pYIAY — 2181 (¥ oasdl 1Y) odaed o dedall e o dlg wlul yoB Oeohs dmely il

MOLL FLANDERS: BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

Dr.TAREK MUSLER
Associate professor

Damascus University

This study deals witli the various problems which faced Daniel Defoe in
writing Moll flanders at atime when English fiction was trying to establish

itself as a ney genre . Defoe had to stress to his puritan readers that

Moll flanders ~is based on a true story and that it is a highly moral novel .

However , the 'eritical reader can realise. that Moll Flanders’ character is a
copy of her author's personality and that the moral lesson is somewhat super-
ficial.Moreover the conflict is weak ,The human relationships are limited,and
there is no real psychological depth in characterisation simply—because the
author’s materialistic outlook dominates everything . There is no doubt that
Defoe was using the style of the episodic picaresque novel although Moll
Flanders provides a serious sociological study of crime. His 'didactic'
aim 1s to 'preach' ' to his reader that no matter how deviant one is there is
still an outlet . In fact there is a division between what the author claims
and the reality of the situvation; this could be. traced back to a split within
Defoe himself,between his theoretical alliance to puritan ideals and his
fascination with Bohemianism which rejects all restrictions.

This conflict reflects the 18 th century world of uncertainty about social

values . Moll Flanders is particularly successful in expounding the elements

of realism, especially in concentrating on the seamy side of life.Furthermore
it illustrates the concept of ecomomic individualism which is a basic element
in establishing the rise of the English novel . Thus despite some flaws in

composition Moll Flanders ‘could be considered as one of the few pioneering

works which established thé modern concept of realism in English fiction .

When dealing with Daniel Defoe's consider to some extent those of the

Moll Flanders the student of fiction 18th century which were just beginning

today is at once urged to apply modern to take shape then , The status of

critical standards of literature and fiction was not particularly happy at




the time and the genre had not
established itself firmly .Quite
simply the 18th century audience
believed that fiction is a form of
lying and Daniel Defoe, along with
other novolists; of the period,had

to go to a considerable length in
order to. assert the 'authenticity'
of his Imaginative creation. Thus
Defoe gmphasises in his preface that
the events in the story of Moll
Flanders are 'true' in the sense
that .they did take place in actual
life;agcordingly all that Defoe dad
to the story, he stresses, is just
ajprocgss'of'refinement‘ in order

to make it 'readable'!decent'and
'useful' .€ertainly a modern nove-
list does not have to bother about
justif&ing;the reasons for writing a
nqgvel or to claim that his story is
'hased on true life'.Fiction is now
lgoked at as a serious and legitimate
form of 'imaginative' creation which
does not have to be strictly based
on a 'true' story in the literal
sense of the termjthe important thing
is, that a literary work should
'apparently' abide by the law of
'probability'which is largely
established in the work itself.
Fiétion,furthermore,is highly
respected today and it is an
important way of exploring man's
conscious and unconscious life;
among other things, fiction is also

considered as one source of knowing

how the human mind works and develops.
Besides, novelists are usually endowed
with a sb~tp critical insight about -
life and they are supposed to provide
'interesting' materials to the reader,

to say the least.

Theories of ‘'realism' today are
extremely sophisticated and the
relationship between the novelist and
his material is not always
straightforwvard or easy to determine.
Modern critics of fictlion would not
really worry too much whether the
events in Defoe's story actually
happened to him, to somebody he knew ,
or whether he himself imagined the
story and put it into a 'realistic’

shape.

If there was going to be any
conclusion about the relationship
between Defoe and his material, a
modern critic would generally prefer s
to establish this relationship on the
evidence of the events of the novel
itself and not on whatever Defoe
claims in his preface, unless of
course the author's claim happens to
be justified in the book itself . As
1 hope to show later the story of

Moll Flanders does not substantiate

Defoe's claim and that in portraying

the 'adventures of Moll Flanders' the
writer was essentially projecting

himself rather than dramatising the

life story of somebody he knew.There

is no doubt that every writer,in one
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way or the other, projects part or
all of himself in his work but one
expects in fiction some kind of
apparent objectivity in treating the
material pressented . For example ,

both James Joyce's The portrait of

the Artist as a young Man and D. H .

Lawrence's Sons and Lovers dramatise

the actual life story of the two

writers , but the novels are presep
ted successfully and objectively to
the extent of concluding that the
similarity between the novels and

the novelists' life is a mere
coincidence.Defoe does unot do that,
or more accurately, he is incapable
of achieving a sense of objectivity

in his novels

Although we can understand that
Defoe did not have the critical back-
ground upon which he could guide his
material and that he was perhaps the
first English writer to come closer
to writing a 'realistic' fiction in
our sense of the word we cannot
entirely exempt him from applying
our own expectations of reading a

novel.For if Moll Flanders is to he

understood by .the modern student

of fiction the best approach is

to apply -our critical standards
which have

for almost three centuries.

been -established

One does
not ,hewever,have to be rigid about
any one particular approach:at times
one should take into account, for

example , the social history of the

-

period in order to determine whether
or not there is any possible use of

irony in the novel.Moreover,cultural
values which are almost always rela-
tive may indeed affect some important
critical judgements of the novel, and
they certainly have to be accounted

fo? when dealing with the question of

morality' in Moll Flanders.

