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Preface 

In preparing this Norton Critical Edition of Robinson Crusoe, I have 
tried to make available to readers an authoritative text based on Defoe's 
first edition. Although Defoe was a writer of genius who, as Pope re
marked, "wrote a vast many things," he took no special pains to polish 
his manuscripts or to see them carefully through the press. Robinson 
Crusoe poses complex problems to an editor that are commented on in 
the Note on the Text. To insure that the text is both faithful to the 
original edition and free from obvious printer's errors, I have collated 
all six of the authorized editions published by William Taylor in 1719 
and annotated the text to assist the reader with textual problems, obscure 
words and idioms, variant spellings, and biblical allusions. 

The source of Defoe's novel has commonly been held to be the 
account of Alexander Selkirk, a Scottish sailor who was put ashore on 
the island of Juan Fernandez in 1704 and survived a solitary life for four 
years and four months until his rescue in 1709. In the section on 
contexts, I have included popular contemporary accounts of marooned 
men, notably Selkirk, that were published by William Dampier, Edward 
Cooke, Woodes Rogers, and Richard Steele, all of which were readily 
accessible to Defoe prior to his writing the novel. But to attribute the 
genesis of Robinson Crusoe solely to Selkirk is to overlook what Defoe 
strongly suggests in the prefaces to his succeeding two volumes on Cru
soe: namely, that the story has elements of allegorical autobiography. I 
have, therefore, included sections on autobiography and the Puritan 
emblematic tradition to provide the reader with information that invites 
other insightful approaches to the novel. 

The success and influence of Robinson Crusoe is perhaps most strik
ingly to be seen by the assembled comments of various literary and 
political figures in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Obviously 
every educated person read the novel, and just as obviously they were 
all profoundly impressed by it. Some, like Rousseau, were inspired by 
it to "return to Nature"; others, like Marx, regarded it as a meretricious 
model of economic independence. As critical tastes and society changed 
during the two centuries following its publication, the high reputation 
of Robinson Crusoe remained constant. It underwent literally hundreds 
of editions and was translated into many languages. 

The section on twentieth-century criticism of Robinson Crusoe pre-
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Vlll PREFACE 

sents fourteen critical evaluations, including favorable appraisals by two 
such influential modern novelists as Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. 
In the last thirty-five years, Defoe has become the subject of serious 
scholarly study, and numerous books and articles on him have been 
published. The selected bibliography is designed to provide the reader 
with the necessary information to pursue the study of Defoe and Rob

inson Crusoe in greater depth and detail. 
The idea of first preparing a Norton Critical Edition of Robinson

Crusoe occurred to me a number of years ago, and I am grateful to 
Professor M. H. Abrams of Cornell University for encouraging me to 
pursue this project. Peter W. Phelps of Norton revived my hopes and 
my interest; he and Susan Bourla assisted me, with their good counsel 
and good cheer, to complete the first edition with all deliberate speed. 
I am also indebted to Professors Ian Watt of Stanford University, Max
imillian E. Novak of UCLA, George A. Starr of the University of 
California at Berkeley, J. Paul Hunter of the University of Chicago, 
Joseph Prescott of Wayne State University, Edward Kelly of SUNY 
College at Oneonta, and the late John Robert Moore for their cooper
ation and support. I have benefited from the professional services and 
resources of the Schaffer Library of Union College, the Widener and 
Houghton Libraries of Harvard University, the British Museum, and 
the Rare Book Room of the Boston Public Library. 

In preparing this second edition I am grateful to Carol Bemis of Norton 
for expert editorial support and to Professors John Bender of Stanford 
University, Leopold Damrosch, Jr., of Harvard University, Carol Hou
lihan Flynn of Tufts University, Michael McKean of Rutgers University, 
and John J. Richetti of the University of Pennsylvania for their scholarly 
cooperation in abridging their essays for this edition. I am pleased to 
acknowledge the cheerful and expert secretarial support of my assistant, 
Linda Hime, in the preparation of the revised manuscript. 

MICHAEL SHINAGEL 
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The Preface 

If ever the Story of any private Man's Adventures in the World were 
worth making Publick, and were acceptable when Publish'd, the Editor 
of this Account thinks this will be so. 

The Wonders of this Man's Life exceed all that (he thinks) is to be 
found extant; the Life of one Man being scarce capable of a greater 
Variety. 

The Story is told with Modesty, with Seriousness, and with a religious 
Application of Events to the Uses to which wise Men always apply them 
(viz.) to the Instruction of others by this Example, and to justify and 
honour the Wisdom of Providence in all the Variety of our Circum
stances, let them happen how they will. 

