. The writer could, of 

course, discover these facts in a variety of ways; he 

could consult books on the subject, or talk to men who 

had been at sea and had visited the countries. But 

whatever his source, the information itself would be 

fundamentally the same, and discovery of a fact used by 

a writer ought not be confused with discovery of the 
7 

specific place from which the writer secured it.' 
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By checking travel narratives which might include 

the type of information which Defoe would need to compose 

Robinson Crusoe, source students have probably noted 

many books which Defoe knew and possibly used for refer¬ 

ence, but one may doubt whether his use of materials was 

as extensive as these students often assume. Frequently 

the studies seem to be lacking in negative capability, 

for they assume that parallel facts indicate 11 borrowing.” 

For example, the location of Crusoe's island at the mouth 

of the Orinoco River used to puzzle scholars who knew 

that there were no islands there, but when they found, 

in one of the Dampier volumes, a map which showed a group 

of. islands there, they assumed that Defoe's source of 

information was Dampier.0 Actually, the same map (by 

Herman Moll) is reproduced in other travel narratives, 

and at least one account, Woodes Rogers's A Cruising 

Voyage Round the World, gives a verbal description of the 

region.9 obviously, Defoe relied on the currently-accepted 

geographical description available in several published 

accounts, a description probably known by sailors, mer¬ 

chants, and any other persons connected with South Ameri¬ 

can trade, whether or not they had read Dampier. Simi¬ 

larly, Crusoe's plank-making has been assumed to be based 

either on information in a manuscript written by Robert 

Knox or in a volume by Dampier, despite the fact that 
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Knox and Dampier describe how two planks are made from 

a tree while Crusoe is able to make only one* Defoe 

could, of course, have derived the idea for his episode 

from one of these accounts, but it is too exclusive a 

conclusion to say that “the methods employed by Defoe’s 

hero in plankmaking may be from the unpublished manuscript 

of Robert Knox * * .; if not, they are undoubtedly from 

Dampier’s report of the Philippines."*^ The "methods" 

are rather obvious ones, perhaps ones which might occur 

to anyone needing a plank, and Crusoe’s methods are more 

1 1 
primitive than those in his suggested "sources." Be¬ 

sides, if employed in as widely—separated areas as Ceylon 

and the Philippines, the methods would likely be known 

to more writers than Knox and Dampier. 

Many more examples might be cited to show that Defoe’s 

assumed dependence on specific books for his information 

is largely based on inexact circumstantial evidence, and 

on post hoc reasoning. Secord, in describing Defoe’s 

debt to Knox, admits that "many of these similarities 

are not in themselves convincing," but he thinks they 

become "of more than superficial importance" because he 

is sure Defoe had read Knox. "These matters," he con¬ 

cludes, "were known to Defoe and could not fail to find 

some place in Crusoe’s endeavors to work out the problem 

of existence on his island."*1*^ Even if writers are a 
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part of all they have met, it is difficult to see what 

value such source study has when no specific debt can be 

discovered. 

But even if Defoe secured certain facts from travel 

literature, it does not follow that he found each episode 

there. The quest for sources has often been conducted, 

however, under the assumption (usually unexpressed) that 

everything in Robinson Crusoe has a "source” somewhere,^ 

and the pursuit of sources for the novel’s main episodes 

has sometimes produced suggestions which are startling. 

The footprint episode, for example, has attracted much 

attention. Secord indicates that he has read widely in 

an effort to find its source, and he reports that "strange 

as it may seem, the literature of travel is not rich in 

such experiences." ^ He does, hov/ever, cite three narra¬ 

tives in which footprints are involved: Knox walking 

backwards to elude pursuit by his enemies, two brief 

incidents in a Dutch Utopian narrative (Smeeks’s Krinke 

Kesmes). and an incident in Dampier. Each of these 

episodes is very unlike the footprint episode in Robin¬ 

son Crusoe, and Secord concludes that the first two 

probably are not related to Defoe’s book, but he attaches 

some importance to the third. Here is the way he argues: 

It is possible ... that either Knox or Smeeks 
may have suggested to Defoe the idea of having 
Crusoe find footprints of savages in the sand; 
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but neither mentions them as discovered under 
the circumstances attending Crusoe's discovery, 
namely that of fear that they may be evidence 
of danger from the presence of an enemy. It 
is this very fact which gives unusual impor¬ 
tance to a passage in Dampier's narrative 
dealing with the discovery of foot prints; 
for precisely this element of fear, missing 
in both Knox and Smeeks but present; in “Robin¬ 
son Crusoe," enters into it. The incident 
is this. Dampier and some others, being ashore 
to kill cattle on the isle of Pines (near 
Cuba), landed on a sandy bay where they saw 
"much footing of men and boys; the impressions 
seemed to be about 8 or 10 days old." "This 
troubled us a little," said Dampier, who strong¬ 
ly suspected them of being the tracks of Span¬ 
iards; "but it being now their Christmas, 
we concluded that they were gone over to Cuba 
to keep it there, so we went after our game. 
• . ." The element of fear is. of course, 
mild in comparison to that in "Robinson Crusoe," 
but it is there.-*-5 

For nearly half a century it has been accepted 

that Defoe's fictions are compendia of materials gleaned 

from travel books, and woven carefully together so that 

their sources are obscured.1^ A close examination of 

these "sources," however, leads one to question assump¬ 

tions about Robinson Crusoe* s dependence, and to ask 

whether Defoe actually used a mosaic method like that 

described by Secord.^7 But regardless of Defoe's in¬ 

debtednesses, a more important question might be raised: 

How much like travel books is Robinson Crusoe as a whole? 

Out of the matrix of source study has come the assumption 

that Robinson Crusoe itself belongs to the travel litera¬ 

ture tradition, that it follows (in fictional form) the 
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same patterns as authentic travel narratives, and that 

Defoe’s intention was to imitate travel literature*^® 

This assumption has hardly been examined at all, and 

upon its validity lie a great many of the critical common¬ 

places about the structure, meaning, and value of Robinson 

Crusoe as a work of art. 

II 

Travel books do not, of corn se, constitute a genre 

which can be as precisely defined as a type of poetry 

whose conventions depend upon a long tradition* But 

travel books do display a surprising consistency of 

content and method, especially by the late seventeenth 

century*^ Each book tries to answer the same kinds of 

questions, and each proceeds in much the same v/ay, except 

for variations occasioned by happenings peculiar to a 

particular voyage. Though lacking the prestige of an¬ 

tiquity, the distinguishing characteristics may almost 

be considered conventions, for like other sub-literary 

types, travel books depended for their success on the 

continued interest of a buying public with specific 

expectations5 and even when their stated purpose was to 

present other information, the travel writers usually 

fulfilled the popular expectations. "I know *tis gen— “ 

erally expected," writes Woodes Rogers in the intro¬ 

duction to A Cruising Voyage Round the World, "that when 
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far distant Voyages are printed, they should contain 

new and wonderful Diseovries, with surprizing Accounts 

of People and Animals,"^ Like other voyagers, Rogers 

condemns this popular taste, but (also like others) he 

satisfies the very expectations which he rails against* 

Edward Cooke similarly criticises the popular desire to 

read about "any Accident that happens out of the common 

Course," and professes to find nothing interesting in the 

"barren Subject" of Alexander Selkirk’s experiences. 

But after a two—page condemnation of the taste for such 

accounts, he consents to "give the Reader as much as 

may satisfy a reasonable Curiosity . • ."—more than 

five pages of minute detail about Selkirk’s island way 

of life.^*** 

The expectations satisfied by the travel writers 

are of various kinds. For the reader interested in 

adventure and strange occurrence, a story like Selkirk's 

is often included, and though the story is advertised 

blatantly (as on the title page of Cooke), sparing (and 

professedly grudging) attention is given to-it in the 
pp 

book itself. Other general readers (like those referred 

to by Rogers) sought encyclopedic information about 

exotic places and peoples. The writers, however, seem 

(or pretend) to be concerned with those who expect more 

technical information, and they usually profess that 
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their only desire is to disseminate knowledge which will 

benefit country and commerce. In practice, each of these 

expectations is ministered to according to a procedural 

formula with little variation* 

She narratives usually begin with a brief statement 

of the author’s credentials (his previous sea experience) 

and an account of the nature and purpose of his present 

voyage. Specific information is given about the ship 

(its size, the number and type of sails), and often the 

more important members of the crew are introduced. The 

log of days at sea is usually detailed enough that the 

reader may easily trace the journey. Often a specific 

location is given for each day, together with an account 

of the winds, currents, condition of the sea, and other 

conditions affecting the speed and direction of the 

voyage. Extended treatment is sometimes accorded unu¬ 

sual events, such as storms, sighting of other ships, 

dietary problems, pirate encounters, or crew changes. 

The longest part of the narrative, however, is 

devoted to accounts of the places visited. Their exact 

locations are specified, and often diagrams of the shore 

line as it appears from the ship are appended (supposedly 

to help future sailors recognize their location). Tech¬ 

nical information about harbors (depth, anchoring con¬ 

ditions, dangerous rock formations, access routes) is 
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precisely noted. The land itself is described in terras 

of its flora and fauna, climatic patterns, and other 

conditions affecting its desirability as a trade point 

or as a watering place for voyagers. 

Usually a long section is devoted to the natives 

and their customs, giving information useful to the trader 

as well as interesting in itself. Native attitudes 

toward people of various European nations are noted, 

together with a history of the natives1 previous encoun¬ 

ters with traders, privateers, and missionaries. Lengthy 

descriptions (sometimes with illustrations) are given 

of the natives' appearance and dress, their houses, their 

weapons, and their foods and medicines. Prevalent diseases 

are usually mentioned, along with the methods of treat¬ 

ment (from herbs to magic). Often much detail is included 

about the religions and other customs and rituals, with 

anecdotes and bits of folklore used for illustrative 

purposes. Some information is usually given about the 

native language (as well as native understanding of 

European languages) and about the government and economy. 

Often the accounts deal with these matters topically, 

devoting several pages to such subjects as types of fish 

inhabiting coastal waters or methods of constructing 

native homes. The amount of detail varies, of course, 

not; only with the knowledge of the writer, but with the 
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importance of the place visited and with its general 

interest to the reader or value to the prospective 

trader,2^ yet the procedure is similar for each land 

visited* Special events (such as the rescue of Selkirk) 

ordinarily are incorporated into the book at the point 

of the journey where they occur, and these events (like 

the characters of the men participating in the voyage) 

are subordinated to information about places and things* 

The styles of the travel books are also quite uni¬ 

form. A matter—of—fact, objective tone is maintained 

throughout the main narratives; this similarity of tone 

is pointed up by the diversity of tones in the prefaces 

and introductions, for in prefatory sections the indi¬ 

vidual characteristics of the authors are often evidenced* 

Cooke, for example, is often ironic (like the narrator 

of Captain Singleton) in the prefatory sections, but 

in the main narrative he employs an objective tone like 

that in other travel books. Because travel writers 

emphasize the informative function of their narratives, 

objectivity of style and tone is an important part of 

what is almost a "pose." The writers do not create a 

persona in the same sense that poets do, but the diver¬ 

sity of tone between prefatory sections and main narra¬ 

tives suggests that the writers (conscious of the expec¬ 

tations of their audience) make the narrator almost a 
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fictional character. The difference between Lionel 

Wafer’s MS. notes and the revised journal published 

under his name suggests the tone and manner expected 

of a narrator in travel literature.. 

Major events of the voyage are described dispas¬ 

sionately and in great detail,24 and they fall into 

place according to chronology—the fundamental organ¬ 

izing principle of the narratives. Travel books begin 

at the port of departure and offer an apparently unse- 

lective day-by-day account until the narrator returns 

to his homeland. The chronological order is interrupted 

for a topical one within each country visited, so that 

the land and people may be thoroughly described. But 

the only comprehensive organizing principle is a chrono¬ 

logical one, for no thematic organization is superimposed 

over the chronology. 

Ill 

Superficially, Robinson Crusoe bears certain resem¬ 

blances to travel literature. As Professor Secord ob¬ 

serves, Defoe "has his hero do a series of things well 

known in the literature of travel; suffer storm and 

shipwreck, endure slavery . . ., duplicate the experiences 

of desert island life, and participate in both commerce 

and travel."2^ Events are described in chronological 

order (after a rationale for the first voyage is estab- 
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lished) until the "narrator" returns home from his 

longest, most arduous voyage* The style is matter-of- 

fact, and the events are narrated with restraint and 

objectivity* 

Robinson Crusoe also contains many of the same kind 

of "facts" as do travel books. When Crusoe is at sea, 

he frequently describes his position, speed, and direction 

in detail. Information about land areas is also similar 

in kind to that in travel books; on the escape from 

Sallee, Crusoe describes several animals along the shore, 

and when he encounters natives he tells something of 

their weapons, food, and customs* And he describes his 

island fully, detailing its geography, climatic patterns, 

animal and plant life, and sailing conditions around 

it. When Friday and other natives of nearby islands 

appear, Crusoe tells about their appearance and customs 

much as would a voyage chronicler. 

These broad similarities become less significant, 

however, when one notes the considerable differences. 

In Robinson Crusoe the facts about various places are 

never presented as information for its own sake; each 

"fact" is introduced because of its function in the 

narrative situation. Lions and leopards are described 

in Africa because they represent, in one case, danger 

to Crusoe and Xury, and, in another, a means of their 
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reciprocating the kindness of natives. The description 

of the island accumulates gradually as the narrative 

unfolds; there is no tabular itemizing of descriptive 

facts. And the island is the only land area which re¬ 

ceives anything like a full description. About Brazil 

the reader is told only those things pertinent to Crusoe^ 

life there; during the voyage from Sallee, only facts 

pertinent to the narrative are given. And the descrip¬ 

tion is fully subservient to the narrative-* while in 

travel books, the narrative often merely connects the 

various descriptions which are avowedly the most important 

parts, 

Students of the seventeenth and eighteenth century 

background have often failed to distinguish between 

travel books and adventure stories, and they have thus 

misled themselves about the structure of both types* 

Actually, adventure stories have little in common with the 

travel literature discussed here.^6 Although adventure 

stories may often involve travel to far-off places, 

travel books seldom involve much adventure* When writers 

like Dampier or Cooke do describe exciting events, they 

appear to de-emphasize the action in keeping with their 

avowal that their only concern is information. Rather 

than structuring the sequence, the events merely serve 

as explanations of delay in the voyage, or as illus— 
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trations of the Id'id of difficulty a mariner can expect 

in a particular sea or from a particular kind of native. 

The de-emphasis may, of course, be a studied one and 

part of the scientific pose, but the total effect pro¬ 

duced by this method involves an absense of progression. 

Since the focus of the narrative is not on what happens 

to the narrator and his companions but upon the informa¬ 

tion they unearth, the chronological sequence is less a 

system than a convenience. Adventure stories—factual 

or fictional, episodic or unified—utilize chronology 

to suggest movement and development; they depend upon a 

world of time, for they are concerned with event, not 

fact. Even when based upon actual happenings, these 

stories obviously filter and formulate experience, or¬ 

ganizing it in a more or less artistic manner; travel 

narratives (by contrast) try to appear artless, as if 

they unselectively present all. The difference is that 

between a story and a report. 

Once this distinction is made, it is easy to see 

that Robinson Crusoe* s organization is much more like 

that o,; the adventure story than of the travel books, 

for it utilizes its materials in a way very unlike travel 

books. Background information is subordinated to the ac¬ 

tion of the hero; the focus is always on what is hap¬ 

pening. Whatever else it may be, Robinson Crusoe is 
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first of all a narrative of events following hard upon 

one another, selectively dramatized in an ordered fashion. 

To note the profound difference of approach, one need 

only compare Robinson Crusoe to the flat, unemphatic 

reports about Selkirk in Rogers and Dampier^—•-and the 

story of Selkirk, one should remember, represents the 

narrative extreme in travel books. 

More important, there is a larger coherence to 

Robinson Crusoe than the narrative sequence. Travel 

books (and often adventure stories) are topical or epi¬ 

sodic, and no informing idea gives a meaning to individual 

events or to the voyage as a whole. The travel books 

seem to lack ideological content, and no thematic meaning 

can be abstracted from them. Some critics have insisted 

tJlat Robinson Crusoe resembles them in this respect, 

that it is episodic and lacks fundamental unity. Secord 

states as a truism that Robinson Crusoe "imitates life 
pO 

in its very shapelessness."*0 This view, however, ig¬ 

nores the thematic structure of the book, a structure 

set up by the rationale for all of Crusoe’s wanderings. 

Crusoe is never merely an adventurer who goes from 

place to place participating in isolated events. Each 

of his experiences takes on meaning in relation to a 

pattern set in motion by his "fatal • • . Propension 

of Nature" (VII, 2)—an irrational inclination to roam. 
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His"rambling Thoughts" (VII, 1) cause him to rebel against 

parental authority and against his divinely appointed 

"station"—a rebellion which he interprets as his "Origi¬ 

nal Sin" (VII, 225). Crusoe views each subsequent tragic 

event as punishment for his rebellion, and at last con¬ 

cludes that real deliverance from his plight (both 

physical and spiritual) is only possible when he resigns 

himself completely to the will of God. 

Robinson Crusoe is structured on the basis of a 

disobedience—punishment—repentance—deliverance pattern, 

a pattern set up in the first few pages of the book. 

Each significant event in Crusoe's life is interpreted 

in terms of the conflict between man's sinful natural 

propensity which leads him into one difficulty after 

another, and a watchful Providence which ultimately 

delivers man from himself. Crusoe's continual appraisal 

of his situation keeps the theme at the forefront of the 

action throughout, for this evaluation is not a super¬ 

ficial, unrelated commentary (as some have said), but is 

rather an integral part of the thematic action set up 

by Crusoe's rebellion and the prophecy of Crusoe's 

father that Crusoe "will be the miserablest Wretch that 

was ever born" (VII, 6). On page one, Crusoe plunges 

himself, through disobedience by reason of pride, into 

the predicament of fallen man; and the remainder of the 
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narrative describes the predicament in detail, and drama¬ 

tizes Crusoe* s attempts to come to terms with his world—• 

and with God, 

IV 

Although it bears superficial resemblances to the 

travel literature tradition*2? Robinson Crusoe in its 

total form differs greatly from that tradition, and the 

characteristics which set it apart (particularly the 

kind of thematic structure in Robinson Crusoe) suggest 

that its real affinities may lie with other traditions. 

Regardless of whether the story of Selkirk served as a 

foundation for Defoe*a plov^ or whether travel narratives 

substantially contributed to its factual framework, the 

completed form of Robinson Crusoe bears a much closer 

resemblance to books of an entirely different sort. 

After reading Robinson Crusoe*s title page, a 1719 reader 

might well have expected a travel book, or at least an 

adventure story like Oroonoko, but he would not have 

read far before discerning fundamental differences. The 

similarities might have convinced him (possibly as Defoe 

intended) that'Robinson Crusoe was based on fact, but 

when he had read it, he probably shelved it beside,not 

Dampier, but Pilgrim*s Progress, 



NOTES 

■^The picaresque romance, biography, and moral treatise 
were usually mentioned as among the traditions related 
to Robinson Crusoe. In most cases, however, scholars 
were primarily interested in Defoe*s preparation for be¬ 
coming a novelist, and they therefore discussed the 
traditions in terms of Defoe’s previous work in them. 
Aitken and Trent, for example, suggest that Defoe gradu¬ 
ally moved toward fictional writing, and they see his 
novels as closely related to his earlier writing. The 
change, according to Aitken, “was one of degree rather 
than kind" (General Introduction, Romances and Narratives 
b£ Daniel Defoe [16 vols., London, l895>J, I, xxix). Also 
see W. P. Trent, Daniel Defoe? How to Know Him (Indi¬ 
anapolis, 1916), pp. 1287135, 175>. Because the influence 
of these traditions on Defoe is usually seen in terms of 
Defoe’s earlier writing, Arthur W. Secord feels that he 
can discount their influence by minimizing the signifi¬ 
cance of Defoe’s own work in them. He argues, for exam¬ 
ple, that since Defoe wrote little biography before 17195 
he did not proceed gradually from authentic to fictional 
biographyj and he implies that this fact discounts the 
importance of biography to Defoe's fiction. See Secord, 
Studies in the Narrative Method of Defoe (Urbana [Univer¬ 
sity of Illinois Studies in Language and Literature. IX], 
1924), pp. 15-16. 

o 
Secord, p, 19. Professor Secord also states: “To 

explain Defoe’s art and to connect him with his prede¬ 
cessors there must be a thorough search for his ascer¬ 
tainable sources, to find out to what extent his narra¬ 
tives are based upon previously published works. That 
originals will ultimately be found for all of his longer 
narratives is the opinion of Professor Bernbaum, who 
offers this assumption as an explanation of Defoe’s 
remarkable productivity" (p. 18). [Professor Bernbaum 
directed Secord’s study in its dissertation form.] Such 
an assumption seems ,to me to betray a rather naive view 
of the imaginative act. 

^William Lee noted the sale and lamented the apparent 
loss of the catalogue. See Daniel Defoe: His Life, and 

[433 
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Recently Discovered Writings« 1716-1729 (3 vols., London, 
1869), I, 470-471* 

4 
Aitken, “Defoe's Library," Athenaeum* I (1895), 

706-707* , 

Record evidently assumes the authority of Aitken1s 
judgment; several times he cites the existence of par¬ 
ticular books in Defoe's library. See. for example. 
Secord,- pp, 25, 93, and 104n, Ernest A. Baker (History 
of the English Hovel [10 vols., London, 1929—19393, III, 
167) also treats Aitken's list as authoritative. 

^Bonarny Dobree, 11 The Matter-of-fact Novelist," 
Listener. XLV (1951), 468. 

^Secord seems to assume the primacy of printed 
materials as "sources,1* apparently believing that an 
author only makes use of oral information if there is 
no published word on the subject. Secord also assumes 
the primacy of English over non—English books, apparently 
on a similar theory. 

© 

°See Paul Dottin, “Robinson Crusoe's Island," Living 
Age. CCCXV (1922), 770-780, and Secord, p. 56. 

%oodes Rogers, A Cruising Voyage Round the World 
(London, 1712), p. lOO* 

^Secord, p. 59* Secord later considers this "bor¬ 
rowing" a key link in his chain of proof that Defoe used 
Dampier as a source: "Many of these suggestions from 
Dampier Defoe could have got elsewhere. But since he 
certainly used Dampier1s 'Voyages' in the 'Farther Adven¬ 
tures* (published four months after the island story) 
and since some of these details, notably the method of 
canoe-making, are from Dampier. it is unquestionable 
that this storehouse of suggestions open to his hand was 
utilized to a very great extent by Defoe" (p. 62). 

•^See Baker, III, 154, n. 3* It is, of course, pos¬ 
sible that Defoe purposely made Crusoe' s method more 
primitive in order to make a point about Crusoe's limi¬ 
tations, but the only real similarity between Robinson 
Crusoe and the supposed "sources" is that planks are 
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hewed out of trees in both cases—a procedure that would 
not seem to require a source. 

-^Secord, p. 39* Italics mine. 

■^See note 2, above. 

^Secord, p. 60. 

Record, p. 6l. 

•^See Secord: "Dealing with a single locality and 
working out a definite line of action, Defoe is compelled 
in the island story to go to greater lengths to disguise 
his materials borrowed from published sources so that 
those borrowings may not appear" (p. 26). 

^In this discussion of source study, X have not 
meant to direct my criticisms exclusively or even pri¬ 
marily at the work of Professor Secord. I have, however, 
chosen most of my examples from him because he is the 
source students* most articulate spokesman, and he has 
presented the most thorough case for Defoe’s debt to 
travel literature. Neither do I quarrel with all of 
his conclusions (his discussions of the Farther Adven¬ 
tures and the Memoirs of Captain Carleton, for example, 
seem to me to make several good points), but the case 
for sources of Robinson Crusoe (Part I) seems to me badly 
overstated and misleading. My main concern is that these 
conjectural conclusions have remained unchallenged for 
so long and have channeled a majority of Defoe studies 
in this century. 

^Since their main objective was not to "place" 
Robinson Crusoe in a tradition, but to find its origins, 
the source students cannot be totally blamed if their 
conclusions were used by others who assumed that the two 
problems were really only one. However, even Professor 
Secord does not seem fully aware that this distinction 
needs to be made: '“Robinson Crusoe, ’ finally, is not so 
much a fictitious autobiography • . . as it is a fic¬ 
titious book of travel • . ." (p. 111). 

^Reader expectation was, of course, largely molded 
by familiarity with Hakluyt, Purchas, and their seven¬ 
teenth century successors. 
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20 
Rogers, p, xiv. 

^Edward Cooke, A Voyage to the South Sea, and Round 
the World (2 vols.,. London, 1712), XI, xix. 

22It is always difficult to tell whether the travel 
writers are sincere in their protestations or whether 
they are simply repeating a conventional attitude tov/ard 
reader’s expectations* 

2^Some accounts, especially in earlier periods of 
exploration, contain false information which was probably 
intended to mislead mariners from other nations, but by 
the beginning of the eighteenth century, this kind of 
deception vms not often practiced, probably because the 
advance of hydrographic information in all countries 
negated its effect, 

2%ote, for example, how Woodes Rogers describes 
an injury to himself; “I was shot thro’ the Left Cheek, 
the Bullet struck away a great part of my upper Jaw, 
and several of my Teeth, part of which dropt down upon 
the Deck where I fell. ... I was forced to write what 
I would say, to prevent the Loss of Blood, and because 
of the Pain I suffer’d by speaking” (p, 2§4). Defoe is 
often praised for this kind of unemotional, matter-of-fact, 
detailed reporting, and it is possible that he purposely 
imitated the style of travel books. But more probably 
(since Defoe’s style is similar in his political and 
journalistic writings) Defoe developed this circumstantial 
method as a technique of probability. 