In fact Defoe's firm insistence

that Moll Flanders 1is a realistic

novel can only be understood if one
realises tbat the Puritans - who were
quite dominant in the 18th century
and whose outlook on life was made
extremely rigid especially by their
belief that the truth is exclusively
found in the Bible ~ despised fiction
writing and their idea of literature
was not very different from that of
Plato; it is Plato, one should remember,
who excluded poets from his Republic,
or ideal state, because according to

him they distorted the truth . He

originated the theory of imitation

which asserted that literature is
twice removed freom the truth and
conseqﬁently can never present it .
It is true that this theory was
modified by Aristotle, Sir Philip
Sidney and others (Later it was
completely replaced by a variety of
theories evolved in the 19th centhry)
yet 1ts negative effect was still

dominant at the time when Moll Flanders

was written.
In order to counter such a belief
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Defoe strenuously emphasises that

Moll Flanders is a true autobiog -

raphical story and is unot the work
of imagination.He,furthermore ,
asserts that in addition to

being a true account of real
adventures,the novel teaches a numebr
of valuable lessons .In this way Defoe
counters any possible criticism of
the so —-called fictional unreality
and immorality of fiction.Therefore,

the preface of Moll Flanders tries

to answer whatever moral objections
the 18 th century reader may have ,
and even attempts to justify the long

and thrilling title of Moll Flanders

which certainly aims at some kind of
sensationalism - cspeéially for those
who want to mix thrilfing reading
with moral uplift - by including
incest, whoredom, thievery and other
adventures,all of which are attractive
subjects which aim to draw the
attention of the 18th century reader
Thus the autobiographical and
realistic mode of presenting Moll

Flanders , the insistence on sceveral
rLanders

moral Lessons to be taught by the
book and the title of the novel,all
aim to convince the 18th century
reader to buy the novel without any

hesitation.

The adventures of Moll Flanders

bear striking similarites to the
picaresque novel,although the
implications of each are different.

Like Moll Flanders , the picaresque

novel,is a chronicle , wusually
autobiographical , presenting the

life story of a rascal of low degree
engaged in menjal tasks and making E
his living more¢ hréugh

his wits than his industry;'1 it
presents little plot and-is ueually
episodic and structureless in the
sense that events that occur in it
have no causal relationship and are
put together hecause they happened
in chronological order to a single
character . The picaresque novel E
presents a series of somewhat far -
fetched thrilling incidents,performed

by the picaro , or central figure |,

and may afford the author an
opportunity for satire on the social

classes, and sometimes it points out

the eviléxof the rogue's life by

presenting especially revolting and
villainous incidents as in the life
of Moll TFlanders at Newgate prison . .

Again,like Moll Flanders,The method of

the picaresque novel is realistic ;
while the story may be romantic in
itself, it is presented with a,
plainness of language, frankness of
expression, looseness in diction , a
vividuness of detaii, and its drawing
of incident is largely from the seamy
side of life , i.e.the less attractive
aspects of life such as poverty and |
crime . The main difference, however,
between the picaresque novel and

Moll Flanders is that in the former

the reader usually feels somewhat



detached and distanced from the story

and he watches action almost from the
) )
outside while in the latter he is urged

to be sympathetic and involved in the
fate 6f Moll Flander§: Defoe's novel
presents a serious study of a woman

who is largely forced by difficult
circumstances to opt for thievery and
prostitution and,unlike the typical
ﬁicaro who does not usually progress

or devolop,she presumably undexgoes
radical changes in her life and becomes

a true penitent .

Through the character of Moll
Flanders Defoe presents a serious
sociological study of the influence of
heredity and environment in the making
of criminals. She is élaced in a cruel
world and one almost feels that she is
predetermined to opt for crvime.For on

the one hand ,her mother is a profess-

W ional criminal who gives hirth to Mell

in prison . On the other,Moli's early
.life and formﬁtive years are marked
by lack of care by the outside world.
In the 18th century there was 4 wide
gap between the rich and the poor and
many people found themselves driven to
crime.Actually the growth of crime in
that ﬁeriod.puzzled the authorities
which resorted to scvere punishment
as a way to deal with this nuisance.
The whole age looked at criminals as
notorious deviants who should be got
rid of rather than look into the real

reasons which forced a segment of
society to resort to crime and suggest

suitable remedies .The fact that some
criminals who were transported to
North America where they were able
to (ind legitimate work which had
enabled them to become constructive
members of society — as in the case
of Moll Flanders and her mother -
unequivocally indicates that harsh
circumstances are largely rezponsible
for making some people criminals .
The puritan society was not
particularly concerned with the
possiblity of reforming criminals
and this was reflected in its
vengeful punishment .For example ,
petty thefts like stealing a piece
of cloth could result in hanging :
both Moll Flanders and hev mother
"were about to suffer the same fate
for committing similar crimes; such
a theft in England today will result
in just a small fine as a first offence
and this points out to the wide

diference in outlook between the

two Epglands., In spite of the barbavity
of punishment, the number of criminnls
increased in that age because they were
nol convinced of the justice of the law
and the social system according to which
people were divided into rich and poor
and because they were placed 1in a kind
of dilemma : either to lead an insecure
life of crime or accept a disgraceful
and humiliating life.In the Middle Ages
poverty was looked at as 6ne way . ich
could lead people to salvation