The Editor believes the thing to be a just History of Fact; neither is 
there any Appearance of Fiction in it: And whoever thinks, because all 
such things are dispatch'd, 1 that the Improvement of it, as well to the 
Diversion, as to the Instruction of the Reader, will be the same; and as 
such, he thinks, without farther Compliment to the World, he does 
them a great Service in the Publication. 

l. The first and second editions read "dispatch'd''; subsequent editions read "disputed." The
meaning is that such works arc read cursorily, and, therefore, it matters little to the enter
tainment or instruction of the reader if the story be truth or fiction.
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The Life and Adventures 
of Robinson Crusoe, &c. 

I was born in the Year 1632, in the City of York, of a good Family, 
tho' not of that Country, my Father being a Foreigner of Bremen, who 
settled first at Hull: He got a good Estate by Merchandise, and leaving 
off his Trade, lived afterward at York, from whence he had married my 
Mother, whose Relations were named Robinson, a very good Family in 
that Country, and from whom I was called Robinson Kreutznaer; but 
by the usual Corruption of Words in England, we are now, called, nay 
we call our selves, and write our Name Crusoe, and so my Companions
always call'd me. 

· 

I had two elder Brothers, one of which was Lieutenant Collone1 to 
an English Regiment of Foot in Flanders, formerly commanded by the 
famous Coll. Lockhart, 2 and was killed at the Battle near Dunkirk against 
the Spaniards: What became of my second Brother I never knew any 
more than my Father or Mother did know what was become of me. 

Being the third Son of the Family, and not bred to any Trade, my 
Head began to be fill'd very early with rambling Thoughts: My Father, 
who was very ancient, had given me a· competent Share of Learning, 
as far as House-Education, and a Country Free-School generally goes, 
and design'd me for the Law; but I would be satisfied with nothing but 
going to Sea, and my Inclination to· this led me so strongly against the 
Will, nay the Commands of my Father, and against all the Entreaties 
and Perswasions of my Mother and other Friends, that there seem'd to 
be something fatal in that P�opension of Nature tending directly to the 
Life of Misery which was to befal me. 

My Father, a wise and grave Man, gave me serious and excellent 
Counsel against what he foresaw was my Design. He call'd me one 
Morning into his Chamber, where he was confined by the Gout, and 
expostulated very warmly with me upon this Subject: He ask' d me what 
Reasons more than a meer wandring Inclination I had for leaving my 
Father's House and my native Country, where I might be well intro
duced, and had a Prospect of raising my Fortune by Application and 
Industry, with a Life of Ease and Pleasure. He told me it was for Men 

2. Sir William Lockhart (1621-76) captured Dunkirk from the Spanish in 1658.
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ROBINSON CRUSOE 5 

of desperate Fortunes on one Hand, or of aspiring, superior Fortunes 
on the other, who went abroad upon Adventures, to rise by Enterprize, 
and make themselves famous in Undertakings of a Nature out of the 
common Road; that these things were all either too far above me, or 
too far below me; that mine was the middle State, or what might be 
called the upper Station of Low Life, which he had found by long 
Experience was the best State in the World, the most suited to human 
Happiness, not exposed to the Miseries and Hardships, the Labour and 
Sufferings of the mechanick3 Part of Mankind, and not embarass' d with 
the Pride, Luxury, Ambition and Envy of the upper Part of Mankind. 
He told me, 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, 
that Kings have frequently lamented the miserable Consequences of 
being born to great things, and wish'd they had been placed in the 
Middle of the two Extremes, between the Mean and the Great; that the 
wise Man gave his Testimony to this as the just Standard of true Felicity, 
when he prayed to have neither Poverty or Riches. 4 

He bid me observe it, and I should always find, that the Calamities 
of Life were shared among the upper and lower Part of Mankind; but 
that the middle Station had the fewest Disasters, and was not expos'd 
to so many Vicissitudes as the higher or lower Part of Mankind; nay, 
they were not subjected to so many Distempers and Uneasinesses either 
of Body or Mind, as those were who, by vicious Living, Luxury and 
Extravagancies on one Hand, or by hard Labour, Want of Necessaries, 
and mean or insufficient Diet on the other Hand, bring Distempers 
upon themselves by the natural Consequences of their Way of Living; 
That the middle Station of Life was calculated for all kind of Vertues 
and all kinds of Enjoyments; that Peace and Plenty were the Hand
maids of a middle Fortune; that Temperance, Moderation, Quietness, 
Health, Society, all agreeable Diversions, and all desirable Pleasures, 
were the Blessings attending the middle Station of Life; that this Way 
Men went silently and smoothly thro' the World, and comfortably out 
of it, not embarass'd with the Labours of the Hands or of the Head, not 
sold to the Life of Slavery for daily Bread, or harrast with perplex'd 
Circumstances, which rob the Soul of Peace, and the Body of Rest; not 
enrag'd with the Passion of Envy, or secret burning Lust of Ambition 
for great things; but in easy Circumstances sliding gently thro' the World, 
and sensibly tasting the Sweets of living, without the bitter feeling that 
they are happy, and learning by every Day's Experience to know it more 
sensibly. 

