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ABSTRACT 

Bayy Bin Yagzan is a famous Arabic narrative written 

by the Moselm philosopher Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail in the twelfth 

century and translated first into Latin by Edward pocock, 

the son, in 1671, then into English by George Keith in 1674, 

by George Ashwell in 1686, and by Simon Ockley in 1708. Ibn 

Tufail's work is mentioned in connection with Daniel Defoe's 

Robinson Crusoe, which appeared in 1719, by many critics who 

either accentuate o~ repudiate its significance as a possi

ble source. This study goes beyond the off-hand question of 

derivation to compare these two analogous books, not to take 

part in the long-standing dispute but to inquire into the 

premises it stands upon and investigate its motivating 

grounds. 

After pointing out the identical settings of two men 

each stranded on a desert island, this study proceeds to 

analyze the approach of each book to the relationship 

between man and Nature. In the process of mastering their 

environments, Hayy and Crusoe awaken to the providential 

presence behind natural forces and learn to regulate them

selves within the divine scheme and to form strong relations 

with God. The narratives of Ibn Tufail and Defoe share a 

concern not only with their heroes' solitude but also with 

their attitudes toward society, which threatens their sense 
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of individuality. Whereas Hayy prefers his solitary state 

to immersion in human society and remains on his island 

accompanied only by one faithful apostle, Crusoe eagerly 

sails back to the world of men, although he too adjusts 

poorly to the spirit of society and spends the rest of his 

life roaming the globe. 

Examining the technical aspects of Robinson Crusoe 

and Hayy Bin Yagzan, their narrative methods, their chrono

logical order, their structure, style, and delineation of 

character, the study concludes that although the two books 

belong to different genres, they are still more similar than 

ordinarily assumed. It also finds that the question of 

indebtedness, which may never be resolved, is less signifi

cant than the broader similarities in cultural, political, 

and religious circumstances which may be at work. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Behold the infant: Like a shipwrecked sailor, 
cast ashore by the fury of the billows, the poor 
child lies naked on the ground, bereft of all means 
for existence, after nature has dragged him in pain 
from his mother's womb. with plaintive wailing he 
filleth the place of his birth, and he is right, for 
many evils await him in life. 

This basic picture of man in the human predicament, 

so vividly delineated in Lucretius' De rerum natura, forms 

the initial link in a long chain of affinities between Ibn 

Tufail's Hayy Bin Yagzan and Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe. 

Both Hayy and Crusoe, the ninfantn and the nshipwrecked 

sailor,n are pushed into remote corners of the globe by the 

force of Nature to encounter "evils n that underscore the 

fortunate character of their circumstances. Like Crusoe's, 

Hayy's life is a miracle of survival; he lives in confined 

and reduced circumstances foreshadowing Crusoe's island, 

with its positive environmental conditioning that calls 

forth courage, ingenuity, and intelligence. Wholly thrown 

on their own resources, both struggle to control their 

surroundings and progress from bare instinct through reason 

to discover their place in the natural milieu and to reign 

supreme with no authority above them except that of God. 

1 
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The crucial factor in that environment, however, is 

not the fertility of the, island or its idyllic possibil

ities: it is rather man himself, located at the apex of all 

Nature. The stress in the two works falls on man as he 

expands incessantly f~om within in a world almost altogether 

of his own making. The subjective experience of the'indivi

dual in solitary confinement provides a focal point through 

which both works bring human significance to the external 

world with its bare material facts. Following the process 

of the individual consciousness defining itself within a 

carefully localized time and place, the two books reenact a 

drama of religious awakening. Isolating Crusoe and Hayy 

from the conventions of civilization, Defoe and Ibn Tufail 

confer on them the freedom to discover God in their own 

ways. All evaluation of Nature, together with the glory of 

her Maker and His providential wisdom, springs from indivi

dual human initiative through which man achieves an eternity 

of bliss. 

Clearly, Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan possess 

a common nucleus of content that offers some curious paral

lels in the subjects with which they deal. Both concern the 

course of adversity, estrangement, confinement, subsistence 

in solitude, gradual adaptation to the environment, indepen

dence, survival, and salvation. still, the similarities 

extend further, and on closer inspection hidden elements of 

kinship between the two works emerge. Not only do similar 
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frameworks and structural designs abound, but the two works 

share many clearly distinguishable connections ranging from 

shape to crganization, language to tone, and philosophy to 

literary conventions and motives for composition. Such a 

resemblance testifies to a deep and genuine congruity of 

thought between their authors. These linkings I find to be 

of such a nature as to throw a good deal of light on the 

problem of literary relationships and to provide a specific 

basis for comparing and contrasting the two works. My study 

tentatively hypothesizes that perhaps the most important 

figure in the backgr~und of Robinson Crusoe is Hayy Bin 

Yaqzan. The consanguinity of the two has in fact been the 

chief motivation behind this challenging endeavor to set 

Hayy Bin Yagzan out as one of the major narrative models 

available to Daniel Defoe when he composed his masterpiece 

Robinson Crusoe. 

Many source studies have already put Robinson Crusoe 

to numerous trials of ingenuity, culminating in the gener

ally held view that the novel is the outcome of Defoe's 

combining themes from varied sources and integrating them 

into a unified whole. The novel has roots in every direc

tion, among them travel literature, voyage adventures, 

spiritual autobiographies, and even Defoe's own life. The 

English fascination for travel narrative had reached its 

peak in the eighteenth century, and editions of adventure 

books continued to appear regularly. Conjectures made from 
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time to time regarding the inception of Robinson Crusoe 

generally agree that, excited by stories of seafarers sur

viving alone on uninhabited islands, Defoe took his material 

from the authentic and fictitious travel accounts of the 

period. It has often been suggested that the figure in 

Defoe's mind was an old seaman named Robert Drury, whose 

career he later wrote up in Madagascar (1729). Studies also 

propose that one adventure that could have inspired Defoe 

was that of Pedro Serrano, whose story was translated into 

English by Paul Rycaut in 1688. The story of Robert Knox 

(1681), who spent nineteen years captive· on the island of 

Ceylon, has been mentioned as yet another source of inspira

tion. Nevertheless, the consensus of scholarly opinion 

appears to be that "the chief fountainhead for Defoe's 

novelnl was Alexander Selkirk, who spent four years on Mas a 

Tierra, the largest of the three islands in the Juan 

Fernandez group west of Chile. Selkirk's story first 

appeared in Woodes Rogers' Cruising Voyaqe Round the World 

and in Edward Cooke's Voyaqe to the South Sea, but it gained 

more fame with the article by Richard Steele, who devoted 

all of number 26 of the Guardian (Dec. 3, 1713) to his 

career. Some critics tend to overstate the importance of 

the Selkirk story as a direct source for Defoe's Robinson 

1. Percy Adams, Travel Literature and the Evolution 
of the Novel (Lexington: The univ. Press of Kentucky, 
1983)6 p. 130. 



Crusoe to the extent that they do not hesitate to nimagine 

scenes in which Defoe conducted a personal interview with 

selkirk,n 2 and others have even "thought Selkirk to be the 

real author of Robinson cr~~.n3 

But whatever Defoe's direct source may have been, 

this paper contends that we cannot deny Hayy Bin Yagzan a 

prominent place among these diverse influences. It would 

not even be wildly implausible to assume that at least a 

part of Robinson Crusoe was actually derived from it, since 

5 

many intimate pazallels between significant parts of the two 

works strongly suggest that their association is too precise 

to be merely fortuitous. The study I propose, I am aware, 

is based on an argument that requires Defoe to have gained 

some knowledge of the work of the Andalusian philosopher 

despite the fact that Defoe does not directly mention in any 

context his awareness of it. Although we have no definite 

evidence to uphold the contention that Defoe had actually 

read Ibn Tufail's work, we cannot exclude the possibility 

that he had done so. still, the lack of direct evidence 

poses no difficulty serious enough to invalidate th,e 

comparison undertaken by this study, which is not confined 

to identifying individual borrowings or citing particular 

indebtedness, though it may include them. Far f~om being 

2. Pat Rogers, Robinson Crusoe (London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1979), p. 17. 

3. Adams, p. 131. 



merely a search for presumed influence, this study aims at 

detecting a subterranean current of ideas organically 

involved in Robinson Crusoe that derive from Bayy Bin 

Yagzan. And by examining the train of associations this 

current brings with it, I will demonstrate the way in which 

the creations of the two writers differ in situations that 

have elements in common for both. The primary purpose of 

this comparison is, of course, not to infringe upon Defoe's 

originality but rather to permit a close critical appraisal 

of the fundamental themes and basic issues presented in two 

works which are eminently comparable regardless of direct 

influence. 

6 

Hayy Bin Yagzan's chief claim to recognition in 

terms of the influence it exerts upon Robinson Crusoe, which 

may be minimized but can never be eliminated entirely, con

sists in its prior existence~ As a literary precedent, its 

direct historical relationship to Defoe's work can be easily 

established. Hayy Bin Yagzan is the only extant work of the 

renowned Muslim philosopher Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail (1105-1185), 

an Andalusian savant and physician active at the court of 

the Almohad dynasty in Spain, who occupies an eminent place 

in the history of Islamic philosophy and literature. The 

honor of rediscovering the forgotten masterpiece and 

restoring it to prominence goes to the famous Orientalist 

Dr. Edward Pococke, a pioneer in the study of Oriental 

languages at Oxford University, who brought the Arab writer 
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to the attention of the English-speaking world. In 1671 the 

Oxford University Press published the literal Latin transla-

tion of Edward Pococke, the son, along with the Arabic text 

and an influential introduction by the translator's father, 

under the title Philosophus Autodidactus. The book caught 

the fancy of the public, and its almost immediate favorable 

reception made it a major literary event of the time. In 

the interpretation outlined in its preface, Pococke empha-

sized the idea of intellectual autonomy as the force of the 

novel, whose design, according to Pococke, was to "shew, how 

Human Capacity, unassisted by any external Help, may, by due 

Application, attain to the Knowledge of Natural Things, and 

so by Degrees find out its Dependence upon a Superior Being, 

the Immortality of the Soul, and all things necessary to 

Salvation. "4 

Pococke's Latin version went through numerous edi-

tions and provided the basis of two translations into 

English, one by the Quaker scholar George Keith in 1674, the 

other by George Ashwell in 16860 The Quaker translation was 

used for propaganda by the Society of Friends because of its 

apparent support of the Q~lakers' most cherished idea of 

"inner light" and its demonstration of the experience of an 

inner revelation of the Divine. Alarmed by the Quakers' 

4. Simon Ockley, trans., The Improvement of Human 
Reason-Exhibited in the Life of Hal ebn Yokdhan ••• , by Abu 
Jaafar Ibn Tophail (London: n.p., 1708), p. v. 



"bad use" of the ~rabic book, and to refute their "enthu

siastic notions," Simon Ock1ey published the most inf1uen-

tia1 translation from the original Arabic text in 1708, 

reprinted in 1711 and 1731, under the following title: 

The Improvement of Human Reason, exhibited in the 
Life of Hai Ebn Yokdhan: Written in Arabick above 
500 years ago; by Abu Jaafer Ebn Tophai1, In which 
is demonstrated, by what Methods one may, by the 
meer Light of Nature, attain the Knowledge of things 
Natural and Supernatural; more particularly the 
Knowledge of God, and the Affairs of another life. 

Aside from the serious translations, Hayy Bin Yaqzan was 

also republished in abridged forms or simply adapted under 

8 

exotic titles, such as The History of Josephus the Indian 

Prince in 1696. The frequency of editions and publications 

provides a measure of the widespread influence of the book 

and its great appeal to the age. 

This great attention given to Hayy Bin Yagzan, I 

believe, reflects a direct and integral part of the literary 

taste of the period. Consequently, it is against the 

social, cultural, and historical background that this study 

proposes to examine the work's ability to surmount reli-

gious, social, spatial, and temporal barriers and achieve 

surrogate success with audiences other than the one origi

nally contemplated. I contend that Hayy Bin Yagzan was 

translated as a response to general trends in the intel1ec-

tua1 milieu and to the accepted epistemology and psychology 

of the era. It appears to be founded upon tenets compatible 

with the precepts of the ~ge of Reason, in which the 
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understanding of human nature was a goal to be attained. 

The term "rational Being" was sufficient to evoke Renais

sance connotations of Reason, the candle of the Lord, and 

its relation to feeling. It advances principles of morality 

which meet the Augustan predilection for propriety and 

balance, and it embodies didactic views that fall largely 

within neoclassical standards. The setting it adapts 

sustains the spirit of adventure and the growing interest in 

the picturesque and the mysterious which prevailed through

out the Age of Reason. Its account of a far distant land 

catered to the current enthusiasm for the Orient and the 

extravagance of the Oriental tale. Moreover, because it was 

an ancient work, the age sought in it a legitimation of some 

of its own ideals and literary practices. The time was ripe 

in England for this literary material, and as a natural 

reaction from the dominant classicism, the translation came 

about as a part of a systematic revival of the spirit of 

Antiquity in all spheres of cultural activity. Thus, it 

appears now that only by studying Bayy Bin Yagzan from the 

proper perspectives can we arrive at some definite conclu

sions concerning the part it may have played in the genesis 

of Robinson Crusoe. 

This study is not the first, of course, to suggest a 

strong relationship between the two authors, but it differs 

radically from earlier studies in that it actually ventures 

beyond the mere suggestion and proceeds to a detailed 
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examination of their fictions, showing how their ideas mani

fest themselves in the worlds of Crusoe and Hayy. That a 

debt existed has been urged vaguely from time to time, and 

in most instances it has been passed over as too trivial a 

debt to form a solid evidence for any influence. .In looking 

over the field of biography and criticism, I find that 

although the individual work of each author has received 

much attention, the prevailing convictions concerning their 

relationship are represented by a few fragmentary comments 

that are wanting in their brevity and in their general 

orientation. 

On the one hand, most scholars of Bayy Bin Yaqzan 

have confined themselves exclusively to either editing or 

translating the Arabic text, while in their introductions, 

notes, or general commentaries we find a few allusions to 

the indebtedness of Defoe to Ibn Tufail that do not even 

question the oft-repeated cliche. Some scholars have called 

attention to parallel episodes in the two works and noted 

that much in Robinson Crusoe is reminiscent of parts of ~ 

Bin Yaqzan~ however, none of these gives anything except 

incidental or partial treatment of the subject. Others 

confirm vehemently the literary debt owed by Defoe to Ibn 

Tufail, yet none systematically demonstrate their large 

claims of indebtednes,s, and their all-embracing assertions 

are to be immediately dismissed as thoroughly unfounded; On 

the other hand, students of Defoe, investigating the sources 
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of Robinson Crusoe, have almost completely ignored Hayy Bin 

Yagzan, unaware, apparently, that it had been suggested as a 

possible source. And the few who link the two works mention 

their sim~J.arities in passing, often with misleading impli

cations and oversimplification of an exceedingly complex 

matter which indicate a hasty and indifferent reading of the 

Arabic text. 