Christians at the time consoled
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themselves by taking the example:of
€hrist!s poverty This image of poverty
was’ ! radically changed in the 16th,17th
and 18th centuries when people began to
look at poverty as a kind of disgrace;
many of them chose crime instead of

leading a humiliating life of beggary

Meoll Flanders is largely about

poverty and the whole fate of the main
character in the novel famifies from
this theme: thievery,prostitution,crime
punishment,worldly success,and the
relationship of the individual to
society - all are aspects which are
dealt with through poverty.Although

the writer convincignly illustrates

the evil of being born poor yet he
himself “is not a ‘good

sociologist who can  diagnose the

problems of poverty and its
relatioonship to crime and
suggest adequate rcmedies.Everything
in the novel is illustrated from the

point of view of an ambitious

journalist who wants to achieve
worldiy success at whatever cost .
This tendency sometimes drives Defoe
from dealing adequately with poverty
and crime into misplaced preaching .
There are,hewever,vivid touches here
and there in the book which  throw
l1ight on the real problems of poverty
and crime,but @ven those are spoiled

by a personality divided between

loyalty to puritan and strict
Christjan- ideals , and a stromng
bohemian desire for violating
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society's laws and conventions under

certain circumstances .

i

One of the reasons for the -

weakness of conflict in Moll Flanders

is that there is no real an:tagonist
in the novel.In spite of his bohemi-

anism and his strong desire to hreak

from social norms Defoe neither
depicts nor criticises the - evils
of society which drive some people

to crime ; besides,he -does not make
_hi$ protagonist challenge society's
theoretical values and principles .
Although occasionally Moll Flanders
tries to justify her deviation from
social norms,Yet both she aud her
creator do not condemn society's rigid
rules; at the eﬁd of the novel it is
she who has to repent fo1 deviating
from the social norms which,as a
mattCﬁ of fact , caused her to become,

initially, a criminal.She always

appeals to God to forgive her

her wickedness and even while she is
violating society's most sacred values
she attempts to find a religious
sermon to preach on the situation.For
this reason all the themes of the novel
are treated superficially and they
almost lack conflict. One would hope

to fiud in a novel a protagonist
and an antagonist either in the form
of a hero versus society or of two
opposing forces within the character
itself. True ,there are two forces
within Moll's character but the voice

of tradition and morality always keeps

LA



the bohemian soul under complete control
and thus weakens the element of conflict
in the novel.Indeed., the voice of
tradition is Largely fesponsbile for
the insipidity of_ali the sermons and
misplaced direct rfeaching in Moll
Flanders. The nove. would have certainly
been a far better work of art without
these sermons and direct moral lessons;
it is this insisteuce on preaching
which incessantly spoils the whole -
narrative method.dne feels that Defoe
inserted these moral comments to justify
an otherwise sensational story.At times
one gets confused s to who the speaker

is as the following passage shows :

Oh let none read this part
without seriously :;eflecting on the
circumstances of 2 desolate state and low
they would grapple with mere want of
friends and want of bread; it will
certainly make thew think of sparing

what they have onlj',but of looking
up to heaven for support, and of the
wise man's prayer . 'Give me not

poverty, lest I stzalll

At other times omne can conclude with
absolute certainty that this is the
voice of Defoe and not that of Moll

Flanders as in the following passage:

These are the men of whom
Solomon says,'They go like an ox to
the slaughter, till a dart strikes
through their 1chrE an admirable
description, by ths way , of the foul

disease, which is i poisonous deadly
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contagion mingling with the blood ,
whose centre or fountain is in the
liver ; from whence, by the swift

circulation of the whole- pagsgnat

dreadful nauseous plague strikes immede

—~iately through his liversand his spirits
arc infected ,his vitals stabbed

through as with a dart .(P. 218 )

Hece the biblical quotation
and the high literary language make
one feel that the passage could have
never been produced by Moll Flanders,
the uneducated criminal , as is clear

from her various expressions.

It is in those moralising
passages that Defoe forgets thét he
is a novelist dramatising the life of
a rogue by posing as the puritan who
should preach on any situation . In
fact he fails to maintain an artistic
distance between his assumed perscna-
lity and his material .

Direct preaching is now consi-
dered an obvious and unpardonable
defect in literature . The modern
reader does not like to be directly
told or manipulated by the author ;
he much prefers to be shown and to be
apparently left on his own to pass
judgements or reach conclusions out
of the situation .Accordingly , any
unjustifiable intrusiom on the part
of the author may spoil the reader's

enjoyment and involvement .

Another element in the narrative

which also affects the reader's



involvement. is tha. Moll Flanders -
presumably tells the story at the age
of seventy when she has alrcady become

a true penitent and :his'deprives the

novel of a sense of immediacy and vivide
»~ness There is,surelya difference between

a criminal's mentality while he is

invoived in crime aad tne mentality

of another criminal who has’ repented
and regretted the past 1life he 1is
narrating. Therefoi. ,  there is- a
distance between evants 4and.the;time
of narrating the story of Moll
Flanders which results in some lack

of forceful commitcment to whatever

is going oun.Incider:cally,Defoe does
not tackle this problem in his preface

which reveals his unawareness of the

sensitivity of the issue .

As E.M. Forster concludes,ﬁgli_
Flanders is undouptedly a novel of
character.