After this, he press'd me earnestly, and in the most affectionate man
net, not to play the young Man, not to precipitate my self into Miseries 
which Nature and the Station of Life I was born in, seem'd to have 

3. Pertaining to manual labor.
4. Solomon. Proverbs 30. 8.



6 ROBINSON CRUSOE 

provided against; that I was under no Necessity of seeking my Bread; 
that he would do well for me, and endeavour to enter me fairly into the 
Station of Life which he had been just recommending to me; and that 
if I was not very easy and happy in the World, it must be my meer 
Fate 5 or Fault that must hinder it, and that he should have nothing to 
answer for, having thus discharg'd his Duty in warning me against 
Measures which he knew would be to my Hurt: In a word, that as he 
would do very kind things for me if I would stay and settle at Home as 
he directed, so he would not have so much Hand in my Misfortunes, 
as to give me any Encouragement to go away: And to close all, he told 
me I had my elder Brother for an Example, to whom he had used the 
same earnest Perswasions to keep him from going into the Low Country 
Wars, but could not prevail, his young Desires prompting him to run 
into the Army where he was kill' d; and tho' he said he would not cease 
to pray for me, yet he would venture to say to me, that if I did take this 
foolish Step, God would not bless me, and I would have Leisure hereafter 
to reflect upon having neglected his Counsel when there might be none 
to assist in my Recovery. 

I observed in this last Part of his Discourse, which was truly Prophetick, 
tho' I suppose my Father did not know it to be so himself; I say, I 
observed the Tears run down his Face very plentifully, and especially 
when he spoke of my Brother who was kill'd; and that when he spoke 
of my having Leisure to repent, and none to assist me, he was so mov'd, 
that he broke off the Discourse, and told me, his Heart was so full he 
could say no more to me. 

I was sincerely affected with this Discourse, as indeed who could be 
otherwise; and I resolv' d not to think of going abroad any more, but to 
settle at home according to my Father's Desire. But alas! a few Days 
wore it all off; and in short, to prevent any of my Father's farther 
Importunities, in a few Weeks after, I resolv'd to run quite away from 
him. However, I did not act so hastily neither as my first Heat of 
Resolution prompted, but I took my Mother, at a time when I thought 
her a little pleasanter than ordinary, and told her, that my Thoughts 
were so entirely bent upon seeing the World, that I should never settle 
to any thing with Resolution enough to go through with it, and my 
Father had better give me his Consent than force me to go without it; 
that I was now Eighteen Years old, which was too late to go Apprentice 
to a Trade, or Clerk to an Attorney; that I was sure if I did, I should 
never serve out my time, and I should certainly run away from my 
Master before my Time was out, and go to Sea; and if she would speak 
to my Father to let me go but one Voyage abroad, if I came home again 
and did not like it, I would go no more, and I would promise by a 
double Diligence to recover that Time I had lost. 

This put my Mother into a great Passion: She told me, she knew it 

:-J_;
b

♦�;;c.JJ 5. Entirely or fully my Fate.
�. � 



ROBINSON CRUSOE 7 

would be to no Purpose to speak to my Father upon any such Subject; 
that he knew too well what was my Interest to give his Consent to any 
thing so much for my Hurt, and that she wondered how I could think 
of any such thing after such a Discourse as I had had with my Father, 
and such kind and tender Expressions as she knew my Father had us'd 
to me; and that in short, if I would ruine my self there was no Help for 
me; but I might depend I ·should never have their Consent to it: That 
for her Part she would not have so much Hand in my Destruction; and 
I should never have it to say, that my Mother was willing when my 
Father was not. 

Tho' my Mother refused to move6 it to my Father, yet as I have heard 
afterwards, she reported all the Discourse to him, and that my Father, 
after shewing a great Concern at it, said to her with a Sigh, That Boy 
might be happy if he would stay at home, but if he goes abroad he will 
be the miserablest Wretch that was ever born: I can give no Consent to 
it. 