Though there is a considerable body of scholarship 

relevant to Hayy Bin Yagzan, the neglect of this text as a 

contributor to the making of Robinson Crusoe has until 

recently been almost uniform; in fact, until the first 

decade of the present century, the idea was virtually non

existent. The very first hint of a connection between the 

two works is offered, maybe unintentionally, by Alexander 

pope in his letter of September l3! 1719, to Lord Bathurst: 

"I believe you are by this time immers'd in your vast Wood; 

and one may address you as to a very abstracted person, like 

Alexander Selkirk, or the Self-taught Philosopher."5 Thus 

Pope links Defoe's most acknowledged source with Hayy. The 

two are connected again in 1761 with the publication of an 

anonymous Crusoe story under the title The Life and 

Surprising Adventures of Don Antonio de Trezzanio Who Was 

Self-Educated and Lived Forty-Five Years In an Uninhabited 

5. "To Lord Bathurst," 13 September 1719, The 
Correspondence of Alexander Pope, ed. George Sherburn 
(oxford: Clarendon, 1956), II, p. 13. 



12 

Island In The East Indies. But not until 1908 does A. T. S. 

Goodrick present HaYf Bin Yagzan as "the first genuine 

source of the Robinson legend, to which Defoe could easily 

have access. n After a confused summary of the Arabic tale, 

Goodrick concludes that nif Daniel did not read it he might 

have. Almost certainly he had. n6 The question is raised 

again in 1909 by Leon Gauthier, the first modern scholar to 

offer an extensive interpretation of Hayy Bin Yaqzan, only 

to be evaded and pronounced too vague. 7 Later, a more 

interesting claim is made by Dr. Paul Bronnle who, in his 

1910 translation of nthe most interesting parts" of the 

novel, declares Hayy to be the nprototype of Robinson 

Crusoe. u8 In 1924, Arthur Secord's Studies in the Narrative 

Method of Defoe, which reveals the sources contributing to 

the stream of Defoe's fiction, dismisses Hayy Bin Yaqzan as 

unimportant. 9 Somewhat allied to this view is that of 

6. A. T. S. Goodrick, DRobinson Crusoe, Imposter,D 
Blackwood's Magazine, 183 (1908), 674. 

7. Leon Gauthier, Ibn Tufail, sa vie, ses oeuvres 
(Paris: n.p., 1909), p. 54. 

8. Paul Bronnle, trans., The Awakening of the Soul, 
by Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail (New York: Dutton, 1910), p. 12. 

9. Arthur Secord, Studies in the Narrative Method 
of Defoe (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1924), p. 31. 
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Ernest Baker who, in 1929, admits Defoe's acquaintance with 

the book but concludes that "it obviously had little to 

offer that was useful. nlO In the same year ~. S. Fulton 

revised and reprinted Simon Ockley's translation of Hayy Bin 

Yagzan, and in his introduction he subtly alludes to its 

connection with Defoers work by referring to Hayy as 

"crusoe-like,nll a nsaintly Crusoe. n12 

It is a pity that Antonio Pastor, in 1930, does not 

deal at length with the parallel he intended to make between 

Hayy and Crusoe, since he makes the most provocative sugges-

tion on the subject yet by titling his illuminating and 

invaluable book The Idea of Robinson Crusoe. Unfortunately, 

this profoundly learned book deals exclusively with Hayy Bin 

Yagzan and its author: only in a brief section of chapter 

III titled "The Robinson Crusoe Elementn does the author 

list some of the activities performed by the two heroes on 

the island. But Robinson Crusoe is treated here mainly as a 

literary theme and not as Defoers work, and only to nreveal 

wh,"lt, in the idea, is eternal and humanly valuable. n 13 

10. 
III (London: 

Ernest Baker, The History of the English Novel, 
H. F. and G. Witherby, 1929), p. 162. 

11. Simon Ockley, trans., The History of Havy Ibn 
Yagzan, by Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail, ed. ~. S. Fulton (New York: 
Frederick ~. Stokes Company, 1929), p. 15. 

12. Ockley, The History, p. 26. 

13. Antonio pastor, The Idea of Robinson Crusoe, I 
(Watford: The Gongora Press, 1930), p. iv. 
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Thirty years later, the issue is again picked up by A. J. 

Arberry, when he objectively states that "it has been 

argued, not implausibly, that the book was read by Daniel 

Defoe, and remembered when he came to picture Robinson 

Crusoe as a speculative professor."14 Contrary to Pastor 

and Arberry, Maximillian Novak contends that the nremark

ablen parallels between Hayy and Crusoe lead one nto specu-

late as to whether or not Defoe knew the story of Yokdhan. 

Yet so far from being the I ideal of Robinson Crusoe, as one 

writer has suggested, it is almost the complete reverse. n15 

In support of this contention, Ernest Behler advances the 

argument that nif Defoe took up the 'idea of Robinson 

Crusoe l from the Arabic novel, as has been suggested, he 

simultaneously changed the message of ·the insular hero 

completely.n16 

In his dissertation nThe Origins of Robinson Crusoe 

in the Mind of Daniel Defoe,n Arthur Gold blandly ignores 

Bayy Bin Yaqzan. Manuel Schonhorn, who promises to 

"appraise Defoe's use and manipulation of borrowed 

l4G A. J. Arberry, Oriental Essays: Portraits of 
Seven Scholars (New York: Macmillan, 1960), p. 24. 

15. Maximillian Novak, Defoe and the Nature of Man 
(London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1963), pp. 24-25. 

16. Ernest Behler, "Ideas of the IState of Nature I 
and 'Natural Man I in the Arabic Tradition of the Middle Ages 
and Their Entrance into Western Thought,n Arcadia, 3, No.1 
(1968), 22. 



material,n says nothing of Defoe's discrimination in his 

choice of material~ and giving only a brief summary of Ibn 

Tufail's story, he incidentally mentions that two of its 

translations into English had been published na decade 

before Defoe's creation. n17 Martha Pike Conant considers 

15 

cursorily Hayy Bin Yagzan's nslight resemblance" to Robinson 

Crusoe and remarks that none interesting description of the 

solitary hero's method of making himself comfortable on the 

island recalls Robinson Crusoe and as this book appeared 

only eleven years before Crusoe, the passage may possibly 

have been seen by Defoe. n18 Defoe's debt to Ibn Tufail is, 

however, more fully attested to by Riad Kocache who, in his 

1982 translation of !Layy Bin Yaqzan, announces that "the 

most pronounced echQ Qf Ibn Tufail's romance in the succeed-

ing centuries is to be found, without a doubt, in Robinson 

Crusoe. n19 Kocache then devotes one scant page to the 

17. Manuel Robert Schonhorn, nDefoe's Sources and 
Narrative Method: Mrs. Veal, Journal of the Plague Year, 
Robinson Crusoe, and Captain Singleton," Diss. Univ. of 
Pennsylvania 1964, p. 64. 

18. Martha pike Conant, The Oriental Tale in the 
Eighteenth Century (New York: Octagon Books Inc., 1966), p. 
129. 

19. Riad Kocache, trans., The Journey of the Soul: 
The Story of Hai Bin Yagzan, by Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail (London: 
The Octagon Press, 1982), p. viii. 
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parallels between the two works, which he finds to be "too 

many and striking enough to make it probable that Defoe was 

acquainted with the Moslem work. "20 Less certain, though, 

is the claim Percy Adams advances when he writes, "It may 

be, however, that the legend most likely to have been an 

influence on Robinson Crusoe was that of Bayy Bin Yagzan."21 

As might be predicted, while Western critics have in 

general been reluctant to give credence to the claim that 

Defoe is indebted to Ibn Tufai1, the majority of Middle 

Eastern writers favor it. Although the issue has received 

surprisingly little examination and has never been con

sidered in any detail, no one seriously disputes that 

Robinson Crusoe draws heavily upon Bayy Bin Yagzan. Far 

from being shrugged off lightly, the claim is honored to a 

great degree by a wide range of critical opinion. It is 

rare to find scholars in such agreement, but the Middle 

Eastern critics have unswervingly assumed that Defoe does 

owe something to Ibn Tufai1. still, writers on Ibn Tufail 

almost without exception have not attempted anything like a 

full estimate of the authors and the nature of their liter-

ary connection. The tendency of much that has been written 

has been to refer briefly to the influence of Ibn Tufai1 on 

Defoe in general remarks that are loosely repeated through 

20. Kocache, p. ix. 

21. Adams, p. 130. 
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decades. While discussing the treatise of Ibn Tufail, even 

scholars like Z. H. Zakariya and Faiz Al-Kasri have only 

hinted at its impact on Robinson Crusoe. 22 Some suggestions 

of a vague indebtedness are merely reported by quoting other 

authorities, as when Sa'id Ashour cites Hamilton Gibb and 

George Yaqub,23 or when Al-Akkad points out that "a group of 

European critics hold the view that Swift's Gulliver's 

Travels and Defoe's Robinson Crusoe are indebted to One 

Thousand Nights and One, .and to Ibn Tufail's Hayy Bin 

Yagzan. n24 

Occasionally, however, scholarly critics express 

their opinions with more certainty, as does Farouk Saad, who 

writes that "we adamantly support the belief that Defoe was 

deeply influenced by Ibn Tufayl's novel."25 Similarly, Omar 

22. Zakariya Hashim Zakariya, Fadl al-Hadara al
Islamiya wal Arabiya Ala al-Alem (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr 
Publishers, 1970), p. 606, and Muhamed Faiz Al-Qasri, 
Al-Thagafa al-Islamiya Wa Atharaha Fil Nahda al-Auropiya 
(Cairo: Zaid Bin Thabit Publishers, 1979), p. 100. 

23. sa'id Abdul Fattah Ashour, Fadl aI-Arab Ala al
Hadara al-Auropiya (Cairo: Maktebat al-Nahda al-Misriya, 
1957), p. 21. 

24. Abbas Mahmoud Al-Akkad, Athar aI-Arab Fil 
Hadara al-Auropiya (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1921), p. 71. 

25. Farouk Saad, ed., Hayy Bin Yagzan (Beirut: Dar 
al-Afaq al-Jadida, 1980), p. 43. 
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Farroukh finds it "unreasonable that Defoe may write a novel 

that is similar to Ibn Tufayl's without being familiar with 

it. n26 ~With similar certitude, Muhammed Gunaimy Hilal has 

voiced his judgment, but he has gone on record denying any 

real influence exerted by Ibn Tufail on Defoe. In a 

footnote, he refutes the generally accepted idea, favoring 

the story of Selkirk as a possible source for Defoe's 

Robinson Crusoe. 27 Still, d~~pite this resurgence of 

interest in Ibn Tufail, all views concerning his connection 

with Defoe suffer from an unfortunate brevity. None of the 

studies attempts a careful and judicious consideration of 

the works concerned, or specifies concretely just what Defoe 

has borrowed from Ibn Tufail. 

Because they are based on broad assumptions and 

seeming parallels, these writings tend to be prejudicial 

rather than objective. Typical of this distorting bias is 

the flat, unqualified statement by Z. A. Siddiqi concerning 

Robinson Crusoe, which he considers to be nan imperfect copy 

of Ibn Tufayl's Hayy Bin Yagzan. n28 Siddiqi states that 

26. Omar Farroukh, Ibn Tufail wa Qisat Hayy Bin 
Yagzan (Beirut: Dar Libnan, 1982), p. 139. 

(Cairo: 
27. Muhamed Ghunaimy Hilal, Al-adab al-Mogaran 
Dar Nahdut Misr, n.d.), p. 235. 

28. Z. A. Siddiqi, Philosophy of Ibn Tufayl 
(Aligarh [India]: Aligarh Muslim univ., 1963), p. 147. 



19 

nDefoe's task was much easier,n since nhe had to depict the 

adventures of a grown-up adult who was already equipped with 

the fruits of education,n whereas nHayy starts with a total 

blankn29 : thus he discredits Defoe's work simply because it 

operates on different premises. It seems to me unfortunate 

that in many of the discussions to which reference has been 

made, ncomparisonn is confused with ncompetition,n and to 

advance their claims for or against one work, the critics 

assert that it is not as great as the other. Such partial 

views tend to obscure the two writers' great individual 

merits, and the tasks of locating influence and proving 

originality overshadow more critical questions of artistic 

interpretations and evaluation. It is important, then, to 

remark that in this study Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin 

Yaqzan are esteemed for their own value as authentic works 

of art, and that neither of them is to gain prestige by mere 

association with the other. 

On the contrary, by associating Hayy Bin Yagzan with 

Robinson Crusoe, I hope to put both works in perspective and 

allow them to illuminate each others' virtues as well as 

limitations. I will compare Ibn Tufail and Defoe with a 

view to grasping the individuality of their respective works 

and to appreciating their universality, which makes any 

narrow classification of them impracticable. The scholarly 

29. Siddiqu, p. 148. 
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tendency to focus attention upon one aspect or another of 

Hayy Bin Yagzan's religious and philosophical themes has 

obscured its intrinsic literary significance. But to read 

it only as a philosophical tale is like reading Robinson 

Crusoe as an adventure story pure and simple. Treated 

mainly from a literary standpoint, many other sides of 

Robinson Crusoe also remain untouched by the critics, who 

have paid little or no attention to its philosophical 

foundations. Both works, I think, revolve around a story of 

physical adventure with all its ideological strands, and 

their possible connection deserves our attention precisely 

because it may enable us to come to a fresh perception of 

Hayy Bin Y~~~ and to set Robinson Crusoe to a wholly new 

light. The philosophy that determines the invigoration 

Defoe communicates will come to the foreground when con

sidered within the context of Eastern thought. And Ibn 

Tufail's literary intentions will be credited when Bayy Bin 

Yagzan is pulled out of the domain of philosophy into that 

of literature. 