Moll Flanders'character actually
dominates the whol: narrative to the
extent_of suppressing °

the plot of the novel . As in the
case of the picarei;que novel the
incidents of Moll i’landers are not
connected carefully enough to make

a unified story : :-hey are only
significant becausé they happen
chronologically to the same person.
There is no causal relationship among
the episodes whose place in the
narrative could ensily be shifted

without affecting rhe story. Indeed,
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one can omit whole episodes without
‘radically changing the story of Moll
Flanders . Unlike life , which is
often chaotic and contains meaning-
" less incidents and accidents, one
expects to find formy order and
meaning in fiction :everything in

a work of art should be accounted for
and nothing should be redundant. The

reader of Moll Flanders may be quite

disappointed to find that some
epi'sodes are superfluous and that
others are irrelevant to the main plot

of the book .

Unlike the vast majority of the

critics of Moll Flanders , Terence

Martin has stated that Moll flanders

is unified , at least in connection

with motivation and geography.Accord-

ingly he sees Moll's efforts as an
‘attempt, in the second part of the

book,to regain the security she] has
known as a wife in the first part;in

middle age she revisits most of the
scenes of her early life as stagés
in this attempt; thus the geogra -
phﬁcal pattern is circular.slt is
unlikely that Defoe consciously
organised his novel in this way ;
moreover Martin's argument is a
1ittle strained especially in
connection with geography which has

a limited relation to the plot of the

[}
novel . Moll Flanders adventures do

not really formp?rtbf any larger

‘structure The series of robberies,for

example, fails to lead up to a climax



Although there is a degree of struc-
tural coherence in Moll's marriage

with her half-brother which has vague
links with her birth and with the end
of the novel , the plot remains
submerged in the details of Moll's
other activities. The only unity in
the plot is that everything in the

novel happens to the same person.

Consequently the character of
Moll Flanders is everything in the
novel. She is presumably our only
guide to the events and to the other
characters; in other words, she
functions as a centre of consciousness
in Henry James's sense of the term
although how adequately she performs
this role is something which should
be explored.Because she is a criminal
justifying all the time her crimes in
ridiculously narrow terms,and because
her distinction between good and
evil is blurred and distorted one can
safely conclude that Moll Flanders is

not a reliable narrator .

Although we are tempted to
sympathise with the difficullt
circumstances of a poor, desolate
woman in the 18th century yer we are

fully - aware of her limitations ,
mercantile mentality and even her
superficiality She never grasps
the reality of any situation behind
strict material measurement. Thus
there is no psychological depth,inner

conflict,or humanistic dimension in
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‘time he lived acquired no

her portrayal. Defoe is not skillful
at describing individual reactions ;
he gives a clinical picture of the
emotion itself,not of the person
undergoing it ; he views everyihing,
including human relationship,in terms
of numbers and through a material
perspective as the following passage

clearly shows :

It concerns the story in hand
very little to enter into the further
particulars of the family,or of myself
for the five years that T lived with
this husband,only to observe that I
had two children by him , and that
at the end of five years he died. le
had been really a very good husband
to me , and we lived very agreeably
together; but as he had not received
much from them,and had in the little
great
matters , so0 my circumstances were
not great, nor was I much mended by
the match. Indeed , 1 had preserved
the elder brother's bonds to me, to
pay me £500, which he offered me for
my consent to marry his brotherjand
this, with what I had saved of the
money he formerly gave me , and
about as much more by my husband ,
left me a widow with about £ 1200 in

my pocet.(P.76)

The reader 1s aware of the
material force of phrases like'what
[
a very good husband', lived very
!

' . ,
agreably' , receivedmych aquiredmo



great matters','my circumstances

were not great!| and'much mended by
8 Y

the match®. For Moll"a very good

husband', for instance,

simply means

a man who can provide her with all

the necessary material luxuries of

the middle class . She

is not

concerned with mutual understanding

between husband and wife. The human

relationship in marriage is reduced

to numbers and figures

61n fact

This novel :abounds in figures and

they, according to Moll and her

creator, determine the value of any

situation.Thus Moll is defined as

'a widow [left] with about £1200% not

as a widow who is spiritually endowed

with a special power to stand up to

all challenges , or ‘a widow who can

manipulate her own fate in a world

dominated by men , or even a widow

who is unfortunate in

terms of

finding the right man who can

understand her potentiality, etc .

Defoe only concentrates on drawing

an external picture of his heroine

without attempting to get inside

her and expose her inner reality to

the reader.He is not as successful

as other writers in the English

tradition who have created cutstan -

ding female characters.Jane Austen's

Emma, George Fliot's The Mill on the

Floss , Henry James's The Portrait

of a Lady ,and Angus Wilson's The

Middle Age of Mrs Eliot

are all

successful works of fiction which

provide a comprehesive

picture of
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women whose ambition is to achieve
self-realisation through self-
examination and interacting with life
and people .The females in these works
are particularly projected from the
inside and they prove that their inner
resources are in no way inferior to
those of men; this anables them to
learn through new experiences in the
course of their reeducation in .ife .
Unlike these heroines, Moll Flanders'
inner resonrces are extremely limited
and her cold , economic and calcula-
ting mind dominates her personality;
hence she resorts to crime in order
4o gét a ,room at the top' at all

costs.,

Moll Flanders is not exactly placed
in extremely difficult circumstances
which force her to opt for crime but
her outlook and ambition could not be

reconciled with her kind of reality .