Defoe's use of comparison in describing unfamiliar 
objects is also paralleled in travel books. Darapier, 
for example, describes ambergris this way; "It was of 
a dusky colour, towards black, and about the hardness 
of mellow Cheese, and of a very fragrant smell" (New 
Voyage Round the World [6th ed,, London, 1717], pp* 
73-74). In another place he reports that he " saw a few 
Flamingo’s, which is a sort of large Fowl, much like a 
Heron in Shape, but bigger, and of a reddish colour" 
(p, 70). Compare Robinson Crusoe; "I saw something 
hanging over [Xqry’sj Shoulders which was a Creature 
that he had shot, like a Hare but different in Colour, 
and longer Legs • • (VII, 28). Stylistic similarities 
like these may indicate a deliberate attempt to imitate 
method, possibly to authenticate the story, but they 
do not necessarily evidence specific borrowing. See 
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below, note 29. 

^Secord, p. 109* 

P 
Throughout this essay, the term “travel literature'* 

has been used to refer only to the published reports of 
such explorers as Dampier, Rogers, and Cooke. This kind 
of literature was the chief type used by source students 
in their ?/ork; Seeord, for example, lists ten such books 
as “certain" or “probable" sources of the three parts of 
Robinson Crusoe* However, he also includes Defoe's Storm 
and tkeanonymous Providence Displayed as sources of the 
same type* Their essentially different aims and format 
are discussed below (see pp. 96—105), It is, of course, 
possible to use "travel .literature" as a broader term; 
one might, in fact, include The Odyssey and Pilgrim's 
Progress under a broad enough definition. But it is im¬ 
portant to make the distinction between different types 
of publications dealing with travel, and since source 
students have usually used the term “travel literature" 
to refer to reports like Dampier's, it has seemed wise 
to retain that term here, but, to use it only to describe 
those writings like Dampier's, and not those with obviously 
different aims and methods. 

2^0ne might contrast these reports also with Provi¬ 
dence Displayed, which uses the same information for much 
different purposes—purposes which are somewhat similar 
to those in Robinson Crusoe. See below, pp. 96ff. 

^^Secord, p. 232. 

2^The superficiality of the similarities suggests 
that instead of attempting to imitate the style and 
format of travel books (which the author of The Shortest 
Way with the Dissenters could surely do, if he tried) 
Defoe used features like the title page simply to attract 
a particular kind of reader, one who was, perhaps, not 
attracted by the Family Instructor (see belovj, pp. 69—70). 
Stylistic similarities are, I think, best eapaained not 
as “borrowings" or even “influences" in the usual sense, 
but as attempts to authenticate information in a manner 
like that of factual writers. It is also possible, since 
these stylistic similarities are infrequent and nor 
particularly uncommon, that they are coincidental. 



•^The similarity between Crusoe1s plight and that of 
Selkirk was long ago noted, and scholars have almost 
always assumed that Selkirk was, in some manner, the 
inspiration for Defoe's story* Secord says: "Selkirk 
undoubtedly furnished Defoe with the central theme of 
his story,—a fact unpon which too much emphasis cannot 
be laid and which I shall assume as fundamental“ (p. 31) • 
Selkirk's rescue was well publicized by 1712, however, 
and no one has ever sufficiently explained why Defoe 
(whose usual method was to capitalize quickly on current 
happenings) waited seven years to make use or the story* 
It has been suggested that Defoe was prompted by the 
republication (in 1717, a 6th edition) of Dampier, but 
this suggestion does not seem very meaningful unless it 
is meant to indicate that the new edition somehow jogged 
Defoe's memory. Selkirk's story was, probably, the best- 
known castaway narrative, but several other persons had 
undergone similar experiences, and accounts of them had 
also been published. Rogers mentions two men who were 
stranded for a time on Juan Fernandez before Selkirk; 
one of these, a Mosquito Indian, is mentioned by several 
voyagers. Also see below, pp, 100—101. 

It has also been suggested that the immediate inspi¬ 
ration for Defoe was the development of South Sea trade, 
of particular interest to Defoe's political employers 
in 1719. Only briefly has it been suggested that the 
inspiration resulted from thematic concerns, and these 
suggestions have been related to biographical conjectures. 
John Robert -Meore .thinks that Defoe may have felt some 
concern for having left the calling (the ministry) for 
which he prepared at Newington Green Academy, and/or 
that Defoe may have been concerned with the rebellion of 
his own son who showed little inclination to follow his 
father's wishes (See Daniel Defoe: Citizen of the Modern 
World [Chicago, 19583, pp. 225, 331-333* 

The matter of immediate inspiration probably can 
never be settled, and it is unimportant unless it aids 
the reader in better understanding the nature of Robinson 
Crusoe* One might suggest, however, that passages from 
religious writings, such as the following written by 
Defoe's schoolmate Timothy Cruso, bear striking simi¬ 
larity to the deeper concerns of Robinson Crusoe: 

... We cannot think to receive any Blessing 
from God in any of our Affairs, except we be 
under his Guidance. If he do not direct your 
Paths (which is the priviledge of those only 
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that acknowledge him) what expectation can you 
have, hut that a . . he should come out to 
withstand you? Tho you be placed in lawful 
Callings, and prosecute them with the greatest 
diligence, I must denounce this Sentence against 
you in the Hame of God, that the fruit of your 
labour will have a blast upon it, or the very 
eating of it will be poyson to you; either your 
Undertakings, or your very Blessings will be 
Curst. . . . If your way be prosperous, even 
that prosperity shall destroy you. The better 
you speed,"the more fatal it will be. If your 
Voyage be successful, and you come home richly 
laden, yet God not being concern’d in the 
steering of your Course, your Misery.will be 
the greater (God the Guide of Youth [London, 
16953, PP. 31-32. 

Cruso’s tract, as its name implies, was 'written as a 
conduct treatise for young people, and deals with many 
other matters which concern Crusoe: obedience to parents, 
unusual provenience of dates, and need for repentance. 
The journey metaphor tends to dominate Cruso’s treatise: 
"If we were in a journey which requir’d dispatch, and 
upon which our Life depended, and were taking a wrong 
Course, we would be glad of che speediest information 
of our Mistakes" (p. 24), Many treatises use similar 
metaphors to discuss similar themes. See below, op. 
172-173. 



CHAPTER TWO 

ROBINSON CRUSOE AND THE TRADITIONS OF 

PURITAN RELIGIOUS LITERATURE; CONDUCT BOOKS 

Despite their highly—prejudiced point of view, 

Charles Gildon*s critical remarks on Robinson Crusoe 

are important because they suggest how Defoe's contem¬ 

poraries viewed the book. Gildon cites several improba¬ 

bilities and historical inaccuracies, but his main ob¬ 

jection is not to Defoe's passing off fiction as fact, 

but to the book's moral and religious point of view. 

“I am far from being an enemy," he says, "to the Writers 

of Fables, since I know very well that this Manner of 

Writing is not only very Ancient, but very useful, I 

might say sacred, since it has been made use of by the 

inspired Writers themselves 5 but then to render any Fable 

worthy of being receiv'd into the Number of those which 

are truly valuable, it must naturally produce . . . some 

useful Moral . . .[,] but this of Robinson Crusoe . • • 

is design'd against ... publick good,"”*' Gildon claims 

to be particularly concerned about Robinson Crusoe's 

effect on trade (he objects to wickedness being associated 
p 

with the seafaring life), and he vigorously attacks the 

book's theology. A Roman Catholic-turned Deist-turned 

[50] 
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Anglican, Gildon was eager to defend what he now considered 

the orthodox faith, and his charges are directed primarily 

against a theological point of view which seems to him 

unsound, ultimately dangerous*3 He attacks Defoe*s use 

of the supernatural,^ and (because he holds a much different 

view of God*s role in human affairs) he takes issue with 

almost every religious attitude in the novel* Gildon 

may have been motivated partly by personal jealousy and 

party animus, but the charges themselves are still highly 

significant, for they suggest that Gildon viewed the book 

primarily in religious terms and that he thought he needed 

to attack it ideologically rather than simply to expose its 

fictional nature. 

In his statement about Robinson Crusoe* s popularity, 

Gildon suggests that other contemporary readers also 

sav; the book in religious terms. They buy it, says Gil¬ 

don, and leave it "as a Legacy v/ith the Pilgrim*s Progress, 

the Practice of Piety and God*s Revenge against Murther."^ 

The juxtaposition and implied comparison is a sneering 

one and suggests (from Gildon*s point of view) condemnation 

by association, for the books he mentions all share a 

Puritan view of morality and theology* Each of them was 

v/ell known to Gildoii* s contemporaries. By 1719, Lewis 

Bayly’s Practice of Piety (1613) had been published in 

more than fifty editions and was probably the best-known 
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Puritan manual of piety and conduct, John Reynolds’s The 

Triumphs of God’s Revenge against Murther (1621—1624) had 

gone through fewer editions, but it was well known for 

assigning Providence a particularly active role in human 

affairs* Bunyan’s book, then as now, seemed to epitomize 

the Puritan view of life, 

Ultimately, Robinson Crusoe is much closer to Pil— 

grim*s Progress than to the other two books, but it bears 

a significant relationship to the traditions to which 

Bayly’s and Reynolds's books belong. In the “Author’s 

Preface” Defoe says he has two aims in Robinson Crusoe: 

[1] to present “a religious application of events • • . 

[for] the instruction of others by this example" and 

[2] “to justify and honour the wisdom of Providence in 

all the variety of our circumstances . • (VII, ix). 

These moral and ideological aims have often been regarded 

as Defoe’s afterthoughts or rationalizations5 modern 

scholars have seemed reluctant to take seriously a man 

who can “lie like truth," But Defoe’s preface, like 

Gildon’s scornful comparison, suggests the connection 

with Puritan religious traditions, and, once examined, 

these traditions illuminate both the theme and structure 

of Robinson Crusoe. 

I 

At the turn of the eighteenth century, men of many 
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persuasions were lamenting the decaying state of the world 

they lived in. To many, it seemed that the vast changes 

talcing place in the structure of their worlds indexed 

a breakdown of the traditional values which had guided 

men of past generations. The breakdown was seen to exist 

on many levels* Men of letters like Pope ana Swift en¬ 

visioned the whole literary heritage of Western man being 

pillaged and destroyed by armies of dwarfish hacks who 

were often ignorant of the cultural past and almost always 

disrespectful toward it. Men of the church, saved only a 

generation before from the confusion of the Puritan 

commonwealth, now faced more fearsome opponents—opponents 

who ultimately challenged the very basis of the Christian 

faith. Political traditionalists viewed a nation whose 

governmental structure had been changed by two "peaceful" 

revolutions and in which there was no longer a clear seat 

of power, in which influence was now wielded by a new 

breed of spies, pamphleteers, and backdoor advisors. The 

new science, a new economics, rapid shifts in the social 

construct—all produced revolutions in traditional ways 

of thinking, and men became concerned about (and often 

confused by) the rapidity of changes which had shaken, 

to the very foundations, edifices which tradition had 

built. 

Of particular concern to those who viewed the at¬ 

mosphere of change was the moral climate which resulted 



from challenges to traditional value systems, A peculiar 

sense of moral urgency characterizes the writings of the 

period, and often they express a profound pessimism about 

the direction of both human ideals and conduct. From our 

perspective, some of this concern now seems exaggerated 

and unwarranted, but the urgency with which the Augustan 

mind faced the situation could be illustrated from almost 

any important writer. Defoe is usually considered a 

modernist, in part responsible for the declining respect 

for tradition, but like more conservative contemporaries 

he repeatedly expresses strong concern about the loss 

of moral standards and the disruption of established 
£ 

traditions and institutions,0 In the Family Instructor, 

for example, he laments the declining influence of family 

life, and in the Review (and elsewhere) he repeatedly 

displays concern about the decaying moral climate. 

Whether by Defoe or Swift, Tillotson or Daniel Williams, 

the evaluation was largely the same. “Surely,11 says 

Tillotson, “never in any Age was this sign of the coming 

of the Son of Man more glaring and terrible than in this 

degenerate Age wherein we live; when almost all sorts of 

Men seem to have broke loose from all obligations to 

Faith and Trust,11'7 

Reform became a popular watchword at the beginning 

of the eighteenth century, and popular organizations for 



the suppression of vice sprang up everywhere'. A 1700 

pamphlet says that thirty~nine "societies" of this kind 

were operating in and about London and Westminster, with 

ten others in Dublin.® Pamphlets denouncing such vices 

as swearing', drunkenness, and Sunday commerce were very 

popular during the late years of William’s reign and the 

early years of Anne’s; Trevelyan says that "scores of 

thousands of tracts”“were issued on vices such as these, 

and that "tens of thousands of successful prosecutions" 

followed.^ Even if these estimates exaggerate the actual 

situation, they point to the popularity of "reform" and 

the zeal with which the reformers pursued their cause. 

English pulpits soon railed so actively against decadent 

morality that religious leaders feared theology was 

being replaced by purely ethical teaching. "Of late 

years," laments Dr. Bisse in 1716, "a caution has been 

dinned into the ears of the clergy that they would do 

well to let alone the doctrinal and mysterious parts of 

religion, as nice, useless, and oftentimes contentious 

speculations, and instead thereof to preach to the people 

only good, plain, practical morality, upon good moral 

principles levelled to their capacities."**-® According 

to many acute contemporary observers, so much emphasis 

was placed upon "manners" and conduct that Christianity 

itself was in danger of being reduced merely to an ethical 
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system. 

The popular outcry against moral laxity flourished 

mainly during the first quarter of the eighteenth century, 

but an important literature of concern had existed before. 

Conduct guides such as Bayly’s Practice of Piety had been 

popular since the beginning of the seventeenth century, 

and after the Restoration scores of treatises on ethical 

conduct appeared.-*--** Most of these were written from the 

point of view of the Puritan mind (in Perry Miller1s sense), 

though not necessarily by Dissenters,12 Traditionally, 

these treatises viewed the nation’s moral chaos as em¬ 

blematic of deep-seated spiritual disease, and reform 

was seen to be dependent upon individual changes of heart 

wrought by Christian conversion.1^ Typically, the tracts 

begin with an account of general moral degeneration, 

trace its cause to the insufficient spirituality of 

individuals, and then argue their main points that man 

needs to realize his personal relationship with God, 

The supposed discrepancy between religious profession 

and moral conduct may have existed, but conduct writers 

certainly regarded impure conduct as prima facie evidence 

of lack of real religious experience and thus lack of 

real faith,1**- 

Of particular concern to the conduct writers was the 

religion and morality of young people, and scores of 
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treatises were written to convert youth and instruct 

them in Christian principles. Whether youth of the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were more 

degenerate than the youth of other generations may be 

questionable, but contemporary theologians and moralists 

thought they were. Timothy Cruso,; a fellow student of . 

Defoe*s at Newington Green Academy, puts it this way: 

The days wherein we live, are extremely evil; 
but yet we have a sad and doleful Prospect 
of the next Age becoming worse, if God do not 
by some effectual means stop the Wicked Course 
of the Rising Generation. We see such Crowds 
and Swarms of young Men continually posting 
down to Hell, and bringing up so much of Hell 
in the midst of us. that both in compassion to 
them and to our Native Country, we cannot but 
use some Christian endeavors to open the Eyes . ^ 
of these Mad Prodigals, and to fetch them home.1' 

To many, the situation appeared nearly hopeless, and only 

direct divine intervention seemed likely to stem the 

tide of godlessness and evil. To others, equally con¬ 

cerned about an impending moral catastrophe, young people 

seemed a possible hope for the nation’s regeneration, 

if they could be properly stimulated and trained. But 

whether considered the symbol of hope or of despair, youth 

remained the focus of the conduct treatises at times of 

moral crisis. “Our youth will be the plague, or the 

hope of this land, in this great crisis,” writes Daniel 

Williams in 1691s 

Great things are before us; the rapid motion 
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of Providence hints no common matters. There 
have of late been many ways taken to debauch 
young people in their manners, to prejudice 
them against holiness and sobriety. Never¬ 
theless the holy God has seasoned some young 
ones; there are many looking heaven—ward; and 
God seems designed to reform the rest. Well, 
whether of these two prevail, doth determine 
England1s lot. Oh, if our youth grow yet 
more profligate, God is about to leave us l 
If he recover our youth, we may hope he'll 
yet continue amongst us. Young ones, I would 
be earnest with you; for^God indicates his 
mind to England by you.1® 

The concern of Cruso and Williams was shared by 

many reformers, and, even before the public reformation 

campaigns of the early eighteenth century, numerous 

treatises appealed to youths to repent and reform, or, 

as it was often expressed, to set their courses straight 

from the beginning of their first voyage on the sea of 

life. Titles such as The Vanity of Childhood and Youth. 

God the Guide of Youth. The Young Man1s Calling and the 

Young Man's Duty appeared in England; and American Puritans 

provided similar guides: Solemn Advice to Young Men. 

Early Piety Again Inculcated. The Young Man Spoken To. 

and the Young Man* s Preservative.^ By the early years 

of the eighteenth century a strong (and rather carefully 

defined) tradition of youth conduct treatises had been 

established. 

Central to all of these treatises is the belief that 

proper guidance at the critical youthful stage of life 
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sets the direction of future faith and conduct. Most 

writers recognize that repentance may occur later in life 

and that a true conversion e2q>erience later will erase 

one's debt of sin, but youthful choice of a wrong course 

of life is blamed for the present state of the nation's 

morals. The crucial choices at the point of life when 

one emerges from parental control are considered the 

major formative factors for the years that follow, and the 

treatises are thus largely written for those who, just 

beyond firm parental control, are about to embark on a 

career or marriage, 

"You, who would make a safe and prosperous voyage," 

writes Timothy Cruso, "over this deep and wide Sea of 

Temptations, ought to be well—fortified against the 

tempter at your first setting out."^ Tracts such as 

those by Cruso attempt to provide this fortification 

by citing the authority of the Bible and the examples 

of others, and by presenting in reasoned argument the 

case for a God-fearing life. Particular emphasis is placed 

upon the dire consequences which can be expected by those 

who reject early spiritual promptings* Benjamin Wadsworth 

puts it this ways 

Those are much to blame* who do not seek God 
Early. They are Rebellious against God, and 
Injurious to themselves. They act like Rebels 
against their Maker, and like Fools against 
their own Interest. ... So far as any neglect 
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to Seek God, they Sacrilegiously Hob him of 
the Glory due to his Name5 and are by their 
sins peircing themselves thro’ with many sor¬ 
rows# • • « When Persons spend the. Morning 
of their Days, their Youthful Years in neg¬ 
lecting to Seek God; they then wickedly give 
the best of their Time to the Devil, and lay 
a Foundation for unutterable Sorrow and Dis¬ 
tress. 

Rebelliousness against God is pictured in many 
.a '.u: fore:: 

different forms by writers of the treatises on youthful 

conduct, but one of the most dramatic (and most frequent) 

representations is that of the young man who makes the 

wrong choice of life work, or (to use contemporary terms) 

fails to fulfill his '‘calling,1120 Refusal to accept 

one*s divinely—appointed vocation is considered an 

extremely serious sin not only because the choice itself 

violates divine law, but also because such a choice 

commits an individual to a course contrary to divine 

plan. Writers of the conduct books wished to isolate 

the fundamental cause of waywardness, and choice of life 

work without regard to divine plan offered a simple, 

attractive explanation. "Stubborn pride in chusing of 

our own wavs, and withstanding all that tends to discover 

or remedy the errors of them," writes Timothy Cruso, "is 

the plague of unbridled youth."2^ 

The concept of a "calling" depends ultimately upon 

a teleological conception of the universe and upon the 

assumption that God orders the world so completely that 
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His plan encompasses even the secular activities of 

individual men. Just as man (in general) has a specific 

place in the chain of being, a man (as an individual) 

occupies a station within an analogous social order. 

Charnock expresses the doctrine this ways 

As [God's] wisdom appears in his Government 
by his Laws, so it appears in the various 
Inclinations and Conditions of Men. As there 
is a distinction of several Creatures, and 
several Qualities in them for the common good 
of the World; so among Men there are several 
Inclinations and several Abilities, as Donatives 
from God, for the common advantage of human 
Society . . one Man is qualified for one 
Employment, another marked out by God for a 
different Work, yet all of them fruitful to 
bring in a Revenue of Glory to God, and a 
Harvest of Profit to the rest of Mankind.22 

Rejection of one’s station is thus considered a disruption 

of divine order and a sin against God. Contemporary 

philosophy, as well as theology, lent support to the idea* 

Lovejoy asserts that "the doctrine of the Chain of Being 

. • • gave a metaphysical sanction to the injunction 

of the Anglican catechism: each should labor truly 

'to do his duty in that state of life '—whether in the 

cosmical, or the social scale—'to which it shall please 

God to call him.1 To seek to leave one’s place in society 

is * • • 'to invert the laws of order.”’23 

Several Biblical passages provide the ultimate 

authority for the concept of the calling, but, according 

to Max Weber, the seventeenth century meaning of the 
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concept dates only from the Protestant reformation. 

Biblical passages later used as authority for the con¬ 

cept (such as I Corinthians 7*20: "Let every Man abide 

in the same Calling, wherein he was called") actually 

refer to the idea of man being "called" (or elected) by 

God to salvation.2^- Weber finds the origin of the secu¬ 

lar idea of calling (as life work) in Luthers Biblical 

translation. The first use of the term (German, Beruf) 

occurs in Luther’s translation of Jesus Sirach 11;20, 21, 

according to Weber, and the concept develops gradually 

in Luther’s thought and in that of his successors. As 

Luther came to value work in the world (as distinguished 

from ascetic indifference) more highly, he began to 

interpret the "historical order of things in which tho 

individual has been placed by God" as " a direct mani¬ 

festation of divine Will." In his later thought, Luther’s 

concept rested upon "a more and more intense belief in 

divine providence, which identified absolute obedience 

to God’s will, with absolute acceptance of things as 

they were." For Luther, then, man's station was to be 

accepted as God's will, and man should "restrain his 

worldly activity within the limits imposed by his estab¬ 

lished station in life."2^ Luther also believed that 

one's calling v/as a task ordained by God to further His 

plan for the world, but Luther did not emphasize this 
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aspect of the concept as heavily as his successors) 

particularly English Calvinists after the middle of the 

sixteenth century. This aspect puts a new emphasis on 

man as an instrument of divine will, and makes him a 

vital force in the war against evil. According to the 

Weber—Tawney thesis, it is this emphasis which gives the 

concept of the calling its vitality in the seventeenth 

century. 

Discussions of the importance of the 11 calling" in 

the rise of capitalism have necessarily been forward- 

looking and have emphasized results of the concept, and 

they have thus obscured the essentially backward—looking 

nature of the concept. If Christian theology before Luther 

had not fully formulated a concept of man’s secular 

function in the divine order, the concept was nevertheless 

implicit in the idea of order, even in the middle ages. 

By emphasizing the importance of work, the Puritans may 

have produced a new class and effected an economic revo¬ 

lution, but the concept of the calling itself ought not 

to be blamed for (or credited with) this change,In 

different writers of the seventeenth century, somewhat 

different interpretations are placed upon the concept, 

and one may easily illustrate from writers like Richard 

Steele (the elder) a kind of secularization of thought. 

But the fundamental religious idea governs only man’s 
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place in God’s scheme, and the application of the idea 

is not so completely secularized as scholars have some¬ 

times implied*2? . 

Despite the implications of the Weber—Tawney thesis, 

the concept of the calling is fundamentally a conser¬ 

vative concept, and it is often (though not always) 

interpreted as such in the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries. Conduct books for youth emphasize 

the limitations the "calling" pi, ces upon an individual, 

rather than the opportunities it gives him. Success 

(?r wealth) within a calling is not the issue; the im¬ 

portant thing is that one "chooses" the calling intended 

by God, and remains in it. Conduct books emphasize, as 

does Bobinson Crusoe, that one’s calling or station2® 

is a part of God’s plan for the individual; to reject it 

is sin, and dire consequences will follow such rebellion. 

Basically, the doctrine aimed to conserve a stratification 

of society inherited from earlier times; it is one of the 

great ironies of Puritan history that its ultimate effect 

was the very opposite. 

Whatever a person’s station in life proved to be, 

he was ejected to be faithful to it and remain content 

that he was fulfilling God’s will for his life. Servants 

were as necessary to the divine order as kings, and 

everyone was expected to show Christian contentment 
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with his loti "Be ye. then satisfied,** the Young Man*s 

Calling advises servants; “rest your self contented in the 

condition wherein the Lord hath called you,"29 Since 

each station was necessary to the divine plan, faithful 

performance of duties was required; success might or 

might not accompany industriousness,^ hut a person 

could be sure that neglect of duty was not only displeasing 

to God, but indicative of the person’s unsatisfactory 

spiritual state, "He that labours not painfully in his 

Calling, both Spiritual and Civil here on Earth," accord¬ 

ing to one writer, "his heart is not right in the sight 

of God; his own Conscience will tell him, he hath no 

lot nor part in that rest which remain for the People 

of God in Heaven,"^ Once a station had been chosen, 

a person was expected to apply himself faithfully to its 

duties and resign himself to its limitations,^ 

The choice of a calling was thus a weighty matter, 

and a young person was expected to commit himself only 

after prayerful consideration of many factors and after 

heeding the advice of his elders. Conduct books (and 

many sermonsemphasize the gravity of the decision 

and frequently devote spacious attention to various 

factors, for although birth and family were important 

considerations, a young person was not advised to follow 

a particular occupation simply because his father did. 
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Rather, he was expected to weigh the usefulness of various 

callings and his own qualifications for them. According 

to one tract, "too many miscarry" in their choice of calling 

by inadvisedly binding themselves "Apprentices to continual 

Temptations" or they "match themselves to employments 

which their dispositions can never affect; and so toil 

in them • • • heavily and unwillingly all their days." 

Instead, the wise young man should seek a calling which 

is "in its nature, just and lawful. In its discharge, 

comporting with a publick good, and serviceable to his 

private support. In its kind ... in some measure suited 

to his own abilities and inclinations,"Since God 

was presumed to control an ordered universe in which 

each individual had a function, rational consideration 

of these factors would reveal to the individual God's 

will for his life,3'* Because of his inexperience, a 

young person was expected to heed the advice of his elders 

(particularly of his parents), but ultimately the proper 

calling would become clear to the young person himself 

if he sincerely sought divine guidance. And having 

reached the decision in this manner, he could consider 

his calling "the Sphaer and Station which God hath set 

him in."36 

Although a parent was ordinarily expected to act 

as guide and counselor instead of decision-maker, a wise 



and God-rf earing parent was a vehicle through which God's 

v/ill was made manifest* In fact, since God revealed His 

will to those who sought it, the youth and his parent 

would inevitably reach the same conclusion if both sin— 

cerely sought divine;guidance, so that in practice (if 

not in theory) a youth might rely upon the wishes of 

his parent in this as in other matters.3? 