In fact, the comparative analysis undertaken in this 

inquiry is by no means intended to blur the important 

differences between Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan or 

to overlook the basic discrepancies between them. It would 

be absurd to claim that the Arabic text has served as a 

blueprint for Robinson Crusoe or that both works exemplify 

identical convictions. Undeniably, elements in Hayy Bin 



Yagzan find an echo in Robinson Crusoe, and a curious 

parallelism is clearly discernible throughout the" two, but 

even such an extraordinary resemblance should not deflect 

our appreciation of their distinctive characteristics. No 

less interesting than the likenesses are the differences 

that distinguish each work; consequently, this parallel is 

pointed not only to show the connection between Defoe and 

Ibn Tufail, but also to indicate the great change in 

orientation from Hayy Bin Yagzan to Robinson Crusoe. 
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Novak's stated opinion that Defoe combined with the insular 

motif just the oppos~te lesson Ibn Tufail imports in his 

treatise30 should not discourage this study, which aims at 

stressing the qualitative differences between Crusoe and his 

predecessor in order to bring out the special flavor of 

each. Further reflection on those substantial divergences 

will reveal that Defoe is in no sense influenced by the 

Arabic work to the extent that his individuality is sub

merged. On the contrary, this very reversal, with its 

deliberate omissions and transformations, shows clearly that 

Defoe has employed and fused significant elements of the 

thought of the former philosopher to evoke someth.ng very 

far from Hayy's island: the spirit of eighteenth-century 

England. What is infinitely more important here is to 

reveal the turning point at which Defoe parts company with 

30. Novak, Nature of Man, p. 25. 
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his source and gives it a specifically Augustan stamp. By 

distinguishing between what Defoe worked from and what he 

worked toward, we can sense this more indirect appearance of 

Hayy in Crusoe's world; and his presence is more interesting 

and rewarding than any direct imitation. 

In order to contrast Robinson Crusoe and Bayy Bin 

Yagzan, this study understands influence in terms of impulse 

rather than imitation. As it happens, Defoe's indebtedness 

to Ibn Tufail is not expressed by verbal borrowings or 

explicit reference. So far as can be traced, no extensive 

passage in Robinson Crusoe directly reproduces clear 

features of Hayy Bin Yagzan, and not every incident in it 

relates to an analogous one. But it would be incorrect to 

take such a narrow view of the transmission of thought from 

mind to mind as to expect plots to coincide exactly or one 

work to replicate the other and reproduce it part for part. 

Only a pedant would lift word after word from another's 

page, and in order to appraise the influence of Ibn Tufail 

on Defoe, we must not expect the effect to be traced back to 

isolated passages. Instead, the spirit of the whole is more 

likely to have remained with Defoe as he modified the 

Tufailian material to conform to his scheme; as he reacted, 

omitted, selected, and recast his model; and as, without 

surrendering his own autonomy, he extracted from Hayy Bin 
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Yaqzan just what he needed to produce a landmark in English 

literary history. 

The necessity for a comparison between two works is 

all the greater when there is a deliberate inversion. For 

those altered or reversed borrowings show that the influ

enced work is not merely a repetition of its source but 

mainly an extensive critical comment on it and a refinement 

of its concepts in general. By penetrating to the quick of 

the transformation effected between Barr Bin Yagzan and 

Robinson Crusoe, we can show that the latter is not a mere 

appropriation of material or a particula~ manipulation of 

source. In welding all his borrowed material from this and 

other sources into an indissoluble unity, Defoe has also 

infused his own criteria and injected his own values to 

build up something new and unique in which are blended all 

the elements that have ensured its durability. The more 

pressing concern of this study, then, is to demonstrate the 

specific ways in which Defoe has tailored the contextual 

material at his disposal to mingle its spirit with that of 

the age, and to show how the borrowings combine into a new 

pattern creating a different artisttc effect in the context 

of a work we can recognize as Defoe's own. 

The matter of influence provokes a number of ques

tions. To what extent did the latter work build on ground 

prepared by the earlier one? What expectations aroused by 

the earlier work did the latter satisfy? Did the pressure 
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exerted by the western tradition cause a transmutation of 

the original? What was retained? What was rejected, and 

why? How may we account for the motives that drew Defoe to 

this source and for the principles controlling his use of 

it? Do the two works share a homologous narrative form? Do 

they address similar audiences? Are their ideological goals 

alike? Such basic questions go far toward determining the 

form of this study and limiting its broad scope, which 

extends to the realms of geographic knowledge and discovery, 

of biology and astronomy, of religion and sociology, of 

anthropology and history, and, in addition, of the develop

ment of fictional forms. The two books are obviously 

informed by minds of considerable intelligence, and they 

reveal widely read men who were not living in an intellec

tual vacuum and who were keenly interested in the central 

issues of their times. Touched by the ideas of their 

contemporaries, both authors could seldom keep their extra

literary interests from entering their books, and they 

turned some of their practical knowledge to account. 

As a way of defining the two works' literary value, 

comparison moves hand in hand with analysis, and to estab

lish their full connection, they must be reconstructed from 

within in order to ,define the belief system out of which 

they emerge. Through careful scrutiny of the ideological 

basis for their themes and art forms, I will elaborate the 

implications of their stated premises and the philosophical 
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credits expressed in each. But since both writers discuss 

their views in relation to their periods and to their prede

cessors, I will probe more deeply into the social, politial, 

and intellectual motivations behind their distinctive 

literary achievements by sketching the tradition within 

which they worked. Accordingly, my aim here is to offer 

further insight into the philosophical origins of Robinson 

Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan by tracing their historical and 

social determinants and by pointing out their divergent 

climates of thought. Such observations are valuable means 

to a clearer view, not only of the individual artistic 

talents, but also of the general climates in which they 

produced their masterpieces. Ibn Tufail and Defoe inhabited 

different worlds and worked under the impact of and in 

response to local geographical, social, and political 

forces. And by examining and contrasting the spirits of 

their different societies and epochs, I hope to come upon 

similarities in the social structures which necessitated a 

resemblance in their modes of expression. 

Nevertheless, this study is intended less as a 

biography than as a study of literary relations with 

biographical excursions. Although a certain amount of 

biographical and historical detail will necessarily be 

involved, I will not attempt anything like a fully detailed 

account of the lives and works of the two men. The literary 

sources from which their narratives developed will not be 
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excluded, but will be discussed and substantiated at their 

relevant places; and though I shall find occasion to mention 

several other related works, the discussion is designed 

primarily to consider Robinson Crusoe and Bayy Bin Yagzan. 

My proposition deals at length with a comparative textual 

analysis of themes and techniques in which the internal 

elements of direct and indirect borrowings will be sought in 

the works at the heart of this matter. To objectify the 

claim of Defoe's indebtedness to Ibn Tufail, this study must 

juxtapose their key works and consider in detail passages 

from each to extract from them the diffused threads of those 

borrowings. The discussion of the nature and extent of ~ 

Bin Yagzan's influence on Robinson Crusoe thus seems to 

focus a maximum of attention on the texts themselves, which 

will provide most of the authoritative information needed. 

Comparison will form the main instrument of this study, 

then, and its critical approach will be predominantly 

analytical. still, such discussion of the two works will 

necessarily recapitulate past scholarly exegesis concerning 

various aspects of Robinson Crusoe and Bayy Bin Yagzan. To 

achieve a more balanced view, I will seek additional support 

for my dissertation by a closer examination of the consider

able insights that have emerged from scholars regarding cer

tain literary traits and philosophical grounds of each work 
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separately, applying the insights thus gained to a detailed 

critical reading of the two works. 

The value of this study, I think, lies in the light 

it casts on the qualities and merits of the individual works 

by accentuating their singular aspects through a careful 

analysis of the two in terms of their themes, their 

development, their ideological bases, their methods of 

treatment, their technical and structural forms, and their 

inner vision more than external facts. The need for such a 

study becomes more obvious when we consider earlier 

scholarly studies, which tended to be optimistic and even 

hazy in their treatment of Havy Bin Yagzan as a possible 

sourc~ for Robinson Crusoe. In the past, rather than 

recognizing the complexity of Defoe's indebtedness to Ibn 

Tufail, scholars debating this point have tended to take 

stands either for or against it. Their opinions may not 

convince us of the importance of Hayy to Crusoe, but they 

easily persuade us that the matter is worth investigation. 

I do not intend to contribute to the dispute over a see~ 

ingly unresolved issue, nor do I intend to side with the 

partisans or opponents of this influence. I am concerned, 

rather, with striking a compromise between the two extremes. 

I think that this comparative analysis will provide material 
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needed to shed some light on the continuing argument regard

ing an issue that has not been entirely resolved. 

This dissertation could represent a genuine contri

bution to scholarship in comparative literature for, as far 

as I can determine, no scholar has yet done a full study of 

Defoe's Robinson Crusoe in conjunction with Ibn Tufail's 

Hayy Bin Yaqzan: in fact, none has developed his or her 

views on their possible connection at any length. Meantime, 

a fertile field for study awaits harvest. Since the extent 

and significance of that connection have never been real

ized, and since it is of great importance to a general study 

of Defoe and Ibn Tufail, the matter deserves further inten

sive consideration, not a mere one-line recognition. To 

speculate whether Defoe conceived his story with or without 

reading Hayy Bin Yaqzan would be a futile debate, and since 

no means exist for adducing satisfactory external evi~ence 

to reach a definitive view of this issue, the only touch

stones for any interpretation are the texts themselves. The 

study I propose is based upon such textual interpretation; 

however, it is also based upon a plan to unify the two works 

by abstracting from their differences following the same 

line of inquiry Hayy employed to discover in the multipli

city of living things the vital spirit that unifies all. 

And the more carefully we survey the two books, the clearer 

does their relationship become and the larger does Hayy"Bin 



Yagzan's influence loom than that of any of the works of 

Defoe's other predecessors or contemporaries. 

29 

The basic principle of organization for this study 

is structurai. In sheer sizeQ of course, the two books are 

not similar at all, but the criterion of size is not conclu

sive by itself. Although Bayy Bin Yagzan is a composition 

of small compass, its incidents are compressed into an 

intricate pattern comparable with that of Robinson Crusoe, 

despite the latter's conscious elaboration. The design that 

controls the development of character and action is the same 

in both novels, as long as the character and the action 

remain on the island. The island that forms the background 

for Hayy Bin Yagzan is the same kind of island that 

furnishes the setting for Robinson Crusoe, and when Crusoe 

leaves the island he also, in a sense, leaves Hayy. So the 

setting will provide the backbone of my discussion, func

tioning as the major sustaining factor in the whole compari

son. I will, of course, consider the accounts of the two 

heroes' pre-island and post-island existence, but I will 

deal mainly with their significance in leading up to the 

island episode or reverting from it. Therefore, the discus

sion will involve all of Hayy Bin Yagzan, The Life and 

Strange Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, and Serious 



Reflections, but will exclude, though not entirely, The 

Farther Adventures. 
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The next chapter discusses the circumstances that 

brought the two heroes onto the scene and points out that 

they are absolved of any direct responsibility for their 

plight, for they come upon the island by the quirk of 

Nature. The chapter then reveals how each book deals with 

the kinship between man and Nature, showing Nature first as 

an antagonist that must be subdued but later as a cosmic 

consciousness with which man can achieve total identifica

tion. The likeness of Hayy and Crusoe in the first stage 

comes down to a simple truth of existence, and while their 

minds preserve their steady poise, they go through a 

straining process of adjustment. The notion of struggle for 

survival is clearly displayed in both works, for both men, 

who possess capacities for adaptation, take decisive steps 

toward satisfying their basic needs. Like Crusoe, Hayy 

examines his means for understanding his world in order to 

control his environment. They both enhance their chances 

for survival by their newly acquired skills in handling 

tools, and through these arts all the resources of their 

islands become available to them and subject to their wills. 

But the law of Nature is concerned not merely with those 

needs which man has in common with animals but also with the 

ones imprinted in the nature of man by the God of Nature, 

discoverable only by human reason. The role of Nature in 
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the latter stage is emphasized in both works as an external 

agent that tutors and activates the human mind. Applying 

Locke's principles of rationalism and empirical methods, I 

discuss Defoe's and Ibn Tufail's naturalism and show that 

they do not differ substantially concerning the cognizance 

of God through rational exploration. This chapter concludes 

with the thought that Hayy and Crusoe succeed in converting 

their prisons into gardens, not only by securing the prac

tical necessities of their lives, but also by coming to the 

awareness that Nature, the physical, visible world, is 

merely the perceivable outer form of the cosmos which is 

controlled by God's providential wisdom. 

Chapter three concerns chiefly the idea of solitude. 

In both protagonists, withdrawn from the ordinary human 

situation, is a subtle interplay of traditional authority 

with a sort of humanistic freedom. Both Defoe and Ibn 

Tufail are dealing with the same enthusiastic inspiration, 

and together Hayy and Crusoe symbolize a great shift in 

knowJ.edge away from traditional learning and toward self

taught certaiQties. In a theological sense, then, state of 

nature indicates that every man has a law of reason written 

in his heart by God, and isolation evokes that law of reason 

and integrates man's existence around his God, giving him 

new directions and motivations. still, Defoe's and Ibn 

Tufail's religious beliefs permeate their novels and explain 

most of their heroes' actions and attitudes. Accordingly, 
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this chapter demonstrates how each writer places a great 

value on human consciousness as the means of perceiving God 

while still retaining his faith in the holy book. This 

chapter also deals with the problems of solitude, especially 

the fear that drives man into deeper isolation, hiding in 

caves and building coastal fortifications to protect'hi~ 

self. In solitude, man is unexpectedly faced with social 

obligations, and this chapter reveals facets of man's moral 

responsibilities toward himself, toward other creatures, and 

toward God. In conclusion, chapter three shows that in both 

books a kind of utopian state on an island remote from 

external interference is established through a mystical 

vision, within which Hayy and Crusoe achieve eternal 

significance. 

structurally, chapter four is the central part of 

this dissertation, for it deals with the climactic encounter 

with the Other and shows how the temporal setting is finally 

related to outside time. Like Friday and Crusoe, Hayy and 

Asal compose a society of two with the harmony of a single 

personality. Asal teaches Hayy the basics of Islam but ends 

up following his mystical teachings, and Crusoe fulfills the 

evangelical demands of his faith and converts Friday to 

Christianity. This examination of the nature of man as a 

social being must stress that neither Robinson Crusoe nor 

Bayy Bin Yagzan presents any essential feminine interest; 

women play no part in either of these masculine books. When 
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Crusoe's island is populated, and when Hayy leaves on his 

reforming mission to another island, society as a whole 

comes to the front. This chapter alludes to Hobbes' concept 

of humanity when discussing the relationship of the self to 

humanity in general. In social institutions, both Defoe and 

Ibn Tufail seem to say that the purpose of the state or of 

religious laws is mainly the protection of people who will 

live in chaos in the absence of restraints upon their free

dom. 

The allegorical dimension in the two works seems to 

operate on different. levels, and chapter four also engages 

in marking those levels and expounding their significance. 

Both Crusoe and Hayy merge into Everyman, for in the deep 

core of their realized human experience resides a basic 

truth of which the cold and hungry man in whatever period is 

fully aware. Moreover, the symbolic elements of the works 

turn Hayy and Crusoe into Adamic figures who fall because of 

an original sin but later become kings divinely ordained to 

rule over their islands. Both works draw heavily on 

Biblical and Koranic metaphors, and within this exegetical 

context, Hayy and Crusoe take on traits of other prophets as 

well. Finally, the books operate as spiritual autobiogra

phies, turning their accounts into revelations of their 

authors' personal lives. 