It was not till almost a Year after this that I broke loose, tho' in the 
mean time I continued obstinately deaf to all Proposals of settling to 
Business, and frequently expostulating with my Father and Mother, 
about their being so positively determin'd against what they knew my 
Inclinations prompted me to. But being one Day at Hull, where I went 
casually, and without any Purpose of making an Elopement that time; 
but I say, being there, and one of my Companions being going by Sea 
to London, in his Father's Ship, and prompting me to go with them, 
with the common Allurement of Seafaring Men., viz. That it should 
cost me nothing for my Passage, I consulted neither Father or Mother 
any more, nor so much as sent them Word of it; but leaving them to 
hear of it as they might, without asking God's Blessing, or my Father's, 
without any Consideration of Circumstances or Consequences, and in 
an ill Hour, God knows, On the first of September 1651 I went on Board 
a Ship bound for London; never any young Adventurer's Misfortunes, 
I believe, began sooner, or continued longer than mine. The Ship was 
no sooner gotten out of the Humber, but the Wind began to blow, and 
the Winds7 to rise in a most frightful manner; and as I had never been 
at Sea before, I was most inexpressibly sick in Body, and terrif' d in my 
Mind: I began now seriously to reflect upon what I had done, and how 
justly I was overtaken by the Judgment of Heaven for my wicked leaving 
my Father's House, and abandoning my Duty; all the good Counsel of 
my Parents, my Father's Tears and my Mother's Entreaties came now 
fresh into my Mind; and my Conscience, which was not yet come to 
the Pitch of Hardness to which it has been since, reproach'd me with 
the Contempt of Advice, and the Breach of my Duty to God and my 
Father. 

All this while the Storm encreas'd, and the Sea, which I had never 

6. Propose.
7. Changed to "Sea" in the fourth and fifth editions.



8 ROBINSON CRUSOE 

been upon before, went very high, tho' nothing like what I have seen 
many times since; no, nor like what I saw a few Days after: But it was 
enough to affect me then, who was but a young Sailor, and had never 
known any thing of the matter. I expected every Wave would have 
swallowed us up, and that every time the Ship fell down, as I thought, 
in the Trough or Hollow of the Sea, we should never rise more; and in 
this Agony of Mind, I made many Vows and Resolutions, that if it would 
please Cod here to spare my Life this one Voyage, if ever I got once 
my Foot upon dry Land again, I would go directly home to my Father, 
and never set it into a Ship again while I liv'd; that I would take his 
Advice, and never run my self into such Miseries as these any more. 
Now I saw plainly the Goodness of his Observations about the middle 
Station of Life, how easy, how comfortably he had liv' d all his Days, 
and never had been expos'd to Tempests at Sea, or Troubles on Shore; 
and I resolv'd that I would, like a true repenting Prodigal, 8 go home to 
my Father. 

These wise and sober Thoughts continued all the while the Storm 
continued, and indeed some time after; but the next Day the Wind was 
abated and the Sea calmer, and I began to be a little inur'd to it: However 
I was very grave for all that Day, being also a little Sea sick still; but 
towards Night the Weather clear'd up, the Wind was quite over, and a 
charming fine Evening follow'd; the Sun went down perfectly clear and 
rose so the next Morning; and having little or no Wind and a smooth 
Sea, the Sun shining upon it, the Sight was, as I thought, the most 
delightful that ever I saw. 

I had slept well in the Night, and was now no more Sea sick but very 
chearful, looking with Wonder upon the Sea that was so rough and 
terrible the Day before, and could-be so calm and so pleasant in so little 
time after. And now least my good Resolutions should continue, my 
Companion, who had indeed entic'd me away, comes to me, Well Bob, 
says he, clapping me on the Shoulder, H Jw do you do after it? I warrant 
you were frighted, wa'n't you, last Night, when it blew but a Cap full 
of Wind? A Cap full d'you call it? said I, 'twas a terrible Stonn: A 
Stonn, you Fool you, replies he, do you call that a Stonn, why it was 
nothing at all; give us but a good Ship and Sea Room, and we think 
nothing of such a Squall of Wind as that; but you're but a fresh Water 
Sailor, Bob; come let us make a Bowl of Punch and we' II forget all that, 
d'ye see what channing Weather 'tis now. To make short this sad Part 
of my Story, we went the old way of all Sailors, the Punch was made, 
and I was made drunk with it, and in that one Night's Wickedness I 
drowned all my Repentance, all my Reflections upon my past Conduct, 
and all my Resolutions for my future. In a word, as the Sea was returned 
to its Smoothness of Surface and settled Calmness by the Abatement of 