. 8he has to choose between servitude

and crime and she finds no difficulty
in convincing herself to opt for the
latter . Perhaps she is partly justi-
fied considering her strong desire
to bDecome a member of the genteel
class and her special revulsion at
becoming a servant, both of which
attitudes are created by her own
social environment.The justification
or condemnation of Moll Flanders'
decision to become a criminal may,to
some extent , depend , tie individual
personal response to the circumstances

of this character; what is certain,
hewever,is that Defoe has not, on the

¥t
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whole, been able to create a strongly
individualised character who can
overcome the difficulties  she
confronts and who can manipulate her
own fate rather than the other way

round.

By the same token,the main themes
of thievery, prostitution,and incest
are treated superficlally principally
because the character who is supposed
to carry them out is not a strong
individual. Among these themes s
thievery is the most realistically
portrayed because the scenes of theft
are described vividly and all the
necessary details are aptly given
as if they were actually written by
a thief. It is in  those scenes
intended to illustrate what might be
called circumstancial detail- which
is to give exact information as to
what happens in reality ~that Defoe's
mastery of fiction writing is most
evident.The description of custonms,
the setting,the crowd of people, and
the movement and reactions of Moll:
Flanders when she is planning to
steal - all enhance the atmosphere
of reality and create a special sense
of immediacy in spite -of the separa -
tion between events and the time of
narration.Here is an episode of an
attempted theft which provides a
convincing picture as if drawn by an
experienced thief with all the
necessary details about Moll and the .

setting :

1

The next thing of moment was an
attempt at a gentlewoman's gold watch. .
It happened in a crowd,at a meeting -
hiouse, where'' I was in very great
danger of being taken.I had full hold
of her watch,but giving a great jostle;
as if somebody had thrust me against
her,and in the juncture giving the
watch a fair pull,I found it would not
come, so I let it go that moment , and
cried out as if I had been Killed,that
somebody had trod upon my foot,and

that there were certainly pickaepockets
there,for somebody or other had given
a pull at my watch; for you are io
observe that on these adventures we
always went very well dressed, and I
had very good clothes on , and a gold
watch by my side,as like a lady as

other folks ... ( P. 205)

In spite of his theoretical objec~
tions to crime Defoe succumbs to the
danger of writing a crime story by
almost becoming a criminal himself
He is often absorbed so totally in the
story that at times one finds it
difficult to determine the writer's
attitude towards thieveryjalthough
theoretically we are aware of wvefoe's
position,yet it is sometimes unclear
whether or not he is criticuising
systematically the society which
produced Moll Flanders. Her repentence
at the end of the story,howéver, makes

the reader conclude that Moll Flanders

'is a case of aberration who should get

back to the social '"norm' if she is to
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survive at all,Although thievery is
realistically portrayed in the
novel, Defoe does not get down to
the real problem which causes it,In
his treatment of this theme , as
elsewhere, he oscillates between
Défoe the puritan who is keen on
moralising and Defoe the bohemian
who enjoys breaking away from rigid

social rules.

Both thievery and prostitution
were not particularly suitable
subjects for the 18th century audi-
ence, The picaresque novel, however,
poupularised the theme of thievery
and made 1t quite possible for Defoe
to deal with it freely.. But the
subject of prostitution was certainly
'taboo' in the 18th century which
Defoe could not deal with freely had
he wanted to . It was daring enough
of him to merely include it in his
novel.Naturally,Defoe could not
portray any scenes of Moll's'prosti-
tuting ' activities or deal with the
psychology of his heroine while she’
is in the process of practicing her
profession' By contrast a modern
novel about prostitution is bound to
provide a comprehensive picture of
the typical 1life of a prostitute to
the extent of portraying in detail
scenes of sexual intercourse.It also
usually deals with the difficulty of

a prostitute's acceptance to provide

sexual joy to somebody she finuds

revolting.Ilt may even question the
validity of 'moral'objeétions of
traditional social attitudes to
prostitution. Aside from one scene in

Moll Flanders where Moll finds nerself

driven to sexual intercourse with a
drunk she is planning to robh, there
is nothing really prostitutional about
Moll's life, at least by the standards
of the English society today. All her

love-making activities are not strictly

speaking prostitutional and they can
be practiced by any 'decent' lady in

England nowadays; but the puritan

society looked at Moll as a ' whore
who was violating society's most

'sacred' values,

If Defoe 1s partly excused for not

dealing adequately with prostitution
because of his apparent alliance with
the puritans he has no excuse whatever
to lightly treat a subject which was
considered serious by society such as
incest. For as soon as Moll discovers
her incestuous marriage with her half-
brother she of course regrets the
unfortunate unicn but almost automati-
cally wishes that she had not known

anything about it and that she conti-~

nued the marriage since her brother was

providing her with all the necessary

material comforts:

[ was now the most unhappy of all
women in  the world. oh! had the

story never been told me all had been

well; it had been no crime to have lain
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with my husband, since as to being
my relation I had known nothing of

it .(r.102),

Even after she goes back to
England and spends som time there
she wishes again that she had not
discovered the unfortunate incestuous
union since her marriage with her
brother was 'happier' than her new

situation:

+oes and I reflected that I might
with less offence have continued with
my brother, and lived with him as a
wife , since there was no crime in
our marriage on that score, neither

of us knowing it.(P.132).