Dealing with the technical aspects of the two books, 

chapter five sets them apart from the usual adventure 



34 

stories and philosophical tales. Granting that both 

Robinson Crusoe and Havy Bin Yagzan have real~stic effect, I 

examine the remarkably different ways in which their details 

are handled. The basic orientation in the two works is 

empirical or realistic, but their authors also provide a 

subjective view by expressing themselves directly and power

fully through the dramatic roles played by their heroes. 

The authors remain outside the course of action despite the 

difference in their narrative methods, and through their 

heroes they impersonate a kind of unseen Providence. This 

chapter demonstrates the closeness of st·ructure between 

Robinson Crusoe and Bavy Bin Yagzan by examining the action, 

the themes, the motifs, and the characters in both. It 

reveals that as a character, Bayy is no more intricate than 

Crusoe, for both are ordinary men, alert and capable, simple 

and direct, but neither experiences any significant inner 

psychological conflict, and in general, their personalities 

lack nuances and complexities. 

My final chapter draws the provisional conclusion 

that the structural framework of both Robinson Crusoe and 

Hayy Bin Yagzan is that of an experiment in which each 

author postulates a hypothetical situation and then contem

plates its eventual outcome. Two authors create two 

characters; isolate them in a natural environment, on two 

desert islands, which is primitive and simple; and then' 

watch them develop. Beginning from identical ·premises, the 
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authors move their heroes to face the challenge and conquer 

the strange habitat of their insular existence. Confronted 

with the objective presence of Nature and the subjective 

presence of human thought, Defoe and Ibn Tufail bring those 

opposites together in a meaningful relationship that reveals 

the essence of man. The residue of human essence distilled 

in Defoe's man is not very different from that precipitated 

by Ibn Tufail, and in their masterpieces, they share an 

uncommon grasp of the basic realities of human experience. 

From the only situation wherein a utopia can be a stable or 

permanent condition, the two men emerge victorious, liter

ally reborn, alive in a new dimension. But their solitude 

imposes on them also a new perspective on life which 

drastically alters their relations with their fellow men. 

In bringing this chapter to an end, I feel privi

leged to be able to reserve a demonstrable place among the 

sources of Robinson Crusoe for Bayy Bin Yaqzan, which has 

long been buried in obscurity, and to clarify a critical 

position that has remained, till now, shrouded in ambiguity. 

This dissertation is intended primarily to be suggestive and 

to direct critical interest toward a reevaluation of the 

Arabic work. It does not aim at fully exploring, still less 

at exhausting, the other elements that entered into the 

making of Robinson Crusoe. It also acknowledges the fact 

that not all the questions concerning Defoe's indebtedness 

to Ibn Tufail can be answered with dogmatic assurance. 
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still, it correlates the two works on the basis of an impar

tial examination and a rigorous analysis to come to a clear 

understanding of their curious relationship. Such knowledge 

is not significant in itself unless it contributes insight 

into the individual character of each work. Certainly, by 

throwing Robinson Crusoe into a sharp contrast with Hayy Bin 

Yagzan, this study provides provocative insights that will 

widen our understanding of their distinctive richness and 

originality, for what counts here is the individual note, 

the special variation, and the fresh nuance that enable each 

work's enduring value. The study of literary indebtedness 

can be indispensable to better evaluating the individual 

works, not only for assigning them their due places in the 

history of human thought, but also for understanding two 

wildly divergent literary phenomena pertaining to two 

different historical and social settings. Robinson Crusoe 

and Bayy Bin Yagzan express a stage of development reached 

by the two cultures they represent and carry the impress of 

the social-literary environment in which they were con

ceived. This comparative study will be, I hope, a bridge 

that links two organically related areas of human creative

ness and draws two men, worlds apart, together. Beyond the 

frontiers of purely literary analysis, this study searches 

for the underlying unity by which the seemingly disparate 

visions are bound together, transcending cultural cate

gories, historical peculiarities, ideological perspectives, 



and racial and temperamental differences, and bringing 

universal human traits to the fore. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE ISLAND OF DESPAIR 

The kinship of Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe and 

Ibn Tufail's Hayy Bin Yagzan begins with the fact that in 

both works Nature serves as the background for the heroes' 

exertions or as the antagonist against which they act. It 

is man walking amid the creation that gives Nature its ulti

mate significance. Hayy and Crusoe stand in the face of 

Nature with their whole beings and all of their faculties 

and activities geared for their survival. Crusoe's violent 

turmoil in the sea and his quavering in the hold of the ship 

present an image of Nature shot through with violence and 

turbulence. In that stormy scene which precedes the island 

episode, Nature assumes the aspect of a chaotic and violent 

enemy who forces Crusoe and the other crew members to aban-

don the doomed ship and "commit" themselves "to God's mercy, 

and the wild sea."l Thrown amid the risks of a powerful 

Nature, Crusoe stubbornly resists being swallowed up by the 

"raging wave," which carries him "with a mighty force and 

1. Daniel Defoe, The Life and Strange Adventure of 
Robinson Crusoe, Vol. VII of Defoe's Writings (Boston and 
New York: The Shakespeare Head Press, n.d.), p. 48. All 
further references to this work, abbreviated as "RC," appear 
in the text. --
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swiftness" and thrusts him ashore. Then, "having spent it-

self," the wave "went back," leaving him "free from danger, 

and quite out of the reach of the waterR (RC, 50-51). 

Hayy's Nature is, by contrast, peaceful. His mother 

"conveys him to the seashore," sets his little ark afloat, 

and "commits" him to God's goodness. 2 Although Hayy does 

not encounter an enormous breaker that threatens to swallow 

him up, Ibn Tufail nevertheless seems to use the force of a 

wave as a propellant towards the shore. Hayy is wafted by a 

"strong tide," and "the water, being high, carried the ark a 

great way on shore." Then, "when the tide ebb'd, the ark 

was left there," secured further by the heap of sand which 

the wind blows "together between the ark and the sea," and 

he is safe from any other tide (HBY, 44). 

In the second version of Ibn Tufail's story, Nature 

takes on a larger significance as it manifests a vital 

formative influence on Hayy's parentless birth. Ibn Tufail 

sets the stage by portraying an environment ideal for the 

propagation of life. Hayy is the product of a geological 

process of fermentation through which a mass of clay 

possessing a perfect equilibrium between corporal powers, 

including wet and dry, cold and hot, progressively becomes a 

2. Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail, The History of Hayy Ibn 
Yaqzan, trans. Simon Ockley, introd. A. S. Fulton (New York: 
Frederick A. Stokes Company, n.d.), p. 43. All further 
references to this work, abbreviated as "HBY," appear in the 
text. ---
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human embryo. Ibn Tufail's hypothetical explanation of the 

advent of life and his support of the doctrine that living 

organisms may develop from nonliving matter place him in the 

heart of the naturalistic tradition. The land Hayy falls 

into is most suited not only for the production of life but 

also for the realization of a man's fullest potential. His 

island is fer"tile and thus capable of producing many forms 

of life and of providing him with a spontaneous supply of 

food. still, Hayy's initial weakness and his infantile 

dependency make him virtually destitute, and if he needed no 

parents to be born, he definitely needs them now to care for 

him. Left alone, Hayy is reduced to a self-preserving 

animal. Condemned to perish and driven by an instinctive 

sense of his own welfare, he "wept and cried for help and 

struggled" (HBY, 44), and kept crying "for want of victuals" 

(HBY, 51), until Nature permitted the substitution of animal 

for human parents. 

Initially Crusoe also fails to recognize that the 

island on which he is marooned is richly endowed by Nature, 

and upon reaching land, his first reaction is panic. In his 

despair he "ran about the shore, wringing [his] hands and 

beating [his] head and face," and sat down to "weep like a 

child" (RC, 79). Overwhelmed by the "dismal prospect" of 

his condition, "the tears would run plentifully down [his] 

face" (RC, 71), and he could see "no prospect of life" "(RC, 

53) since he was "left entirely destitute of all comfort and 
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company" (RC, 54) on a "horrible desolate island, void of 

all hope of recoveryn (RC, 75). As Crusoe contemplated his 

"dreadful deliverance," the thought of "perishing with 

hunger or being devour'd by wild beasts" (RC, 52) threw him 

into nterrible agonies of mindn and made him "run about like 

a mad man" (RC, 53). 

Clearly Crusoe's panic, like that of Hayy's, is due 

to the compulsive nature of an inscrutable innate impulse 
) 

that compels self-preservation. Both Ibn Tufail and Defoe 

emphasize the struggle for existence as a basic fact of 

life. Both Hayy and Crusoe find themselves in conditions 

that would crush less resourceful and gifted individuals, 

but their hardy buoyancy keeps them from scrapping all hope 

in the face of violent upheaval. After the initial period 

of despair, Crusoe begins to look around to "see what kind 

of place [he] was in, and what was next to be done" (RC, 

52). He starts to modify his view of the place he has 

misnamed "the island of depair," realizing that it is not a 

desperately inhospitable place but one blessed with abun

dance and filled with a steady and perpetual serenity. He 

finds fresh water and an inexhaustible supply of food; and 

in his walks, he makes "frequent discoveries of something or 

other to [his] advantage" (RC, 87). Because all the 

island's animals are herbivorous, Crusoe's life is not 

endangered by dangerous carnivores, such as he encountered 

before on the ~frican coast and afterward in the pyrenees. 
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The natural aspects of Crusoe's island form a world remini

scent of aayy's, both lush, bountiful, and devoid of preda

tory animals, making explicit the extent to which both 

writers believe that human survival depends upon Nature's 

generosity. 

But in thei= dependence on Nature's abundance, Hayy 

and Crusoe are by no means passive. The ideal conditions of 

their islands would not be sufficient without their active 

participation, and the natural plenty of the islands is 

inaccessible except by labor. Both men are endowed with the 

capacity for endeavor and forced to use this capacity in the 

employment of the resources about them. ~s the two accli

mate themselves to new environments, it becomes apparent 

that the islands are inexhaustible mainly in their oppor

tunities and their adaptability to the interests of the 

human imagination. In this respect both Hayy Bin Yagzan and 

Robinson Crusoe depict the human mind and its methods of 

reacting to its environment and evince an optimistic faith 

in the capacity and dignity of human reason. Each book 

indicates the intellectual matrix in which it is embedded: 

thinkers in twelfth-century Andalusia saw man as a rational 

creature achieving civilization by the diligent exercise of 

reason, and the English rationalists of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries revered reason and relied on common 

sense. Guided by their reason, ~ayy and Crusoe demonstrate 

what the unassisted energies of an individual can perform. 
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Human reason is presented in both books as a shield 

that protects man from a life of apathetic animality and 

mental derangement. There is a curious accord between 

Hayy's and Crusoe's sane behavior on their islands, espe

cially since historical examples show that marooned seamen 

usually go mad or die of i~anition. Pedro Serrano suppo-

sedly reverted to an animal state and even grew hair over 

his body.3 Selkirk himself reported that he almost lost the 

use of language. 4 And unlike the very allegorical Lord of 

the Flies, which attests that a desert island brings out all 

the Calv!~i~tic evils man is heir to, the two books present 

no such reversion to primitivism. In a "meer state of 

nature" Crusoe preserves a stable personality, and despite 

the fact that his physical condition is eroded, he manages 

to avoid any ecological degradation. Similarly, although 

Hayy is actually suckled and reared by an animal, he shows 

no tendency towards animalism, nor does he imbibe a fierce 

and savage temper. On their islands no repression is 

loosened and no hostility is released. 

Instead of reverting to his bestial origins, Crusoe 

listens to his reason, which actually "expostulated" with 

him and "began now to master [his] despondency" (RC, 71). 

3. Edward Tyson, The ~natomy of a Pyqmie, Ed. M. F. 
Ashley Montagu (London: n.p., 1966), pp. a-9. 

4. See Novak, Nature of Man, p. 32. 
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nI began to comfort myself as well as I couldn (RC, 74), 

Crusoe tells us, and nto .apply myself to accommodate my way 

of livingn (RC, 76). Consequently he nlost no time, nor 

abated no dilligence n (RC, 65) to retrieve from the sinking 

ship innumerable articles to aid him in building up a new 

life. The stock of tools may have been the basis for 

Crusoe's judicious use of the resources of his island, and 

Crusoe may have been nthe lucky heir to the labors of count

less other individuals. n5 At one point even he imagines how 

horrible his existence would have been without them. Still, 

it is by the dexterity of his hands that he succeeds in 

bending the environment to his will. Crusoe confesses, nI 

had never handled a tool in my lifen (RC, 77); and though 

the carpenter's chest represents na very useful prizen (RC, 

56), he nevertheless complains that "what might be a little 

to be done with help and tools, was a vast labour, and 

requir'd a prodigious time to do alone, and by hand" (RC, 

133). Many a project proves to be "a great undertaking for 

one pair of hands n (Re, 169), and when failing to make a 

stone mortar, Crusoe apologizes: "there was no thought at 

arriving to that perfection of art, with one pair of hands 

.neither had I any tools to go about it with n (RC, 140). 

And nthe biggest maggazin of all kinds .•• that ever were 

laid up ••• for one mann (RC, 62) proves insufficient to 

5. Ian watt, The Rise of the Novel (London: Chat to 
and Windus, 1957), p. 88. 
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satisfy "this want of tools,n which nmade every work [he] 

did go on heavilyn (RC, 74). So Crusoe might have help from 

the salvaged products of civilization, but he is able to 

surmount his limitations only by diligence and invention. 

In organizing the possibilities of his island around his 

needs, a process that draws out h~s latent ingenuity, Crusoe 

relies extensively on his reason: Thus, "by stating and 

squaring everything by reason,n he remarks, nand by making 

the most rational judgment of things, every man may be in 

time master of every mechanick art n (RC, 77). 

Despite his ~omplete lack of basic equipment, as 

compared to Crusoe, Hayy is steering in the same direction 

when he begins to fashion from the elemental raw materials 

around him "an abundance of pretty contrivances n (HBY, 73). 

Following the doe on her foraging expeditions, Hayy observes 

the other animals, then looks back at himself and realizes 

how nnaked and defenseless, slow and weakn (HBY, 53), he is. 

His entire vulnerability disturbs him greatly and becomes a 

nmatter of great grief to him.n Hayy despairs nutterly of 

having [horns, hoofs, spurs, and nails] grow upon him, the 

want of which made him so uneasyn (HBY, 54). But his 

feeling of helplessness spurs him to control the competition 

by employing his special gift, reason. And thinking ration

ally, Hayy "began a little to know his own powers, and 

perceiv'd that his hands were better than their fore-feet" 

(HBY, 55). Conscious of the superior dexterity of his hand, 
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Hayy begins to develop rudimentary skills, and the abundant 

resources of his island now lie ready for exploitation. 