Treatises on youth conduct place great emphasis on 

the general necessity of paternal respect and filial 

obedience, even after a young person reaches maturity 

and is technically no longer subject to parental control* 

Cotton Mather urges youth: "Obey your Parents Consci¬ 

entiously • * * though you should be as much above Twenty 

as Isaac was, when, his Father bad him Ly down upon his 

Altar • • •[;] For, this is well—'pleasing to the Lord*” 

Obedience to an earthly father is considered important 

to the divine order, for parents are God's deputies, and 

rebellion against them is equivalent to rebellion against 

God.39 »God makes it a command," according to Fleetwood, 

11 and bids us Honour our Father and Mother: So that he 

who is disobedient now, offends against Command as well 

as Reason: against God as well as Man: And to shew us 

how fit it is to comply with, and obey our Parents, God 

calls himself throughout the Holy Scriptures our Father« 

and from that Title and Relation calls for our Obedience."^ 



The parable of the prodigal son is invoked frequently 

to e:xpress the identification of - earthly father with 

Heavenly Father; filial disobedience is considered em¬ 

blematic (as in the parable) of rebellion against God* 

"You cannot sin against [your parents]," says Timothy 

Crusoj "but that you sin against heaven also* Such as 

obey their Parents in the Lord, do indeed obey the Lord 

in their Parents. . • 43- 

In seeking the fundamental cause of youthful way¬ 

wardness, conduct writers frequently hit upon the spirit 

of rebelliousness evidenced in filial disobedience or in 

failure to follow one’s calling,42 They described this 

rebelliousness as passionate and anti—rational—and 

productive of horrible physical as well as spiritual 

results.43 Daniel Williams images a parent lamenting 

his rebellious child’s fate this ways "I can see him 

running hell—ward, and cannot restrain him; I tremble 

to think from his setting out, what he is like to come 

to. ... If God change not his heart he may come to 

an untimely end, and is sure to be damned for ever."44 

Timothy Cruso (reflecting Proverbs 30;17) says that 

disobedient children may have “their Eves pickt out and 

devour' d by Ravens and Eagles.” or that their under takings 

will be cursed; "Nothing that you set your hand unto, 

shall prosper. ... If you sow much, you shall reap 
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but little; all your care and industry -shall signify 

nothing. • . ."^Besides a general promise of failure 

and torment) the treatises sometimes cite specific exam¬ 

ples of divine punishments meted out to wayward youth, 

and they record testimonies of reformed youth who had 

earlier suffered punishment for their sins. "Example,” 

says Cotton Mather, "has a singular Force to Teach and 

love the Beholder of it ,"46 In general, however, conduct 

boohs use these "true histories" sparingly; most of the 

writers were ministers, and they usually relied upon 

rhetorical (and often emotional) exhortation to accomplish 

their purpose. Exemplary stories, when used, ordinarily 

are not woven into the text, but are grouped together 

in an appendix,47 

Defoe himself had worked in the conduct book tradition 

before writing Robinson Crusoe, but his method differs 

from that of the typical Puritan treatise writer.48 The 

Family Instructor shares the typical concerns of conduct 

books and manuals of piety, but it relies primarily on 

example rather than exhortation. Part I (published in 

1715) presents the spiritual history of an entire family, 

from the father's first essay at Christianizing it to the 

conversion or apparent damnation of each family member. 

The work is divided into sections dealing with specific 

problems, and each section has an introduction and com- 
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menuary, but the major portion of the work is devoted 

to the story itself. Defoe emphasizes the dramatic 

character of the work by having the story unfold through 

dialogue. “The whole Work being design’d both to divert 

and instruct," Defoe says, “the Author has endeavored 

to adapt it as much as possible to both those uses, from 

whence some have called it a Religious Play. • . 

The story is complete as story (though perhaps not very 

interesting to the modern reader), but the emphasis is 

of course placed upon the lesson it teaches, rather like 

an extended exemplum.^ The sequel (published only a 

year before Robinson Crusoe) employs similar methods to 

inculcate similar morals. 

George A. Aitken has been criticised sharply for say¬ 

ing that the difference between Defoe’s moral treatises 

and his novels v/as “one of degree rather than kind." 

“The difference," according to Aitken, "lay chiefly in 

the prominence now given the story, which took the leading 

place, hitherto occupied by the moral." ^ While his 

statement oversimplifies the problem, it at least in¬ 

dicates the relationship between the two kinds of works, 

a relationship which has, during the last half century, 

been too often overlooked.^ Robinson Crusoe is not, 

of course, a conduct book. It is not primarily a guide 

for youths about to embark on life’s journey, but it 



does bear important thematic affinities to didactic'-' 

treatises whose primary concern is ethical and religious, 

affinities which might well have led contemporary readers 

to group.it1(for lack of a better, more hybrid category) 

with religious tracts* Robinson Crusoe (whatever its 

qualities which ultimately separate it from tractarian 

writings) speaks to the same concerns as Puritan conduct 

books and shares their ethical and theological point of 

view, fhe ideas of the novel parallel ideas in the 

conduct books, not because one or more of them served 

as Robinson Crusoe's source, but because they all grow 

out of the same tradition* 

II 

Robinson.Crusoe^ relation to the conduct book 

tradition suggests that Defoe may have chosen the name 

of his hero more deliberately than has sometimes been 

supposed. Of the possible 11 sources" suggested by scholar 

the most prominent has been Timothy Cruso, though no 

explanation has been offered as to why Defoe should 

borrow the name of his former schoolmate.*^ Nothing 

is known of any personal relationship between Defoe and 

Cruso after their schooling at Morton's Academy, but 

Defoe very probably knew of Cruso's modest success as a 

preacher and casuist before his early death (in 1697)* 

Cruso was important enough to be selected to deliver the 
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famous Merchants’ Lectures at Pinner’s Hall during the 

last three years of his life, and his bibliography in¬ 

cludes at least two conduct books intended primarily 

for youth. In fact, he had apparently achieved some 

reputation as a writer of guides to youthful conduct, 

for in the preface to God the Guide of Youth (lo95), 

he indicates that his present effort results from the 

success of his earlier tract, The Necessity and Advan¬ 

tage of an Early Victory over Satan. Cruso’s early death, 

brought on (according to his admirers) by his zeal for 

his work,^ ended a writing career begun only eight years 

earlier, and there is no evidence that his work had a 

significant vogue later. But even though he was not of 

the first rank of Puritan divines, his work was important 

enough that readers of 1719 might well be expected (es¬ 

pecially in view of the rarity of the surname) to remem¬ 

ber his name and to associate Defoe’s hero with the 

Puritan clergyman and writer. 

One especially of Cruso’s treatises deals with prob¬ 

lems similar to those involved in Robinson Crusoe. In 

God the Guide Cruso argues the necessity of early choice 

of God as guide so that one’s life may be properly ordered. 

’’This,” he says, "is the proper work of a guide, to 

direct the Ignorant Traveller in a strange Land, and un¬ 

known Countrey. Such is our Case during the time of our 



Sojourning' here in this World; and it is the work of the 

only wise God, to guide our feet, and direct our steps 

for us, which he will do if we sincerely resign our selves 

to him. That which undoes us, is not God’s unwillingness 

to instruct us. hut our own unteachableness. • . Cruso 

places great emphasis on filial obediences "It is very 

becoming to take [parents’] Advice in all weighty and 

eminent Cases; it is necessary to receive and perform 

their Commands in all things lav/ful. • • •" And he 

promises dreadful consequences for those who refuse 

God’s promptings? “Tho you be placed in Lawful Callings, 

and prosecute them with the greatest diligence. I must 

denounce this Sentence against you in the Name of God, 

That the fruit of your labour will’ have a blast upon it 

o . .; either your Undertakings, or your very Blessings 

will be Curst. ... If your Voyage be successful, and 

you come home richly laden, yet God not being concern’d 

in the steering of your Course, your Misery will be the 

greater."^ 

These passages are cited not to prove that CrUso*s 

tract was a source or inspiration for Defoe, but to 

show similarities of emphasis that may have influenced 

Defoe in giving his hero the name of a moralist concerned 

with spiritual problems like those involved in Robinson 

Crusoe’s strange and surprising life. It is at least 
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difficult to entertain an antithetical interpretation: 

that Defoe was unaware of his schoolmate's career and 

that the similarity of names is coincidental. It seems 

likely that Defoe, conscious of his Puritan heritage and 

of the conduct book tradition in which Timothy Cruso had 

worked, chose his hero's name deliberately, and he may 

have expected contemporary readers to recognize the name 

and to associate it with aspects of the thematic structure 

of his novel.^ 

One need not believe that a conduct book provided 

the "source" or inspiration for Defoe in order to note 

the relation between Robinson Crusoe and the conduct book 

tradition. Neither does one have to affirm that Defoe's 

previous work in the tradition guided him toward the novel. 

It is tempting to believe that Defoe began, in Robinson 

Crusoe, to write another conduct book like the Family 

Instructor and that his project grew in such a way that 

lesson and exemplum became woven together into a new 

prose form, one which its author had not intended at all. 

But to try to decide whether theme preceded story or 

vice versa is the chicken—egg question again. If it 

were really possible, by liberal use of scissors, to 

extricate the thematic from the narrative,^ one might 

try to construct a case for one or the other, but as the 

novel stands (with theme woven tightly into the narrative 
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sequence) one can merely say that Robinson Crusoe relates 

to an ideological literature at least as closely as to 

travel literature or adventure story* Not to recognize 

this relationship is not only to miss an illuminating 

aspect of eighteenth century background; it is to mis¬ 

interpret significant developments in the narrative 

itself• 



NOTES 

-*-The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Mr* 
D- DeP- of London, Hosier . • . (London, 1719), P* 2, 
reprinted in Robinson Crusoe Examine and Criticise, 
ed. Paul Dottin (London and Paris, 1923), p. 62. One 
should stress, perhaps, that Gildon does not accuse 
Defoe of failing to inculcate a moral, but of not pointing 
a useful moral. He later amplifies his criticism, making 
it clear that he thinks Robinson Crusoe* s moral to be 
insidious, ultimately dangerous. 

P 
Gildon actually accuses Defoe of ulterior designs 

in describing Crusoe's running off to sea as wicked and 
in telling of the conduct of his shipmates; he seems to 
willfully misunderstand why Crusoe's conduct is wicked, 
for in another place he berates Defoe for subscribing 
to outmoded doctrines about the influence of parents in 
their children's affairs. Apparently, he wanted to have 
his criticism both ways. 

^For an account of Gildon's life and a discussion 
of his various religious positions, see Paul Dottin's 
"Life of Gildon" in Robinson Crusoe Examin'd and Criticis'd 
(n. 1. above), Dottin says that Gildon was resolved "to 
reap uhe utmost benefit from his conversion" (p. 22). 

4See below, Chapter Three, esp. pp. 94—95* 

^Gildon, p. x, in Dottin, p. 72. Since these words 
are placed in the mouth of "Defoe" in a dialogue? one 
might suspect that Gildon was simply being facetious— 
if he did not later attack the book for its theological 
position on various matters. 

£> 
The received opinion of Defoe as a "citizen of the 

modern world" has recently been challenged in some aspects 
by MaximiHian Novak. Novak contends (correctly, I think) 
that Defoe's economic ideas were "unquestionably con¬ 
servative'^ ("Robinson Crusoe’s 'Original Sin,’" SEL, I 
[Summer, 1961], 19-29)* Something of the conflict between 
modern and traditional ideas within Defoe is suggested 
in Hans H. Anderson's "The Paradox of Trade and Morality 

[76] 
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in Defoe1* (MP, XXXIX [1941], 23-46). Those who view 
Defoe as a liberal who lacked regard for tradition and 
the inherited social structure should be reminded that 
Defoe’s family name was Foe, and that Daniel added the 
more aristocratic prefix, vaguely claiming that he was 
descended from an old French family, 

7 
'John Tillotson, "The Lawfulness and Obligation of 

Oaths," Sermon XXII in Works (9th ed., London, 1728), 
P * I89ft 

®A Short Account of the Several Kinds of Societies 
set UP of late Years ... [London, 1700], p. l, 

9G. M. Trevelyan, English Social History: A Survey 
of Six Centuries. Chaucer to Queen Victoria (London. 
194277 pp. 327-328; 

IQpride and Ignorance the Ground of Errors of Reli¬ 
gion, pp. 25-27, quoted by Charles J. Abbey and John H. 
Overton, The English Church in the Eighteenth Century 
(2 vols., London. 1878), I,' 325^ Charles Morton (Defoe1 s 
tutor) advised ministers this way: "Let your Discourses 
be mostly Practical, both as to the Subjects, and Manner 
of Handling. 'Tis but a Crack, for young Divines to be 
much medling with Controversies" (Advice to Candidates, 
as quoted by Edmund Calamy, A Continuation of the Account 
of [those] Ejected and Silenced after the Restoration . * • 
[2 vols., London, 1727]V I? 2o6). Timothy Cruso also 
had a reputation for being interested primarily in moral 
(rather than theological) discourses* Robinson Crusoe 
also shows disdain for detailed theological argument and 
reports that "all the Disputes, Wranglings, Strife and 
Contention, which has happen’d in the World about Religion, 
whether Niceties in Doctrines, or Schemes of Church 
Government • . . were all perfectly useless" to Friday 
and him, and he thinks also that "they have been to 
all the rest of the World" (VIII, 7). 

n 
Protestantism, of course, lacked the tradition 

which Catholicism had in these matters. In the Christian 
Directory. Richard Baxter lamented the Hack of a Reformed 
casuistical tradition, and Protestantism has not since 
produced a formal body of casuistical writings like that 
developed by Roman Catholicism. During the seventeenth 
century, however, works like Bayly’s and Baxter's pro¬ 
vided a kind of popular substitute in the form of guides 
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for daily living which discussed, in much less formal 
terms, an individual's conduct in various situations. 
These Protestant treatises were intended for lay reading 
and outlined a conduct code,in definite terms, rather 
than discussing theoretical aspects of morality. 

12 
Throughout this study, the terra Puritan is used 

to describe an attitude toward life, that attitude best 
described by Miller's work on American Puritanism and 
by Haller's work on British. These attitudes were often 
found within the confines of the Anglican community 
during certain periods of the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth century, partly because of political conditions, 
and partly because some who were essentially Puritan 
in outlook never desired to leave the Established Church. 
Tracts and sermons by Anglican clergymen and even bishops 
often take positions usually described as Puritan, and 
in this study I have quoted freely from Anglicans whose 
theological or ethical position supports the Puritan 
background out of which Defoe writes. Anglican and 
Dissenter are here used as oppositesj Puritan never im¬ 
plies non—Anglican. 

TO 

^Dedication to a spiritual life implied a reformation 
of conduct, and repentance and conversion came to mean 
approximately the same thing, for each term implied both 
a spiritual and moral change. According to Chillingworth: 
"Repentance if it be rightly understood, and according 
to the sense of the word in Scripture, is an effectual 
conversion from all sin to all holiness" (Works [Oxford, 
1858], II, 470, as quoted by H, R. McAdoo, The Structure 
of Caroline Moral Theology [London, 1949], p. 123).” 

^-^Early eighteenth century tracts attacking various 
abuses (during the time that the Societies for the Refor¬ 
mation of Manners were popular) seem to differ in depth 
from the eax-lier conduct treatises which I have described. 
The later tracts tend to attack individual abuses, rather 
than underlying spiritual causes. It may be informative 
that Defoe, though he often expressed interest in moral 
reform and though he wrote several conduct books, was not 
very much interested in the Societies.. In 1707, he joined 
one of the Societies in Edinburgh but soon stopped attend¬ 
ing. In the Review. Defoe criticises the Societies for 
fighting results rather than causess "It will be none of 
my business," he says, "to exclaim against the poor 
despicable wretches, whose oaths, drunkenness, and other 
wickedness are the common subject of our Societies for 



Reformation. . . . If, you will reform the Nation, you 
that call yourselves reformers, bear with me to tell you, 
you must first reform yourselves" (.VI, No* 4 [April 7, 
170935 in Facsimile Reprint, Ed* Arthur W. Secord [New 
York. 1938], XVI, 15—16V For a discussion of Defoe’s 
relationship with: the Edinburgh Society, see Charles 
Eaton Burch, "Defoe and the Edinburgh Society for the 
Reformation of Manners," RES. XVI (1940), 306—312, 

^God the Guide of Youth (London, 1695) j pp. 5—6. 

16 uThe Vanity of Childhood and Youth, in Discourses 
on several Important Subjects (ITvols., London. 1736-1750) 
v, 2B3T 

17 
'though local conditions dictated a few differences 

between British and American conduct books, their view¬ 
points are fundamentally the same, and because of the more 
ready availability of American publications (in American 
Antiquarian Society’s microprint series) I have drawn 
freely from them. 

^°The Necessity and Advantage of an Early Victory 
over Satan (London, 1693), p. 21. 

19 
'karly Seeking of God. Earnestly Recommended . . • 

(Boston, 1715), p."l6. 

2%a3dmiHian Novak’s recent article, "Robinson 
Crusoe’s ’Original Sin,’" (see n. 6. above) discusses 
the concept of the calling in relation to Robinson Crusoe, 
and provides a needed antidote to earlier economic 
interpretations of the novel. For points at which I 
disagree with Mr. Novak, however, see below, pp. 80, 83, 
84—85. 

PI 
^Necessity and Advantage, p, 25* 

22 
Stephen Charnock, Works (2 vols*. 3rd ed., London. 

1699), I, 222. 

2^ 
A. 0. Love.ioy* The Great Chain of Being (New York. 

1936), p. 206. 

24 
The best discussion of the relationship between 



one’s spiritual calling and one’s secular calling is in 
William Haller’s The Rise of Puritanism (New York, 1938), 
pp. 124—125* Many commentators have noted the fact that 
the Biblical passages used a.s authority for the concept 
of the calling assume the imminent Second Coming; keeping 
one’s place in the early church was considered desirable 
because activity in the world was not important. But as 
the belief in an imminent Second Coming faded, keeping 
one's place remained important for a different reason, 
for the world and time were seen as increasingly complex 
parts of the divine scheme. 

25 
Max*Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism, 'brans. Talcott Parsons~Wew York, 1958) 7 "pp. 
$4_b5* R* H. Tawney (Religion and the Rise of Capitalism 
[New York, 19583, PP* 199—204) mostly follows the con¬ 
clusions of Weber on this point. The Weber—Tav/ney thesis 
about Puritanism and capitalism (and the formative in¬ 
fluence of the concept of the calling) has been so in¬ 
fluential that it has become almost impossible to con¬ 
sider the calling in its contemporary context, without 
the implications of later results. Haller’s discussion 
(see n. 24, above) has the virtue of considering the 
concept within its historical context. 

*^0ften the doctrine of work and the concept of the 
calling are confused; they are really separable ideas 
and do not necessarily appear together, although of course 
they may. Mr. Novak seems not to make this distinction 
when he says: ’’Long before 1719 • • * protestant sects 
had changed Luther’s doctrine into a proof of salvation 
by works or, more specifically, work. Since he believed 
that salvation and election depended only upon God’s 
grace, the protestant attempted an appeal to the evidence 
of worldly success as visible proof of God’s favor” 
(“Robinson Crusoe's 'Original Sin,"' [see n, 6, above], 
p. 23). The use of worldly success as evidence of election 
while not unheard of, was also less prominent than scholars 
have sometimes implied; it was, in fact, only an inference 
made from a negative theological premise. Those who did 
not labor faithfully were not chosen; it did not follow 
that all those who did labor were elected. And success 
within a calling only proved that one had worked hard 
and that one's labors had been rewarded (or at least 
had not been punished) by God. But the seventeenth 
century still*knew about Job. 

^Tawney draws many of his examples from Richard 
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Steele*s The Tradesman*s Calling and notes the existence 
of similar hooks designed as guides for people in spe¬ 
cific callings. It is in books of this type, and not 
in the more general conduct guides or sermons, that the 
secularization of thought takes place; the quotations 
selected by Tawney are used fairly to demonstrate his 
thesis, but these quotations should not be regarded as 
typical of Puritanism in the seventeenth century. In 
the eighteenth century, the vade mecum and guide for a 
specific calling became more popular; earlier guides, 
such as Steele’s, indicate the beginning of a strain 
of thought rather than a typical theological position# 

Calling" and 11 station" are not always synonymous 
in the religious literature of the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries; some writers use "station" in the 
somewhat broader sense of social position, and "calling" 
to suggest only one’s occupation# Usually, however, 
the terms are used interchangeably, with Anglicans often 
preferring "station" and Dissenters "calling"-—though 
the iisage is not rigid. In all occurrences I have found, 
both terms imply the same conservative doctrine of social 
order• 

2^The Young Man’s Calling: or The Whole Duty of 
Youth # » #' "(London, 1683), p* 42. 

30 J Success as a, "proof" of election has sometimes 
been overemphasized; there is little evidence that 
leading Puritan thinkers considered such an equation 
to exist. It is,'however, true that many religious men, 
both Puritan and non-Puritan, emphasized the secular bene¬ 
fits of Christianity and ofted used prudential arguments 
for the religious life. Archbishop Tillotson, hardly 
"puritan" in his beliefs, sayss "He that■would■do right 
to religion, and make a ready way for ohe entertainment 
of It among men, cannot take a more effectual course 
then by reconciling it with the happiness of mankind, 
and by giving satisfaction to our reason, that it is so 
far from being an enemy, that it is the greatest friend 
of our temporal interests, and that it doth not only 
tend to make every man happy, considered singly and in 
a private capacity, but is excellently fitted to the 
benefit of human society" (Sermon iii, in Works. I, 409, 
as quoted by Charles J. Abbey and John H. Overton, The 
English Church in the Eighteenth Century [2 vols., London, 
1H7BI, l7 333X But Tillotson also realized that material 
success could not be considered proof of salvation. 
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“It seems ... upon the whole mattes'," he says, “to be 
very plain, that the Providences of God in this World 
towards good Men are so contriv'd, that it may suffi¬ 
ciently appear, to those who wisely consider the Works 
of God, that they are not neglected by him; and yet that 
these outward Blessings are so promiscuously dispensed, 
that no Man can certainly be concluded to be a good Man 
from any Happiness he enjoys in this Life; And the Pros¬ 
perity of good Men is usually on purpose ... shadowed 
and mixed with afflictions • • (Works [9th ed., London, 
1728], Sermon XXIII, p. 207). 

3-bfoung Man's Calling. p. 56. 

3^This point might easily be illustrated also from 
Anglican writers. Bishop Symon Patrick, whose Sermons 
upon Contentment were published posthumously in 1719 > 
says: "It is best to submit your selves, and all you 
have, to God's will; believe that he hath already made 
choice of that better Condition for you, of which you 
are so desirous; lay this down for a firm Principle, 
that to have your own Will in every thing, is not safe, 
not the Way to be satisfied: You may draw greater In- 
conveniencies to your selves, some time or other, than 
the Will of God ever doth." ".You know not," he says in 
another place, "into what a Sea of Sin and Mischief you 
are casting your selves, while you go on repining and 
murmuring at your Condition. . . ." Patrick, like many 
others, compared dissatisfaction with one's station to 
Adam's and Eve's discontent in the Garden. He also drew 
upon the authority of the Church Fathers: "For we are 
exactly like to those Men that go to Sea, as St. Basil 
hath singularly well expressed it, who not being used to 
it. and utterly unacquainted with the rolling and unsteady 
motion of the Ship, are hart-sick, and vomit up every 
thing they take. Just so do we feel our selves ill at 
ease, disgusted at innumerable Things, and ever finding 
fault with our Condition, as they that are experienced 
do with the Ship. And as they imagine by shifting Places, 
and going into the Boat, that they shall be better; so 
it is with us: We seek for a Change, and hope to be 
well, if we had but this or that, which we fancy better 
than that which we have" (Fifteen Sermons upon Contentment 
and Resignation to the Will of God . . . [London, 17191, 
pp. 436", 431, 425-4237 

^Many treatises issued as conduct books were re— 
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printed sermons, or elaborations of sermons; but of course 
many sermons dealing with the same issues were never 
published separately and are only available in collections. 

^Young Man1 s Calling. on. 63—64. 

35See Haller, p. 125. 

3^Young Man’s Calling, p. 64. See William Burnham, 
God’s Providence in Placing Men In their Respective 
Stations & Conditions Asserted & Shewed ... (New London, 
1722): "God is the Supreme Ruler of the world and he 
placeth all persons in their several stations and 
conditions" (p. 6). 

3
^Mr. Novak is at least technically incorrect when 

he speaks of Crusoe’s "refusing to accept the position 
in life chosen for him by his father" ("Robinson Crusoe’s 
•Original Sin’"[see n. 6], pp. 21—22), Crusoe, reflecting 
typical Puritan doctrine, considers his station chosen 
for him by "God and nature" and considers his father’s 
advice as a result of this divine plan. Crusoe’s father 
does command him not to go to sea (but not to choose a 
specific calling): throughout Crusoe apparently regards 
his father as a divine deputy, and nowhere implies that 
parental choice is the ultimate determinant for one's 
station. Charles Gildon (perhaps willfully) also seems 
not to understand the point, and complains that parents 
should have no control over sons as old as Crusoe (see 
Robinson Crusoe Examin’d and Criticis’d, p. 84). Steele, 
whose orientation is always practical rather than theo¬ 
retical, says that choice of calling is "commonly under 
the direction of parents and guardians; though the in¬ 
clination of the person to be disposed of, is not to be 
disregarded.. . . ." (The Religious Tradesman or. Plain 
and Serious Hints of Advice for the Tradesman’s Prudent 
and Pious Conduct, from His Entrance into Business, to 
His Leaving it off [Newburyport, 1780], p. 22; this 
American edition is a revised version of Steele's Trades¬ 
man’ s Calling [published in 1684], quoted heavily by 
TawneyJI 
JL 

3%elp for Distressed Parents or. Counsels & Comforts 
for Godly Parents Afflicted with Ungodly Children: and 
Warnings unto Children, to Beware of all those Evil 
Courses, which would be Affliction unto their Parents 
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(Boston, 1695), PP* 6O-6I. Mather is obviously following 
the tradition (reflected in medieval religious drama) 
that Isaac was about thirty years of age when his father 
offered him as a sacrifice. 