This reaction is really absurd and
one féels aé if Defoe was flirting
with his reader on a very serious and
‘golemn subject. Another novelist
would have made a Cragedy out of the
situgtion .As a matter of fac; when
King Oedipus discovers his incestuous
union with his mother he blinds his
own eyes, while his mother commits
suicide.But for Defoe and his heroine
the discovery is only unfortunate,just
one of several unhappy occurrences in
Moll's life. The writer simply throws
away a material for tragedy. It would
certainly strain the argument to con-
clude that Defoe was questioning
traditional views of incest. The man

was simply unconcerned with the

'gpirituality' of any situation .

Defoe has created a character who
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cannot be restricted by either love,
tragedy, human relationships , or
anything. For this reason love for
Moll is not love , tragedy is not
tragedy and human relationships are
not what they are supposed to be.All
these have no influence on Moll's
life in any way. They are treated
superficially and they do nct prevent
Moll from proceeding on measuring
every situation according to a few
figures. There is not , in the whole
novel , a complex situation.If there
were two cholces in a particular
situation then Moll mechanically opts
for the more profitable one regardless
of the emotional consequences,if any.
When , for example, Defoe presents a
complex situation with a possible
crucial moral choice by'conffonting

his heroine with either chousing a

man she claims to love, the highwayman,
or a successful clerk, the banking man,
she automatically opts for the latter
simply because of the material cdmforfs
he is prepared to provide.Again, when
the marriage does occur her past love
of the bighwayman does not affect her
union in any way.Another novelist would
take this opportunity for clarifying
his heroine's conflicting motives over
the two men and might, furthermore ,
compare the two types of characters in
society: the one who is socially succe-
ssful but unloved by the heroine, the

other who is a criminal but is able to

draw his beloved to himself and his




world of deviation.Defoe doces not
attempt to do that or present a
moral dilemma in his novel

simply because he has created a
heroine who cannot conceive a situa-
tion with such a dilemma.Consequ -~
ently we know very little about the
quality of Moll's 'love affairs ' ,
and we have to assume that they do
not possess any deep emotional
feelings about them, at least as far
as Moll is concerned , The twelve
years of 'whoring' and the five
marriages which the title of the
novel refers to, one may conclude,
do not have any one relationship

that is meaningful emotionally from

a modern reader's point of view.

Perhaps it is cruel tc demand of
somebody who is principally seeking
financial security in life a fully
realised emotional relationship 3
however, when Moll does get the
financial security she is disperat:ly
.looking for, i.e. when. she is.
married to the banking man for five
years , she remains as callous &=
ever to her human emotions.Similarly,
we know very little about her children
and we have to conlude that she is
a callous and somewhat unnatural
mother by any conventional standarc.
Perhaps her life as a criminal
necessitated a particular type of
conduct which does not show either
deep human relationships or emotional

commitment to men and children
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{although one may doubt that
criminals do not have emotional
commitments ); but again there uwcre
times in Moll's life when she was

not a criminal and was leadinsg =
conventional way of living as a wife
and yet she did not show any emotional
commitments.She does not eve~ respond
fully and humanly to the facts of
life, of birth, and death,and she
immediately and almost mechanically
adapts herself to any situation .
Her children are never an obstacle
in her way for whatever she sets out
to do.Theilr fate is never accounted
for , and aside from Humphrey, they

are born merely to die because Moll

herself does not need them .

Indeed, everything in the novel
exists for Moll's sake and almost
disappears when Moll does not need it.
Her ego- centrgd world dominates
everything in the book. Not wven one
character resents Moll in any way and
they all praise.her .very highly and
show ultimate deyotion . The high -
wayman , the governess,and Humphrey
could provide-the reader with a
somevhat 'objective' pictuge of Moll
mt unfortunately they are not fully

ree characters to do so since they
‘hemselves are conveyed to us through
Moll. Because Moll is a criminal and
sometimes dishonest even with those
she pretends to love, one may doubt
her evaluation of the other characters

in the novel and their apparent



adoration . In fact,Moll is self -
dezeived and is perhaps,psychologi-
cally speaking, deéperately looking
for some kind of imagined emotional
security which she has failed to find
in real 1life and which for her meant
the fascination of the outside world
with and ‘achieve-

her personality

1

ments . One expects the governess,

for example,to regret that she has
lost a ®aluable partner in crime
when Moll suddenly repents;instead,
she herself becomes automatically

'a true penitent' who is also given
to preaching. It 1s obvious that the
writer is unable to create 'free '
secondary characters;the few 'puppets'
around Moll are more or less a
projection of one side or another of
the heroine~ herself a projection of

Daniel Defoe.?