Hayy manages to harness his environment "by the 

singular strength of his genius" (HBY, 97), which puts him 

on the path of creative thinking and invention. Matter 

gradually succumbs to the coercive control of the contriving 

power of man, and Hayy skillfully makes awls of sharp 

thorns, splinters of cane sharpened with flints, spears out 

of buffalo horns, and a cudgel out of stripped twigs. But 

even with the help of his tools Hayy, like Crusoe, still 

"met with some difficulty in his work, for he had none but 

instruments made either of flint or cane" (HBY, 60). 

Obstacles do not hinder the castaways, though, but seem to 

propel them forward, and in precisely the same manner they 

grasp control within the limitations of their circumstances. 

Crusoe attains his gradual accommodation to the place "with 

a great deal of labour and pains" (RC, 55), but he has "no 

way to furnish [himself] with [anything], but by hard labour 

and constant application" (RC, 123). He employs his time 

fruitfully, boasting: "I was not idle, and I spared no 

pains to bring to pass whatever appear'd necessary for my 

comfortable support"(RC, 176). 

In the same spirit, Hayy toils patiently to culti

vate his land and transform wilderness into a garden: he 

triumphs over Nature, wholly through labour and industry, 

only "after a long tryal and a good deal of pains" (RC, 
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176). with undiscouraged diligence and undaunted resolution 

he sharpens his dull tools, and by observation, error, and 

experiment he carefully administers and expands the island's 

resources. His primary activities involve the satisfaction 

of his physical needs, applying himself nto fishing and 

hunting till he understood those sports very well" (HBY, 68) 

and domesticating animals and training them to be "obedient 

to his wishes." He also "took birds of prey and brought 

them up to help his hunting, and kept tame poultry for their 

eggs and chicken" (HBY, 73), and he took care to "preserve 

the seeds" and throw them in places "fit for plants to grow" 

(~, 131). He remains decently covered, first by broad 

leaves of trees and later with clothes and shoes made of 

animal skin~ and folding the animals' hides together, he 

makes a shield, saddles, and bridles. In a word, Hayy does 

not submit to a life of a solitary paralysis but generates a 

life for himself through his own innate creativity. 

Defoe's ingrained Puritanism sees Nature mainly as a 

field for human activity, and the Puritan conception of the 

dignity of labor requires that his hero's survival and 

ultimate prosperity are attained only by unremitting work 

and striving. It is man's duty and privilege to exploit and 

improve his world and to resist any kind of sluggish and 

encroaching langour. So Crusoe, who can not "abide the 

thought of" going quite naked, though he is naIl alone" (RC, 

154), covers himself with the skin of animals and, holding 
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on to his umbrella and goatskin cap, occupies himself in 

such daily activities as fishing and hunting, growing corn 

and breeding stock, basket-weaving and bread-making, firing 

pottery and manufacturing tools. The variety of Crusoe's 

tasks requires the skills that have been fragmented into 

various crafts in Europe, where personal dependence 

characterizes the social relations of production. Life 

within such a society centers around the increasingly com

plex division of labor which forces man into a web of mutual 

dependencies. But Crusoe appears more accomplished than 

most civilized individuals, and expressing feverently the 

joy of working for his own bread, he relates: "'tis a 

littie wonderful, and what I believe few people have thought 

much upon, the strange multitude of little things necessary 

in the providing, producing, curing, dressing, making and 

finishing this one article of bread" (RC, 136). As an 

expert hunter, a carpenter, a landscape gardener, a herder, 

and a craftsman, Crusoe successfully breaks down the multi

ple alienations of industrial society and uses his ingenuity 

to change the island wilderness into a replica of the 

civilized world from which he has been exiled. 

Ironically, Crusoe manages to furnish himself with 

all the basic comforts of civilization save that of personal 

protection, and the figure of Crusoe on his island, with his 

guns, reflects the potential horror of the castaway's situa

tion. Before arriving on the island Crusoe seemed always to 
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have been engaged in a struggle against natural forces; and 

his previous experiences have left him prone to invading 

anxieties. On the island Crusoe is beset by powerful fears: 

of being swallowed up alive by the sea, by the earthquake, 

by beasts, or by cannibals. "Afraid to lie down on the 

ground, not knowing but some wild beast might devour [him]" 

(RC, 60), Crusoe climbs a tree to spend his first night on 

the island there, holding "a short stick, like a truncheon" 

(RC, 53), for his defense. And though he later put up a 

little tent on shore and "barricado'd [himself] round with 

the chests and boards" (RC, 60) brought from the ship, his 

"thoughts were now wholly employ'd about securing [himself] 

against either savages, if any should appear, or wild 

beasts" (RC, 65). "My next work," Crusoe writes, "was to 

review the country, and seek a proper place for my habita

tion, and where to stow my goods to secure them from what

ever might happen" (RC, 59). 

In his search for an enclosed, protective place, 

Crusoe stumbles on a "hollow place" on the side of a rock, 

"worn a little way in l~ke the entrance or door of a cave" 

(RC, 66). There he makes a secure home for himself, com

plete with a warehouse, a kitchen, a dining-room, and a 

cellar. Around the entrance to his cave, Crusoe builds a 

strong pale of posts and cables, so that "neither man or 

beast could get into or over it" (RC, 67). At a distance 

from that wall, Crusoe plants "a double row of trees," and 
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in two years he has na thick grove" (RC, 187) before his 

dwelling, forming an outer wall behind which he feels 

ncompletely fenc'd in, and fortify'd from all the world" 

(RC, 67). Crusoe develops a fancy for his fortress, but his 

arrogant boast of safety is thwarted by an earthquake that 

assails his fortified burrow and forces him creatively to 

strengthen it even further. Crusoe's adaptation to the 

surrounding conditions on the island involves him in a 

strenuous struggle that seems to call constantly upon his 

ingenuity and resourcefulness. The protective fences he has 

built for his corn fields prove inadequate when the birds 

assail and ruin his crop. To preserve his grain from the 

ravages of the birds, he killed three of them and "hang'd 

them in chains for a terror to others." The scarecrows 

produced the desired effect, for "the fouls would not only 

not come to the corn, but in short they forsook all that 

part" (RC, 134). 

But human fears are not merely unwarranted anxieties 

imported by civilized man to a serene and peaceful island. 

Even without actual experience of terror or danger, Hayy 

instinctively knows that his lack of all the defense mecha

nisms which the animals have developed jeopardizes his very 

existence. And although he contracts "such an acquaintance 

with the wild beasts, that they were not afraid of him, nor 

he of them" (HBY, 53), Hayy still has to devise a ndefensive 

weapon" by stripping and smoothing twigs to brandish them at 
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the animals that menace him. He takes great pains to 

"furnish himself with artificial weapons" (HBY, 73) in order 

to defend himself "whenever he fought with any wild beast" 

(HBY, 59), and once he is thus armed, no animal is a match 

for him. And when he perceives that "all beasts did con

stantly avoid those which were dead of the same kind" (HBY, 

55), and fled from them, he skins a dead eagle and dresses 

himself as a scarecrow complete with a tail and wings. The 

effect is similar to that produced by Crusoe's dead birds, 

for that dress "made him so frightful to the beasts" (HBY, 

56) that none of the~ dared approach him. 

To be sensible to danger is different from being 

frightened, however, and unlike the fear-haunted Crusoe, 

Hayy enjoys un amazing stOlidity of mind. But even though 

the element of fear is mild in comparison to that in 

Robinson Crusoe, on Hayy's island the struggle for existence 

dictates a competition that makes the territorial imperative 

just as necessary for securing survival. Hayy spends the 

early years of his life in the ark that was "cast into a 

grove, thick set with trees." But later on Hayy leaves that 

"pleasant place ••• shielded from wind and rain and veiled 

from the sun" (HBY, 44) and moves into "a cave which served 

as a convenient abode" (HBY, 67). watching the swallows 

build their nests, he learns to build with his hands a room 

for his own use, a pantry, and a store-house "to lay up the 

remainder of his provision in." Hayy also secures his home 



by a strong door, tying together cane sticks to prevent 

intruders from "getting in during his absence" (HBY, 73). 

Not until his habitation is complete and secure can Hayy 

participate fully in the various aepects of life to see it 

steadily and wholly. 
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From a point of complete security, both Hayy and 

Crusoe begin to contemplate the presence and the action of 

invisible forces that they feel are being exercised upon 

them and around them. Nature becomes the subject of intense 

and protracted reflection, and the fundamental crafts they 

have mastered become means of seeing through the inner work

ings of the natural events which impinge upon them and set 

the problems with which they have to grapple. In places 

conducive to reflection, they start studying the operations 

of Nature in order to discover the fundamental principles 

that underlie the constitution of the universe. When 

untrammeled in its work, the rational human mind can under

stand and penetrate beyond worldly phenomena. This in

creased reliance on rational thinking establishes the 

ascendancy of reason, and Bayy Bin Yagzan and Robinson 

Crusoe, as we will see, place a great emphasis on the 

ability of reason to reach certain conclusions regarding the 

marvelous intricacies of natural laws and the fundamental 

truths behind them. Each book, in its own way, makes a pro

found statement about the source and nature of the cognitive 



power of the human mind to furnish man with knowledge of 

cosmic forces and causes beyond his control. 
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Speculation on the affinity of the Age of Reason 

with that of the Andalusian twelfth century reveals that the 

emergence of both Robinson Crusoe and Barr Bin Yagzan coin

cided ~ith periods of revival in scientific learning and 

with ages that were experimental and critical in spirit. 

Typical of the general movement of ideas taking place around 

the beginning of the twelfth century in Muslim Spain was the 

continued advance of the scientific revolution initiated to 

explore the physical world through scientific methods. This 

was the period which marked the zenith for the Arabic civi

lization in Spain. Under the patronage of Almohad Caliphs, 

who manifested a great appreciation of secular knowledge, 

court scientists flourished and showed particular interest 

in astrology, astronomy, mathematics, optics, chemistry, and 

medicine. It was a crucial period in the Islamic history of 

ideas because it witnessed the birth of the naturalistic 

philosophy which made use of the basic tenets of Greek 

thought in approaching Nature and in finding common grounds 

between man and other entities of the universe. It was also 

marked by a compelling desire to study chiefly the human 



mind and the way it can provide man with further proof of 

the existence of God and his attributes. 6 
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Scientific naturalism was not absent from eighteenth 

century thought either~ rather, it was greatly tinged with 

the scientific curiosity of that age and with the cosmolo-

gical assumptions of Newton's Principia. Bacon and other 

natural philosophers "could announce with conviction that 

science was not the forbidden knowledge"7 but that which 

could npenetrate the secrets of nature with certainty"8 by 

regarding the universe as a nGreat Machine, working by 

rigidly determined laws of material causation".9 The 

naturalistic philosophy of the eighteenth century regarded 

Nature also as something divine, implying a transcendent God 

who designed and constructed it. And the philosophy of 

rationalism, which received its major impetus from the 

6. For details, see R. M. Savory, ed., Introduction 
to Islamic Civilization (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 
1976)~ Abdul Karim Mahfudh, Abkariyat al-Hadhara al-Arabiya 
Nab' al-Nahdha a1-Europiya (Damascus: Ministry of Educa
tion, 1982); Hamilton Gibb, Studies on the Civilization of 
Islam (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962); and D. M. 
Dunlop, Arab Civilization to A.D. 1500 (London: Longman, 
1971). 

7. 
(New York: 

Basil willey, The Eighteenth-Centurv Background 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1969), p. 4. 

8. Margaret J. Olser, "Certainty, Scepticism, and 
Scientific Optimism: The Roots of Eighteenth-Century 
Attitudes Toward Scientific Knowledge," in Probability, Time 
and Space in Eighteenth-Century Literature, ed. Paula 
Backschneider (New York: AMS Press, 1979), p. 3 

9. Willey, p. 4. 



55 

writings of Descartes and Locke, put a great faith in the 

capacity of human mind not only to provide rational explana

tions for external Nature in scientific terms, but also to 

attain reliable knowledge of Nature's divine design and 

construction. Consequently, the century opened with an 

unbounded confidence in human reason and showed a new inter

est in the operations of the human mind. 

Both Ibn Tufail and Defoe were living in ages of 

enlightenment, and the intimacy of their relation to their 

historical contexts is highly visible in their books. But 

the similarities between the intellectual climates of 

twelfth-century Spain and eighteenth-century England 

strongly suggest how closely linked were the orientations of 

the two authors. It is astonishing how much Ibn Tufail's 

philosophical outlook has in common with those of the 

English rationalists and empiricists. Like Descartes, he 

makes the individual consciousness the secure beginning of 

the process of knowledge, but he also moves from Cartesian 

rationalism to uphold the premises of the empirical tradi

tion of Locke. He rejects Descartes' theory of innate ideas 

when he assumes, within a Lockean framework, that Hayy's 

mind is at birth a sort of cognitive tabula rasa from which 

even the most rudimentary modes of thought are absent. 

Reason, as defined in Ibn Tufail's work, is "that logical 

faculty which examines the individuals of sensible things, 

and from thence gets an universal notion" (~, 146). In 
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Ibn Tufail's epistemology the mind does not come to the 

world already in possession of certain truths, and the sole 

avenue of ideas seems to be the experience of'the senses. 

The only mental process operating in Hayy's learning is 

sensory perception; only by conducting experiments that 

involve observation, association, resemblance, contigui,ty, 

and deductive and inductive inferences can his empirical 

mind integrate the diverse operations of the senses, combine 

them into more complex ones, and unify them at a high cogni

tive level. 

Hayy's natural capacities for awareness and recep

tivity include a particularly inquisitive and contemplative 

mind. starting from the very fundamentals of reality, Hayy 

questions in wonder every aspect of the phenomenal world, 

and his unquenched curiosity results in a method of reasoned 

inquiry that leads him to a familiarity with the outer 

world. When faced with the death of his doe-mother, for 

instance, Hayy is overcome by unspeakable sadness. All his 

efforts to revive her are crushed by her absolute stillness. 

His naive view of the world can not account for the sudden 

cessation of life. In his devastation, he calls out for her 

in panic; his grief is as deep and as genuine as Crusoe's in 

those early moments of panic and dejection, and his response 

is just as practical. Adversity prompts serious reflection, 

and though overtaken by his anguish, Hayy confronts death as 

an observable phenomenon. The analytical and synthetic 
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activities of Hayy's mind seek deeper, and immediately he is 

stirred by the desire for a closer acquaintance with the 

life-giving force that possesses no physical properties. He 

resolves to trace the cause of death to its source, and with 

a sharpened stone be makes an incision between the ribs and 

cuts open the corpse of his dead animal-mother. But the 

whole body appears "a very inconsiderable thing, and worth 

nothing in respect of that being [which] once inhabited, and 

now left it" (HBY, 64). Later, the insignificant carcass of 

the doe begins to disintegrate and an obnoxious odor ema

nates from it. In ~ previous state of conceptual thinking, 

Hayy has developed the power to fix in his mind ideas of 

things not present to his senses and to have "a desire for 

some, and aversion to others" (HBY, 53). The body is aro

matically intolerable, and Hayy's increasing aversion to it 

makes him dig a pit in the ground. Like Crusoe, who 

"interr'dn the old goat in the mouth of the cave on the 

other side of the island, he buries the dead body nto 

prevent the offence to [his] nosen (Re, 208). 