8. Luke 15. l lff.



ROBINSON CRUSOE 9 

that Storm, so the Hurry of my Thoughts being over, my Fears and 
Apprehensions of being swallow' d up by the Sea being forgotten, and 
the Current of my former Desires return'd, I entirely forgot the Vows 
and Promises that I made in my Distress. I found indeed some Intervals 
of Reflection, and the serious Thoughts did, as it were endeavour to 
return again sometimes, but I shook them off, and rouz'd my self from 
them as it were from a Distemper, and applying my self to Drink and 
Company, soon master' d the Return of those Fits, for so I call' d them, 
and I had in five or six Days got as compleat a Victory over Conscience 
as any young Fellow that resolv'd not to be troubled with it, could desire: 
But I was to have another Trial for it still; and Providence, as in such 
Cases generally it does, resolv' d to leave me entirely without Excuse. 
For if I would not take this for a Deliverance, the next was to be such 
a one as the worst and most harden'd Wretch among us would confess 
both the Danger and the Mercy. 

The sixth Day of our being at Sea we came into Y annouth Roads; 
the Wind having been contrary, and the Weather calm, we had made 
but little Way since the Storm. Here we were obliged to come to an 
Anchor, and here we lay, the Wind continuing contrary, viz. at South
west, for seven or eight Days, during which time a great many Ships 
from Newcastle came into the same Roads, as the common Harbour 
where the Ships might wait for a Wind for the River. 

We had not however rid here so long, but should have Tided it up 
the River, but that the Wind blew too fresh; and after we had lain four 
or five Days, blew very hard. However, the Roads being reckoned as 
good as a Harbour, the Anchorage good, and our Ground-Tackle very 
strong, our Men were unconcerned, and not in the least apprehensive 
of Danger, but spent the Time in Rest and Mirth, after the manner of 
the Sea; but the eighth Day in the Morning, the Wind increased, and 
we had all Hands at Work to strike our Top-Masts, and make every 
thing snug and close, that the Ship might ride as easy as possible. By 
Noon the Sea went very high indeed, and our Ship rid Forecastle in, 9

shipp' d several Seas, and we thought once or twice our Anchor had 
come home; 1 upon which our Master order' d out the Sheet Anchor; so
that we rode with two Anchors a-Head, and the Cables vered out to the 
better End. 2

By this Time it blew a terrible Storm indeed, and now I began to see 
Terror and Amazement in the Faces even of the Seamen themselves. 
The Master, tho' vigilant to the Business of preserving the Ship, yet as 
he went in and out of his Cabbin by me, I could hear him softly to 
himself say several times, Lord be merciful to us, we shall be all lost, 
we shall be all undone; and the like. During these first Hurries, I was 

9. Rode with the bow underwater.
l. Anchor had come loose.
2. Bitter end or utmost length.
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DEFOE AND THE NATURALIZATION OF DESIRE 411 

If the absence of human society prohibits the exchange of goods and 
the dangerous creation of imaginary value, it also precludes the human 
register of potentially sinful social advancement and excess. Unlike his 
sojourn in Brazil, here "there were no Rivals. I had no Competitor, 
none to dispute Sovereignty or Command with me" (128) (94]. Again, 
this does not prevent Robinson from continuing to behave like a capi
talist; it effaces the moral consequences of that behavior. We become 
aware of this in subtle ways. When he tells us how he first "fenc' d in, 
and fortify'd," and "enclos'd all my Goods," the voice of the Narrator 
adds that "there was no need of all this Caution from the Enemies that 
I apprehended Danger from" (59, 60) (44-45]. But later we see that this is 
not really so. For once Robinson has again become a farmer in earnest, 
he finds himself in the position not so much of a Brazilian planter as 
of an English enclosing landlord. In danger of losing his crop to "Ene
mies of several Sorts"-goats, hares, and especially birds-he describes 
his emergency capital improvements in language that is disturbingly 
evocative of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century agrarian conflicts. 1 •

This I saw no Remedy for, but by making an Enclosure about it 
with a Hedge, which I did with a great deal of Toil; and the more, 
because it requir'd Speed. However, as my Arable Land was but 
small, suited to my Crop, I got it totally well fenc' d, in about three 
Weeks Time; and shooting some of the Creatures in the Day Time, 
I set my Dog to guard it in the Night ... I staid by it to load my 
Gun, and then coming away I could easily see the Thieves sitting 
upon all the Trees about me, as if they ony waited till I was gone 
away, and the Event proved it to be so ... I was so provok'd ... 
knowing that every Grain that they eat now, was, as it might be 
said, a Peck-loaf to me in the Consequence; but coming up to the 
Hedge, I fir'd again, and kill'd three of them. This was what I 
wish' d for; so I took them up, and serv' d them as we serve notorious 
Thieves in England, (viz.) Hang'd them in Chains for a Terror to 
others. (116:-17) (85) 

