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Originally published in 1719, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe continues to enjoy an 

immense popularity among young readers till date. The novel is often considered to be the 

first English novel. It is ostensibly an adventurous tale recounting the various incidents in the 

life of Robinson. Ernest A. Baker has considered Robinson Crusoe as “the first novel in the 

complete modern sense.” The first and foremost characteristic feature that immediately 

strikes the readers is the meticulous detailing of facts. It is a unique blend of minute and 

inexhaustible realism and of the curiosity that keeps the mind on the stretch to the very end. 

Several sources for the story of Defoe’s novel have been identified by scholars. The principal 

source is generally considered to be a book called A Cruising Voyage Round the World 

written by a sea-captain named Woodes Rogers. This book contains an account of the actual 

experiences of a Scottish sailor, named Alexander Selkirk, who spent four years all alone on 

an uninhabited island called Juan Fernandez. He spent a solitary life of about four years on 

the island and was eventually rescued by Captain Woodes Rogers. Although Selkirk’s story 

has a close resemblance to Crusoe’s tale, it is not a simple adaptation of it for there is much 

else that is beside.  

A close reading of the novel shows that the plot on the whole is not only improbable but 

fantastic as well, and yet, the readers never pause to question the narrator’s credentials or his 

veracity. Defoe’s genius lies in his ability to secure that “willing suspension of disbelief” 

which is essential for our complete and unchallenged acceptance of a story as true. Thus 

Defoe had established the vogue of realism in prose fiction in England. However the story 

has a strong allegorical purport. Literary critics have identified a deep symbolic significance 

in the novel. E.B. Benjamin points out that, Robinson Crusoe is far more than the account of 



a practical man’s adjustment to life on a deserted island. Side by side with Crusoe’s physical 

conquest of nature, is his struggle to conquer himself and to find God. While the story of 

Crusoe is the story of ‘everyman’ yet the novel acquires an added significance when it is 

placed in its contemporary historical, socio-political and economic context. This can be done 

by discussing Crusoe’s attitude towards his enterprise, religion and treatment of the non-

Europeans whom he encounters during his sojourn and relating them to the larger issues in 

the backdrop. All these three elements in Crusoe’s character are inextricably interlinked and 

thereby shed a significant light on our understanding of Crusoe’s mind and character. 

Crusoe’s character has been interpreted in various ways by literary critics. To Ian Watt, 

Crusoe is an embodiment of economic motive, a reverence for book keeping and the laws of 

contract are the traits that mark his personality. Even Karl Marx in his book, Das Capital, has 

cited Crusoe to illustrate his economy theory in action. According to Marx, Crusoe proves 

himself to be a potential capitalist. Ian Watt illuminates further and relates Crusoe’s 

predicament on the desolate island to the rise of bourgeois individualism. In fact, Watt views 

all the principle characters created by Defoe as embodiments of economic individualism who 

pursue money very methodically, according to the profit and loss book keeping which is a 

distinctive feature of modern capitalism. The economic motive logically involves a reduction 

in the importance of other modes of thought, feeling and action. In Defoe’s novels the 

protagonists either have no family or leave their family at an early age never to return back. 

However Maximillian E. Novak considers Crusoe not only as a homo economicus, but also as 

a character having a romantic temperament which keeps him going on his adventures. 

Crusoe’s adventurous life begins with the dissatisfaction of his routine. His father wanted him 

to be a lawyer and stay in the “middle station” of life to which they belonged. Crusoe’s 

restlessness was partly due to his longing to go to sea and partly due to his dissatisfaction 

with his “middle station” on life. In his thinking Crusoe is not an isolated Englishman; on the 



contrary, he represents the ideals of British society of that time. It was a time when the Bank 

of England and the South Sea Company were founded. The Royal Africa Company and the 

East India Company were moving out into the remote areas of the world. Naturally Crusoe’s 

desire to make his fortune through sailing and trading was quite representative of the spirit of 

his age. Michael Shinagel remarks- “Defoe employed the colonial theme as a means of 

showing his middle and lower class readers how they could better their fortunes, regardless of 

their ancestry or birth, through industry in the already established colonies of America, 

specifically Virginia and Maryland.”     

Crusoe initially turns out to be an unfortunate sailor and tradesman but shipwrecks and 

slavery do not keep him from his ambitions. He is not easily persuaded to give up his plans 

by misfortune; rather they become the driving force in his life. His well disciplined approach 

to life helps him overcome all set-backs in his life and his endurance and patience are thereby 

augmented. These setbacks contribute to his wisdom and prepare him for further challenges. 