Upon the death of the doe, Hayy's actions take a new 

turn and become more deliberate and purposive. He begins to 

examine the intimate aspects of Nature, not in abstract 

contemplation but in active research. without developing 

any linguistic abilities, Hayy engages the acuteness of his 

natural intelligence in a rational ordering process. He 

observes natural sequences, gathers facts, detects 
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similarities, accentuates differences, and traces out logi

cal correlations, until he arrives "to the highest degree of 

knowledge in this kind which the most learned naturalists 

ever attain'd to" (HBY, 70). He investigates and under

stands Nature in terms of a mathematical analysis of the 

locomotion of matter, which Hayy finds to be the hard 

substance of the objective world and the primary form of 

being. To fathom the mystery of the world, Hayy has to take 

its complex materials apart, dealing with their basic 

components and seeing down into their nature. His multiple 

vivisections and dissections of other animals reveal to him 

that the internal aspect of that form of being is a dynamic 

structure superimposed on corporeality which generates move

ment and change in the body, whereas the external aspect is 

the source of diversity which generates multiplicity. 

Hayy perceives the world as a complex structure with 

inextricably interconnected parts containing the greatest 

possible range of phenomena: an infinite multitude of mutu

ally differing living creatures, each perfect in its kind. 

This plethora of things, which seems "to multiply itself 

beyond his comprehension" (HBY, 74), needs a binding unity, 

and the harmony binding the bodily organs convinces him that 

things, though multiple, are essentially unitary~ And 

during the process of abstracting the essence from the 

matter, which is the cause of all generic patricularization, 

a certain order begins to disclose itself, uniting all 
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menwers of the natural world at a point where the differing 

qualities of each are subsumed in a higher unity. Hayy 

discovers that "the whole mass and bulk of creatures were in 

reality only one R (HBY, 81), and that Rthe whole world was 

one individualR (HBY, 99). 

Variety in Nature, then, is not a sign of chaos, 

because Nature manifests not only an inexhaustible bounty 

but also a proportional design and uniform ordinance. When 

Hayy concentrates his attention on the vault of the heavens, 

he is struck with wonder and awe that the unity and the 

formations of the celestial entities are comparable to the 

organization of living creatures, and that the regularity of 

their movements reveals the same internal regulating prin

ciple operating in the sublunary world. If celestial bodies 

are only parts of one complete configuration, he thinks, 

then the world and its marvelous coherence from the greatest 

to the smallest things is one enormous organism in which 

every part has its place and function. Thus, under the 

control of an over-arching purpose, Nature appears to Hayy 

as an entire continuum that can be appraised rightly only as 

a complete and functional whole. 

Although Crusoe comes to the island well equipped 

with previous knowledge of the intelligible world, his 

thought seems also to follow a path of upward progress from 

firmly set groundworks. Defoe strongly emphasizes Nature as 

subject matter and gives the thought process within the 
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individual's consciousness supreme importance. Defoe's 

novel may not be read as a precise exemplar of a Lockean 

philosophical position, but his thought does evolve out of 

the intellectual milieu of the eighteenth century, and human 

reason appears to have for him an undisputed right over the 

field of knowledge. Using his careful, exacting reason, 

Crusoe attends to, selects from, interprets, and abstracts 

general concepts from the data presented to his sense 

perceptions. 

Many of Crusoe's conclusions are the results of an 

experimental procedure grounded on close observation of the 

particulars of his natural phenomena. He learns to sow the 

seeds of his barley and rice before the rainy season by 

watching the pattern of seasons and the effect of moisture 

on the growth of his grain. "By this experiment," Crusoe 

remarks, "I was made master of my business, and knew exactly 

when the proper season was to sow" (RC, 121). In his 

country seat, Crusoe is glad to find clusters of grapes in 

their prime, "very ripe and rich," but he hesitates to eat 

them because "I was warn'd by my experience to eat sparingly 

of them remembering that when I was ashore in Barbary, the 

eating of grapes kill'd several of our Englishmen" (HBY, 

114~. He also takes care to furnish himself with provisions 

before the rainy season so that he will not be obliged to go 

out because he has "found by experience, the ill 

consequences of being abroad in the rain" (Re, 122). 
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But Crusoe does not acquire the inveterate habit of 

accumulating the most extensive and correct knowledge 

obtainable of the objects and the laws of Nature simply in 

order to guard himself against the dangers they may entail. 

Actually, Crusoe learns to use the force of Nature for his 

own benefit, and the knowledge of the phenomenal properties 

of a single perceptible event gives him power over it. Wh~n 

he has the ague, Crusoe chews tobacco, steeps some in rum 

and takes a dose of it, burns some upon a pan of coals and 

holds his nose close over the smoke of it: "I tried several 

experiments with it, as if I was resolved it should hit one 

way or the other" (RC, 107). Another pattern of observation 

and trial, measurement and modification, elimination and 

expansion, appears significantly in the pottery episode, 

which is essentially a systematically coherent account of 

how experience via the senses constitutes the basis of 

rational knowledge. Crusoe starts his long task by laboring 

hard to find a special kind of clay which attains a certain 

equilibrium very much like that displayed by the mass of 

earth out of which Hayy was created. It has to be ftstiff 

enough to bear its own weight" and to be baked in just the 

right heat to become fthard enough and strong enough to bear 

handling" (RC, 138). The perfection of the earthen pot is 

achieved only after a long experimental procedure and as a 
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systematic reasoning. 
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Crusoe's view of reality, rooted in his own exper

ience, is established by his independent inquiry into the 

universe and the intricate combinations of cosmic order. 

Seeking a rational justification for his adverse circum

stances, he earnestly launches his deep metaphysical specu

lations: "What is this earth and sea of which I have seen 

so much, whence is it produced, and what am I, and all the 

other creatures, wild and tame, human and brutal, whence are 

we?" Crusoe seems to acknowledge here that human destiny is 

interconnected with other forms of life: all created things 

are linked by one pulsating inner principle and all point to 

their creator: "Sure we are all made by some secret power, 

so formed the earth and sea, the air and sky: and who is 

that? Then it followed most naturally, It is God that has 

made it all" (Re, 105). ~ll natural phenomena, such as the 

earthquake, are "immediately directing to the invisible 

power which alone directs such things" (HBY, 103), to the 

One Omnipotent God from whom all creation emanates, and all 

ascend toward Him. Crusoe interprets Nature as part of a 

stupendous divine creation in whose totality God is mani

fested as the vital spirit that pervades the harmonious 

universe and the source of its regularity and orderliness. 

Proving God's existence later to Friday, Crusoe relies on 

Nature, which "assisted all [his] arguments to evidence to 
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governing Power; a secret directing providence. nlO God's 
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being, then, is projected upon and mirrored in the constitu

tion and course of Nature, which bears upon itself ample 

evidence of his superscription. 

After Crusoe discovers the immanence of God in 

Nature's unerring laws, he faces up to the inescapable 

necessity of determing whether those laws are ruled by a 

force indifferent to particular individuals or conducted 

with deliberate regard to them. Crusoe's fragmentary expe

riences find their meaningful and uniting purpose in a 

comprehensive relationship between human events and divine 

cause. nprovidence gives the world, and directs the issues 

and events of things,n Crusoe writes, nit commands causes 

and forms the connection of circumstances in the world. nIl 

And since nthe concurrence of events is a light to their 

causes n (SR, 187), Crusoe has to nlook back upon a dreadful 

mis-spent lifen (RC, 106) in order to attribute causation 

correctly and discover the pattern of events that infringed 

10. Daniel Defoe, The Life and Strange Adventures 
of Robinson Crusoe, Vol. VIII of Defoe's Writings (Boston 
and New York: The Shakespeare Head Press, n.d.), p. 3. All 
further references to this work, abbreviated as nRC II,n 
will appear in the text. 

11. Daniel Defce, Serious Reflections Durinq the 
Life and Surprisinq Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, Vol. III 
of Romances and Narratives by Daniel Defoe, ed. George 
Aitken (New York: AMS Press, 1974). All further references 
to this work, abbreviated as nSR,n will appear in the text. 
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upon his life, their interrelation, and the meaning of 

Providence to them. To comprehend that all-encompassing 

system of causation, Crusoe must listen to the voice of 

providence, nto study its meaning in every circumstance of 

life, in every event; to learn to understand the end and 

design of Providence in everything that happens n (SR, 181). 

~nd when Crusoe realizes that he has always failed to see 

the hand of God working everywhere, and that he has been 

nmerely thoughtless of God, or a Providence; acted like a 

meer brute from the principles of nature, and by the 

dictates of common sense onlyn (RC, 101), he blames himself 

harshly for his imprudence and begins to understand the 

extraordinary events of his life in the light of their 

providential bearings. 

Defoe's view of Nature as bearing everywhere the 

signature of the Divine Wisdom is the outcome of the pre

vailing assumptions of the philosophy and theology of the 

Enlightenment. For in that context, it was supposed that 

Divine Providence is merged with the bounty of Nature, and 

that the Book of Nature reveals the attributes of God and 

His purposes for man to read. still, the tradition which 

claimed that knowledge of God could be deduced from the 

behavior of external Nature may be traced back to earlier 

times. In fact, Ibn Tufail shares Defoe's abiding faith in 

Nature's ability to manifest a creator. Furthermore, their 

belief in an order and a purpose in the universe is the 
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same~ for both conceive the idea of a cosmic soul external

ized in the objects of the physical world, and both discern 

an informing principle in Nature itself which tends toward 

harmony and perfection. ~nd though Ibn Tufail makes Hayy's 

primary acquaintance with the world derive from an accretion 

of empirical experiences, showing him in agreement with the 

basic tenets of empiricism, he now seems to stand in opposi

tion to Hume's agnosticism. Unlike Hume, who, five hundred 

years later, rejects the mind's ability to unravel the 

impenetrable mystery of God, Ibn Tufail retains an opti

mistic faith in causal inferences, allowing his hero to 

attain certainty and absolute truth in the absence of an 

empirically verified evidence of causation. Using a wide

ranging knowledge of science, physics, astronomy, and 

biology, Ibn Tufail provides his hero with proofs of the 

existence and attributes of an Almighty Power, a God, a 

Creator of the universe and all things in it. 

Nature leads Hayy to the study of the ways of 

Providence and opens to him the pathway to the Divine. In 

his constant and unwearying search for the hidden principle 

of life, Hayy realizes that "the world stands in need of an 

incorporeal Creator" free of extension (HBY, 102). And 

through the study of a wide range of phenomena, from the 

anatomy and physiology of the animals to the movement of the 

heavenly bodies, he notices that "all motion necessarily 

requires a Mover" (HBY, 103). The Book of Nature is open 
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for Hayy to read in it that naIl things which did exist were 

[God's] workmanship,n and to consider nin them attentively 

the power of their Author n (HBY, 106). 

Seeing Nature as a harmonious coherent scheme in 

which all created things converge toward an apex, Hayy 

concludes that they are governed by the law of a Supreme 

Being, that they are the neffectsn of a primary ncause,n and 

that the whole world expresses His Divine Will and Wisdom. 

Hayy's philosophic conception of the totality of the uni

verse culminates in the knowledge of God: nHe is the being, 

He is the perfection, He is the plentitude, He the beauty, 

He the glory, He the power, He the knowledge, He is Hen 

(HBY, 108). Thus, Hayy emerges with a truer understanding 

not only of God's existence but also of his attributes, for 

he finally nknew that the Creator of the world was super

eminently bountiful and exceedingly gracious n (HBY, 107). 

When Crusoe totals up the good and evil factors of 

his condition in the famous balance sheet, he too perceives 

a good God acting relevantly to man's individual situation 

and is filled with a sense of God's concern, provision, and 

generosity. Considering how easily he might have perished 

during the shipwreck, and how unlikely the ship was to be 

driven close to the shore, Crusoe concludes that God with 

his mighty acts interfered to deliver him. Overwhelmed by 

God's benevolence, Crusoe reflects: "Eminent deliverances 

in sudden dangers are of the most significant kind of 
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providences, and which, accordingly, have a loud voice in 

them, calling upon us to· be thankful to that blessed Hand 

that has been pleased to spare and protect us" (SR, 90). 

Previously, this acoustical Providence called upon Crusoe 

time after time, but he failed to hear the declaration of 

God's divine will. Instead, he attributed every incident in 

his life to his "lot," his ngreat misfortune n (RC, 17), his 

nill faten (RC, 14), referred to himself as "an unfortunate 

dogn (B£, 102), and even admitted: nI had been super

stitiously inclin'd to observe days as fatal or fortunate" 

(RC, 153). Only when he realizes that the world is provi

dentially planned can he look upon evil as a njudicial 

dispensing of punishment from Heaven" (SR, 191), see events 

as palpable tokens of divine will, and find in them clues to 

some divine purpose. 

In a world where nothing occurs without God's 

design, incidents, far from being merely the result of 

accident or chance, are brought about by God for a specific 

purpose. But because Crusoe has never nentertain'd anything 

that had befallen [him], otherwise than as a chancen (RC, 

88), he is startled by the springing up of the perfect green 

stalks of barley. "I began to suggest that God had miracu

lously caus'd this grain to grow without any help of seed 
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sown," he writes, "and that it was so directed purely for my 

sustenance" (RC, 89). 

Still, miracles are not isolated events involving 

sudden and direct supernatural intervention, for God employs 

natural processes to further his mysterious ends and inserts 

his purpose into the laws of Nature without violating their 

logical flow. So when Crusoe recalls that he has actually 

shaken out a bag of chicken feed in the spot where the 

barley is growing, he relapses quickly into an exclusive 

attention to natural causes, and he confesses: "the wonder 

began to cease ••• upon discovering that all this was 

nothing but what was common"; he goes on to reflect, how

ever, "I aught to have been as thankful for so strange and 

unforseen Providence, as if it had been miraculous" (Re, 

90), because he realizes that God implements His plan 

through the natural process of causation which should not 

obscure His being the Ultimate cause behind the mechanical 

sequence of second causes. And in his Serious Reflections, 

Crusoe blames himself for "giving the homage due to Heaven 

to the devil, or chance, or fate," finding them to be no 

more than "an empty idol of air, or rather an imaginary, 

nonsensical nothing, ••• a mere phantasm, an idea, a 

nonentity--a name without a being, a miscalled, unborn, 

nothing, hap, luck, chance"; ascribing providential 

phenomena to any of these nonentities is, to Crusoe, "the 

maddest and most foolish piece of ingratitude" (SR, 203), 
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because it implies a disregard for the beneficent God 

causing them and an indifference to the spiritual message 

inherent in them. Crusoe acknowledges God's being the cause 

behind "a chain of wonders" which he declares to be "the 

testimonies we had of a secret hand of Providence governing 

the world" (RC, 68), and learns to read in all events a hint 

for himself. 