But although Robinson gives vent here to the deep and disquieting 
emotions of the enclosing landlord, these "enemies," with whom he is 
indeed in mortal competition, are not expropriated peasants but birds 
and beasts of the field. The equivocal appetite for elevating oneself over 
one's neighbors has been slaked even as the categories by which such 
elevation might be registered-the social "stations" so significant to 

a Myth," in Eighteenth-Century E"&lish Literature: Modem Essays in Criticism, ed. James 
L. Clifford (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959), 163-67. For Robinson's fascination
with use and exchange value, see Robinson Crusoe, 50, 64, 189, 193, 195, 278 [38, 48, 137,
139, 141, 2001.

1. For useful trcabnents of several aspects of the subject see Raymond Williams, The Country
and the City (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), chap. 10; Douglas Hay, "Poaching
and the Game Laws on Cannock Chase," in Albion's Fatal Tree: Crime and Society in
Ei&hteenth-Century E11&land (New York: Pantheon, 1975), 189-253. For a discussion that
has bearing on mine here, see Richetti, Popular Fiction Before Richardson, 95-96.
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Robinson's father-have been erased. And the obscure but pervasive 
sense of status inconsistency that has all along been expressed in Rob
inson's persistent desire to "ramble" is quashed under conditions that 
paradoxically exclude all reference groups whatsoever. There are only 
himself and God; and the only criteria by which to experience relative 
deprivation and reward are those dictated by divine justice and mercy. 2

But as we have just seen in the image of the thieving wildlife, this is 
only literally true. All readers of Robinson Crusoe have been struck by 
the protagonist's propensity to populate and domesticate his island with 
figures from home. Unlike many authors of imaginary voyages, Defoe 
is disinclined to celebrate the reign of use value within the relatively 
exotic environs of a communist utopia. The passage on the thieving 
wildlife makes it clear that he is far more attracted by the private property 
of the landed estate, whose utopian character consists in the "magical 
extraction," in Raymond Williams's words, of its problematic inhabi
tants. When Robinson takes his µrst "Survey of the Island" and comes 
upon the Edenic valley where he will build the "Bower" that will serve 
as his "Country-House," he imagines "that this was all my own, that I 
was King and Lord of all this Country indefeasibly, and had a Right of 
Possession; and if I could convey it, I might have it in Inheritance, as 
compleatly as any Lord of a Manor in Eng°land" (98, 100, 101-2) 
[72-74]. Later he permits the figure to encompass the entire island: "I 
was Lord of the whole Man nor; or if I pleas' d, I might call my self King, 
or Emperor over the whole Country which I had Possession of'' (128) 
[94]. 

3

If this fantasy of proprietorship appeals primarily to the impulse toward 
private ownership and capitalist improvement, there is at least an element 
here also of contemplative pastoralism and the domestic themes of Hor
atian retirement. Another way of saying this is that Defoe's island utopia 
is able to incorporate notions of value tha_t are associated not only with 
capitalist and laboring industry but also with aristocratic ideology and 
its location of value in land. Of course, this syncretism can be found 
in the assimilationist posture of progressive ideology itself. Despite his 
trenchant attacks on the corruptions of lineage and aristocratic honor, 
Defoe was obsessed with the illusion of his own gentility, and at various 
stages in his career he proudly rode in the livery of his merchant's 
company, outrageously inflated his ancestry, and employed the medium 
of print to become armigerous and to aristocratize his name from Foe 
to De Foe. Marx was certainly right to argue that the utopianism of 

2. Compare the f
o

llowing passages from Robimon Crusoe: "All our Discontents about what we 
want, �pcar'd to me, to spring from the Want of Thankfulness for what we have" ( 130) [95); 
and "Thus we never see the true Sbtc of our Condition, till it is illustrated to us by its 
Contraries; nor know how to value what we enjoy, but by the want of it" (139) (102]. 

