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ROBINSON CRUSOE (1719)

➤ Published when Defoe was 60 years old. It was his first novel, 
and it was regarded as the first novel in English language. 

➤ Novel as a new, emerging genre 

➤ Full title: The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of 
Robinson Crusoe, Of York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty 
Years, all alone in an un-inhabited Island on the Coast of 
America, near the Mouth of the Great River of Oroonoque; 
Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men 
perished but himself. With An Account how he was at last as 
strangely deliver'd by Pyrates. 

➤ The author’s name (Daniel Defoe) was not included in the first 
edition, and many people thought it was a real account.





NOVEL

➤ Robinson Crusoe emerged from three dominant traditions of 
prose fiction in the 18th century: 

➤ 1) Medieval or chivalric romance 

➤ 2) Spiritual autobiography 

➤ 3) Conduct literature



➤ Chivalric romance is about a fantastic (i.e. non-realistic: 
dragons, monsters, etc) adventures of a hero (usually a 
knight) in faraway lands. It’s usually very long and formless, 
and can encompass many unrelated adventures or incoherent 
stories together. 

➤ It was a dying genre because it had long been unpopular 
among the public. By the beginning of the 17th (previous) 
century, Cervantes had already made fun of the genre in Don 
Quixote.





➤ Spiritual autobiography is a first-person account (usually a 
spiritual journey which may or may not involve an actual 
journey) of the writer or the narrator who had been living 
sinfully or had a sinful, ungodly past. But then the narrator 
encounters a miracle and that makes them change their ways. 
It involves the account of how their lives have been 
enlightened by God or religion.



➤ Conduct literature was an emerging genre during the 
17th-18th century. The publication of magazines and the 
introduction of postal system means the reader can write their 
questions and ask for opinions from the magazine writers. 
And these Q&As are published in the advice column of the 
magazine. Also the epistolary novel (which mimics the 
conventions of letter writing) usually concludes with moral 
lessons. The purpose is to teach the general public a good 
manners and good morals: what one should or shouldn’t say 
or do in a given or particular circumstance, how one should 
behave, how one should live one’s life, etc.



➤ Robinson Crusoe combines all these various strands of prose fiction 
together and makes the story realistic or believable. 

➤ Realism: a detailed, realistic account of maritime life, what 
one should do at sea, how to survive the shipwreck, how to 
live alone on an island, how to conduct oneself in the presence 
of a foreigner or natives, etc. The story was probably based on 
the true story of Alexander Selkirk, who was shipwrecked and 
had to live alone for 5 years before being rescued. All the 
details and the names of the places can be located on actual 
map. 

➤ Psychological realism: 1st-person narration, inviting the 
reader to imagine walking in his shoes; a change or 
transformation of the character.