Like Defoe, Ibn Tufail seeks to assign to God a 

particularly active role in human affairs and to define the 

precise nature of His intervention. Events still happen 

here just as marvelously as they do in Robinson Crusoe, 

despite the fact that Rayy himself is not centrally 

concerned with natural phenomena as a sign of either God's 

wrath or His favor. He has no knowledge of his origin nor 

even of the circumstances that brought about his solitude, 

and as a result, he is not able to appreciate, as Crusoe 

does, the extraordinary situation he is in. Nevertheless, 

Ibn Tufail makes us aware of the power that rescues Hayy 

from possible drowning; favorable winds and tides operate as 

deliverances and bring him safely to the island. "It 

fortun'd," Ibn Tufail relates, nthat the. water, being high, 

carried the ark a great way on shore n (HBY, 44). Before 

Hayy can understand that the physical world is manipulated 

by Providence for spiritual ends, events on his island are 

attributed solely to chance. His spontaneous generation 

took place when nit chanc'd that a certain mass of earth was 



70 

fermented,n and when it further nchanc'd that in the midst 

of it there was formed a very little bubblen (HBY, 45-6). A 

special feature of this accidental deliverance can be noted 

in the early stages of Hayy's life. Cast upon the island in 

infancy, he would have sadly perished had it not "happened . . 

that a doe which had lost her fawn n heard him cry and 

offered her support (HBY, 44). Hayy's entire survival 

presents an even less probable situation that rests largely 

on highly fortuitous circumstances. And the providential 

pattern of his life becomes more visible to the readers in 

proportion to their understanding of the odds against that 

survival. 

Later, when Hayy nchanc'd to see two ravens n 

fighting furiously till one killed the other, then buried 

it, the event did not seem to him a miracle. But when nit 

happen'd that by friction a fire was kindled among a thicket 

of canes n (HBY, 66), Hayy looked on this incident as mirac

ulous. The stimulating experience captured his admiration; 

he stood before this unfamiliar natural phenomenon marveling 

at its power and combustibility. Hayy's accidental dis

covery calls to mind Crusoe's chance discovery of the effect 

of fire on his earthen vessels; he was nagreeably surprisedn 

when nit happened" after a long process of trial and error 

that he "found a broken piece ••• in the fire, burnt as hard 

as a stone, and red as a tilen (RC, 139). And if the hand 

of God behind particular occurrences escapes Hayy's 
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attention, as it does crusoe's, it also does so because 

divine intervention does not seem to suspend the laws of 

Nature or depart from natural order. Hayy's universe, too, 

is governed by causal laws instead of chance, and at a 

certain point in his mental development he becomes aware of 

the fact that all natural phenomena "must of necessity be 

beholden to some efficient cause. • .which produces them 

• • .and produces in them those actions which are attributed 

to them" (HBY, 93). Hayy gradually learns to weave a 

connection out of chance association, which coercively 

points to the highest, necessary, uncaused, pure Being 

behind all. He reflects on the essence of God with as much 

rational assurance as on other events within the sphere of 

sense, and proves to himself the existence and attributes of 

God with demonstrative certainty. To bring about further 

miraculous happenings, after that solid recognition of God, 

Hayy knows that prayers are required. So when he later 

needs to visit ~sal's island, he sits upon the shore asking 

God to "afford them an opportunity of crossing the sea." 

This time, only "as God would have it," "it happen'd that a 

ship which had lost her course" (~, 170) was conveniently 

driven to their island. God answers his prayers as He 

previously answered his mother's for mercy and protection. 

Hayy grounds his devotion to God upon the perfec

tion of Nature which gives him occasion to revere, glorify, 

and admire "the wonderfulness of the workmanship" (~, 106) 
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of its Wise Creator. In the same spirit, Crusoe looks upon 

Nature as a harmonious and symmetrical divine contrivance 

which fills him "with wonder and astonishment, admiration 

and adoration" (SR, 195). Their reverence for Nature is 

clearly filled with religious meaning and value; every 

outward occurrence not only strikes them with wonder and awe 

but seems to carry a special spiritual significance for 

them. still, despite their elation and exaltation of the 

glory of God's Nature, neither of them is capable of feeling 

any enthusiasm at the sight of Nature's splendor or of 

celebrating its pristine beauties. Both fail to show any 

interest in the aesthetic aspects of their exotic surround

ings or any appreciation for the charming landscape their 

islands compose. Aside from a sketchy description of a 

"delicious vale" which "looked like a planted garden" (RC, 

114), Crusoe offers no ecstatic comments on vegetative scene 

before him. "Nature," Virginia Woolf writes, "does not 

exist" in the novel; "there are no sunsets and no sunrises. 

There is, on the contrary, staring us full in the face 

nothing but a large earthenware pot."12 Similarly, Hayy 

does not reveal a cultivated taste for the beauties of 

Nature, and his response to Nature is purely intellectual. 

12. Virginia Woolf, "Robinson Crusoe," in 
Twentieth-Century Interpretations of Robinson Crusoe, ed. 
Frank H. Ellis (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 
1969), p. 22. 
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Ibn Tufail and Defoe approach Nature in the same 

purposive, unimaginative· way, and their books are held 

together not by emotional strains but by a framework of 

intellectual arguments. Their interest in man and in the 

workings of his mind seems to have dwarfed their feeling for 

Nature~ they offer no appreciative description of land·or 

sea, nor do they visualize general aspects of natural 

scenery. Instead of evoking poetic praise, Nature inspires 

their heroes only with plans for making it serve their ends. 

Hayy and Crusoe are denied the enjoyment of pleasurable 

sensations; they do not look with emotion on the scenery 

because their emotional life is subjugated to the overriding 

concerns of survival and salvation. 

When the system of human relationships disappears, 

alienated man seems to replace it with a unique kind of 

relation with the universe itself. At the outset, Crusoe 

and Hayy stand at the center of an infinite and incomprehen

sible world, puzzled and deeply impressed by its phenomena. 

But the inner workings of that world are open to human 

understanding, and through their interaction with the 

various physical forces around them, their minds develop, 

seeking order in things isolated in appearance and bringing 

them together to form parts of a holistic universe. As 

human reason reaches an understanding of the teleological 

scheme of the universe, it begins to perceive the dependence 

of all things on an utterly transcendent Deity whose eternal 
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power and divinity are manifested in His creation. 

Convinced of the complete sovereignty of God, Hayy and 

Crusoe begin to understand Nature in an inclusive sense~ now 

they can interpret many mundane events as divine pointers 

signifying God's intentions, and attach their ordinary 

interests to some profounder level of being to give them 

unity and significance. Thus, in settling the small world 

about them, Hayy and Crusoe develop a strong bond with the 

universe itself; and, protected by that Providence which 

they finally come to understand, they gradually turn from 

elaborating their do~estic arrangements to contemplating 

divine ones. Still, for Hayy and Crusoe the highest degree 

of self-sufficiency is yet to be found when they discover 

their own spirits and find their own places in the divine 

scheme. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE ISLAND WITHIN THE ISLAND 

The issue of the self in isolation is raised promi-

nently in Hayy Bin Yagzan and Robinson Crusoe: each book 

explores the blessings and dangers of solitude and its 

significance in relation to human perfection. Indeed, the 

recognition and confrontation of the sense of personal 

isolation is a major theme in both books, which emphasize 

the central importance of the individual's consciousness of 

himself and of his situation. In each, man is dislodged 

from society's drift in order to discover what he is in 

himself, away from all the definitions imposed from without. 

Thomas Kavanagh sees no better way to identify the nature of 

the self than "to examine it as radically cut off from 

.the multiple influences of the other."l Ibn Tufail and 

Defoe seem to share that view, for they have employed set-

tings they found most suitable for defining and circum-

scribing manvs nature: remote and unexplored portions of 

the globe. On their blessed isles that lie barely out of 

sailing reach, Hayy and Crusoe turn inward to examine the 

1. Thomas M. Kavanagh, "Unravelling Robinson: The 
Divided Self in Defoe's Robinson Crusoe," Texas Studies in 
Literature and Lanquaqe, 20, No.3 (Fall 1978), 417. 
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patterns of their lives and to face the deficiencies of 

their natures. And the two books show remarkable! similari

ties in the thematic development of the process of self

exploration and the gradualness of the concomitant process 

of self-formation which culminate in an immediate sense of 

identity and an increased awareness of the self and its 

place in the universe. 

Hayy's voyage takes him away from all human contact 

to some far land situated under the Equinoctial, where he 

lies bereft of family and protection and sharply separated 

from any guardian structure. Hayy's later appraisal of his 

situation leads him to the inspection of his surroundings, 

upon which he perceives "that his island was encompass'd by 

the sea ••• [and] that there was no other land in the world 

but only that island" (HBY, 66). The exploration of the 

outer space of the island invites the exploration of the 

inner space of the self. Hayy's realization of his utter 

loneliness puts him at a critical juncture, and the transi

tion that follows is marked by the passage from the dreaming 

innocence of undecided potentialities to self-actualization. 

Crusoe is also removed from a cohesive pattern of 

social relations and abruptly severed from all contact with 

his fellow creatures. His ship is wrecked "some hundreds of 

leagues out of the ordinary course of the trade of mankind" 

(RC, 70), and he later finds himself "in an island environ'd 

every way with the sea [from which] no land [is] to be seen" 



77 

(RC, 59). Crusoe's wandering is effectually halted on this 

island; he is prevented by the great medium of his tempta

tion, the sea, from exercising the major activity of his 

life: roaming the world. The enisling sea emphasizes the 

solitude that feeds his sense of insecurity: he barricades 

himself with chests and boards, and keeps constructing forms 

to contain and control space, until he is ncompletely fenc'd 

in, and fortify'd ••• from all the world" (RC, 67). Crusoe 

is driven by his fear to seek refuge within: he surrounds 

himself with a wall in order to isolate himself even further 

within the confines of his own subjectivity. This elaborate 

self-enclosure reinforces the boundaries of the self and 

forces Crusoe to descend into the lower depths of the 

unconscious. 

On the island, nwhere the unconscious grows 

conscious,n2 the arena is cleared for Crusoe's struggle with 

himself, and the hidden torments of his sinful soul rise to 

the surface. Solitary existence brings the quietude neces-

sary for the voice of conscience, which "had slept so long 

[and now] begun to awake" (RC, 103), to be heard. Crusoe 

has been living "a dreadful life, perfectly destitute of the 

knowledge and fear of God n (RC, 152). This "stupidity of 

soul" blinds him to the agency of God in human affairs and 

slows down his perception of the providential import of his 

2. John Fowles, Islands (London: Jonathan Cape, 
n.d.), p. 28. 
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vicissitude. Before he comes to the island, Crusoe fails to 

heed repeated warnings and neglects to show any gratitude 

for God's mercy to him except by false gestures towards 

repentance and fleeting religious promptings that vanish 

when the immediate danger has passed. And Crusoe continues 

to ignore providential warnings until, feverish from a fit 

of the ague, he sees an apocalyptic vision of his destruc

tion. In that time of afffiction he is called upon to 

review his actions, and, for the first time, he begins to 

reflect seriously on his past sinfulness. 

In his attitude toward sin and repentance, Defoe is 

clearly a writer in the Puritan tradition; his Crusoe is a 

sinner who fails to elevate the powers of reason over those 

of passion, rejects the counsel of his elders, and flouts 

social and divine order. Adhering obstinately to his 

"foolish inclination of wandering abroad" (RC, 42), Crusoe 

has "obey'd blindly the dictates of [his] fancy rather than 

[his] reasonn (RC, 45). And in the grasp of his natural 

propensity to roam, neither the remonstrances of his reason 

nor the remorse of his conscience can restrain his indomi

table desire to see the world. In traditional Christian 

thought, man should be content within the station, both 

cosmic and social, into which he is b02:n. But unpersuaded 

by the virtues of the middle station of life described by 

his father as "the best state in the worldn and "the most 

suited to human happiness n (RC, 2), Crusoe hurries ninto the 



wild and indigested notion of raising [his] fortune" (RC, 

16). Discontent with one's station is the sin that caused 

man's original fall, and Crusoe's desolation indicates the 

gravity of discontent and God's punishment of the man who 

leaves his calling and disrupts the religious-economic 

pattern operating at the very heart of social order •. 
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Crusoe is castigated also for opposing his parents' 

wishes, a rebellion which he interprets as his "original 

sin" (RC, 225). The seductive lure of adventure causes him 

to rebel against parental authority and leads him RSO 

strangely against the will, nay, the commands of [his] 

father, and against all the entreaties and persuasions of 

[his] mother" (RC, 2). In rejecting the place traced out by 

his father, Crusoe establishes himself as a sinner who "will 

meet nothing but disasters and disappointments" (RC, 15) 

until his father's prophetic words are fulfilled upon him. 

Filial disobedience is emblematic of rebellion against God, 

so even though Crusoe's father may have forgiven him and 

decided "to contribute so much as that to [his] first 

adventuren (B£, 18), he is yet to be punished for willfully 

and recklessly defying the father's legitimate authority. 

The patriarchy depicted in Robinson Crusoe asserts the rigid 

authoritarianism of a domineering father and his lawful 

control over the members of his household. Ancient, wise, 

and possess1ed of prophetic powers, this strong patriarchal 

figure is regarded as a divine deputy, and, repeatedly 
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paired in allusions with God, his will is connected to that 

of God~ casting off his superior rule is a sign of spiritual 

decay. 

Hayy Bin Yagzan, too, subscribes to the basic tenets 

of patriarchal society, and although the situation of the 

Yaqzan family has been precipitated by different causes, it 

is somewhat similar to that of the Kreutznaer household. 

Unlike Crusoe, who can consciously juxtapose his past life 

with present events to understand the reasons for his 

plight, Hayy is at the outset absolved of any direct respon

sibility for his ordeal and is spared even the consciousness 

of any experience prior to that on the island. Furthermore, 

Hayy is sent to the island with his mother's blessings in a 

little ark made and cushioned with feathers by her own 

hands. ~lthough Hayy himself lacks the sense of sin, he is 

nevertheless alienated from his mother because the patri

archy portrayed in Hayy Bin Yagzan gives divine sanction to 

male supremacy and shows the relationship between male and 

female as one of dominance and subordination. Hayy's mother 

rejects her duty of obedience to her proud and jealous 

brother who, as her nearest male relative, has the right of 

guardian, particularly in the article of marriage. He has 

previously "confin'd and restrain'd her from marriage, 

because he could not match her to one suitable to her 

quality" (~, 43). Resisting his unjust will, she marries 

a relative of hers secretly, but legally~ and when she bears 
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a child, she fears the cruelty of her brother and casts her 

son off helpless into the world to survive as best he can. 