3. Defoe was fond of comparing a landowner's absolute possession to a monarch's; my The Origins
of the En,lish Novel, chap. 5, n. 4. Later, on his return to the island, Robinson "rcscrv'd to
[him) self the Property of the whole" (RobitUOn Crwoe, 305) [220]. For Williams's argument
sec Country and City, 32; his subject is the country-house poems of Jonson and Carew.
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iology, to the concrete dimension of material and social ambition. * * * 
In Robinson Crusoe, epistemology is so inextricably embedded in 

narrative substance that it may feel artificial to separate questions of truth 
from questions of virtue; but the distinction can be made. It is clear 
enough that Defoe's claim to historicity oversees the narrative's formal 
procedures. If it is complicated by the island, the journal, and the 
temporal dislocations of God's society and the power of imagination, 
that is because Defoe gives to the notion of the true history of the 
individual so intimate and introspective a form that it comes close to 
looking more like self-creation. This applies as well to the dominant, 
progressive ideology of the narrative, whose account of virtue delivered 
from early sin and then amply confirmed by the trials and rewards of 
providence is threatened repeatedly by the never-articulated insight that 
virtue is nothing but the ability to invoke providence with conviction. 

* * *

CAROL HOULIHAN FLYNN 

Consumptive Fictions: Cannibalism and Defoet 

In a Word, The Nature and Experience of Things dictated to 
me upon just Reflection, That all the good Things of this World, 
are no farther good to us, than they are for our Use. 

Robinson Crusoe 1

"If we were but seen by the people of any other country," Defoe 
complained, we would be taken for "if not cannibals, yet a sort of people 
that have a canine appetite. "2 While he insists upon a natural justice 
based upon utility, one that depends upon a "natural" restraint (that must 
be invented in conduct manuals), Defoe more often fleshes out the prob
lematic aspects of modest economies. He insists in his explorations of 
physical economy that the cost of life may in fact be so dear that to survive 
we might find ourselves consuming one another. He uses the cannibal to 
explore the savage "other" that becomes incorporated into the civilized 
being, that part that exists "by necessity" in a consuming society grown 
complex and interdependent. Defoe demonstrates Crusoe "civilizing" his 
savage to make him part of a system he controls. But the savagery Crusoe 
combats turns out to be located as much within as without his own na
ture. He proves himself to be the most professionally savage inhabitant 

t This essay has been revised by the author from chapter 7 in The Body in Swi� and Defoe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990), 149-59. Reprinted with the permission of the Cambridge 
University Press. 

l. Robinson Crusoe, ed. J. Donald Crowley (London: Oxford University Press, 198 l ), p. 129
(94]. [NCE page numbers appear in brackets.]

2. Due Preparations for the Plague as well for Soul as Body, ed. George Aitken (London, 1985),
p. 37.
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of his island as he feeds needs that grow increasingly compli!ated. 
In his cannibal fictions, Defoe represents an imperialistic society that 

compromises his most compassionate instincts. He uses the cannibal as 
the emblem of a physical economy that requires an infusion of new blood 
to revitalize (and subsequently threaten) an ailing body politic. Just as 
"Moloch" London depended upon an influx of fresh bodies to grow faster 
than its death rate, England depended upon its colonized bodies to feed 
its "necessary" needs that resulted from its expansion. Defoe, ostensibly 
the professional booster of such a vigorous economy of expansion, points 
repeatedly to its cost, its dependence on slavery, upon violtnce, upon 
death. "To feed on Man's Flesh is lamentable, but not sinful," he ob
serves, exposing in his charity tJ1e struggle implicit in the civilizing process. 3

It is generally agreed, Defoe notwithstanding, that eating people is 
wrong. The cannibal provides a convenient benchmark of civilization, 
that place we more refined types depart from. Yet, at the same time, 
the cannibal has long been used as an index of the barbarity of its civilized 
observer. Montaigne offered the cannibal as a neutral moral model, 
arguing that "there is more barbarism in eating men alive, than to feed 
upon them being dead. "4 The idea of cannibalism can support a society's 
analysis of itself in complicated, often contradictory ways. The cannibal 
can be the neighboring enemy, the barbaric "other" that defines social 
worth. It can also serve as a mythic marker in the history of a civilization. 
We used to eat each other in the shadowy past before we knew better. 
Again, the cannibal may exist within the bounds of contemporary society 
as a reminder of that society's capacity for suffering. 5 And finally, the 
cannibal may stand as victim, visceral representative of larger and more 
powerful systems of consumption that mechanically reproduce its con
sumptive patterns. 

