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Watt, Ian. “Robinson Crusoe, Individualism and the Novel.”  The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding.  Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 1957.  60-92.  

Watt’s ultimate argument is that Robinson Crusoe is both a product of the rise in individualism in 18th-century England and a literary representation of it.  In essence, Watt suggests that the rise in individualism made the rise of the novel possible.


Watt sees Crusoe as the quintessential capitalist, or “economic individualist,” concerned very much with bookkeeping (inventorying of stock, tracking investment and profit totals, and more), with legal contracts (even with those he rescues from bondage), and with imperialistic trading on a global scale.  Watt notes how Crusoe views family and other human relationships in almost wholly economic terms.  Conversely, Watt also explains that the book’s original popularity relied in part on the audience’s own economic individualism—economic specialization made subject matter such as different sorts of labor (bread-making, carpentry, husbandry, etc.) interesting because of its unfamiliarity to a large number of readers, something which, Watt says was commonly not the case in earlier times.

As a second main thrust, Watt notes how Defoe’s novel presents a fictive “spiritual autobiography” representing the individualism of the Puritans, with their belief in the individual’s responsibility for his or her own spiritual destiny and direct relationship with God.  Crusoe sees God’s hand, “providence,” in all sorts of routine events around him (the sprouting of seeds, e.g.).  Watt elaborates the highly “democratic individualism of Puritanism” and points out this key influence in the novel’s “representation of the world of everyday reality,” focusing especially on the middle class, unlike older literary forms which tended to focus on aristocratic protagonists (as in tragedy, epic, chivalric romance, etc.) (80).  At the same time, compared to the Roman Catholicism that preceded it, Watt claims that Puritanism involved a profoundly secular outlook, and he observes that while Crusoe’s religious views are sincere, his secular and economic concerns are clearly predominant in his thinking, which, Watt asserts, was typical for  Puritans.  Most importantly, Watt sees Crusoe as initiating the novel’s presentation of religious matters primarily through the subjective psychological experiences of individual characters, not through direct presence of God or his agents, the “Persons of the Trinity,” angels, or other directly divine influences, as in many older literary genres (84).

Watt’s analysis is clearly brilliant—its logic and insightful consideration of the historical moment culminating in Crusoe are convincing.  I don’t know that this chapter of The Rise of the Novel truly impacted how I interpret or appreciate Defoe’s novel to a great extent, but the chapter definitely does establish how Crusoe is of crucial importance in the history of the novel in the early 18th century.  Watt is thoroughly convincing in explaining how and why Robinson Crusoe was so timely and so hugely successful and influential at this moment of history, in 1719.  Two specific matters Watt did help me appreciate: 1) are the seeming disconnectedness between the alternating rounds of narration of events and moralizing is not so much a weakness in the writing as a legitimate representation of the secularization even among devout Puritans; and 2) what Defoe lost in not portraying accurately the effects of isolation on an individual cut off from all humanity (he gave examples current in the 1710s of people in comparable positions to Crusoe’s going mad), he more than made up for in what he shows of the rising tide of individualism, both economic and spiritual, that Crusoe illustrates as an extreme case.