In fact, one can safely conclude
that Defoe is not able to create an
artistic distance between himself
and his material,and that there are
many similarities between the author
and his character to the extent of
concluding that Moll herself is an
honest copy of her creator .For Moll
is not inhibited by her sex in doing
anything . Although she has some
female traits these do not prevent
her from acting like males and at
times becoming a thief among??nshe
is, in fact, often dressed like men

when she is attempting to steal .
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Besides,all the values which are
embraced by Defoe are echoed in one yay
or another by his heroine.Essentially
both accept the Machiavellian prin -
ciple that the end justifies the
means and they are prepared to do
anything in their power to achieve
worldly success: Moll chooses crime
while Defoe thrilling and popular
journalism and ,he even becomes, at
one time in his life, a government
secret 'agent' . Both Defoe and Moll
are fascinated by gentility and middle
class life - style and they are
prepared to prostitute themselves for
that purpose: one prostitutes his
intellectual side, the other her
physical. They are, furthermore |,
marked by a strong teundency to
preach on any situation even when it
is most awkward that they should do
so. Thus Moll claims that she is
stealing a necklace from a child
because she wants to teach the parents
a lesson that they should attend to
their children; behind this argument

is Defoe's desperate attempt to search
for 'lessons' '.Neither the author nor
the character finds it odd to sermonise
on an awkward situation like this .
Moll's criticism of 'unnatural mothers'
who leave their children unguarded is
really ridiculous since she is herself
more of an 'unnatural"mother than they.
By the same token, Defoe wants to

convince us that the drunken man whom



Moll robs should also be given a
hard lesson by taking his money
away from him so that he will never
get into that dreadful situation and
he quotes ~he Bible to support his
argument; nothing is said about the
immoral implications of robbing a
child or a drunken man as if it was
justiiiable for Moll to steal
anything which is not guarded.Most
of the arguments used in the novel
to justify Moll's behaviour are
extremely strained and could only

reflect a puritan mentatlity.

Actupally 'self -righteousness' has
been described as characteristic of
the viewpoint of the puritans who
found no contradiction between
criticising others while being blind
to their own faults.Like the puritan
Defoe,Moll Flanders often displays
the attitude of virtuous and public-
minded citizens,even when she is
committing crimes against society ,
crimes which she justifies as
necessitated by difficult circumst-
ances and not committed out of
deviation. The Puritans could easily
recogﬁise the faults of others but
usually ignored their own . Moll
often criticises 'unnatural mothers'
'drunken people'and even thinks of
criminals as vicious, ignoring that
she herself is onme of them.The
Puritans also equated worldly success

with moral righteousness and conse -
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quently failure wiwa evil. Thus Moll
does not so much regret doing wrong
or adopting a criminal career as she
does being caught.She is not,in other
words, concerned with the moral
implications of any action as she is
concerned with materially benefiting

from it and avoiding punishment .

Actually tue preface of the novel
demonstrates Defoe's strong tendency
to justify writing 'fiction' and
to , by hook or by crook, try to
convince the reader that there are
many lessons to be learned from

readiﬁg Moll Ilanders.On the whole

the preface is naive in its assumption

that it will benefit the reader and
make hime change his life style.The

novel, moreover, does not substantiate

any claim stated in the preface; on
the contrary it attempts to find a
way to justify crime under certain
circumstances and to deceive the
reader into believing that there is
always a possibility to repent at the
end.The preface states bluntly that
"there is not a wicked action in any
part of it,but is first or last

rendered unhappy or unfortumate'(P.30)

In other words,Defoe wants to say that

vice must be paid for and that crime
does not pay.The action of the novel,
however,does not substantiate this
simple argument but tries to convince
the reader that if he happens to be

involved in crime he should not repent



until he has built up an adequate
income through crime. For,on the

one hand, Moll at one time possesses
a comparatively huge amount of money
(£500) and yet she continues in her
career after she closely and
conscionsly analyses her situation .
On the other hand, when she repents
she does not disgoxge her 111 gotten
gains which are the basis of her
prosperity and repentence. The whole

action of Moll Flanders supports the

view that if honesty does not work,
then crime may prove rewarding. For
Moll is placed in certain circums -
tances whereby she has to choose
between servitude and crime and
without much resistance or any strong
sense of dilemma she opts for the
latter. Her Decision provides her
with vast opportunities to experience
life fully and then when circumstances
allow she presumably repents without

getting any real punisbment.

Moreover, her presumed change is
not convincing and it is achieved
through some form of 'Deus Ex Machina';
the reader is not sufficiently
prepared to accept this change which
is achieved externally by the prison
chaplain who, like a god brought down
by machine,saves the heroine from
hanging. There is no internal conflict
which is used to convince us of the
radical spiritual change in her life.

Indeed,the reader has the legitimate
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right to ask whether Moll Flanders
changes at all.Thus even after her
assumed penitence her mercantilc
mentality continues to dominate her
life . For once she has lost the
power to be a criminal in life because
of o0ld age she begins to 'invest' in
‘heaven' . Penitence for Moll is
therefore a way to live comfortably
in what she believes to be a second
life . The reader can in this connec-
ticn conclude that once Moll is poor
she is bound to become a criminal
whereas when she is prosperous and old
she turns into 'a true penitent '.Her
attitude towards her husband's
penitence confirms this conclusion.
She even findes no contradiction in
juxtaposing religious words and
counting her,and her husband's, new
pfoperty :

eee. Then I let him know what I
had brought over in the sloop,besides
all this; I mean the horses, hogs,and
cows,and other stores for our planta-
tion; all whirh added to his surprise,
and filled his heart with thankfulness
and from this time forward I believe
he was as sincere a penitent, and as
thoroughly a reformed man, as éever
God's goodnees brought back from a
profligate, a highwayman,~and a
robber . (P. 314 )

This juxtaposition of religious
phrases with 'horses, hogs and cows..