Defoe employs the cannibal not just to explore a reprehensible 
3. Cannibalism enters into Defoe's most vivid fantasies of a Hobbesian universe. Maximillian

Novak, Defoe and the Nature of Man, Oxford, 1963, gives examples of Defoe's idea of"extreme
of necessity." In The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe a serving maid aboard a damaged
ship is so hungry that she confesses herself "tempted to bite her own arm." "Had she been a
mother she might have eaten her own child in her delerium . . . would have eaten her
(mistress] with 'Relish'." Defoe, like Pufendorf, decided that to "feed on Man's Flesh in the
desperate Extremity of Famine" is a lamentable "but not sinful Expedient," p. 71. Paula
Backscheider, A Being More Intense: A Study af the Prose Works of Bunyan, Swi�. and Defoe,
New York, 1984, describes the "disastrous and perilous" state of a "mulatto" captured by
Magadoxans so fierce in their hatred of white people that "they seize them, rip the Resh, and
consider the chunks prizes to be exclaimed over or as tasty morsels to be savored," The General
History of the Pirates, p. 49.

4. The Essays af Montaigne Done into English by John Florio (1615), 3 vols., ed. George
Saintsbury, London, 1892, I, p. 226.

5. W. Arens, The Man-Eating Myth: AnthroplCJBY and Anthropophagy, Oxford and New York,
1980, considers the mythical implications of cannibalism, pp. 139-62. Arens is perhaps most
extreme in his view that cannibalism itself is a fictional construct imposed upon civilization's
"other" to enable the "civilized" people to subjugate their "cannibal" enemies and victims.
Claude Rawson considers the theoretical implications of cannibalism in fiction in two long
pieces in Genre: "Cannibalism and Fiction: Reflections on Narrative Form and 'Extreme'
Situations," 10, 4 (1977); and "Cannibalism and Fiction," 11, 2 (1978). His reading of "A
Modest Proposal," Augustan Worlds, ed. J. C. Hilson, M. M. B. Jones and J. R. Watson,
Leicester and New York, 1978, pp. 29-50, reprinted in Order from Confusion Sprung, is also
valuable.
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"other," but to make that "other" part of the corporate sensibility that 
includes "ourselves." The process becomes by necessity complex. All 
the while Defoe yearns to annihilate the need that the denatured and 
cannibalized bodies of the poor represent, he immediately complicates 
his analysis in a most sentimental way. Ultimately, Defoe, for all of his 

• 
allegiance to a well working economy, insists that his reader feel the 
pains of adjustment and acknowledge the cost of order. The desire to 
cleanse and rid the earth of its irritating and offensive burden is subsumed 
by a more basic need to incorporate the need that cannot be denied. In 
calling attention to the price of survival, in designing complex economies 
that depend upon the commercialization of human flesh, Defoe exposes 
a world of mutual dependency as he tells the cost that must be paid to 
sustain the fiction of a "Nature .. . very easily satisfied." 

MY SAV t\GE: DEFOE ORDERS HIS FICTIONAL WORW 

After his fourth year of confinement, Robinson Crusoe examines his 
insularity and finds it relatively good. The happiness he can manufacture 
depends upon his isolation. Removed from "all the Wickedness of the 
World," he is freed from "the Lust of the Flesh, the Lust of the Eye, or 
the Pride of Life," As Lord of his solitary manor, he becomes almost 
embarrassed by riches, "Tortoise or Turtles enough; but now and then 
one, was as much as I could put to any use." Pastoral circumstances 
protect him from the bustle and wickedness of a more complex economy, 
for although he has wood enough to build a fleet and grapes enough to 
have overloaded his ships with wine and raisins, Crusoe the speculator 
is prevented all too materially from carrying out visionary schemes of 
commerce. The mother of Due Preparations would have applauded his 
self-enforced austerity. 

Sounding like Gulliver among the Houyhnhnms, Crusoe decides that 
nature is very easily satisfied as long as we temper our desires. "All I 
could make use of was All that was valuable," he muses as he contem
plates the moldy parcel of money, that "nasty sorry useless Stuff." As 
often noted, the nasty stuff has its uses later on, but in the fourth year 
on the island, it remains hermetically sealed off from a world of con
sumption. "I had no room for desire," he decides, "except it was of 
Things which I had not, and they were but Trifles, though of great Use 
to me." Desire comes in the back door in this sequence, for while his 
circumstances do not allow the room for its presence, the absence of 
things of "great use" yet "trifling" conflate luxury and necessity, need 
and desire. 6 Without the "room" for desire, Defoe sets out to build traps 
of necessity. His Crusoe would give a handful of gold and silver for a 

6. John Sekora argues that luxury "was probably an idea born of psychological necessity .... It 
provided its users with a powerful measure of self-worth, for it identified all they were not," 
Luxury: The Concet,t in Westffll ThoU/lht (Baltimore and London, 1977), p. 51. Just as 
significant, however, is the way luxury measured all that its critics could be, enlarging their 
sense of power while implicating them in a desire that needed to be curbed. 
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