Crusoe never neglects any opportunity for investment and trade. In Brazil, in addition to 

exploring other possibilities for making money, he carefully examines the plantations, land 

and the laws of the country. Even when he becomes the sole survivor of the unfortunate 

shipwreck, his rationality does not desert him. Rather he searches for dry food stuffs and 

brings all the salvageable items to the island. He lives on the deserted island by means of his 

practical ingenuity. His living, management of the resources of the island, and his insight into 

even the most mundane details of day to day life are clear expressions of his business 

instincts. Though he calls money as a “nasty, sorry useless stuff”, yet he does not discard it; 

rather wraps it up in a piece of canvas and saves it for future. 

Crusoe’s attitude towards Nature is also that of a capitalist tradesman. He is seen to exploit 

the island only for his sustenance and comfort. He is never found to reflect on the aesthetic or 

natural beauty of the landscape. His sole delight comes from his survey of his goods. Crusoe 



muses-“I had everything so ready at my hand” and “that it was a great pleasure to me to see 

all my goods in such order and especially to find my stock of all necessaries so great.” 

However Crusoe is seen to indulge in frequent religious meditations. After his illness, he 

ardently prays to God and becomes an avid reader of The Bible. This is, however, not to say 

that Crusoe had embraced spirituality permanently, for he is often seen to waver in his faith. 

A perceptive insight into the text shows that Defoe’s novel is more secular and has as its 

principal interest man’s worldly satisfactions than with his duty toward God under the 

guidance of religion. Many critics have seen Crusoe’s tale as a saga of sin, guilt and 

repentance.  His initial imprudence of going off to sea without his father’s permission is 

viewed as a wilful disobedience to God’s will and hence the subsequent misadventures are 

meant to lead him into repentance of his sin and eventually receiving the mercy and grace of 

God evident in his final prosperity. Defoe has devoted considerable amount of narrative space 

in the text to celebrate absolute power and majesty of God. Crusoe’s experiences on the 

island lead him to a realization of the working of Providence and he places his faith in God 

but religion for Crusoe has its significance as long as it helps in his self advancement, 

security and comfort. 

The most disturbing feature about Crusoe’s character is however his attitude towards the non-

Europeans. His demeaning approach to his two slaves, Xury and Friday, helps us understand 

the foundations of British imperialism that was been laid during the time the novel was 

written. Defoe’s own political career made him agree with Britain’s policy which naturalised 

the country’s slaving rights. Moreover his own casual sense of superiority over the non-

Europeans counted on his readers’ sympathy, even to the point of making ‘native’ humour 

one the interests of the novel. This is reflected in the fact that the slaves never ever learn to 

speak good English which was considered to be the language of the master. Thus they remain 

forever inferior to Crusoe. He does not hesitate to sell Xury into slavery while he himself 



escapes with the help of Xury. His callous action and unfaithfulness towards the slave shows 

the white man’s racist attitude towards the non-whites and brings to our minds the unpleasant 

memories of slavery in the United States and the apartheid in South Africa. Crusoe’s racist 

ideology is also seen in his perception of the cannibals. They remain to Crusoe as 

embodiments of evil who should either be exterminated or should be subjugated as slaves. 

Friday, who was initially saved by Crusoe from the clutches of the cannibals, is made to serve 

him throughout his stay on the island. Even when Crusoe returns back to England, he is seen 

to be generous to his fellow people but Friday’s fate remains undecided. Moreover Crusoe’s 

imperialist ideology is highlighted in his permanent commercial interest that he takes in the 

island. After returning back to England, Crusoe sells his estate in Brazil and sends necessary 

supplies to the people he had left back on the island along with some women to serve them as 

slaves or wives as the case might be. His action although considered as philanthropic by his 

countrymen, actually establishes him as a true coloniser.  

Besides disagreeable traces of national intolerance and colonialism, what disturbs the readers 

is perhaps Crusoe’s unselfconscious and even pious feeling about his belief that he and his 

fellows are somehow chosen by God to dominate others and that they somehow prove 

themselves worthy of this election by their benevolence and good nature. Defoe’s attitude is 

less refined and high-handed than that of later Englishmen upto the time of Rudyard Kipling 

and after, but the difference is not one of kind. The blatant attitude shown in the novel helps 

us to see clearly what British imperialism was from its beginning.  
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