brings us to another critical aspect




of the novel and raises the question
whether Defoe is mocking his
heroine regarding certain serious
aspects of her life . In other words,
is the author being ironical in
deliberately juxtaposing two
'contradictory' aspects in order

to make fun of his heroine ? More
specifically, is he conspiring with
the intelligent reader against a
kind of penitence caused by sudden
prosperity and against insipid
sermonising preached immediately
after coomitting crimes ?Perhaps

the question of irony,if there is
any, is better understood in terms
of the social histcry of the 18th
century.Perhaps there were some
radical changes in certain social
attitudes in England to the extent
of considering ironical what was
felt to be deadly serious in the 18th

century puritan society.It may be

odd for us to think that the puritans.

found nothing funny in explicitly
basing repentence on prosperity or
in servmonising when it was most
unlikely and awkward to have done
so . In the light of these
assumptions one may conclude that
'ironical' -scenes - as when Moll
unexpectedly shows signs of
sentimentality and common sense by
kissing the ground which her son
has just trodden on and desisting as
soon as she discovers that it is

'damp and dangerous’- are merely
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slips of an inaccurate narration in
the same way that there are rontradic-
tory details as when Moll presents
her son with a golden watch whose
descriptions exactly corresprnd to
those of the one she unsuccessfully
Defoe ‘had

undoubtedly an unreconciled persona -

attempted to steal .

lity between puritanism and bohemi -
anism and this was reflected in
apparently contradictory attitudes in
his narrative, something which tempts
the modern reader to conclude that
Defoe was sometimes ironical in his

novel. The fact that Defoe is always

. echoed by his heroine and his inability

to create a free character ( unlike
himself ) also help the reader to
conclude from the portrayal of Moll
Flanders that Defoe is a puritan in
theory, a bohemian in practice who
delights in violating social rules .
This is really one reason why the
criminal part of the novel is far more
interesting and fascinating than the
penitent part when Moll has only bland
preaching to offer. In the criminal
part everything is dramatised, in the
penitent one the story is hurried up
to enable Defoe draw the conclusions
he wants . Although he does not
explicitly say so Defoe reflects
himself in Moll Flanders by portraying
an individual who is not at heart
convinced of society's values and the
the rich and the

divisions between

poor and consequently finds it, in

re

%%
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practice at least, justifiable to
break those rigid éuritan rules in
order to achieve her ambition of
securing a 'comfortable'  way of
living. This conflict may be
responsible for what appears to the
modern reader as ifronical statements
or situations..ﬁhié is not to
conclude that tieré is not any
conscious irony..in the novel as when
young Moll Flanders strongly desires
to become a 'gentlewoman'(P.38) not
knowing that one meaning of the word
is a prostitutel. In this way she is
ironically and unconsciously predic-
ting her own future of genteel
prostitution and the pursuit of
middle class life style. Here,however
it is unlikely that Defoe is mocking
his young heroine,he is simply
‘drawing attentien to the irony of
fate that Moll should unconsciously
have the insighf to prophesy her own
'dreadful ' future. There is not one
example which unequivocally shows
that Defoe is conspiring with the
intelligent reader to ridicule his
heroine for hetAapparently moralising
and misplaced generalisations and
comments. The me®dern reader should
remind himself .again and again that
Defoe is badly -in need of extricating
a moral lesson eut.of any situation
in order to fulfil the promise he
made in the preface that reading

Moll Flanders 1s morally highly

rewarding and that there is a wide
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gap both in time and thinking between
us and the 18th century .

Apparently Moll Flanders has

more faults than merits, but the novel
among other pioneering works, helped
to establish 'realism' in fiction as
we understand it today and to portray
a world of conflicting ethical values
which give us a picture of the kind

of society the 18th century had
produced . Defoe's autobiographical
narrative,his portrayal of the seamy
side of life, his rejection of
artificial stylistic conventions ,

his setting and vivid details,espec -
ially in the scenes of theft, are all
remarkable achievements particularly

if we take into account that the man
was the first writer to start writing
the kind of fiction which was to become
a starting point for other contemporary
and later writers in the English tradi-
tion . Furthermore , his deviation
from social norms and at the same time
his insistence on moralising throughout
his novel provide us with a dramatised
and convincing picture of the 18th
century world which was beginning to
question the very basic structure of
society's ideals and values. Perhaps
people like Defoe were partly respon-
siple for beginning an inquiry into
the 'moral' and social values of the
18th century s;ciety. Because he is

less of a conscious and sophisticated

novelist than his contemporaries Defoe
is able to present to us a much more



valuable psycho}bgical study of an
unsettled persopality.He is divided
between loyalty‘ﬁﬁ puritan values
and a strong desire to break away
from social normsl. In spite of this

conflict he maintains and insists
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that the world is still'harmonious’
and ruled by a 'supervisor'. This
last characteristic is,indeed, the
dominant feature of eighteenth
century fiction no matter how

differently expressed .
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1- C.H.Holman,A Handbook to literature

The Odyssey press, New York 1960,
P 351 .

The picaresque novel may have
originally presented serious
social problems about roguory but
later it tended to be principally
an amusing account of how a rogue
tricks his society . See Ibid.PP,
351 - 352 zee also A.Kettle ,
'Defoe and the Picaresque Tradi -
tion ' in An Introduction to the
English Novel, London, 1951 -3 ,
Vol . 1 PP. 52 -~ 58 ,

Daniel Defoe, Moll Flanders s
Penguin Books, 1980,P. 188. All
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from this edition .
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