*^See Daniel Williams, Vanity of Childhood and Youths 
"Thy parents, thy masters, thy ministers, have an authority 
over thee5 and disobeying their just commands and calls, 
is a renouncing an authority thou shouldst own. . * . 
You*11 find God a terrible judge, whom you rejected as a 
lawgivers He*ll vindicate his own authority, and the 
deputed authority of your parents, by the sorest venge¬ 
ance” (p. 202), 

^//iliiam Fleetwood. "Duty of Children to Parents,” 
Discourse I in The Relative Duties of Parents and Children 
« • • (London, 1732), p. 22. 

^God the Guide, p, 20. The Young Man*s Calling 
makes this pointby "revising" a quotation from the 
New Testaments "And we may truly say, as the apostle 
In a case liot altogether unlike, He that honoureth not 
his natural Parents whom he hath seen, how shall he 
honour his heavenly Father whom he hath not seen?" (p. 41) 

42 
Conduct books for youth evince a particular con¬ 

cern about' running off to sea as a contemporary mani¬ 
festation of rebellion. Increase Mather, for example, 
writes of young rovers, who, like the prodigal son, are 
dissatisfied with their lots: "Whats said concerning 
the Young Prodigal is a description of the* spirit which 
useth to prevail in Unconverted Young men. He was not 
willing to continue in his Fathers Family, nor be under 
his Fathers inspection and government, but would be gone 
into far Countries* ... Do we not see it just so in 
many Young men amongst our selves? Nothing will serve 
them, but to be going far from their fathers house, so 
that they may without control walk in the way of their 
hearts and after the sight of their eyes". (Solemn Advice 
to Young Men [Boston, 169539 p. 21). Similarly, Cotton 
Mather expresses particular concern about such desires 
in his Repeated Warnings (Boston, 1712): "Ohi That the 
Young Men, who follow the Sea, and most of all, they 
that without a good .Cause and Call run away to Sea, would 
very particularlyA “the warning in Proverbs 5*133" (p. 
[233* 

43MT. Novak says that Crusoe*s father’s prophecy 
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has "the operative power of a curse" ("Robinson Crusoe’s 
’Original Sin,’" p* 23), but this prophecy is more prof— 
itably compared with punishments promised by writers of 
conduct tracts* Here, no concept of curse is involved, 
but violations of set laws are thought to produce almost 
automatic punishments like.that predicted by Crusoe’s 
father. 

44 
Vanity of Children and Youth, in Discourses. V, 195* 

^%od the Guide. pp» 21, 31. The latter quotation 
actually refers to punishments to be expected for failures 
to accept spiritual promptings, but in the context of 
the tract filial disobedience is equated with failure 
to respond to God. 

^Early Religion . • . (London, 1694), p. 72* 

^See, for example, the collections of stories ap¬ 
pended to Cotton Mather’s Early Religion and Help for 
Distressed Parents and to the Young Man’s Calling. 
William Turner’s Compleat History of the Most Remarkable 
Providences (London, 1697) also catalogues a number of 
judgments upon disobedient children. The latter book, 
in which the examples are rather overly dramatic (exam¬ 
ple: a rebellious son has a serpent cling to his lip for 
the rest of his life), is discussed below, pp, 97ff. 

Puritan moral writers were? of course, aware of the 
effectiveness of examples, particularly testimonies of 
those who themselves had had dramatic experiences* In 
an appendix to the Young Man* s Preservative (Boston, 1701), 
Cotton Mather tells of a young man of profane upbringing 
who becomes converted and on his ’wedding day converts his 
wife by giving his testimony: "He entreated her to sit 
down on the Couch by him; where he gave her the surprizing 
Story of his Life, and of what the Grace of God had been 
doing for him. . . # Now, as the Apostle Paul was an 
Instrument of Converting many, by giving a Relation of 
his own Conversion; such was the effect of this Young 
Gentlemans Relating what had befallen him" (p. 63). For 
a discussion of Puritan use of spiritual histories, 
see below, pp. 105ff« 

48 
Defoe was fully aware that his approach was unique. 

"The Way I have taken," he says, ". . . is entirely New, 
and at first perhaps it may appear something odd. . ," 
(Introduction Landed., London, 1715], p. 2). 
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^Preface, 2nd ed. of Family instructor (1715). 
• fol. [A4],     5 

50 
Defoe is equivocal, in the Family Instructor as 

in Robinson Crusoe, about the factual' basis of his nar¬ 
rative. He had first claimed Robinson Crusoe to be 
factual, but in the preface to Farther Adventures he 
says that the "just Application of every Incident, the 
religious and useful Inferences drawn from every Pert 
... must legitimate all the Part that may be call*a 
invention, or Parable in the Story*! (VII. x). In the 
Family Instructor. Defoe also claims than "much of the 
Story is Historical" but says he "has been obliged to 
leave it uncertain to the Reader, whether it be a History 
or a Parable; believing it may be either way adapted 
to the sincere Design • • ." (1st ed. [1715], p.~5). 
For Defoe, the important thing was obviously the effect 
on the reader; the veracity of the history was a second¬ 
ary matter. If a slight embellishment of fact increased 
the usefulness of a story for parabolic or emblematic 
purposes, Defoe apparently felt that the end justified 
the means. This kind of explanation seems to me more 
meaningful than the received one that Defoe set out 
deliberately to defraud the reading public. 

51 
^ General Introduction, Romances and Narratives 

by Daniel Defoe (16 vols., London, 1&95), I, xxix. 
Secord finds this position extreme and criticises it 
briefly (see Studies in the Narrative Method of Defoe 
[Urbana (University of Illinois Studies in Language 
and Literature, IX), 1924], p. 17). 

52 y A half century ago, Charlotte E. Morgan noted 
the significance of Defoe ‘s conduct books in relation 
to the novel of manners; and in her Rise of the Novel 
of Manners: A Study of English Prose Fiction between 
TSOO and 1740~(New York, 1911) she briefly discusses 
the Family Instructor, but she does not suggest any 
relationship between conduct books and Defoe1s own 
fiction. For a more recent discussion which elaborates 
Miss Morgan’s suggestion, see Alan D* McKillop*s Early 
Masters of English Fiction (Lawrence, 1956). Few recent 
critics, ho¥/ever, seem aware of the relation of Defoe’s 
conduct books to his fiction. 

John Robert Moore, Defoe’s latest biographer, 
simply says that "Defoe had a classmate at Morton’s 



8 7* 

academy, Timothy Cruso or Crusoe, whose name (perhaps 
recalled by the island Curacao [which Defoe' spelled * 
CurasoeJ in the Caribbean) suggested the most famous 
name in all fiction11 (Daniel Defoe: Citizen of the Modern 
World [Chicago, 1959]? p. 225; Professor Moore had earlier 

fNfi, CLXIV (1933)5 2b] suggested the possibility of 
Curacao)• Others have suggested that Defoe derived the 
name linguistically, through Creutznaer (Robinson says 
that was his family name), from "kreutzen" (see Record, 
pp. 42—4-3) ? or from Creutzinsel in Grimmelshausen’s 
Simplicissums (see Erwin Gustav Gudde," Grimmelshausen *s 
Simplicius Simplicissimus and Defoe's Robinson Crusoe," 
P£, IV [19253, 110-120). Another argument, which I am 
unable to follow in detail, is given in Bonner’s Captain 
William Dampier (Palo Alto, 1934), pp* 86ff, Mr, Bonner 
thinks that some connection exists between "Crusoe" and 
"cruise," In the nineteenth century quite a battle raged 
in Notes and Queries about the origin of the name Robinson 
Crusoe, and I should be content to leave it there, except 
that Timothy Cruso*s writings seem to me to illuminate 
a tradition vital to Robinson Crusoe, 

^^Hatthew Mead writes: "If I may use the Phrase in 
fashion, he lived too fast, not as too many do, who 
shorten their Days by their Debaucheries, and sinful 
excesses, but as a Taper which wastes itself to give 
Light to others. His Bodily Constitution v/as too weak 
to undergo the Service his Soul put it to, in constant 
Studies and hard Labour, that he might answer the Rest¬ 
lessness of his Mind , . ("To the Reader," in Cruso*s 
Twenty Four Sermohs Preached at the Merchants Lecture at 
Pinners Hall [London, 16993, fol, A27Z 

•^God the Guide, pp, 12—13, 20, 31—32, 

^Those who approve Professor Moore’s suggestion 
that Defoe felt guilty for leaving his calling would, 
I imagine, be able to suggest psychological reasons 
for Defoe’s naming his hero after his schoolmate, 

^In/recent article, Dewey Ganzel constructs an 
elaborate argument (based on narrative inconsistencies) 
to shov; that at least one long section of Robinson Crusoe 
(including a lengthy religious discussion) was later 
interpolated, and he suggests thatthis kind of inter¬ 
polation may have been "Defoe’s usual method," Mr, 
Ganzel does not say that all religious passages are in¬ 
terpolations, but he is troubled that little religious 
discussion follows the "interpolation" he isolates ("Chrono¬ 

logy in Robinson Crusoe," P£, XL [19613, 495-512). 



CHAPTER THREE ; ■ 

ROBINSON CRUSOE AND THE BACKGROUNDS OF . 

PURITAN RELIGIOUS LITERATURE: OTHER TRADITIONS 

Like Milton, Defoe attempted to justify God’s ways 

to man, "but fifty years had made a difference. : In 1719» 

a Christian apologist needed to justify not so much 

God*s role as creator and lawgiver, hut His role as 

governor of the world. After the deistic challenge of 

the Nineties (and the intellectual climate which produced 

it) one dared not too easily assume a God who maintained 

an active interest in His individual creatures and who 

oversaw their daily activities. Advocates of “natural" 

(as opposed to “revealed1*) religion had put theologians 

on the defensive regarding God’s role in human history 

(which, a generation before, might have been assumed), 

and churchmen attempted to define the precise nature of 

God’s intervention. Different answers were proposed, 

and unanimity never emerged, but orthodox theists agreed 

on one thing: God was not an absentee landlord (as some 

charged) but the incumbent governor of the universe who 

in His benevolence specifically intervened for His sub¬ 

jects. In the first twenty years of the eighteenth cen¬ 

tury, many issues divided Anglican and Dissenter, but in 

[88] 
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this (as in other answers to deism) they remained united# 

The challenge, all Christians agreed, aimed at the very 

foundations of Christian theology; if God failed to ex¬ 

ercise provident dominion in a world where good and evil 

still battled* he was even less significant than the deists 

said; he was really no God at all# 

I 

‘‘When we consider man as a religious creature 

writes Richard Fiddes in 1718, "capable of worshipping 

and doing honour to God, who has prescrib’d him a law 

to that end; this capacity, how reasonable soever in it¬ 

self, however excellent in the proper uses arising from it, 

yet would have been of very little use, without the belief 

of a divine providence. For considering the power and 

corrupt maxims of self-love, few persons would have been 

effectually influenc’d by the sole motive of a generous 

and disinterested obedience." **• Hot only was God’s provi¬ 

dence operative in rewarding His people in this world; 

it was providence which facilitated man’s salvation. 

In a postlapsarian world in which man is chained to a 

depraved nature, only the direct action of God can make 

man’s deliverance even possible.2 Left to himself, 

corrupted man will remain forever incapable of reforming 

himself morally and of reclaiming the spiritual heritage 

originally intended for him by the Creator. "If the 
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providence of God be taken away," asks Tillotson, "ivhat 

security have we against these innumerable dangers and 

mischiefs to which human nature is continually expos'd?"3 

If the divine plan necessitated God's continuing 

control over His creation, He might be expected to regu¬ 

late “even the most minute and inconsiderable things.11 

“There is not,“ says South, “the least thing that falls 

within the cognisance of Man, but is directed by the coun¬ 

sel of God* ffot an hair can fall from our head, nor a 

Sparrow to the ground, without the Will of our Heavenly 

Father Such an Universal SUPerintendenev has the Bye and 

and Hand of Providence over all. * • "There is no 

Man, no Creature, dies,” says Bishop Patrick, "no ship 

is cast away upon the Sea; no Sickness or Plague comes, 

but God is perfectly pleased with it, and it is impossible 

that any should judge so well as he, what is most con¬ 

venient* He sees it is most fit, and best for the whole 

World considered together, and most tending to the Support 

of his Authority and Government, that those Things should 

happen, which we feel most grievous*" ^ 

That man was unable to fathom the reasons for many 

events did not alter the case at all5 divine ways might 

often confound the finite wisdom of man, but he could 

remain certain that God*s infinite wisdom encompassed even 

those events which seemed most tragic or most evil. Even 
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human attempts to thwart God’s will were ultimately em- 

ployed for divine purposes; all happenings whatsoever 

were somehow willed by God, and therefore all of human 

history was invested with eternal significance. As Perry 

Miller says, “The record of humanity was ... a chronicle 

of God’s providence, exactly as occurrences in nature 

or in the heavens were significations of his governing 

will, Nothing that man had ever done was without a spir¬ 

itual import,And even though this import was not 

always easily discernible, man was expected to extend 

his powers to their limits to discover meanings which 

would help him understand God’s will. No event could 

lack meaning if God’s role in human history were to be 

taken seriously; and Christianity was united in assuming 

a God in history, "Next to the acknowledgement of God’s 

being,” says Tiliotson, “nothing is more essential to 

Religion, than the Belief of his Providence, and a con¬ 

stant dependance upon him, as the great Governor of the 

World, and the wise Disposer of all the Affairs and Con¬ 

cernments of the Children of Men, . , 

A concept of divine intervention in history had, 

of course, been part of orthodox Christian doctrine from 

the beginning, but intellectual challenges put the issue 

in sharp focus late in the seventeenth century. As man 

learned more about natural law, the divine role in sus— 
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taining the universe came more and more into question. 

Even before the outbreak of deistic writings in the 

Nineties, theologians had begun to be defensive, and 

they felt obliged to prove what for centuries they had 

been able to assumes God*s providence. In doctrinal 

discussion, they sought to define the methods of divine 

control, and in treatises designed for more popular 

consumption they enumerated instances in which divine 

intervention seemed especially evident* 

A distinction was often drawn between general (or 

ordinary) providences—in which God merely watched over 

the developments He had willed through His natural laws— 

and special (or extraordinary) providences—in which a 

specific act of divine intervention was involved. General 

providences did not provide very dramatic examples of 

divine activity and were not very useful for illustrative 

purposes; besides, non—theists could discuss the same 

results but ascribe the cause to natural laws over which 

(according to them) God had no control. To illustrate 

divine control, special providences were more useful; 

occurrences which were unusual (though not necessarily 

contrary to natural law) and which had ultimately benevo¬ 

lent effects seemed to indicate the direct interposition 

of God for a specific purpose.^ The more unusual the 

occurrence, the more effective the illustration. The more 
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numerous the occurrences, the more apparent God's concern 

and control. Compilations of these "remarkable providences" 

were considered most effective popular arguments for the 

orthodox Christian position. 

Doctrinally, theologians had no trouble justifying 

such providences. "God generally permits things to their 

natural Course," says Tillotson, "and to fall out according 

to the Power and Probability of Second Causes. But then, 

lest Men should cast off Religion ... God is pleased 

sometimes more remarkably to interpose ... to make us 

knov/ that we are but Men, and that the Reins of the World 

are not in our Hands, but that there is One above v/ho 

sways and governs all things here below." If God could 

not and did not so interpose, prayer would be futile and 

meaningless. Certainly, God was capable of violating 

His ovm lav/s if He desired, but usually special providences 

did not even involve a violation of natural law.-1--*- God 

might induce a man's repentance by a natural disaster 

such as a sickness or a shipwreck, or He might deliver 

a man from danger by providing a natural cure for a 

disease or by allowing a plank, a boat, or an island to 

serve as temporary refuge. If God sustained the entire 

Yforld by providence, why could He not sustain a nation 

or an individual? "If men once admit a general Providence," 

says Conybeare, "the Passage to a special, will be easy; 
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this being none other than an Application of the general 

to the respective Cases of particular Societies or Per¬ 

sons." 

Emphasis on special providences was not, of course, 

without theological pitfalls. The existence of such 

interventions might help answer opponents of a Christian 

interpretation of history, but emphasis upon their fre¬ 

quency invited religious interpretations of all events, 

and inevitably these interpretations sometimes differed. 

A plague might be seen as a national warning or as a 

punishment; one man might interpret it as condemnation 

of lax morality, another as punishment for national eco¬ 

nomic greed, a third as a judgment on the theological 

ideas of an individual or the politics of a party. If 

all Christians agreed that God’s hand could be seen ev¬ 

erywhere, they differed on the reasons for His actions. 

If they agreed that God could interfere whenever He chose, 

they differed on how often He interfered and in which 

specific cases. 

Men of different religious persuasions alternated 

in accusing their opponents of making God’s providences 

suit their own beliefs. In his famous attack on Dissenters' 

academies, Samuel Wesley mocks the Dissenters for attrib¬ 

uting the escape (after arrest) of Charles Morton "as is 

usual with that sort of People, to a particular Provi— 
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dence. . . "Well," responded Samuel Palmer ironi¬ 

cally, "’tis a Crime in Dissenters to admire Providence l 

But why might not they esteem it a particular Providence 

. . • [since] a Great and Good Man was by this Act of 

God preserv'd from his cruel Persecutors, why might not 

his Friends admire the Wisdom and Kindness of Providence 

in it. And after all, this scomma is unpardonable from 

a Party who have more than once made a Weathercock of 

Providence, which they have varied to all the Points of 

a Passive obedient Compass. . . «n^ Especially when a 

person interpreted an event in his life as a manifestation 

of God's Providence, he was subject to attack for exag¬ 

gerating his own importance in God's sight and for mis¬ 

using a sacred doctrine. One of Gildon’s complaints 

against Robinson Crusoe is that providence is made too 

active in determining the life of the hero* According 

to Gildon, Crusoe’s interpretations of providential 

control are exaggerated, for if providence effected storms 

and shipwrecks to punish or deliver an individual, God 

must be considered unfair to large numbers of other 

persons affected by these events. 

But although one group might think another misused 

the doctrine in individual instances, Christian apologists 

of all persuasions agreed that however complex or mys¬ 

terious events might seem to his eyes, man could be 
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assured that some divine purpose was being served. "We 

ought to be so modest," says Bishop Patrick, "as not to 

censure God's Government, nor charge any Passage of 

Providence with Injustice, or accuse him of any Parti¬ 

ality and ill Management; much less admit any suspicion, 

that there is no Providence at all."^ In theory, at 

least, Christianity presented a united front to those 

who seemed (to contemporary churchmen) intent on destroying 

it. 

II 

"To Record Providences," writes William Turner in 

1697, "seems to be one of the best Methods that can be 

16 
pursued, against the abounding Atheism of this Age"; 

and the number of accounts of special providences published 

between 1680 and 1719 suggests that many Christian apolo¬ 

gists agreed with him. In their zeal to record evidence 

of divine intervention, men like Turner produced what 

might well be called a "Providence Tradition" in the 

religious literature of the period. Writings in this 

tradition were intended to convince laymen, and rather 

than debating the issue on theological or philosophical 

grounds, the providence writers simply recorded events 

and defied the reader to explain them any other way than 

by God's providence. "There are," says Increase Mather, 

"Magnalia Dei, things wherein the glorious finger of God 
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is eminently to be seen. ... There are eminent pres¬ 

ervations and deliverances, which every one may see the 

Name of God written upon them in legible characters." 

Those who polemicized by recounting these "remarkable 

providences" expected the moral to be obvious, and al¬ 

though pointing the moral they concentrated on the events 

themselves, carefully detailing the circumstances. Some 

of the "providence books" are anthologies like Turner1s 

A Complete History of the Most Remarkable Providences 

• • • which have Hapned in this Present Age (which in¬ 

cludes hundreds of different stories) or Increase Mather*s 

An Essay for the Recording of Illustrious Providences: 

wherein An Account is given of many Remarkable and very 

Memorable Events, which have happened in this last Age. 

• • Others, like Providence Displayed-*^ (an account 

of Selkirk and an argument that "nothing but the Divine 

Providence could have supported any man" in his island 

solitude) or Allen Geare* s Eben Ezer or a Monument of 

Thankfulness^ (an account of the "Miraculous Preservation" 

of nine men in a boat surrounded by ice for twenty—eight 

days), elaborate God’s providence in an individual in¬ 

stance. Often divine judgments and punishments, as well 

as "mercies" and "deliverances," are cited and interpreted 

appropriately. "I desire my reader only," writes Turner, 

"to look over all these Secondary Causes and little In— 
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struments that are moved her.e below, and look up to. and 

fix his Eye upon the Spring and original Wheel, that gives 

Motion to all the rest.”2*L 

Like the more formal doctrinal defenses of providence, 

providence books had something of an earlier heritage, 

but their great vogue occurred during the last two decades 

of the seventeenth century and the early years of the 

eighteenth—-just at the time that Christianity was be¬ 

ginning to feel the pressures which were to culminate in 

the deistic challenge. Early in the seventeenth century, 

books such as The Triumphs of God1s Revenge against Mur— 

ther?^ (which documented thirty "histories'1 of divine 

retribution) appeared, and one might even trace a fairly 

steady line of accounts of divine intervention from 

Mosaic times. The accounts of the l680’,s and after, 

however, are more specific in their purpose, and they 

argue with a poignancy that the earlier treatises lack. 

In 1622, a Christian apologist might have wished to em¬ 

phasize the difficulty of evading divine justice, but 

he would hardly have felt compelled to prove the exist~ 

ence of providence. Earlier, a writer could begin with 

an assumption of God’s providence and go on to instance 

it in specific cases5 by the end of the seventeenth 

century, he felt it necessary to loc specific examples 

of miraculous events and induce a providence from this 
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evidence. Collections such as Mather*s and Turner*s 

nad been proposed by the middle of the seventeenth century, 

and a manuscript was even begun in the late Fifties, but 

it seems significant that the project vras not brought 

to fruition until a generation later 

Providence writers used stories of all sorts in 

their compilations of evidence. Increase Mather includes 

a section on persons punished by thunder and lightning; 

Turner, distributing the providences under 150 headings, 

records instances of "Remarkable patience," "Remarkable 

chastity," "Discovery of things secret or future by 

Dreams and Visions," "Divine judgments upon gluttony," 

and "Protection of the good in danger." Of particular 

interest to the providence writers, however, were deliv¬ 

erances at sea; Mather devotes his first two chapters 

to such providences, and some treatises (like James 

Janeway*s Token for Mariners. Containing Many Famous and 

Wonderful Instances of God * s Providence in Sea Dangers 
OA 

and Deliverances) are entirely composed of such accounts, 

"Tho* God’s Wonders are every where visible," writes 

Janeway, "and his mercies no where hid from the Eyes of 

Man; yet more particularly are they Evident to Seafaring- 

Men. whose Business is in the Great Waters, and their 

Lives exposed more than others to Innumerable Hazards 

and Dangers. • , . These, as it were, carry their Lives 
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in their Hands, anc1 their best Security is wholly to 

rely on the Providence and Protection of him whose Power 

the Wind and Waves obey. . , ."2^ The opening words of 

Mather*s collection are similars “The Royal Pen of the 

Prophet David hath most truly affirmed, that they who go 

down to the sea in Ships, that do business in great waters, 

see the works of the Lord, and his wonders in the deep. 

And in special, they see the wonders of Divine goodness 

in respect of eminent Deliverances wrought by the hand 

of the Most High, who stills the noise of the Seas, the 

noise of the v/aves. It is meet that such Providences 

should be ever had in remembrance ... that the God of 

Salvation . . , may have eternal praise."2^ 

Many of the sea deliverances bear striking resem¬ 

blances to Robinson Crusoe. Both Turner and Mather re¬ 

count the adventures of a man who lives solitary for two 

years upon a small island sixty leagues from the Isle of 

Providence. At first he has nine companions, but eight 

attempt to sail away, and the other soon dies. "This 

solitary person," reports Turner about the survivor, 

"was encompassed with the Goodness of Divine Providence. 

Within three Days God was pleased to send this single 

Person (who now alone was Lord and Subject in this his 

little Commonwealth.)2? good store of Fowl, and to render 

them so tame, that the forlorn Man could pick and choose 
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where he list. Fish also were now and then cast up 

within his reach, and somewhat that served for Fewel, 
pO 

enkindled by Flint to dress them."*0 Mather reports an¬ 

other: instance of a shipwrecked man and wife whose island 

life was aided by the providential washing ashore of 

tools and clothing.Another experience, recorded by 

Janeway, involves a man’s eleven months of solitary 

despair on a barren rock island, “I was resolv’d," the 

man tells his rescuers, "to end my days in it, when God 

sent you to deliver me out of the greatest Misery that 

ever Man was in. . . ."30 

Like Crusoe, the sailors of the providence books 

attribute their miseries to previous wickedness, and 

their deliverances to divine mercy. Janeway tells of a 

stranded shipful of men whose "wants and miseries were 

so many, and great, that sometimes they brake forth into 

impatient Speeches against the causes of them, but then 

their Consciences again minded them after their own Evil 

deserts, and so they took it as a just hand of God in 

their former wicked Lives, or that God intended to make 

them examples of his Mercy in their wonderful deliverance. 

. • .”3^* Turner relates the experience of a Mr. How who, 

isolated on an island, !! 

kept mans'- Days of Fasting and Prayer, wherein 
he did confess and bewail his Sins, the least 
of which deserved greater Evils that any in 
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the World ever were, or can be subject unto, 
and begged of God, that he would find out a 
way for ills Deliverance. At last it came into 
his mind, That he ought very Solemnly to Praise 
God (as well as Pray unto Him) for the great 
Mercies and signal Preservations which he had 
thus far experienced. Accordingly he set apart 
a Day for that end, spending the time in giving 
Thanks to God for all the Mercies of his Life, 
so far as he could call them to mind, and in 
special, for those Divine Favours which had 
been mingled with his Miracle of Mercy,3* 

Immediately after this thanksgiving, a ship “providentially41 

passed near the island and rescued him. 

Providence writers were also concerned with spir¬ 

itual deliverances, and they often interpreted unusual 

occurrences as the hand of God intervening for an indi¬ 

vidual’s salvation. ”God by bringing us into dangers 

hath a design upon us to convince us of sin," says John 

Ryther in a sermon appended to Janeway's collection, 

“Many Convictions have come into the Soul at this door; 

Dangers have often proved inlets to Convictions* . . • 

Some have escaped Shipwrack of Soul, by Shipwrack of 

Body.“33 Hescues, on the other hand, offered individuals 

another spiritual opportunity. “[God] spares us,“ ac¬ 

cording to Ryther, “that we may account his long suf¬ 

fering Salvation; he gives by sparing of us, space to 

Repent. • . ,“34 Special providences, therefore, are 

seen as important not only in illustrating God’s con¬ 

tinuing government over the physical world, but in imple¬ 

menting His plan for individual lives. Rather than 
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it, for the purpose of God’s plan is man’s ultimate sal¬ 

vation, not a mechanic control of the physical world* As 

a physical deliverance may be the means of a spiritual 

one (Ryther calls this circumstance a ”double deliver¬ 

ance" ) ultimately rescue is emblematic, even metaphoric* 

On his voyage through the sea of life, man repeatedly 

faces the dangers of shipwreck. But, the providence writers 

are quick to point out, "it is not only the danger of a 

Shipwrack’d Body, but a Shipwrack’d Soul. Here is the 

great danger, lest thou make a lost Voyage for thy Soul.113^ 

An illustration prefixed to Janeway1s Token for Mariners 

epitomizes the physical and spiritual implications? a 

man is grasping a plank beside a ship tossed in a stormy 

sea; in the sky above a large eye looks down—and a beam 

from it extends into the sea, presumably offering both 

deliverance and salvation.^ 

Surveying the providence literature of the four dec¬ 

ades before 1719, one is struck by many parallels and 

similarities to Robinson Crusoe, but one ought not to be 

beguiled too easily into the "Secord fallacy"—discovering 

Defoe’s "source" in stories with similar circumstances. 

For ultimately one is struck not by the similarity between 

a particular story and that of Crusoe, but by the similarity 

of meaning given to the stories of physical and spiritual 
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castaways. Providence literature tells of at least a 

half dozen men who spent time on islands in a solitary 

or semi—solitary state. Some of them (unlike Selkirk) 

were delivered there after a shipwreck, and some were 

benefited by cargo from the wreckage. More important 

(but still not very conclusive for source purposes), 

the survivors considered themselves (of were considered 

by their chroniclers) as mementos of God’s providence, 

and they benefited spiritually from their temporary 

isolation. 

Rather than choosing one of these stories (or a 

mosaic of all of them) as Defoe's source, I would suggest 

that we see them as part of a tradition which Defoe 

undoubtedly knew and to which he contributed an instance 

(although a fictional one).^® Ultimately, of course, 

Robinson Crusoe is not merely an account of providence, 

like Eben Ezer; unlike the stark exempla of Turner's 

Complete History or the undeveloped spiritual history of 

Alexander Selkirk in Providence Displayed. Defoe's book 

achieves a meaning beyond a paraphrase of its theme. In 

Increase Mather or James Janeway, the examples are em¬ 

phasized, rather than the commentary; but finally only 

the lesson they illustrate is important; their people 

(though historical) seem less real than the fictional 

Crusoe. The difference is that between a polemical anec— 
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dote and art. 

Ill 

n0 what sweet musick doth it make in God's Ears," 

says Byther, “that yon thankfully record Sea-Mercies, 

and Sea—Deliverances."^ God was, however, equally pleased 

not only with accounts of other special providences, but 

with any histories of the adventures of the soul, and the 

Puritan tenet which made possible the development of a 

providence tradition (when a theological crisis demanded 

something of that sort) produced, in other contents, 

other kinds of spiritual histories.^® Histories of divine 

activity not only had polemic value, but they were monu¬ 

ments of praise to God; recording them was an act of 

worship and provided a reminder of God's goodness. Each 

man should, in fact, note all such events in his own life 

for his own edification—a duty manifested in the keeping 

of diaries since early in the century, "Let me advise 

you," writes Josiah Woodward, 

to record the special Mercies of God in some 
Book for that Purpose; which ’will be a Thing 
of great Pleasure and Advantage to you. For, 
by reading them over as you sit in your House, 
and in rehearsing them to your Relations and 
Friends in your Discourse, you will have a 
fresh Taste of God's Goodness, which will tend 
to enliven your Affections and Thankfulness 
to the gracious Preserver of Men. It is indeed 
greatly to be lamented, that many of God's 
extraordinary Providences upon the Seas have 
been utterly lost by the Heedlessness of such 
as have been favoured with them: Whereas these 
Demonstrations of God's Being, and his gracious 
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and special Care of Man ought to be recorded 
in some Public Register, or however, to have, 
been set down in your Journals and Diaries. 1 

This belief in the efficaciousness of recording 

events because of their divine significance Y/as the 

fountainhead of a number of traditions in the seventeenth 

century. The keeping of a personal diary, strongly 

recommended by Puritan preachers for all men, was' based 

upon a belief that a man was better able to interpret 

the events of his life in retrospect and that he might 

thereby discover patterns of his spiritual development.^ 

His diary became a kind of spiritual account book, a 

ledger in which his debt to God was recorded. Many of 

the entries might resemble exempla in providence litera¬ 

ture, except that they were all formulated relative to 

the life of the same individual, resulting in a kind of 

history of a soul. 

"Every man’s state of spiritual health," writes 

William Haller of the Puritan view of life, "was the sub¬ 

ject of acute concern to the man himself and of sympathetic 

curiosity to others. Naturally this gave rise to the 

reporting and comparing of individual case histories, 

to the endless retailing of confession, reminiscence, 

and anecdote. Out of such, shall we say, spiritual gos¬ 

sip arose a body of legend and a type of popular litera¬ 

ture which was soon found to be quite edifying and cer- 
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tainly as fascinating as the more formal tracts and ser¬ 

mons*"^ One of the forms in which private literature 

became public was the spiritual biography, an account of 

the progress of a soul through life* Hagiology had, of 

course, a long tradition before the seventeenth century, 

but Hallerfhas argued convincingly that the Puritans 

gave spiritual biography a “special character*11 Wot only 

v/as the life of a saint or martyr considered significant 

and edifying; the travails of any Christian soul were 

useful* A convert or prospective convert could be inspired 

by the story of a common soul equally as well as by that 

of a saint whom he could not hope to emulate. In theory, 

Puritan biography was not far from bourgeois tragedy. 

In the mid—century collections of Samuel Clarke 

(The Marrow of Ecclesiastical History* conteined in the 

Lives of the Fathers, and other Learned Men and Famous 

Divines* which have Flourished in the Church since Chbists 

Time to this present Age (1650) and A general Martyrologie, 

containing a collection of all the greatest persecutions 

which have befallen the Church of Christ from the creation 

to the present times. Whereunto are added the Lives of 

sundry Modern Divines [1651]), the trend toward more 

modern spiritual biography is noticeable, although the 

contemporary (or nearly so) lives Clarke chronicled were 

usually those of eminent Puritan divines. His later 
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collections (A Collection of the Lives of Ten Eminent 

Divines • . . and some other eminent Christians [1662] 

and The Lives of Sundry Eminent Persons in this Later 

Age [1683]) demonstrate a more studied emphasis on less 

heroic figures. Throughout the latter half of the century 

(and, to some extent, much earlier) biographies of local 

divines and other spiritual heroes circulated in oral 

tradition and manuscript, and ^ome biographical accounts 

(using information from diaries or the testimonials of 

friends) were published. Often information about a per¬ 

sons religious experiences was collected after his death 

and was included in the biographical "lean-to" appended 

to his funeral sermon.^ 

The spiritual biographies of the post—Restoration 

period vary in style and method from the wild, ranting, 

shrill harangues of the more emotional sects to the 

reasoned way of Richard Baxter’s Autobiography. But the 

pattern is similar in all, for all attempt to detail the 

story of a soul’s progress toward heaven. Haller, noting 

that ’’not every feature of the common story appeared 

full blown in every instance," describes the fundamental 

pattern this ways 

The story was characteristically supposed to 
begin with an account of the horrid sins or 
scarcely less deplorable dry indifference from 
which the soul destined to be saved was called 
and after terrific struggle converted, generally 
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by the reading of some godly book or by the 
influence of some powerful preacher* Then 
followed the chronicle, which might be more 
or less extended according to the circumstances, 
of the saint’s lifelong war against the temp¬ 
tation to despair and the other abominations 
of his heart, lightened by the encouragements 
vouchsafed to him by God in the form of good ^ 
fortune and of worldly and spiritual success. ' 

Readers of Pilgrim* s Progress, as well as of Grace 

Abounding. will recognize this story line, for ultimately 

the pilgrimage of an allegorical (or fictional) figure 

tlirough life is not far from the life journey of a real 

person. Pilgrim literature (such as Thomas Taylor’s 

The Pilgrim1s Profession [1622] or Symon Patrick’s 

Parable of the Pilgrim [1665]) simply generalize the 

kind of experiences recorded in spiritual biographies 

and apply to them the Biblical travel metaphor. If 

real histories of the soul were edifying, allegorical 

ones could be even more so, for, unbound by "fact," they 

could recount varieties of religious experience (or of 

spiritual pitfalls prepared by the devil) impossible In 

a single real-life situation. But still they remained 

close to real biography in fundamental content and pro¬ 

cedure, even retaining "realistic" detail after the 

specifics of time and place had been eliminated. 

IV 

Defoe’s assertion (in the preface to Serious Re¬ 

flections) that Robinson Crusoe is "allegorical" and 



no. 

"historical"^ may have been meant simply as a dodge from 

charges of falsehood, but it points to the easy step from 

allegory to fiction. If an edifying purpose is suffi¬ 

cient to justify conversion of biographical history into 

allegory, the same purpose may justify the further step 

of turning allegory (itself a fiction or falsehood) back 

into a personal fictionalized biography, Defoe*s own 

ideas appear to modify signifijantly through the years. 

In Storm (1703), he rejects all fiction as inappro¬ 

priate in a work of edifications "I should stana con¬ 

victed of a double Imposture, to forge a Story, and then 

preach Repentance to the Reader from a Crime greater than 

I would have him repent of: endeavoring by a Lye to 

correct the Reader*s Vices, and sin against Truth to bring 

the Reader off from sinning against Sence."^ In the 

Family Instructor (1715)j be dismisses the issue as un¬ 

important, and he refuses to say whether his story is 

completely factual. In Robinson Crusoe, he still hedges 

somewhat, and first claims complete historicity5 but in 

the preface to Farther Adventures he allows that the 

"just application of every Incident, the religious and 

useful Inferences drawn from every Part ... must le¬ 

gitimate all the Part that may be call’d Invention, or 

Parable in the Story."^ "The Fable," he says in the 

preface to Serious Reflections, "is always made for the 
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moral, not the moral for the Fable." 

Following Defoe*s suggestion that “there is a man 

alive, and well known too, the actions of whose life are 

the just subject of these volumes,"some scholars have 

attempted to illuminate Robinson Crusoe by detailing 

Defoe’s own life (conversely, some have tried to illu¬ 

minate Defoe’s life by examining Robinson Crusoe)• They 

have assumed that Defoe was the “man alive" and that 

there was a rather literal, event-for-event allegory of 

Defoe’s life and times. These attempts have produced 

largely improbable conclusions, and it has been generally 

agreed that, although some general similarities exist 

between the lives of Crusoe and Defoe, no one—to—one 

relation can be established. 

Paul Geissler seems to me to have been closer to the 

truth when he suggested, almost seventy years ago, that 

Defoe used the term “allegorical" to indicate Robinson 

Crusoe’s relationship to didactic literature—a suggestion 

which seems to have been completely ignored.^ Seventeenth 

and eighteenth century Puritans often used such terms as 

“parabolic," "emblematic," and "allegorical" synonymously 

when describing stories with a deeper dimension and di¬ 

dactic application, even if the stories were meaningful on 

a literal level—or even if they were factual accounts. 

Thus, while Robinson Crusoe hardly fits into modern defi¬ 

nitions of allegory, its larger meanings relate the novel 
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to contemporary concepts of the term, and Defoe*s prefa- 

tory statement may be interpreted as pointing the novel*s 

connection to Puritan religious traditions. 

Structurally, Robinson Crusoe relates closely to the 

spiritual biography, just as it relates thematically to 

the conduct and providence traditions. Its story line 

follows the conventional biographical pattern used to 

describe the lives of Richard Baxter, sailor Vincent 

Jukes,or John Bunyan—a pattern which was followed 

(but abstracted) by the pilgrim allegorists. When Robin¬ 

son Crusoe*s plot is put into abstract terms, the struc¬ 

tural parallel to this tradition may be clearly seen: 

A soul first sails away from the Holy City, instead of 

toward it, and becomes isolated from God as a result of 

selfish pride. Ultimately, however, God intervenes to 

deliver the soul from destruction, and the direction of 

life is altered to a course pleasing to God and leading 

at last to man's ultimate Home. The soul must still, 

however, undergo numerous battles with evil before reaching 

the final port. 

Robinson Crusoe is not, of course, a story of such 

abstraction; its story is shaped by particular times and 

places, and man's typical experience is presented as the 

history of a particular man. The novel does not operate 

on the level of allegory (according to modern definitions), 
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and Crusoe himself is less a disembodied soul than a man, 

caught in a web of human circumstance, who wishes to 

regain his relationship to both his world and his God. 

He has to do more than fast, pray, and convert natives; 

goats are to be cared for, houses and boats to be built, 

secular worlds to be conquered. These activities are, 

however, all one in a world where secular activity is 

significant, where history (even the history of every 

man's, trivialities) is somehow the record of divine 

activity. Nourished by the same traditions^ as pilgrim 

literature, Robinson Crusoe retains structural elements 

from spiritual biography, and it utilizes the metaphoric 

conceptions of biography's first fictionizers. But 

although heavily dependent upon his Puritan heritage for 

theme, form, and metaphor, Defoe ultimately does something 

different with the traditions he uses; into old bottles 

he pours new wine. 



NOTES 

1 
Bichard Fiddes, Theologia Sneculatims or the First 

Part of a Body of Divinity * . • Wherein are explain’d 
the Principles of Natural and Reveal* d Religion (London* 
1718) • Fiddes was, incidentally, personal chaplain to 
Robert Harley, Defoe’s employer* 

2Grace was, of course, what ultimately made man’s 
salvation possible, but the Puritan believed that man 
was so weak that he v/as unable to grasp Grace unless 
God specifically interposed. If a man were among the 
elect, God would at some time so interpose for him. 

^John Tuiotson, Works (9th ed., London, 1728), 
Sermon I, pp. 18—19. 

^Robert South, Twelve Sermons Preached Upon Several 
Occasions (London, 1697), Sermon VIII, p. 33&« 

^Syraon Patrick, Fifteen Sermons upon Contentment 
and Resignation to the Will of God • • . (London, 1719), 
Sermon X, p. 247* 

^See, for example, John Wilkins, A Discourse Con¬ 
cerning the Beauty of Providence (Boston, 17l8): “When 
men thv/art Gods will fori Precept, they serve his will 
of Providence. Those particular interests of gain? honour 
pleasure, revenge, which sway mens desires and actions, 
are wisely contrived to the promoting of Gods decrees 
and glory*1 (p. 37)* The secular form of the idea (as 
in Mandeville) is, of course, better known* 

^Perry Miller, The New England Hinds The Seven¬ 
teenth Century (New York, 1939), p* 463. 

8Tillotson, Sermon XXXVI, p. 330. 

^Perry Miller says that the idea of Frovidence, as 
formulated by the Puritans, v/as meant as a ”defense 
against mere blind vitalism" (p. 15), and suggests that 
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emphasis on special providences in America:, resulted 
from the defeat of the idea of a national covenant. 
According to Miller, Mather1s Essay for the Recording of 
Illustrious Providences (see below, pp. 97ff.) "was an 
attempt to show that the wisdom of God does prevail, if 
not in general, then in particulars. ... The book was 
a gesture against despair: it was a surrender of the idea 
of national covenant, a strategic retreat to an atomistic, 
fragmental version or divine regulation. The Scale was 
no longer a coherent sweep of history, but discrete 
•magnalia1; not an over—all design working steadily through 
a predestined course, but simply this tempest or that 
shipwreck, a deaf person who learned to speak, or so-and- 
so who was possessed" (The Hew England Mind: From Colony 
to Province fCambridge.”1.95TT7 P. 145).. This vie?/ may, 
perhaps, be adequate to explain providence literature 
in America, but it fails to account for the almost si¬ 
multaneous flowering of the tradition in England, where 
covenant theology was already pretty well dead by the 
1680's. 

^"Usually, special providences v/ere distinguished 
from miraclesj miracles involved the violation or sus¬ 
pension of natural law, 

12 
John Conybeare, "Providence concerned in the 

Revolutions of Government," Sermon XI in Sermons (London, 
1757), P. 319. , . 

•^[Samuel Wesley], A Letter from a Country Divine 
to his Friend in London.*" Concerning tSe education of the 
Dissenters, in their Private Academies , . , (London, 
3-703), p* 10. Charles Morton was .headmaster of the 
Newington Green academy which Defoe attended. 

^[Samuel Palmer], A Defence of the Dissenters Edu¬ 
cation in their Private Academies • • . (London, 170377 
p. 17. 

•^Patrick, Sermon X, p, 234. 

^Avilliam Turner, A Complete History of the Most 
Remarkable Providences iLondon, 1697), fol. [blv], 

■^Increase Mather, The Doctrine of Divine Providence 
opened and applyed (Boston, 1684), p. 12. 
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■^Published in Boston,, 1684, 

^Providence Displayed: or a very Surprising; Account 
of one Mr# Alexander Selkirk • With some pious Ejacu¬ 
lations that he used, composed during his melancholy 
Residence . . , (London, 1712); reprinted :'n Harleiah 
Miscellany. London, 1810, V, 429-433. " 

^Published in London, 1708, 

^Turner, fol. [blvJ# 

■ OP 
John Reynolds (or Rainolds) wrote God's Revenge 

in 1622, and it was republished at least ten times before 
1719* Its approach was also widely imitated# John Tonge, 
in 1680, described the 11 providential1' capture of two 
murderers, entitling his work God1s Revenge Against 
Murther, and other collections noted God's revenge against 
such other sins as adultery. While motivated differently, 
these revenge accounts, like providence books, emphasize 
the special intervention of God. 

^Both Mather and Turner mention this earlier project, 
and both apparently used the manuscript, begun by a Mr. 
Pool. 

24 
Published in London, 1708. This was an enlarged 

version of an earlier book, Mr. James Janeway1s Legacy 
to his Friends: Containing Twenty Seven Famous Instances 
of God's Providences in and about Sea-Dangers and Deliv¬ 
erances (London, 1674), 

2%oken for Mariners. Preface, fol. A3. 

^Mather, Essay, p. 2. 

2'’Much has been made of Crusoe's observation about 
being monarch of his island. Many instances of such 
remarks occur in providence literature and in travel 
literature. 

28 
Turner, p. 110 (first alphabet). Turner's book 

is paged in four groups, pagination beginning over at 
the beginning of each alphabetic signature* 
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^See Mather, Essay, p, 13. 

^Token for Mariners, p. 33, 

Bljoken for Mariners, pp, 64-65, See below, pp, l54f• 

’ 32Turner, p. 100 (first alphabet), 

33John Ryther, The Seaman * s.Preacher, in Token for 

Mariners, pp, 120 Lfor 11&]—119* 

^^lyther, p. 120, 

3!%yther, p, 134, 

^^Ryther, p, 127, 

■37 
In the illustration, the eye takes the place of 

the sun, and suggests a common Renaissance metaphor, that 
of the sun’s beams extending to man to offer salvation, 
as the beams of the Son’s cross had done* See, for 
example, George Herbert’s "Matins.” 

,3^In 1703j Defoe had collected a group of accounts 
about a spectacular storm and presented them in the manner 
of the providence tradition. The storm is interpreted as 
a judgment upon the sins of England (Defoe uses the same 
theme in Journal of the Plague Year), and Defoe offers 
the collection “to preserve the Remembrance of Divine 
Vengeance” (p* 84), He also considers it evidence of 
God’s continuing providential activity: “The main In¬ 
ference I shall pretend to make or at least venture the 
exposing to publick View, in this ease? is, the strong 
Evidence God has been pleas’d to give in this terrible 
manner to his own Being, which Mankind began more than 
ever to affront and despise • . .“ (Preface, fols. A5-A6). 

3%yther, p» 121. 

^In the Christian Directory, Richard Baxter praises 
history and biography as"'"Being Both “useful” and “delight¬ 
ful.” For a discussion of the typical Puritan view of the 
value of historical example, see William Haller, The Rise 
of Puritanism (Hew York, 1938)? pp, lOOff. My discussion 
of spiritual biography is heavily dependent upon Haller’s 
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chapter, "The Calling of the Saints," 

AI 
Josiah Woodward. The Seaman’s Monitor: or. Advice 

.to Sea-faring Men « * . (8th ed., London, 1776 [first 
published, 17031)3 PP* 39-40, 

4-2 
There were, of course, other important factors in 

the popularity of the diary among Puritans. It provided 
a reference.guide to a.person*s relationship to God, and 
this guide could help him discover whether he was among 
the elect. Psychologically the diary also provided a 
means of confession otherwise (except for public testi¬ 
monial, another Puritan custom) unavailable in Protestantism, 

43Haller, pp. 95-96, 

44 
Haller suggests that the "lean-to" on funeral 

sermons played an important part in the development of 
spiritual biography, See pp. lOlff. 

4%aller, p. 108. 

46 
Taylor*s treatise, a funeral sermon for Mary 

Gunter, was published along with an account of Mrs. 
Gunter*s life. 

4^Serious Reflections, in Works, ed. G, H, Maynadier 
(16 vols., New York, 1904), III, ix (hereafter referred to 
as Maynadier edition), 

48 
The Storm (London, 1703), fol. A3. 

^Shakespeare Head edition, VIII, x* 

*50 J Maynadier edition, III, ix. 

51 ' 
Preface to Serious Reflections, in Maynadier 

edition. III, ix, Note that the’ statement about Robinson 
Crusoe being"allegorical" occurs much earlier in the 
preface. 

52 
Geissler notes that the attempts to work out a 

biographical allegory of Defoe’s life result from a more 
N 
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modem definition of allegory. “To call Robinson Crusoe 
an allegory of Defoe1 s life,'* he says, “is to put a 
modern construction upon an argument which cannot bear 
it“ (Is Robinson Crusoe an Allegory? [Pima, 1893] , p. 
23)• Geissler argues that “historical" (juxtaposed, in 
the preface to Farther Adventures, to “allegorical,” 
indicates the relation to Defoe’s life (p. 25)* 

^See William Gouge’s sermon on the life of Jukes, 
Recovery from Apostacy (London, 1638)• 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ROBINSON CRUSOE: REBELLION AND PUNISHMENT 

"To hear of a Man’s living so long alone in a desert 

Island, seems to some very surprizing," writes Edward 

Cooke in 1712 about Alexander Selkirk, "and they pres¬ 

ently conclude he may afford a very agreeable Relation 

of his Life, when in Reality it is the most barren sub¬ 

ject that Nature can afford."**- Cooke's own account of 

Selkirk seems to prove his point, and similar accounts 

by Sir Richard Steele and Yloodes Rogers are hardly less 

barren. At best they are timely anecdotal accounts of 

an occurrence that generated temporary topical interest. 

Providence Displayed and similar stories in the providence 

books are somewhat more pointed, for the events are at 

least interpreted according to a specific philosophy of 

history, but these accounts still fail to rise above the 

level of exemplum, or polemical anecdote. And since 

1719j hundreds of books have recounted stories with 

similar setting and adventure plot, employing the most 

highly—praised features of Robinson Crusoe: but they 

have also failed to achieve lasting renown. Cooke's 

judgment would seem sound indeed, were it not for Defoe. 

Critical appraisals of Robinson Crusoe have seldom 

[120] 



tried to explain how Defoe's story differs from the rest. 

I v/ish to assert that much of the power of Defoe’s novel 

derives from the spiritual dimension given to Crusoe’s 

struggle. Viewed against the background of Puritan re¬ 

ligious traditions, Robinson Crusoe evidences a profound 

debt to Puritan idea and metaphoric conception. Using 

fundamental Puritan metaphors of existence and spiritual 

alienation, Defoe creates a "world" in which the basic 

conflicts of mankind take place in a personal, yet cos— 

mical setting. Although Milton and Buny&n are usually 

considered to present the poetry and prose epitomes of 

the Puritan view of life (and Defoe is thought to give 

only a fractured or diluted, ultimately materialistic, 

view of it), Robinson Crusoe also embodies Puritanism's 

view of man on a most profound level, and it most effec¬ 

tively portrays, through the struggles of one man, man¬ 

kind’s rebellion and punishment, his repentance and 

deliverance, as he sojourns in a hostile world. 

I 

Crusoe, says Irving Howe, "never indulges in in¬ 

trospection. I do not think there is one statement of 
O 

self-analysis in the book." Such a view reflects a 

rather blind commitment to the premises of "modern" 

psychology and represents a refusal to consider Robinson 

Crusoe in its ovm historical setting or on its own terms. 
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Crusoe does not, of course, attempt to peer into his 

psyche or pull back the curtains of his subconscious. 

Unlike modern psychological novels which find ultimate 

reasons within the limits of one man’s mind, Robinson 

Crusoe depends upon a broader conception of God's provi¬ 

dential control within which the individual human drama 

must be playedj man can only seek to apprehend causes 

which are beyond his control and to which he must accli¬ 

mate himself. Crusoe’s search for understanding is both 

introspective and self—analytical, but its philosophy and 

psychology look backward rather than forward. The entire 

novel is presented through an introspective framework, 

for despite their immediacy* all of the novel’s events 

are interpreted through a narrator who has had more than 

thirty years to reflect on such important occurrences as 

the escape from Sallee or the island shipwreck. 

It is easy to overlook the subtleties of the retro¬ 

spective first person narration, for the sequence seems 

natural and artless. Event follows event in roughly 

chronological order, and the more important episodes 

are presented scenically (to use Lubbock’s distinction),3 

*with elaborate explanations of setting and liberal use of 

dialogue and monologue. Defoe also employs such devices 

of immediacy as a ’’journal” (presumably written daily, 

recording events at the time they occurred) and the stock— 
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piling of small details (which, by emphasis on the amount 

of recall, tends to blur the time factor). A later 

perspective on these events is, however, implicit in the 

selectivity employed, and often this perspective is ex¬ 

plicit in the account. Even the "journal" section is 

infused with later interpretation, for Crusoe does not 

simply transcribe his daily jottings (contrary to his 

promise: *‘I shall here give you the Copy** [VII,. 79] )> 

but"edits" them freely from the later perspective. His 

first journal entry is September 30, 1659; hut after 

two days of entries (less than one page of text) which 

might well be '‘copied" from an original journal,^ Crusoe 

begins to contract and expand the account. The next 

twenty—four days of the journal are collapsed into two 

sentences; a few pages later Crusoe interrupts the journal 

account for three months, substituting a general account 

of progress and a description of a few brief religious 

feelings he experienced during that time. This descrip¬ 

tion is clearly retrospective; in it he mentions events 

which occur three years later. Succeeding entries seem 

to be from the journal, but a later point of view is 

often superimposed, without previous warning. The long 

description of illness and its spiritual results is 

clearly retrospective, though it purports to be a journal 

entry of June 27. Another short religious discussion 
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follows under July 4; only at the end of it is the reader 

made aware that the reflection is from a later point of 

views ’‘But leaving this Part,” Crusoe says, "I return to 

my Journal" (VII, 111). 

One must recognize this retrospective point of view 

in Robinson Crusoe to understand the schematization of 

Crusoe’s life, for the deceptively simple chronological 

record is infused throughout with later interpretation. 

Critics have often complained of Crusoe’s moral mono¬ 

logues, finding them tedious and superfluous, but they 

have not always recognized that these reflections simply 

fortify an interpretation implicit in the recounting of 

events. Crusoe's view of life is a unified conception, 

arrived at'after a lifetime of thought and evaluation, 

and evident in his after—the—fact account of each episode 

as well as in the elaborate interpretive monologues which 

often follow. Throughout the narrative he alludes to 

the pattern of his life, a pattern set up by his early 

disobedience and flight. Retrospectively, he notes the 

causal sequence of events. Punishment follows disobedi¬ 

ence inevitably; failure to heed repeated warnings in¬ 

tensifies both the sin and its result. Like Puritan 

autobiographers,^ Crusoe seeks to determine the original 

cause of his physical and spiritual plight, and from this 

cause he traces all events of the downward cycle. But 
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also like the heroes of spiritual biography, Crusoe is 

delivered physically and spiritually by the miraculous 

intervention of God; the upward cycle he traces from this 

intervention. Looking back upon the history of , his life, 

he can see the purposeful pattern of events; he is able 

to decipher “Providences Checquer-STorld* (VIII, 104-). 

Retrospection is not necessarily introspection, of course; 

one may look back without evaluation, without looking 

within. Crusoe, however, is introspective just as Puritan 

diarists are introspective; he searches the events of his 

life for threads of meaning, examining everything relative 

to his world view. What he finds is not an occasional 

isolated thread, but a fabric of meaning, a part of the 

carefully-woven divine quilt of history. Far from lacking 

introspection, Crusoe recounts all of his strange and 

surprising adventures relative to a pattern gradually 

revealed to him during more than thirty years. 

II 

“We drive our selves away from the Port, at which we 

would arrive,'1 says Bishop Patrick, “by these Storms and 

blustering Passions. If we would be carried to the Haven 

we desire, let us be calm and of a still and auiet Dis¬ 

position."^ Crusoe’s inability to control his irrational 

inclination to roam leads to his rejection of the rea¬ 

soned way of life recommended by his father, and turns 
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his course toward his "Island of Despair" (VII, 79)* The 

whole dialectic of decline and recovery in Robinson Crusoe 

results from the tension between Crusoe’s reason and his 

natural propensity to evil. The antithesis is more like 

the spirit-flesh antithesis of St. Paul than the reason- 

passion antithesis often described by critics of the "Age 

of Reason." Like Pauline man, Crusoe finds himself the 

victim of his natural propensity5 he is unable to choose 

the right course even when aware of it. "I was hurried 

on," he says about his decision to leave Brazil and return 

to sea, "and obey'd blindly the Dictates of my Fancy 

rather than my Reason" (VII, 4-5) • His "reason" is aided 

by the counsel of his elders and by supernatural warnings 

sent by providence, but it is still unable to overcome 

what seems1to be "something fatal in that propension of 

Nature tending directly to [a] Life of Misery" (VII, 2). 

Crusoe finds himself powerless in the face of a propensity 

in his own nature that he cannot entirely explain and can 

only interpret mythically: "I had several times loud Calls 

from my Reason and my more composed Judgment to go home," 

he says after his first voyage, "yet I had no Power to do 

it. I know not what to call this, nor will I urge, that 

it is a secret overruling Decree that hurries us on to be 

the Instruments of our own Destruction, even tho' it be 

before us, and that we rush upon it with our Eyes open" 



127. 

(VII, 14). Crusoe considers himself "horn to be my, own 

Destroyer" (VII, 44) and thinks it "no great Wonder" 
"for me to do wrong that never did right" (VII, 39). 

Throughout the early part of the novel, while his spir¬ 

itual and physical fortunes are in decline, Crusoe is 

powerless to overcome his "fatal" propensity to evil.: 

The tension between reason and natural propensity 

occurs within Crusoe, but It ultimately reflects the war 

between good and evil. Crusoe’s life (like that of all 

other men) is simply a battleground on which one phase 

of a general struggle takes place. Like any postlapsarian 

man, Crusoe finds the battle uneven as long as he is 

dependent solely upon his own resources; he cannot even 

grasp the grace proferred him until God specifically 

interposes. Until then, he may (in theory) choose on 

the side of good, for he has (according to seventeenth . 

and eighteenth century Calvinistic thought) free will; 

but in practice the result is inevitable, for man is the 

victim of his depraved nature until God intervenes to 

free him.7 

"The Effect of [Adam’s] sin," says a speaker in the 

1715 Family Instructor. "is a corrupt and Taint which we 

all bring into the World with us, and which we find upon 

our Nature, by which we find a Natural Propensity in us 

to do Evil, and no Natural Inclination to do Gpd. • • .w® 
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This concept of man’s depravity is implicit in Robinson 

Crusoe and fundamental to understanding Crusoe’s actions. 

Natural man is not the "noble savage" pictured by some of 

Defoe’s contemporaries. Because he is made in God's 

image, he has innate possibilities for good, but these 

possibilities can be realized only when God intervenes to 

save him from his fallen nature, Defoe's savages (in¬ 

cluding Friday and his father) are cannibals by nature, 

and the horrors of this sort of depravity are dramatically 

presented, God interposes to convert Friday, using Crusoe 

as His instrument first to rescue Friday from death and 

then to implant the Christian doctrine of salvation.9 

(Friday’s father, significantly remains a cannibal.) 

Crusoe, although he has had the advantage of being reared 

by a "wise and grave" father (VII, 2) in a presumably 

Christian setting, is likewise guided by his natural 

propensions in his early life, for God has not yet inter¬ 

posed for him and he lacks the conversion experience 

necessary to gain control over his nature. 

9 Crusoe says that his own "original Sin" is leaving 

his station; like all his later sins, this stems from his 

natural depravity, a depravity v/hich in his case takes 

the particular form of restlessness and discontent. His 

propension is supported by the counsel of his youthful 

companions at sea. Disabled by his fallen nature, he is 
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unable to make proper choices, like the disobedient chil¬ 

dren in Bunyan’s Divine Emblems: 

Their sinful nature prompts them to rebel. 
And to delight in paths that lead to hell; 
Their parents* love and care they overlook, 
As if relation had them quite forsook. 
They take the counsels of the wanton*s,. rather 
Than the most grave instructions of a father,10 

And he is even more like the Bible's disobedient children 

of God, 

III 

Crusoe's disobedience closely resembles that of 

first man in the garden and takes its ultimate mythic 

dimension from the Biblical account of the Fall. Two 

other Biblical accounts of disobedience are, however, 

more in the foreground, for Crusoe sees himself as an 

emblem of both an Old and a New Testament representative 

of disobedience The Biblical stories to which Crusoe 

pointedly alludes,^ those of Jonah and the prodigal 

son, were frequently used as exempla by Puritan preachers 

to warn against restlessness, filial disobedience, and 

failure to follow one's calling. Typologically, the two 

stories are similar: they both evince a concern with 

selfish abdication of one's duty; and they share a pattern 

of rebellion, flight to a far place, punishment by physi¬ 

cal distress, repentance during danger, and a final 

physical and spiritual deliverance. Each story also 
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bears more particular resemblances to early events in 

Crusoe's life. 

The implied moral of the prodigal son'parable (that 

God rejoices over the reclamation of the lost) was less 

frequently emphasized by Puritan preachers and conduct 

writers than the more practical application to be gained 

from a literal reading of the first part of the parable**^ 

The prodigal son was most often looked upon as an emblem 

of filial disobedience whose foolish neglect of duty 

effected his downfall* Technically, he Ind not disobeyed 

his father's orders, but he was guilty of a lack of respect 

for his father's position, and he was thoughtless of his 

own family duty* And because the father was God's deputy 

in the family, conduct like that of the prodigal was 

really rebellion against God and the divine social order* 

At a time when the family and other symbols of order 

seemed under severe challenge, the parable was considered 

particularly relevant. Besides, the prodigal's return 

and reward (which was usually interpreted on a spiritual 

level, as v/ell as upon the literal, story level) could be 

employed to recommend repentance to those already guilty 

of rebellion* The prodigal's story was considered a par¬ 

ticularly effective exemplum because it dramatically il¬ 

lustrated the typical plight of man: early sin has 

alienated him from God (in a "far country" ), and he 



131# 

faces a new crisis, in v/hich he may decide to return to 

"his father's house*" "A continued Course of Goodness 

may in it self be more valuable," says Tillotson of the 

prodigal's actions, "and yet Repentance after a great 

Pall and long Wandrings may be much more moving and sur¬ 

prizing," ^ 

Crusoe's view of his own predicament is shaped by 

this contemporary interpretation of the parable. He first 

applies the parallel in describing the first storm of his 

first voyage. He suddenly becomes aware of the wisdom 

of his father's advice and resolves that he will "like a 

true repenting Prodogal, go home to my Father" (VII, 7)* 

But when the storm subsides, he abandons his "wise and 

sober thoughts" (VII, 8) and forgets the "Vows and Promises 

that I made in my Distress" (VII, 9)* "In . , , one Night's 

Wickedness," he says of his celebration with other sailors, 

"I drowned all my Repentance, all my Reflections upon my 

past Conduct, and all my Resolutions for my future" (VII, 

8).^ Before the voyage ends, providence ("as in such 

Cases generally it does, resolv'd to leave me entirely ' 

without Excuse" [VII, 9]) sends a much worse storm which 

capsizes the ship, and Crusoe and his companions have to 

be rescued by a small boat, "Had I now had the Sense to 

have gone » . , home," reflects Crusoe, "I had been happy, 

and my Father, an Emblem of our Blessed Saviour's Parable, 
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had even kill’d the fatted Calf for me” (VII, 14), but 

his "fatal" natural propensity still prevents the proper 

decision. 

Like the prodigal, Crusoe is guilty of the "wicked 

leaving [of] my Father’s House" and of a "Breach of my 

Duty to God and my Father" (VII, 7)• Restless and dis¬ 

satisfied with his lot, he foolishly leaves his family 

to try his fortune abroad. Unlike the prodigal, however, 

Crusoe refuses to humble himself when brought to distress, 

and he continues to follow his "inclination" even though 

fearful of the results. "I have since often observed," 

Crusoe reports, "how incongruous and irrational the 

common Temper of Mankind is, especially of Youth, to 

that Reason which ought to guide them in such Cases, viz. 

That they are not asham’d to sin, and yet are asham’d 

to repent; not asham’d of the Action for which they ought 

justly to be esteemed Fools, but are asham’d of the 

returning, which only can make them be esteem’d wise 

Men" (VII, 16) 

In retrospect, Crusoe also sees that he should have 

learned from the example of Jonah, for their early situa¬ 

tions are also similar. Like Jonah, Crusoe refuses the 

calling for which he was divinely appointed, and he 

defiantly boards a ship to run away. Like Jonah, Crusoe 

becomes aware (at least in retrospect) that the storms 
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which plague the ship are sent by God as a punishment 

for his sin and as a warning to change his course of life. 

The captain of the ill-fated ship tells Crusoe to inter¬ 

pret his first voyage as "a plain and visible Token that 

you are not to be a Seafaring Man" (VIZ, 15). Perhaps, 

he suggests, Crusoe was responsible for the ship's dis— 

aster, "like Jonah in the ship of Tarshish" (VII, 15). 

When he learns Crusoe's life story, he is certain of his . 

interpretation. "What had I done," he asks, "that such 

an unhappy 'Wretch should come into my Ship?" (VII, 15) 

The captain's admonition and prophecy of future disaster 

("where—ever you go, you will meet with nothing but Dis¬ 

asters and Pisappointments till your Father's Words are 

fulfilled upon you" [VII, 151) causes Crusoe to reflect, 

and Crusoe has "many Struggles with my self, what Course 

of Life I should take" (VII, 15-16), but until (like Jonah) 

he is brought to despair in a lonely, totally hopeless 

situation he remains in the rebellious power of his natu¬ 

ral propensity.^ 

The prodigal son parable and the Jonah story both 

reflect the myth of the Fall (though in a postlapsarian 

context), and Crusoe's rebellion and punishment parallel 

the specifics of the Genesis account even more closely. 

At the beginning of the novel, Crusoe's father portrays 

Crusoe's station in terms of a paradisal freedom from 
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care:—f,a Life of Ease and Pleasure.'1 'fie told me," says 

Crusoe, "I might judge of the Happiness of this State, 

by this one thing, viz. That this was the State of Life 

which all other People envied. • . It is a station 

"calculated for all kind of Vertues and all kinds of 

Enjoyments," characterized hy "Peace and Plenty," blessed 

by "Temperance, Moderation, Quietness, Health, Society, 

all agreeable Diversions, and all desirable Pleasures"5 

it is designed so that its members may go "silently and 

smoothly thro* the World, and comfortably out of it, not 

embarrass’d with the Labours of the Hands or of the Head 

• • •" (VII, 2-3). This idyllic; life is Crusoe’s to 

enjoy without specific obligation; he is only required 

to accept it contentedly and eschew the desire of altering 

his condition. Only the tree of discontent is forbidden; 

if he does foolishly go to sea, promises his father, he 

will be "the miserablest Wretch that was ever born" (VII, 

6). 
In effect, Crusoe expels himself from this paradise 

by performing the forbidden act; like man’s first parents 

whose sin first made man a wanderer in the world, Crusoe 

commits the archetypal sin of discontent and, homeless 

physically and spiritually, wanders in a world of sin and 

sickness, storm and shipwreck. Unlike Adam, however, 

Crusoe does not immediately suffer full punishment:; in a 
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post-atonement world where grace prevails, utter desola¬ 

tion and isolation result not from one sin, but from 

continued rebellion. Only after the failure of advice 

and repeated providential warnings does Crusoe's condi¬ 

tion suddenly alter; instead of the higher station he 

seeks, he is suddenly reduced "from a Merchant to a 

miserable Slave" (VII, 20)* Ironically, his master ap¬ 

points him "to look after his little Garden" (VII, 20), 

and he thinks his situation is so bad "that it could not 

be worse" (VII, 20)* This turns out to be, however, only 

a "Taste of the Misery 1 was to go thro" (VII, 20), for 

failure to heed this last warning effects a total arche¬ 

typal expulsion. On his "Island of Despair" he has to 

toil by the sweat of his brow, far removed from the para¬ 

dise with which he had been discontented. Ironically, 

his propensity to roam widely, to be unconfined, results 

in complete loss of freedom, Alone in a hostile world, 

he experiences the isolation of man alienated from his 

place in the world because he is alienated from his God.^ 

IV 

"There are amazing Judgments of God," writes Cotton 

Mather in explaining that "Evil Pursueth Sinners," "whereto 

loung Men do in this World become obnoxious." "And es¬ 

pecially," he continues: 



when-a notorious Disobedience to the Voice of 
their Teachers, ana their Parents, is one In¬ 
gredient of their Wickedness. • . . There is 
a Strange Punishment, for those Workers of 
Iniquity. They become Tragical Examples of 
Misery and Confusion under the Judgment of 
God upon them; Their Tragedy becomes an History. 
They are made Spectacles and Monuments of 
what the Judgments of God will do upon such 
Wretches. The Astonished Spectators cry out, 
This is the Finger of God. The Just God sets 
a Brand upon them; they are horribly Mark * d 
by the Judgments of God. They soon run them¬ 
selves into horrible Circumstances. The Tem¬ 
pest of God pursues them, and Shipwracks 
Them. . • .“lo 

Crusoe considers himself a “Memento" (VII, 225) to 

others because of the fate that befalls him, for (in 

retrospect) he never doubts that the ills which come upon 

him are the result of his sin. The world, as he views 

it, is entirely controlled by providence, and he inter¬ 

prets both the judgments and deliverances in his life 

as "Testimonies ... of a secret Hand of Providence 

governing the World" (VIII, 68). 

Crusoe traces a pattern of warning and punishment 

in all of the events leading up to the shipwreck. His 

early ventures result in gradually worsening punishments. 

His first experience is mild; on a voyage from Hull to 

London—undertaken "without asking God’s Blessing, or my 

Father's, without any Consideration of Circumstances or 

Consequences"—a brief storm arises and puts Crusoe in 

an "Agony of Mind"^ so that he makes "many Vows and 
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Resolutions, that if it would please God here to spare 

my Life this one Voyage, » • • I would go directly home 

to ray Father" (VII, 6-7)• But when the weather calms 

and his "Fears and Apprehensions of being swallowed up 

by the Sea [are] forgotten" he forgets the "Vows and 

Promises that I made in my Distress*" "I had in five or 

six Days," reports^Crusoe, "got as compleat a Victory 

over Conscience as any young Fellow that resolv’d not 

to be troubled with it, could desire" (VII, 9)* 

His second warning is more severe, "such an one as 

the worst and most harden’d Wretch among us would confess 

the Danger and the Mercy" (VII, 9)* On the same voyage, 

another storm arises, far worse than the first* "The 

Sea," reports Crusoe, "went Mountains high, and broke upon 

us every three or four Minutes." Even the experienced 

sailors and the captain become terrified and begin to 

pray, expecting the ship to founder at any moment. "Any 

one may judge," says Crusoe, "what a Condition I must be 

in at all thisi ... But if I can express at this Dis¬ 

tance the Thoughts I had about me at that time, I was in 

tenfold more Horror of Mind upon Account of my former 

Convictions, and the having returned from them to the 

Resolutions I had wickedly taken at first, than I was at 

Death it self; and these, added to the Terror of the Storm, 

put me into such a Condition, that I can by no Words de— 
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membrance of the Distress" (VII, 16) wears off when he 

is delivered, even though the ship sinks and he and his 

companions barely escape in a small boat* 

Crusoe's next voyage (to Guinea) is just successful 

enough to confirm his restless desires; but even this 

voyage gives him a foretaste of future misery. He is 

ill during the entire voyage, "being thrown into a violent 

Calenture by the excessive Heat of the Climate" (VII, 18), 

and upon return to port the ship's captain—Crusoe's 

friend and benefactor—dies. Undaunted, Crusoe makes a 

second Guinea voyage, is captured by pirates, and becomes 

a slave. Crusoe now thinks his punishment complete: "Now 

I look'd back upon my Father’s prophetick Discourse to me, 

that I should be miserable, and have none to relieve me, 

which I thought was now so effectually brought to pass, 

that it could not be worse; that now the Hand of Heaven 

had overtaken me, and I was undone without Redemption" 

(VII, 20). Finally "deliver'd from the most miserable of 

all Conditions of Life" (VII, 37), Crusoe is taken to 

Brazil, sets up a plantation and watches his riches ac¬ 

cumulate in his new station, a parody of the paradise he 

might have enjoyed at home, for he is lonely, and there 

is "no V/ork to be done, but by the ^abour of my Hands." 

"I used to say," he reports, "I liv'd just like a Man 
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cast away upon some desolate Island, that had no body there 

but himself* But ... how should all Men reflect, that 

when they compare their present Conditions with others 

that are worse, Heaven may oblige them to make the Ex¬ 

change . . ." (VII, 39). 

Crusoe*s island imprisonment climaxes his previous 

punishments; here he not only faces physical danger, but 

he is effectually prevented from satisfying his major 

inclination. "Man that will not fear God willingly," 

according to the Young Man*s Calling, "shall be made 

(though little to his comfort) to do so by force. That 

dread of God which they flee from shall pursue them and 

overtake them between the straits. • . ,"2® 

Crusoe*s island punishment is meaningful both in 

relation to contemporary theological thought and to the 

Puritan metaphor of man’s condition. According to In¬ 

crease Mather, "The Providence of God does wonderfully 

suit his Judgements according to what the sins of men 

have been."2-*- This appropriateness may take a variety 

of forms: God may retaliate upon men the same evil they 

have committed, the judgments may have "some Resemblance 

and Analogy with their Sins." the judgments may be effected 

by "Instruments" involved in the sin, or sin and judgment 

may be related "in respect of those Circumstances of Place 

and Time where and when the Judgment shall take hold on 

them."22 Since Crusoe’s sin is restlessness and discontent 
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propriately removes the possibility of future rebellious 

wandering* Besides, the instrument of his sin (a ship) 

becomes the instrument of punishment, and the correspond¬ 

ence of time is so striking that Crusoe himself comments 

upon it. His fatal voyage from Brazil begins on the same 

day (eight years later) as his first voyage—September 1. 

It was, according to Crusoe, "an evil Hour" (VII, 45). 

More important, Crusoe’s isolation epitomizes the 

plight of man according to the Puritan world-view. Fallen 

man is alienated from God—separated by a wide gulf as a 

result of sin. He is lonely and isolated in a world for 

which he was not in the first place intended, but in which 

he is cast as a result of sin. His relationship to God 

disrupted, he finds a similar disordering of his relation¬ 

ship to his fellow man and his environment. Crusoe1s 

punishment, like other significant developments in Robinson 

Crusoe, converts a fundamental religious metaphor into 

the specifics of experience to achieve a peculiar unity 

of physical and spiritual levels—a unity enforced and 

exploited much further as the downward cycle ends and 

Crusoe learns that "deliverance" has more than one meaning. 
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Edward Cooke, A Voyage to the South Sea, and Round 
th§, World (London, 1712), II, xviii. 

2 
Irving Howe, “Robinson Crusoe; Epic of the Middle 

Class,11 Tomorrow, VII (1949), 53« Many other critics 
have commented similarly. See, for example, Mario Praz, • 
“Defoe and Cellini,” English Studies. XIII (193D> 75-87, 
who says that there.is “practically no introspection.”’ in 
any of Defoe*s characters. , 

JSee Percy Luhhock, The Craft of Fiction (New York, 
1957 [first published, 19263), pp. 67ff, 

4 
Crusoe himself implies in one place that some of the 

journal entries were recorded at a time later than the 
events they describe. He says that at first he did not 
keep a journal, yet he records a few minor details even 
for the first few days on the island. The mixture of 
entries and later reflection occurs throughout the jour¬ 
nal section. Critics have often delighted in citing 
“inconsistencies” of this sort as evidence of Defoe’s 
rapid writing and careless craftsmanship. One should 
note, however, that it is quite possible to account for 
this “inconsistency” and many others in terms of Crusoe’s 
character. An old salt with Crusoe’s predilection for 
interpreting the events of his life would quite likely 
“edit” his contemporary records, using his later point 
of view, in the same way that he imbues all of his life 
story with meaning relative to a divinely arranged 
pattern. 

5 
•Spiritual biographers ordinarily attribute this 

characteristic to their heroes also; usually they try to 
record (from diaries, word of mouth, or other sources) 
the person’s own reflections on the pattern of events in 
his life. In lieu of a record of such reflections, how¬ 
ever, the biographer often infuses his own interpretation 
of a causal pattern, 

£ 
Symon Patrick, Fifteen Sermons upon Contentment and 
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Resignation to the Will of God . • * (London, 1719), Sermon 
XV, p. 425»,' This is a common metaphor in the religious 
writings of the period. Churchmen often looked upon man's 
inclinations in Pauline terms; according to the Puritan 
metaphor, man's inclinations drove him upon the rocks of 
life and caused shipwreck. In another place, Patrick 
says this: "Do not men succeed best, when their Minds 
are smooth, and their Spirits even and still? Is not a 
Ship most likely to miss her Port, when the Winds are 
high and boisterous, and the Sea working in a kind of 
Rage and Fury of her Waves? Just such a Thing is the 
Soul of a discontented Man, whose tempestuous Thoughts, 
and ever working and rolling Mind, are most likely to 
blow him away from that which he intends. The best and 
most sure Way to have it, is by calm, quiet, and equal 
Motions, whereby he may glide sweetly and pleasantly 
into its Embraces, You set your self further off from 
what you want, by your Restlessness of Spirit. You would 
be nearer to it, if you was more quiet, i. e. contented 
in your present estate" (pp. 169—170). 

^Crusoe seems to have free will in a sense that not 
all of Defoe's heroes have; that is, he does not begin 
with a social background which may partially excuse his 
behavior, and he is fully responsible for his actions. 
His "free will," however, is of the sort associated with 
Calvinistic thought. Man is responsible for his actions, 
even though he seems to be virtually a pawn in the con¬ 
test between god and evil. Crusoe, in picturing this 
contest in the form of a battle between God's providence 
and man's depraved nature, is interpreting according 
to orthodox Calvinistic doctrine. 

^Family Instructor, p. 22, "Father" is speaking in 
Dialogue I. 

^Like Crusoe, Friday is converted only after he is 
brought to physical extremity. One factor is obviously 
his debt to Crusoe for saving his life. 

10 
"Upon the Disobedient Child," Divine Emblems. or 

Temporal Things Spiritualized, in Bunyan* s Allegorical 
Works, ed. Charles H. H. Wright (London, n. d.), p. #70. 

11 
Defoe's allusiveness has never attracted much 

attention. Critics seem to prefer to see his allusions 
as evidence of "sources," thus placing the emphasis upon 
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the models rather than upon Defoe’s artistic use of them. 
Perhaps typical is the view of Allen H» MacLaine (fRobinson 
Crusoe and the Cyclops," SP, LII [19553j 599-604), who 
suggests that the Odyssey served as the "source" of 
Crusoe’s structural plan for his castle* 

12 
The ending of the parable v/as usually interpreted 

in orthodox fashion, that the wanderer is forgiven and 
restored to his spiritual place. It was common practice 
to Interpret Biblical events, parabolic or "factual," in 
terms of both their temporal and spiritual meanings. 
The prodigal’s father might, therefore, be simply a father 
on a literal level, but also the Father on an allegorical 
level. 

Samuel Willard, in elaborating the meaning of the 
prodigal son parable, says: "Here are divers Mysteries 
of Providence cleared5 pointing to those secret wayes 
wherein God carries his Decree of Election under grounds 
a great while, before it rise and break out in effectual 
Calling: here we learn how far a chosen one may run from 
God before he turns: here we are instructed in the methods 
God useth to bring wanderers home, and recover the most 
profligate Sinners by Repentance . . ." (Mercy Magnified 
on & Penitent Prodigal ... [Boston, 1684j, fol. A3). 

The prodigal son parable and several other Biblical 
stories were often cited to invoke duty to a person’s 
station (see above, Chapter Two, esp. pp* 64-68). Symon 
Patrick makes this point again and again, illustrating it 
from the Bible, the Church Fathers, and secular stories. 
"After we have travell'd never so many Countries," he says 
in one place, "and possessed our selves of the best Things 
in them, we shall be convinced that is not the Means to 
be at rest. We should sooner a great deal find it, if 
we would not go so far to seek it" (p. 175). In another 
place he gives advice to those “\7ho have a great many 
roving Projects in their Heads": "You need not be thus 
busy, and cast in your Minds how to compass so many Things. 
You may be contented without running Such a round in 
Pursuit of Happiness. That is a Thing which is in your 
very Hands if you will but look nearer to your selvesp 
and not be always fixing your vain and proud Imagination 
on Things at a Distance: which perhaps you may never attain, 
but lose your selves whilst you are seeking other Tilings 
. . ." (p. 173). 

^John Tillotson, Works (9th ed., London, 1728), 
Sermon XVI, p. 139. 
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14 
Crusoe says later that he had no religious reflec¬ 

tions during his early life of wandering in sin: "I do 
not remember that I had in all that time one thought that 
so much as tended either to looking upwards toward God, 
or inwards toward a reflection upon my own.ways« • • • 
Thro* all the variety of miseries that had to this day 
[June 27, 1659] befallen me, I never had so much as one 
thought of it being the hand of God, or that it was a 
just punishment for my sin. • . 'in this passage, 
Crusoe goes on to describe his first genuinely religious 
reflections upon his life. His brief decision to forsake 
seafaring (after the first storm) is evidently the product 
of physical fear, rather than religious fear; and his 
interpretation of these events is superimposed from a 
later point of view. 

•^Friday’s affection toward his father (see ¥11, 26ff.) 
provides a dramatic contrast to Crusoe’s lack of filial 
respect. This contrast points up the magnitude of Crusoe’s 
sinful disobedience to both father and Father« for Crusoe 
(unlike Friday) had the advantage of a Christian upbringing 
and ought to have had a keener sense of duty than that 
in ” natural" man. 

16 “ The Biblical parallel is strengthened by Crusoe’s 
conduct during the voyage. 

3-?The close relationship between man and God was, 
of course, broken by man’s first sin, and Christianity 
has always recognized man’s loneliness and isolation as 
a result of this sin. Puritanism’s view of man as sepa¬ 
rate (rather than as part of a community of believers) 
focusses this problem. Max Weber speaks, quite correctly, 
of 11 a feeling of unprecedented inner loneliness of the 
single individual" which was generated by Calvinistic 
doctrine. Every man -was a lone wanderer or pilgrim; no 
one could help him: no fellow man, no priest, no sac¬ 
raments, no church, and not even God if God had not 
elected him in the first place. See Weber, The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York, 19i?8), 
trans. Talcott Parsons, p. 104. Puritan religious litera¬ 
ture of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is full 
of metaphors of loneliness and isolation, especially 
relative to a person’s sins which have disrupted what 
communication still exists between God and man in a post- 
lap sarian world. 

18 [Cotton Mather], Repeated Warnings. Another Essay, 
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To Warn Young People against Rebellions that must be 
Repented of . *.(Boston, 1712), pp. 16-17* 

19 
'One of Crusoe’s companions speaks of the storm as 

"but a CM full of Wind” (VII, 8), but Crusoe is unused 
to the sea, 

20 
The Young Man1 s Calling: or the Whole Duty of Youth 

• , • (London, 1683), p. 58. 

Increase Mather, The Doctrine of Divine Providence 
opened and applyed (Boston, 1684), Sermon 3, p. 67. 

22 
See Increase Mather, Doctrine, pp. 62~73. Mather 

says that God may use one or more of these methods to 
suit the judgments to the sins. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

ROBINSON CRUSOE: REPENTANCE AND DELIVERANCE 

“The greatest Calamities," says Bishop Patrick, 

"are sometimes the Means of Mans greatest Felicity."*** 

According to contemporary theology, if God controlled 

all of history relative to His plan for individual men, 

He not only could turn calamities to use, but might 

actually design them in order to accomplish a larger 

good. Certainly, He used events in history to further 

His plan of salvation; men too weak to accept grace by 

their own will had to be given special opportunity through 

special circumstances. If a man who had been chosen 

among the elect could not be drawn to redemption, he 

had to be driven to it—placed in a position where he 

was released from fleshly inclination and had the oppor¬ 

tunity to choose for good. Man, of course, liked to 

feel that he had the power to control his depraved nature 

and that he could choose freely at any time, but he 

really needed the interposition of God. "One wou’d not 

willingly indeed be indebted merely to an Affliction 

for his Soul's Health," says Bishop Patrick, "but have 

some more noble Consideration than mere Necessity move 

him to be sensible of the Divine Benefits. But yet we 

[146] 
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are beholden to God, if he will make use of this Remedy, 

when there is no other left. And as we cannot be said 

to perish, if we be cast safely on Shoar by a Shipwreck; 

so we are not undone if we suffer great Losses in this 

World, and therby are driven to Heaven. 

I 

Nine months after landing on "this dismal unfortunate 

Island, which I call'd the Island of Despair" (VII, 79)> 

Crusoe becomes violently ill, suffers several aguish fits, 

and begins to fear for his life. "Very ill," he reports 

in his journal of June 21, 1660; "frighted almost to Death 

with the Apprehensions of my sad Condition, to be sick, 

and no Help; pray'd to God for the first Time since the 

Storm off of Hull, but scarce knew what I said, or why, 

my Thoughts being all confused" (VII, 99)* Six days later, 

still weak and "light-headed," he prays for God's mercy, 

although he is "so ignorant, that I knew not what to say" 

(VII, 99)* Weak ("I had not Strength to stand up"), 

thirsty ("I was ready to perish for Thirst"), and unable 

to minister to his physical needs, Crusoe at last falls 

asleep and has a "terrible Vision" of God's fiery venge¬ 

ances A man whose countenance is "inexpressibly dreadful" 

descends "from a great black Cloud, in a bright Flame of 

Fire" and lands upon the earth. Armed with a long spear, 

he moves toward Crusoe and in a voice "so terrible, that 
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it is impossible to express the Terror of it," he says: 

"Seeing all these things.have not brought thee to repent¬ 

ance. now thou shalt.die" (VII, 100). 

Crusoe reports that the "Horrors of • • . Soul" re¬ 

sulting from the vision are indescribable, for his eight 

years of "Seafaring Wickedness" had brought about "a cer¬ 

tain stupidity of Soul, without Desire of Good or Con¬ 

science of Evil" (VII, 101). He reviews the punishments 

and deliverances of his life, recalling that he had suf¬ 

fered little remorse and had offered no thanks. "I was 

meerly thoughtless:of a God or a Providence," he recalls. 

"[I] acted like a meer Brute from the Principles of Na¬ 

ture" (VII, 101). He remembers the "good Advice" of his 

father: "Now, said I aloud, My dear Father*s Words are 

come to pass: God’s Justice has overtaken me, and I have 

none to help or hear me" (VII, 104), 

On the following day—"looking out upon the sea"3— 

he tries to reason out the creation and operation of the 

world. Beginning with the existence of natural phenomena, 

he posits a creator and decides that "if God has made all 

these Things, He guides and governs them all, and all 

Things that concern them; for the Power that could make 

all Things, must certainly have Pov/er to guide and direct 

them." Proceeding by hypothetical syllogisms, he con¬ 

cludes that God "has appointed all this to befal me," and 
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his conscience tells him that these judgments result from 

his “dreadful mis-spent Life," "I was struck dumb with 

these Reflections, as one astonish'd," he reports in 

retrospect, "and had not a Word to say, no, not to answer 

to my self, but rose up pensive and sad, v/alk'd back to 

my Retreat, and v/ent up over ray Wall, • . This time, 

however, he finds it impossible to flee his reflection; 

his thoughts are "sadly disturb'd" and he has "no In¬ 

clination to Sleep." In quest of relief from physical 

distress, he searches for tobacco (which, he remembers, 

Brazilians use for "almost all Distempers"). "I went," 

he says, "directed by Heaven, no doubt; for in this Chest 

I found a Cure, both for Soul and Body." Besides the 

tobacco, the chest contains Bibles "which to this Time I 

had not found Leisure,,or so much as Inclination, to look 

into" (VII, 105-107). 

Crusoe practices the popular Puritan custom of Bib¬ 

lical lottery^ when he begins to read, and the first words 

he comes upon are these: "Call on me in the Day of 

Trouble, and I will deliver, and thou shalt glorify me." 

At first the idea of deliverance seems "so remote, so 

impossible in my Apprehension of Things" that he doubts 

the promise, but before he retires he does "what I never 

had done in all ray Life" (VII, 108)—kneels to pray. A 

few days later, recovered from his illness, he reflects 
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again upon the scripture and "it occurred to ray Mind, that 

I pored so much upon my Deliverance from the main Afflic¬ 

tion, that I disregarded the deliverance I had received* 

* • • God had deliver'd me* but I had not glorify'd Him 

, * *" (VII, 109-110)* Crusoe then offers a prayer of 

thanksgiving, but the next day he realizes an even more 

important meaning of deliverance* Again "providentially" 

led to an applicable Biblical passage, Crusoe reads from 

Acts 5s31s "He is exalted a Prince and a Saviour« to give 

Repentance, and to give Remission,“ and “with my Heart 

as well as my Hands lifted up to Heaven, in a Kind of 

Extasy of Joy“ prays for repentance. It is the first 

time, reports Crusoe, “in the true Sense of the Words, 

that I pray’d in all my Life,” for he now prays "with a 

Sense of my Condition" and “with a true Scripture View of 

Hope” (VII, 110—111), Kow Crusoe begins to understand 

the spiritual meaning of deliverance. Before,, says Crusoe, 

he had thought only of “being deliver'd from the Captivity 

I was in; for * . . the Island was certainly a Prison to 

me,” but now, looking back upon his “dreadful" sins with 

“Horrour," his soul seeks “nothing of God but Deliverance 

from the Load of Guilt that bore down all my comfort,” 

His physical deliverance is worthless-, by comparison: "I 

did not so much as pray to be deliver'd from [my solitary 

life], or think of it,” says Crusoe; "it was all of no 
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Consideration in Comparison to this [spiritual deliver¬ 

ance] .,l “Deliverance from sin,” Crusoe concludes, "[is] 

a much greater Blessing than Deliverance from Affliction," 

and though his way of living remains miserable, it seems 

"much easier to my Mind*" His new way of life—-with his 

thoughts directed by Bible—reading and prayer—gives him 

"a great deal of Comfort within, which till now I knew 

nothing of • • »" (VII, 111). 

Although his conversion occurs quite rapidly after 

the fiery vision, Crusoe recognizes that previous events 

had prepared his mind somewhat. The early judgments on 

his voyages, he reports retrospectively, affected him 

fleetingly, if at all, and even the shipwreck and deliv¬ 

erance on the island produced only a perfunctory thankful¬ 

ness, quickly followed by despair at his solitary condi¬ 

tion* "Instead of being thankful to God for my Deliver¬ 

ance," says Crusoe, "I ran about the Shore, winging my 

Hands and beating my Head and Face; exclaiming at my 

Misery, and crying out, I was undone, undone . . (VII, 

78). Later, however, his preservation (while his ten 

comrades drowned) and the supplying of his needs from the 

ship and from the island’s resources tempers his bitter¬ 

ness, and he even attributes—passingly—his small com¬ 

forts to God. His first real spiritual promptings occur, 

however, when he discovers English grain growing near his 
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fortification and thinks it a miracle.'7 "I began to 

suggest," Crusoe says, "that God had miraculously caus’d 

this Grain to grow without any Help of Seed sown, and 

that it was so directed purely for my Sustenance. • . • 

This touch’d my heart a little, and brought Tears out of 

my Eyes, and I began to bless my self, that such a Prodigy 

of Nature should happen upon my Account. ... I • . • 

thought these the pure Productions of Providence for my 

Support." When he deduces, however, the source of the 

grain (the remnants of a rat-eaten bag of grain discarded 

by Crusoe), "the Wonder began to cease, and I must confess, 

my religious Thankfulness to God’s Providence began to 

abate too" (VII, 89—90).® A little later, God attempts 

to speak to Crusoe through an earthquake, but even this— 

"tho1 nothing could be more terrible in its Nature" (VII, 

103)—produces only brief, conventional religious prompt¬ 

ing s—nothing but the common Lord ha’ mercy upon me" (VII, 

92). 
These few scattered seeds of religious thought take 

root only after the climactic vision during Crusoe’s ill¬ 

ness, when he first fully comprehends his own weakness 

and inadequacy to deliver or even preserve himself. A 

captive on' his island (Crusoe several times speaks of him¬ 

self this way), he is further humbled by.the even more 

confining illness and can only lie in his bed and cry, 
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“Lord look upon me. Lord pity me. Lord have mercy upon 

me." UI suppose," reports Crusoe, "I did nothing else 

for two or three hours . • ," (VII, 99) • Even the terrors 

of his sickness might, however, have proved only a tem¬ 

porary religious reminder, had God not reinforced them 

with the vision of vengeance^ and its implicit suggestion 

of deliverance through repentance* The vision pictures 

God's fiery vengeance (like that promised in Isaiah 66s 

15“i6: "For, behold, the Lord will come with fire, and 

with his chariots like a whirlwind, to render his anger 

with fury, and his rebuke with flames of fire* For by 

fire and by Ms sword will the Lord plead with all flesh: 

and the slain of the Lord shall be many")» But the 

vision also suggests the Biblie-JL account of the Israel¬ 

ites' deliverance from Egyptian bondage, the favorite. 

Biblical "deliverance" of providence writers and con¬ 

temporary theologians*^ According to Exodus 3s3ff., 

God called Moses to lead the Israelites by speaking 

through an angel which appeared "in a flame of fire out 

of the midst of a bush*" "I have surely seen the afflic¬ 

tion of my People," God tells Moses, ". • *and I am come 

down to deliver them* . . ." Crusoe's fiery vision, like 

the pillar of fire in the wilderness,^ guiding the Is¬ 

raelites toward Canaan, leads him out of the bondage of 

his sins. 
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Another Biblical parallel, also thematically related 

to Robinson Crusoe, is suggested by the use of sickness 

as a vehicle for Crusoe's repentance and by Crusoe's 

debate with himself (VII, 105~106) about the cause of his 

afflictions. In Job 33 (the beginning of the book's 

climactic section), Elihu tells Job that God's ways, 

though mysterious and not always comprehensible to man, 

are just and are ultimately for man's own good. Elihu 

says: 

• • .God speaketh once, yea twice, yet man 
perceiveth it not. 

In a dream, in a vision of the night, when 
deep sleep falleth upon men, in slumberings 
upon the bed; 

Then he openeth the ears of men, and sealeth 
their instruction, 

That he may withdraw man from his purpose, 
and hide pride from man. 

He keepeth back his soul from the pit, and 
his life from perishing by the sword (vv. 14—18). 

Like Job, Crusoe first tries to justify himself when he 

reasons out the divine source of his afflictions: "Why 

has God done this to me? What have JE done to be thus 

us'd?" But as in Job's dialogue, the objection is 

quickly answered: "My conscience," Crusoe reports, 

"presently check'd me in that Enquiry, as if I had blas¬ 

phem'd, and methought it spoke to me like a Voice: 

Wretch 1 dost thou ask what thou hast done? look back 
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upon a dreadful mis—spent Life, and ask thy self what 

thou hast;not done? ask, Why is it that thou wert not 

long ago destroy'd?" (VII, 106) Crusoe has no friends 

to advise him; his only counsels are his conscience and 

his Bible, and his repentance is halting and awkward. 

111 had, alas l no divine Knowledge1? (VII, 100) , he laments; 

but he studies his Bible diligently, and finds that when 

he sets himself "seriously to this Work" he becomes in¬ 

creasingly "affected with the Wickedness of my past Life" 

(VII, 110). Prompted by the sickness and the vision, 

Crusoe tries to interpret his life relative to the divine 

world plan, convicts himself of sin, and sets about to 

change the course of events, 

Crusoe's repentance, born in fear, has sometimes 

been criticised as desperate and insincere, but such 

criticism reveals a naive understanding of the terms of 

Christian conversion. After all, Christians should fear 

God and His wrath. Any way by which a man is converted 

is a good ?/ay. Crusoe's conversion must, of course, be 

evaluated in terms of his later conduct, for if (as some 

have said) Crusoe is the same man at the end of the novel 

as at the beginning, the conversion is indeed superficial. 

Contemporary theologians, however, though deploring death¬ 

bed conversions and recommending early choice of a Godly 

life, were quick to recognize the value of conversions 



wrought by physical extremity* If God chose to bring 

about a man’s reformation by means of physical distress 

(as He often did), man ought not to be critical. From 

the saved man’s point of view, it was a good bargain. 

"Now is this so bad a Market," asks Patrick, "for a Man 

to escape the Flames of Hell, by the Flames of a Fever? 

To be delivered from the Pit of Destruction, by being 

cast upon a Bed of Weakness?"*^ And from God’s point of 

view, it could also have advantages. "When we are in the 

Jaws of Death," argues Charnock, "God may have his Terms 

of us; when we are at some distance, we will have our 

own. The lower a Person is, the more readily will he 

bend to any Condition; hope of Deliverance will make him 

stoop. * . . If common Patience leads to Bepentance, a 

rescue from an amazing Danger is a stronger Cord to draw 

us to Repentance and Obedience*-^ The results might, 

therefore, be better than if a man were converted earlier. 

"They who are reclaim'd from a wicked course," says Til— 

lotson, "are many times more thoroughly and zealously 

good afterwards? Their trouble and remorse for their 

sins does quicken and spur them on in the ways of virtue 

and goodness, and a lively sense of their past errors is 

apt to make them more careful and conscientious of their 

duty, more tender and fearful of offending God, and de¬ 

sirous, if it were possible, to redeem their former mis— 
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carriages by their good behaviour for the futureBut 

regardless of the ultimate results of the repentance) 

God5 s grace must always be available to His chosen. God 

may be more pleased by a constant Godly life) but man 

always has, as Sherlock puts it, "a plahke after ship¬ 

wreck, repentance.'*^ 

II 

Crusoe dates his "Hope that God would hear me" (VII, 

111) from his sincere supplications for repentance, but 

he does not immediately emerge a fully-developed Christian. 

Though his attitudes are changed by his conversion, he 

still has a great deal to learn about the spiritual life, 

he suffers periodic setbacks, and years later he still has 

to admit that he has "more Sincerity than Knowledge" (VIII, 

5). His conversion provides the requisite attitude for a 

reformed life, but, like his physical deliverance, complete 

spiritual deliverance is still far away. 

The formal changes in Crusoe's life are rapid, almost 

immediate. He begins to keep a sabbath, a practice he had 

at first ignored because "I had no Sense of Religion upon 

my Mind" (VII, 119). He celebrates the anniversary of 

his "Deliverance" on the island as a "Solemn Fast, setting 

it apart to Religious Exercise, prostrating my self on the 

Ground with the most serious Humiliation, confessing my 

Sins to God, acknowledging His Righteous Judgments upon 
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me, and praying to him to have Mercy on me, through Jesus 

Christ. • • ."•*•? His observance of the day even becomes 

’sacramental, within the limits of his condition; after 

twelve hours of fasting he eats "a Bisket Cake and a Bunch 

of Grapes . . ." (VII, 119). 

His attitude: also undergoes transformation as he 

begins to look upon his condition as a just punishment 

for his sin. "I acquiesced," he reports shortly after his 

conversion, "in the Dispositions of Providence, which I 

now began to own, and to believe order’d every thing for 

the best; I say, I quieted my Mind with this, and left 

afflicting my self with Fruitless Wishes . , ." (VII, 125). 

Gradually, he even begins to consider the numerous ad¬ 

vantages of his condition. "It was now," he reports 

after the second anniversary of his landing on the island 

(an anniversary which he observes "in the same solemn 

Manner as before") "that I began sensibly to feel hoi5/ much 

more happy this Life I now led was, with all its miserable 

Circumstances, than the wicked, cursed, abominable Life 

I led all the past Part of my Days; and now I chang'd both 

my Borrows and my Joys; my very Desires alter’d, my Af¬ 

fections chang’d their Gusts, and my Delights were per¬ 

fectly new, from what they v/ere at my first Coming, or 

indeed for the two Years past" (VII, 129—130). He prays 

and reads his Bible three times daily, gaining new insights 
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from the passages he comes 'upon by Biblical lottery. “One 

morning,*1 he reports, “being very sad, I open’d the Bible 

upon these Words, I will never, never leave thee, nor for¬ 

sake thee; immediately it occurr'd, That these Words were 

to me, Why else should they be directed in such a Manner, 

just at the Moment when I was mourning over my Condition, 

as one forsaken of God and Man? Well then, said I, if 

God does not forsake me, of what ill Consequence can it 

be, or what matters it, though the World should all for¬ 

sake me . . (VII, 130). 

With intermittent relapses of self-pity and dis¬ 

couragement, Crusoe continues to develop spiritually 

during his solitary years on the island. He begins to 

look upon the world “as a Thing remote, Y/hich I had nothing 

to do with, no expectation from, and indeed no desires 

about*' (VII, 148). He converts his island almost into a 

garden,1^ and lives “mighty comfortably, my Mind being 

entirely composed by resigning to the Will of God** (VII, 

156). “What a table," marvels Crusoe, "was here spread 

for me in the Wilderness, where I saw nothing at first 

but to perish for Hunger" (VII, 171). He is increasingly 

impressed by God’s providential care of him, ascribing 

even the smallest events to divine activity. 

Crusoe’s most significant relapse results from finding 

a footprint in the sand, an event which temporarily causes 
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him to lose the control he had gained over himself. "I 

stood like one Thunderstruck,” he reports, “or as if I 

had seen an Apparition; I listen’d, I look’d round me, I 

could hear nothing, nor see any Thing.** From a composed 

man who has come to terms with his world, Crusoe suddenly 

turns into a desperately befuddled paranoiac* “Like a 

man perfectly confus’d and out of my self,” reports 

Crusoe in retrospect, ”1 came Home to my Fortification, 

not feeling, as we say, the Ground I went on, but ter¬ 

rify’ d to the last Degree, looking behind me at every 

two or three Steps, mistaking every Bush and Tree and 

fancying every Stump at a Distance to be a Man • • 

(VII, 177-178). Again a victim of his natural self, 

Crusoe finds his spiritual life interrupted and his 

thoughts confused, ”1 must observe with Grief,” he re¬ 

ports, "that the Discomposure of my Mind had too great 

impressions . , . upon the religious Part of my Thoughts 

• • .[;] I seldom found my self in a due Temper for 

application to my Maker, at least not with the sedate 

Calmness and Resignation of Soul which I was wont to do; 

I rather pray’d to God as under great Affliction and 

Pressure of Mind, surrounded with Danger • • ." (VII, 

189) Reflection, Christian resignation and the passage 

of time alleviate his fears somewhat, however, and he is 

soon able to thank God for placing him in a station of 



life different from the “dreadful creatures" whose depraved 

nature guides them to cannibalistic feasts on his island* 

He also becomes grateful, upon reflection, that his early 

activities on the island were so guided by providence 

that he made his abode in a place safe from the sight 

of visiting savages* 

The sudden providential appearance of Friday on the 

island affords Crusoe an opportunity not only to relieve 

his physical distress, but to recover his spiritual 

development and even extend it* Friday's appearance 

vindicates God’s action in allowing Crusoe to find the 

fear—provoking footprint, for Crusoe now finds that the 

presence of savages on the island, at first a terror, 

becomes at'last a comfort. Crusoe advises that "all 

People who shall meet with my Story" should observe "How 

frequently'in the Coursecf our Lives, the Evil which in 

it self we seek most to shun, and which when we are fallen 

into it, is the most dreadful to us, is oftentimes the 

very Means or Door of our Deliverance . • (VII, 210)* 

lore important, however, Friday presents Crusoe an op¬ 

portunity to demonstrate his sincerity in religious mat¬ 

ters. While alone, Crusoe may dramatize his reformation 

only by performing such religious duties as praying and 

reading scripture and by controlling his thoughts.2® A 

companion—especially a non-Christian one—provides fur— 
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ther opportunities to perform religious duties, and Crusoe, 

his faltering spirits recovered, proves equal to the 

occasion. “I was not wanting to lay a Foundation of 

Religious Knowledge in [Friday’s] Mind," Crusoe reports 

proudly. In dramatic form, Crusoe presents the most 

important of these lessons which convert Friday into “a 

good Christian, a much better than I • • • such a Christian 

as I have known few equal to him in my Life” (VIII, 6—7), 

Crusoe acknowledges his Ignorance on many religious mat¬ 

ters and finds himself “ill enough quallified for a 

Casuist11 when Friday poses difficult questions, but his 

instruction of Friday also improves his own faith. “In 

laying things open to him,“ Crusoe reports, “I really 

informed and instructed myself in many Things, that either 

I did not know, or had not fully consider'd before, but 

which naturally occurr’d to my Mind, upon my searching 

into them, for the Information of this poor Savage; and I 

had more affection in my enquiry after things upon this 

Occasion, than ever I felt before; so that . , « I had 

great Reason to be thankful that ever he came to me” 

(VIII, 4'-*6)« His v/avering now past, Crusoe rejoices in 

his condition and continues "In this thankful frame ... 

all the Remainder of my Time . . (VIII, 6).^* 

Crusoe’s conversion and subsequent spiritual life 

have been much maligned by Defoe critics. Following 
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Gildonj who charged that Crusoe is a "strange whimsical, 

inconsistent Being" who quits his religion "upon every 

Whimsy,"^ many critics have found Crusoe’s religion 

shallow and mercurial and his conduct far below the plane 

of his reflections. Conscious of Crusoe’s spiritual 

lapses, they have emphasized the points at which Crusoe1s 

grasp falls short of his reach, and have concluded that 

his conversion is not real, that he is the same man at 

the end of th novel as at the beginning.^3 Crusoe’s 

reflections are thus thought to result from a fraudulent 

piety given him by Defoe in an attempt to appease public 

taste and exploit popular morality* Crusoe, according to 

Howe, is not the type to reflect morally, and his conduct 

proves it.2^ 

Such criticism stems from a misunderstanding of Crusoe 

as a character and ultimately from a misunderstanding of 

the Christian view of man implicit in the novel, for such 

criticism betrays a striking naivet6 about orthodox 

Christian attitudes on sin and conversion, Crusoe is no 

saint; he is proud of his very substantial spiritual 

progress, but he is conscious of his own weaknesses. It 

takes eight years of aimless wandering, several brushes 

with catastrophe, and finally a confinement* sickness, 

and vision of damnation even to make him ask God’s help, 

for he (like other men) is blind to divine purpose and 
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powerless to overcome his natural depravity until God 

specifically interposes. When he finally does repent 

and begin to hope for salvation, his life is changed 

quite dramatically, but conversion is not a magic carpet 

which delivers him directly to heaven's gate. Though 

converted, he is still human; his fallen nature, though 

subdued by grace, is never entirely overcome in this 

world, and he is still subject to temptation and occa¬ 

sional failure. But unlike the chain of sins which 

characterized his early life, his post-conversion sins 

are lapses from his good intentions and his general 

pattern of conduct; he repents them rapidly, and his 

life journey continues on the new direction chosen during 

his sickness. 

Crusoe's physical and mental limitations are obvious. 

He twice builds a boat so big and so far from water that 

he cannot launch it. He can only make one plank from a 

tree (while his contemporaries in fact and fiction could 

make at least two). He cannot construct a wheelbarrow 

because he cannot imagine how to fashion a wheel. It 

takes him years to learn to make pottery.2^ Diligent and 

determined, Crusoe is no paragon of brilliance in con¬ 

quering his environment, even though he has almost a 

shipload of tools and equipment. He learns by trial and 

error, and he often solves his problems only after most 
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embarrassing mistakes. These limitations have been (quite 

correctly) praised as examples of Defoe’s art, for through 

them Crusoe shows himself to be no more than an ordinary 

human being, a man with whom an ordinary reader may 

easily identify. Similar spiritual limitations are 

often, however, cited as examples of Defoe’s limited 

view or attributed to oversight and inconsistency in 

composition. 

In retrospect, Crusoe is immensely proud of his 

physical accomplishments and reports that "in time by 

Labour, Application, and Contrivance, I found at last 

that I wanted nothing but I could have made it , « 

(VII, 77)• Individual instances indicate, however, that 

he somewhat overestimates his ability; and it may be 

that his total evaluation of his spiritual life is also 

slightly optimistic,2^ even though he admits, in specific 

instances, both physical and spiritual weaknesses. But 

his imperfections should not blind us to his genuine 

and substantial spiritual progress. Viewed as an ordi¬ 

nary human being—an Everyman—in spiritual as well as 

physical and mental strength, Crusoe becomes (rather than 

a model of perfection) an example of human accomplishment 

made possible by God's providence. Beginning as a rebel 

wandering through life without purpose, he becomes—at 

last—a pilgrim bound for the holy city. 



Ill 

Crusoe’s physical adventures are well-known, and the 

adventure plot of the novel has often been critically 

discussed. The adventure plot, however, takes on a 

greater significance when viewed relative to the novel’s 

thematic concerns.2? Crusoe's physical activities relate 

to his spiritual life not only because conversion alters 

his conduct5 throughout Robinson Crusoe, physical events 

reflect Crusoe’s spiritual life, for Crusoe is concerned 

with accommodating himself to his world spiritually and 

physically at the same time. His efforts to come to 

terms with his physical environment parallel his efforts 

to find a proper relationship with his God, and ultimately 

his physical activities become a metaphor for his spiritual 

aspirations. 

Defoe has constructed Robinson Crusoe so that its 

theme gives survival an added dimension. Man (placed in 

a primitive context) faces not only a hostile physical 

world, but a world where he is spiritually an alien; he 

has to fight not only the physical dangers of storms, 

hunger, sickness, wild beasts, and cannibalistic men, 

but temptation, moral evil, and ultimately (because man’s 

nature has become depraved) even himself—all on the 

single island battleground of his life. The fusion of 

these physical and spiritual concerns, implicit through— 
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out Robinson Crusoe, can be illustrated from virtually 

any episode. Crusoe’s efforts to sustain himself physi¬ 

cally from the wrecked ship, for example, parallel his 

efforts to obtain God’s grace, according to the contem¬ 

porary Puritan view; Crusoe must venture to the ship as 

best he can, once God has providentially intervened to 

bring the ship within his reach. In his feverish sick¬ 

ness, Crusoe describes his physical condition in terms 

which exactly express his spii’itual aspirations just 

before conversion. “I was," he reports, "ready to perish 

for Thirst, but so weak, I had not Strength-to stand up, 

or to get my self any Water to drink"; and later, after 

a brief prayer for mercy, and then a deep sleep (but 

before his prayer of repentance), he finds himself "much 

refresh'd, but weak, and exceeding thirsty” (VII, 99—100) 

The metaphoric meaning of Crusoe’s physical activi¬ 

ties has been obscured by emphasis upon the "realistic" 

nature of both Crusoe’s activities and the language used 

to describe them, but Defoe's realism is like that of 

Bunyan and substantiates the metaphor, rather than weak¬ 

ening it. Defoe (like Bunyan, who continually has Chris¬ 

tian express his spiritual condition by physical actions)2^ 

has Crusoe discover the miraculous "straggling Stalks" of 

grain beside his habitation and note his first religious 

feelings which, though brief, are gradually multiplied by 
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nurture and care like his crop of grain. Later, his 

first physical act of kindness for Friday presages his 

subsequent spiritual aid: “I gave him Bread,11 reports 

Crusoe, "and a Bunch of Raisins to eat, and a Draught 

of Water . . ." (VII, 238). 

The terminological ambiguity in describing Crusoe’s 

physical condition, implicit throughout the novel, is 

made explicit at the time of Crusoe’s conversion. Previ¬ 

ously, his interpretation of deliverance had been purely 

physical, but at conversion he begins to "construe the 

Words . . . in a different suase from what I had ever 

done before" (VII, 111), and his physical deliverance 

becomes secondary, though it remains emblematic of his 

spiritual deliverance. 

It is in this context that we may profitably examine 

the novel's last major episode, the attack by wolves in 

the Pyrenees. This episode has been condemned severely 

as unnecessary and anticlimaetie, an example of Defoe's 

careless craftsmanship and his inability to provide a 

unity of action. Viewed in relation to Crusoe’s character 

development, however, the episode takes on significant 

meaning, and provides a dramatic climax to the previous 

physical and spiritual adventures. 

During his stay on the island, Crusoe matures in 

important ways. His progress is not uniform, for certain 
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events (such as finding the footprint) disrupt his com¬ 

posure end interrupt his development toward self-knowledge 

and self—control, but after conversion he clarifies his 

relationship to his environment and gains increasing con¬ 

trol over himself and his'world. He comes to think of 

himself as a "general," and as "monarch" and "governour" 

of his island, and he develops increasing confidence in 

his ability to conquer his environment and to lead men, 

an ability displayed especially during his final days on 

the island. 

Crusoe’s full development is artistically estab¬ 

lished, however, only when he demonstrates these qualities 

in the setting of the larger Y/orld, free of the limita¬ 

tions of a never-never island world where he had special 

rights and a special claim to leadership. Back in Europe 

(but not yet home) Crusoe proves that his qualities can 

stand more severe tests; he becomes "captain" of a company 

which includes English merchants and Portuguese gentlemen 

who have no obligation to Crusoe; they choose him leader 

solely on the claims of his merit, and he justifies their 

confidence by guiding them safely through a life—or-death 

battle. 

In this last major episode, Defoe again allows Bibli¬ 

cal allusion to carry the weight of meaning. Leaving 

Madrid by land, Crusoe’s company wanders toward France, 
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but is frustrated by several delays. By “Meanders" and 

"winding Ways," they at least reach the mountains near 

"Pampeluna," and gain a view of the land they wish to 

reach. "All on a sudden," reports Crusoe, "[the guide] 

skew'd us the pleasant fruitful Provinces of Languedoc 

and Gascoign, all green and flourishing. • . ." Still, 

however, they have "some rough Way to pass yet" (VIII, 

89), and they soon discover that (like the ancient He¬ 

brews) they have to fight their way into their promised 

land. 

Their enemies are ravenous wolves, and the innocent 

company, each member of which is making his first journey 

in this hostile territory, does not know how to cope with 

such organized ferocity. Crusoe, however, although in¬ 

experienced with this specific kind of danger, demonstrates 

the mastery he has developed through the years, for seeing 

a hundred wolves "coming on directly towards us, all in a 

Body, and most of them in a Line, as regularly as an Army 

drawn up by experienc’d Officers (VIII, 97) > He senses 

what to do, and, like Joshua, achieves his purpose by 

making great noises with the few weapons he has and by 

having the company unite in a great shout.3^ / second, 

even greater battle follows, as night comes on and an 

estimated three hundred wolves gather for the attack, 

but again Crusoe's strategy delivers the company. Quite 
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clearly, this is a far different Crusoe from the fear- 

ridden young man who, unable even to follow orders, 

faints at the pump during an early voyage^ and who runs 

about his island, when he first arrives there, wringing 

his hands distractedly* 

The episode of the wolves demonstrates'(like the final 

dramatic episodes in pilgrim literature) that man is not 

really “delivered'1 until he has reached his final desti¬ 

nation. Crusoe considers this the worst battle of his 

life. "I was never so sensible of Danger in my Life," 

Crusoe reports, "... and ... I gave my self over for 

lost . . (VIII, 102). Ultimately, the battle suggests 

the larger battle between good and evil, a major concern 

of the novel. The wolves, Crusoe reports (and he later 

repeats the analogy),"came on like devils . . ♦" (VIII, 

100)Later, when the company is safely delivered, men 

who have previously made the same journey tell Crusoe and 

his friends that their experiences are "nothing;but what 

was ordinary in the great Forest at the Foot of the Moun¬ 

tains," and these seasoned travelers advise of better ways 

of defeating the enemy. Crusoe’s company, however, basks 

in the secure comfort of their new land, "where we found 

a warm Climate, a fruitful pleasant Countrey, and no Snow, 

no Wolves, or any Thing like them • • ." (VIII, 101)» 
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IV 

Defoe is able- to suggest the physical metaphor for 

the spiritual quite easily in Robinson Crusoe, for the 

novel’s fundamental travel plot is nourished by a Biblical 

metaphor which had been employed repeatedly in Puritan 

religious tradition and which had taken fictional form 

in allegorical spiritual biography. The journey metaphor^ 

(to express man’s condition during his temporary sojourn 

on earth) derives ultimately from the Bible,3^ but during 

the seventeenth century the metaphor became extremely 

popular in Puritan religious .ritings, and the journey 

most often became a sea-voyage.35 Man before conversion 

was pictured as aimlessly adrift on the wide sea, and 

after conversion sailing toward the heavenly port. The 

metaphor was often extended to include all of life’s major 

experiences: man's uncontrollable natural propensity 

became blasts, storms, and tempests which drove man from 

his course; failure to overcome temptation became ship¬ 

wreck or drowning. Sermons and conduct books repeated the 

metaphor frequently, but the most sustained use came in 

the literature of the pilgrim tradition. Here the meta¬ 

phor was fundamental to the structure: man's entire life 

(the subject of the pilgrim writers) was dramatized as 

journey—a journey taking place in the physical world but 

having spiritual import. 
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Robinson Crusoe, like Pilgrim* s Progress or the 

Parable of the Pilgrim, is sustained by the metaphor;^ 

Defoe’s novel and pilgrim books are nourished by the same 

Puritan traditions and share the same theological vie.'.’ of 

the world and man’s role in it. Though giving more atten~ 

tion to man’s life before conversion than most pilgrim 

literature, Robinson Crusoe presents the same story of 

rebellion and punishment, repentance and salvation which 

is common to Puritan spiritual histories, whether in the 

form of providence stories, exempla in conduct books, 

spiritual autobiographies, or pilgrim allegories. Defoe’s 

hero, unlike Bishop Patrick’s, or Bunyan’s, or even Rich¬ 

ardson’s, does not begin with a single-minded determination 

and almost supernatural power to overcome satanic adver¬ 

saries. What aims he has are negative—determination not 

to follow the approved course—but after drifting over 

tempestuous seas, being cast upon shores half a world apart, 

and nearly perishing upon treacherous unseen rocks, he 

learns an important lesson. In utter distress, desolation, 

and loneliness, Crusoe finds in God’s grace power to over¬ 

come a hostile world of hunger and sickness, animal and 

human brutality, even power to overcome his most dangerous 

adversary—himselfo An everyman, Crusoe begins as a wan¬ 

derer, aimless on a sea he does not understand; he ends as 

a pilgrim, crossing a final mountain to enter the promised 

land. 



NOTES 

1 
Symon Patrick. Fifteen Sermons upon Contentment and 

Resignation to the Will of God ... ‘(London, 1719) , Ser¬ 
mon X, p. 23)47 

Patrick, Sermons on Contentment. Sermon VIII, p. 189. 

^For a discussion of the relation between Crusoe’s 
physical actions and his spiritual state, see pp. l66ff. 

^See pp. l66ff. 

That is, he opens his Bible at random, trusting 
providence to guide his hands to choose a pertinent 
passage. 

z 
°Crusoe is rather excessively joyful upon first es¬ 

caping his illness, but apparently neglects to see the 
significance of the deliverance. In discussing afflictions 
and distresses. Patrick says: "They are the occasions 
of the greatest Pleasures in our whole Life, if ever our 
Condition change from worse to better again. . . • After 
we or a friend is recovered of a dangerous Disease, then 
it is that our Hearts leap for Joy. After a shipwreck is 
escaped, or a Victory obtained, then our Spirits dilate 
themselves in an excessive Measure” (Sermons upon Content¬ 
ment. Sermon VIII, p0 203). 

7 
'For a discussion of the symbolic implications of 

this and other passages in Robinson Crusoe, see Edwin F. 
Benjamin, “Symbolic Elements in Robinson Crusoe," PQ. 
XXX (1951), 206-211. 

g 
In retrospect, Crusoe admits that he ought to have 

been just as conscious of providence’s role in causing 
the grain to grow, even though no miracle was involved, 
“for it was really the Work of Providence as to me, that 
should order or appoint, that 10 or 12 Grains of Corn 
should remain unspoil’d (when the Rats had destroy'd all 
the rest) as if it had been dropt from Heaven; as also, 

[174] 
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that I should throw it out in that particular Place, 
where it feeing in the Shade of a high Rock, it sprang 
up immediately; whereas, if I had thrown it anywhere 
else at that time, it had been burnt up and destroy'd" 
(VII, 90). Compare Crusoe's description of the seeds' 
potentiality with the parable of the sower, Matthew 13; 
3-8, 18—23; or Mark 4*3-9 5 14-20. 

^Later, Crusoe has several other dreams and super¬ 
natural promptings which confirm his belief that God 
.takes an active interest in the lives of each individual. 

•^See Note 34 below. 

^See Exodus 13*21. 

•^Patrick, Sermons upon Contentment« Sermon IV, p. 94. 

^Stephen Charnock, Works (3rd ed0, 2 vols., London, 
1699)j A Discourse on the Fifth of November, I, 593* 

^John Tillotson, Works (9th ed., London, 1728), 
Sermon XVI, p. 139. 

•^Sherlock, Of Sinnes of Weaknesse and of Wilfulnesse. 
Section XXV, as quoted by H. R. McAdoo, The Structure of 
Caroline Moral Theology (London, 1949), p. 120. 

1 /I 

Crusoe professes to have no interest in the finer 
points of theology, and, although his point of view is 
obviously Puritan, his faith is intended to be unobjection¬ 
able to both Anglican and Dissenter. Defoe's preface to 
the 1715 Family Instructor applies equally well to Robinson 
Crusoe: "In the pursuit of this Book care is taken to 
avoid Distinctions of Opinion, as to Church of England or 
Dissenter, and no offense can be taken here on the one 
Side or the other; as I hope both are Christians so both 
are treated here as such, and the Advice is impartially 
directed to both v/ithout the least distinction" (p. 3)* 
Gildon's view must be regarded as anti—Dissenter (and 
anti—Puritan) rather than typically Anglican, for despite 
his "conversion" to Anglicanism the theology he displays 
in his attack on Defoe ov/es an obvious debt to deism. 

17 fPuritan conduct writers often emphasized the impor¬ 
tance of observing certain anniversaries with days of con— 
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trition or thanksgiving* Haller notes that anniversaries 
of events in a persoris life replaced the traditional 
Christian holidays. "[Puritan] holy days,’1 says Haller, 
"were the days when they fasted and humiliated themselves 
for defeats they themselves had brought upon the spirit 
or the days when they gave thanks for the victories which 
had been vouchsafed to them by divine providence" (The 
Rise of Puritanism [New York, 1938], p. 151). For specific 
directions on how to observe such a special day, see 
Cotton Mather, The Religion of the Closet ... or, a 
Christian Furnished with. A Companion for Solitude (2nd 
edo, Boston, 1706), p. 29 .”" 

•1 O 

Compare Crusoe*s attempt to recreate Paradise with 
the transformation of the r; wilderness and solitary place" 
in Isaiah 35* According to the Isaianic prophecy, when 
God*s kingdom is established, gardens will be made out of 
desertss 

And an highway shall be there, and a way. and 
it shall be called the ¥/ay of holiness; the 
unclean shall not pass over it; but it shall 
be for those; the wayfaring men, though fools, 
shall not err therein, 

No lion shall be there, nor any ravenous beast 
shall go up thereon, it shall not be found 
there; but the redeemed shall walk there (w. 8-9)* 

*^It is during this period of upset that Crusoe 
again begins to think of leaving his island, even before 
God gives him a clear indication that his penance is 
completed and that he may, with God's blessing, prepare 
to leave. 

20 
Crusoe shows himself a good Puritan by undertaking 

Friday* s conversion, for Puritanism always emphasized 
the importance of zeal for the conversion of others. 
More important. Defoe uses the episode to make probable 
Crusoe's religious professions. In the 1715 Family In¬ 
structor, Defoe is more openly concerned with probability, 
for he has to make Thomas's conversion and Williamfe 
behavior probable to their masters, as well as to the 
reader. There, as in Robinson Crusoe, zeal for con¬ 
verting others to one's faith is used as evidence of 
conversion. 
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21 Two later passages have sometimes been cited as 
evidence that Crusoe’s spiritual experience is not very 
profound or lasting. When he contemplates returning to 
Brazil, he has "some little Scruple in my Mind about 
Religion, which insensibly drew me back, • . . However, 
it was not Religion that kept me from going there for 
the present , , . (VIII, 84, italics mine). Critics have 
been especially harsh with Crusoe for saying that "I 
began to regret my having profess’d my self a Papist, 
and thought it might not be the best Religion to die 
with” (VIII, 84), Readers of Puritan religious litera¬ 
ture, however, will immediately recognize that such a 
statement is not so flippant as critics have taken it, 
for religious writers emphasized the importance of dying 
with the proper religious outlook and argued for Christian 
conversion primarily on the basis of an after-life. Any¬ 
way, Crusoe’s briefly wavering thoughts about religion 
in Brazil soon settle. After his bout v/ith the wolves 
(see pp. 168—171), Crusoe says that a "Scruple came in 
my Way [about going to Brazil], and that was Religion; 
for as I had entertain’d some Doubts about the Roman 
Religion, even while I was abroad, especially in my State 
of Solitude; so I knew there was no going to the Brasils 
for me . , (VIII, 103). 

Crusoe’s later Y/andering (described briefly in the 
last paragraphs of Robinson Crusoe)has also been cited to 
show that Crusoe’s religion does not endure. But while 
these paragraphs are obviously intended to pave the way 
for the Farther Adventures, they are nevertheless not an 
artistic and. thematic sell-out, Crusoe remains in England 
during his'wife’s lifetime, and only resumes his travels 
after her death, when he has no further responsibilities 
in England. Furthermore, he may be regarded as having 
responsibilities to his island, Puritan theologians 
recognized that a man’s calling might change, especially 
when the events of his life prepared him for a calling 
different from his original one. 

^Charles Gildon, The Life and Strange Surprizing 
Adventures of Mr. D- De F— of London, Hosier • . p. 
viii; in Robinson Crusoe~Examin’d and Criticiz’d, ed, 
Paul Dottin (London and Paris, 1923), p, 70. 'Gildon has 
“Crusoe” accuse “Defoe” of making him such a character. 
“You make me,” says “Crusoe,” “extravagantly Zealous, 
and as extravagantly Remiss. . • 

2^See Irving Howe, “Robinson Crusoe: Epic of the 
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Middle Class," Tomorrow. VII (1949), P» 52: "• . . Crusoe 
is exactly the same creature when he leaves the island as 
when he stepped onto it." 

. ' 
24

HOWO, p. 53. 

25 ■ 
'For a rather complete discussion of Crusoe’s 

limitations see H* F. Robins, "How Smart Was Robinson 
Crusoe?" PMLA, LXVII (1952), 782-789* Robins’s discussion 
has the virtue of trying to distinguish between Crusoe’s 
mistakes and Defoe’s. 

26 
One might suggest that the reader is not always 

expected to approve Crusoe’s moral conduct any more than 
his lack of ingenuity. Hia treatment of MOely the Moor 
(who- Crusoe "makes no doubt" could swim back to shore) 
aha his sale of Xury are perhaps acceptable by contemporary 
religious standards, but the actions are not exemplary. 
Obviously, Crusoe sees no harm in slavery, but we know 
from other v/ritings that Defoe found slavery morally 
objectionable. One does not need to posit a whole tone 
of irony in the novel to recognize that there is an 
aesthetic distance between Defoe and Crusoe and that 
this distance has implications in interpreting Crusoe's 
thoughts and actions* 

2-7One should view the concern with both physical 
and spiritual matters in relation to a growing concern 
with man’s secular duty in seventeenth century Calvinism. 
If all activities of human history bear a direct rela¬ 
tionship to the divine plan, all attempts to bring the 
physical environment under control have spiritual sig¬ 
nificance. 

pO 
The ambiguity of physical—spiritual terminology is 

heightened by the frequent juxtaposition of physical- 
spiritual dangers and physical—spiritual remedies. For 
example, at the time of his illness and conversion, 
Crusoe is providentially directed to a sea chest, where 
he finds a physical cure (tobacco) and a spiritual one 
(a Bible) side by side. See p, 149. 

^%hen meeting Faithful, for example, Christian 
rushes to catch up with him and "did also over—run him, 
so the last was first." "Then," reports Bunyan, "did 
Christian vain-gloriously smile, because he had gotten 
the start of his Brother; but not taking good heed to 
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his feet, he suddenly stumbled and fell ,* • ." •(Pilgrim1 s 
Progress, ed, James Blanton Wharey and rev, Roger-Sharrock 
[2nd ed., Oxford, i960], p. 66). 

^°See Joshua 6. 

.During his first voyage, Crusoe twice suffers 
faintness of heart. When he faints at the water pump, 
his companions show little respect, "nobody minded me," 
reports Crusoe, "or what had become of me; but another 
Man stept up to the Pump, and thrusting me aside with 
his Foot, let me lye . , ." (VII, 12). 

■32 . ' 
One should note that in Biblical metaphor, God’s 

children (His sheep) are constantly threatened by wolves, 
their arch-enemy. 

"I'D 
^Puritan writers frequently used what they called 

"similitudes." See Haller's discussion. Rise of Puritanism, 
pp. 136ff. 

^^■fhe Old Testament and Pauline writings are especially 
rich in similes and metaphors of travel. The wanderings 
of the Israelites in the wilderness \vere often cited by 
Puritan preachers as the archetype of man's plight before 
reaching the promised land. 

^Increasing exploration obviously played an impor¬ 
tant role in the popularity of such metaphor. .For a 
description of various forms of the metaphor in the 
seventeenth century, see Haller, Rise of Puritanism, 
pp. 146ff. 

3^i do not, of course, mean to suggest that Robinson 
Crusoe is in any sense an allegory, for the novel is 
obviously meaningful on a literal level. Its thematic 
concerns are, however, like those in Puritan spiritual 
allegories, and Defoe uses certain techniques employed 
by Bunyan and others, as I have already noted. 
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