Like Crusoe, the young princess clashes with a patriarchal 

s'ociety; and neither is allowed to deviate from its 

structure. 

A major difference between Hayy and Crusoe, then, is 

that whereas one has no feeling of guilt and no past errors 

to consider, the other is fully aware of being "the wilful 

agent of all [his] own miseries." (RC, 42). Haunted by 

remorse over neglecting the counsel of his father and 

rejecting the course of life that Providence has made 

natural for him, Crusoe upbraids himself further for "not 

having the least sense either of the fear of God in danger, 

or of thankfulness to God in deliverance" (RC, 101). He now 

sees with increasing clarity the varied sequence of afflic

tions he has undergone as the fulfillment of his father's 

predictions and as the declarations of God's wrath. This 

gradual awakening to the depth of sinfulness starts Crusoe 

on his quest for atonement and deliverance from sin through 

the mercy of God. He kneels in penitence and gratitude, 

then cries out: "Lord be my help, for I am in great dis

tress" (RC, 104). The salvation Crusoe seeks at this time 

is more than a condition of simple rescue by a passing ship: 

"As for my solitary life" he tells us, "it was nothing." 

What he is to be delivered from is not the island but his 

own "load of guilt that bore down on [his] comfort," making 
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blessing than deliverance from afflictionn (RC, 111). 
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When Crusoe reflects on his mischievous past, he is 

overtaken by a sense of guilt that weighs heavily upon his 

conscience and makes him acknowledge his noriginal sin,n 

mainly the rejection of his father's good counsel, as the 

ultimate cause of his punishment by God. But Crusoe seems 

to have sinned on more than one level; for by refusing to 

follow his ncalling,n he disobeys not only his father, the 

parent and the head of his own family, but also his father, 

the heavenly figure, the deputy of God on earth, and his 

father, the social figure, the maker of social laws and the 

preserver of the traditional living system. Crusoe's 

willful defiance of his father's authority is at the same 

time an inversion of the established social order and, as 

such, a rebellion against God's law. His obsession with 

going to sea is complexly tied with his compulsion to escape 

his station as the son of a middle-class family, and his 

waywardness outside the grip of social conventions becomes 

also a sin that calls for divine chastising interference. 

The complicated nature of Crusoe's noriginal sinn 

makes the religious and social concerns of the novel over

lap; crusoe's deliberate disregard for the advice of his 

father, who has "design'd [him] for the law" (RC, 1), 

appears to be a revolt against a rigidly stratified society 

that assigns social functions with no regard to the 
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individual's special talents and interests. On the island, 

though, Crusoe is free to classify himself and to exist in 

his own decisions. ~nd in his insular retreat, he searches 

for an identity within the obscure confines of his heart to 

emerge with an increased awareness of the self. In the 

process of his religious conversion, Crusoe achieves, with 

the help of the spirit of God and his divine word, a strong 

sense of identity that results from resolving personal 

conflicts and obtaining agreement with himself. Getting in 

touch with his inner feelings and finding the true essence 

of his self, Crusoe can now enjoy a complete inward con

tentment and "a great deal of comfort within, which till now 

[he] knew nothing of" (RC, Ill). 

In Robinson Crusoe and Barr Bin Yagzan, the inner 

self is objectified, almost as a character, provided with a 

voice and given lines to speak. Although stranded, Crusoe 

insists on retaining his speech patterns; and desperate to 

communicate, he turns inward for companionship. "Conversing 

mutually with [his] own thoughts" (RC, 157), Crusoe composes 

passages of reflection which flow through the narrative, 

questioning his fate and the workings of Providence. But 

his silent soliloquies break into dialogues as the self that 

screams at him "WRETCH!" begins to generate "a schizophrenic 
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Other that will totally reevaluate, as sin and wickedness, 

what was originally the affirmation of a self-defining 

individual. a3 On one occasion he hears the voice of the 

self scolding him: "How canst thou be such a hypocrite, 

(said I, even audibly) ••• "(RC, 131), and on another he 

feels obliged to give it an answer when it questions the 

possibility of launching his boat: "Let's first make it," 

he says, (RC, 146). In total agreement with Crusoe, the 

self echoes his very thoughts; finding the money in the 

ship, he remarks bitterly: "0 Drug! said I aloud ••• " (RC, 

64). And reflecting on the difficulties he would have 

encountered without the salvaged tools, he writes: 

"Particularly said I aloud, (tho' to my self) what should I 

hal done without a gun ••• " (RC, 71). Through internal 

dialogue, then, Crusoe transcends his isolation, and he 

later reflects: "Man can never want conversation who is 

company for himself, and he that cannot converse profitably 

with himself is not fit for conversation at all" (SR, 3). 

Although Hayy is not blessed with the social gift of 

language, he still "says" a lot to himself and frequently 

uses internal dialogue to "argue" (HBY, 95) or "debate" 

(HBY, 100) with himself. watching the raven bury the body 

of his companion, Hayy says "to himself: IHow well has this 

raven done. I" (~, 65); and finding the heart while 

3. Kavanagh, p. 428. 
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dissecting the corpse of the doe, he begins to "say to 

himself: 'If this organ" be so on the other side as it is on 

this which I have open'd, then 'tis certainly in the midst, 

and without doubt the same I look for'" (~, 61). Hayy's 

abstract formulation of ideas is expressed in first person 

singular: "'I have no reason in the world to think that 

[the heart] was made in vain,'" he reflects, and then 

concludes: n'I cannot think but that the same thing which I 

am in search of, once dwelt here, but has now ••• left it 

empty'" (HBY, 63). He proposes different notions to him

self, such as the world's eternity, and the self raises na 

great many objectionsn (HBY, 100) until an agreement is 

reached. Occasionally Hayy even separates himself from an 

imagined other and addresses him as "you" (HBY, 96), but the 

two entities are soon joined together in harmony: " ••• if 

we suppose an infinite body, we suppose an absurdity and 

impossibility" (HBY, 97). Thus Hayy's solitary existence, 

like Crusoe's, drives him spiritually inward and engages his 

isolated self in an intimate dialogue with its own subjec

tive consciousness. 

Crusoe's new sense and definition of the self are 

firmly reinforced by the realization that he has been 

nsingl'd out n (RC, 71) for testing by Providence and that he 

has been subject to providential care. He feels that he has 

bee!n delivered from the horrible sentence of death by drown

ing to be restored tOo favor on an island that appears as an 
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abundant source of raw materials awaiting his disposition. 

aere Nature yields her authority to God, who subordinates 

her to man for whom "the peace of the creation is preserved, 

the climates made habitable, the creatures subjected and 

made nourishing, all vegetative life made medicinal; so that 

indeed the whole creation seems to be entailed upon him as 

an inheritance, and given to him for a possession, subjected 

to his authority, and governed by him." Thus man's place in 

the universe is pictured as that of "a viceroy to the King 

of all the earth; the management of it given to him as 

tenant to the great ~roprietor, who is the Lord of the 

Manor, or Landlord of the soil" (SR, 179). With the world 

placed at his disposal, and the animals consigned to his 

service and governance, Crusoe thinks of himself as the 

highest and most valuable manifestation of life, dominating 

all other creatures: "there was my majesty the Prince and 

Lord of the whole island; I had the lives of all my subjects 

at my absolute command, I could hang, draw, give liberty, 

and take it away, and no rebels among all my subjectsn (Re, 

171). 

On Crusoe's island, where the leveling of social 

distinctions is made possible, there is not, however, a 

total absence of all hierarchies. In fact, Crusoe seems to 

be appointed by God to a specific place not only in the 

socioeconomic structure of his world, but also on the cosmic 

scale of creation which relates him as species to all orders 



above and below him. Basil willey explains that the 

generally accepted notion that nthe universe presented the 

spectacle of a continuous scale or ladder of creatures n4 
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dominated English thought well into the eighteenth century. 

The hierarchal ranking of the Great Chain of Being secures 

man a unique privileged status as a rational creature, 

endowed, alone among all others, with a creative intellect. 

Through the exercise of his creative agency, Crusoe is able, 

within the limits imposed by his finite or creaturely 

status, to be himself a creator. So the nviceroy to the 

Kingn seriously entertains the thought that nif [he] 

pleas'd, [he] might call [him] self King, or Emperor over 

the whole country,n and considers himself not a "tenantn but 

"the lord of the whole manor" (RC, 148). Along with self

realization, then, Crusoe develops a distinct sense of 

self-importance and independence, and he gradually becomes, 

like his island, a self-contained, autonomous individual. 

The need for self-realization arises on Hayy's 

island, as well; and unencumbered by the restrictive forces 

of society, Hayy sets out to discover his identity. His 

continuous search for himself, which finds its earliest 

expression in a pursuit of his like, has been nin vain,n for 

·walking about the coast of his island, to see if he could 

find any being like himself n (~, 66), he finds none. 

4. Willey, p. 17. 



88 

Recognizing that he is the only animal of his kind, and his 

island is the only place on earth, Hayy shuts himself up 

within the isolation of his subjectivity to contemplate the 

essence of his individuality. His own identity seems to him 

complex and multiform, and the diversity of his organs makes 

him feel "there was a plurality in himself.n But the organs 

that appear "divided into a great many parts" (HBY, 75) are 

actually continuous and connected by the soul, which directs 

their constant rhythmic motion. In a hierarchy of bodily 

organs, then, Hayy assigns centrality and primacy to the 

soul, to which all members are subordinate (HBY, 85). 

The hierarchal ranks of existence operating on 

Hayy's island are determined by the adequacy or inadequacy 

of souls to receive God's inner light, which strengthens 

man's understanding. Whereas other beings lack the aptitude 

to show any trace of that light, man's polished soul is 

fully penetrated by it. Apparently, he is "a distinct 

species n (HBY, 124) set apart from all other living 

creatures, for nhe alone, above all the restn (HBY, 119) is 

singled out to possess a nnoble essence, by which he had 

reach'd the knowledge of that Superexcellent and necessarily 

existent Beingn (HBY, 111). In the beginning, and before 

realizing his individual potentialities, Hayy has been 

spontaneously tied in bondage with the animal kingdom. 

Later he no longer associates himself with the animals as an 

equal, for he is convinced he has been created in God's nown 
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image" (HBY, 47) for another end and "designed for something 

greater than what they were capable of" (HBY, 124). Hayy's 

growing sense of superiority makes him retain his role as a 

ruler of the island, subjugating and dominating his brute 

companions, and his autarchy makes him aspire to become 

"himself master of the properties" of God (HBY, 125). The 

island itself, Ernest Behler indicates, ·serves to express 

man's longing for an elevated, godlike existence,"5 and 

Hayy, a "God in 'miniature,,"6 seriously entertains the 

thought that "his own essence did not at all differ from the 

essence of that True Being, but that they were both one and 

the same thing" (HBY, 142). Thus, realizing his own quasi

divine identity, Hayy, like Crusoe, begins to develop an 

increased consciousness of individuality which affirms his 

being absolutely self-sufficient and wholly autonomous. 

But this optimistic conception of man as absolute 

master of Nature is subtly opposed by a deep pessimism that 

envisions him utterly helpless and subject to fears, ill

ness, and decay. Hayy's conviction that he has the essence 

of the True Being turns out to be merely a "misgrounded 

conceit" (~, 143); it is reve,aled to him that "the King

dom" belongs only "to God, The One, the Almighty" (HBY, 

140). And Crusoe's reflections on the superiority of man 

5. Behler, p. 2. 

6. Sami S. Hawi, Islamic Naturalism and Mysticism 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), p. 237. 
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conclude with the remark that "it cannot be conceived that 

this world is left entirely to man's conduct, without the 

supervising influence and the secret direction of the 

Creator" (SR~ 179). Each man is placed, in his absolute 

singularity, alone before God and forced to come to grips 

with his own arbitrariness and insufficiency. The necessary 

ontological interconnectedness of all living creatures and 

the connections each one draws between himself and the world 

around him bring both Hayy and Crusoe to the realization 

that they are integral, rather than dominant, in the natural 

scheme, over whose course they really have no effective 

control. Crusoe's violent physical illness and Hayy's 

encounter with the doe's death alert them to the fragility 

of their bodily existence, to the impingement of the Divine 

on their daily life, and consequently to a most fundamental 

need for God, a need that springs from the very superiority 

of their rank in the created world. As they contemplate 

God's greatness in contrast to their own littleness, they 

discover how limited their sovereignty really is and sin

cerely acknowledge their dependence on Him. 

The notion of human needs is extended now to include 

the needs of the soul, and the intellectual ascent to the 

apprehension of the unity of the world becomes a prologue to 

the absolute perfection still to be experienced when man 

discovers a further level of deliverance. Having been well 

acquainted with God as an external power controlling the 
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elemental forces of Nature, man begins to discover Him as 

the spiritual essence dwelling within his soul. God who 

manifests Himself clearly in Nature reveals Himself also in 

other and more intimate and personal ways to man's soul, 

which is the consciousness by which God's nearness and 

accessibility are apprehended. And in solitude man enters 

into the soul's private world of feeling, seeking a fuller 

disclosure of God until he is touched by His Grace or 

illuminated by mystical fire. 

In the ultimate solitude of the cave, which symbol

izes man's inverted life, both Hayy and Crusoe experience a 

unique clarity of mind, into which a private enlightenment 

flows to illuminate its dark corners. The mental process 

operating to produce an inward assurance of God's immediate 

presence is continuous reflection, which opens new vistas 

for the human spirit by bridging the gap between the objec

tive world and the subjective self. When Hayy starts 

engaging his mind in abstract thought, he gradually becomes 

a contemplative consciousness and gains an increasing aware

ness of the self as a spiritual entity. As he grows more 

reflective, his attitude towards Nature changes drastically: 

he dissociates himself from his oneness with the environment 

and renounces the phenomenal world altogether. Shifting the 

focus of his interest radically from sensory perception to 

subjective reflection, Hayy has steadily nremov'd all his 

affections from sensible things,n which obstruct access to 
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the truth, "shut his eyes, stopp'd his ears, and refrain'd 

himself ••• from following his imagination n (HBY, 135). 

In his progress toward a higher level of perfection, 

Hayy suspends even his rational faculties and comes to rely 

not on "theorizing, syllogistic deductions, postulating 

premises and drawing inferences, but solely [on] 

intuition. n7 Ibn Tufail explains to his readers that by 

allowing his hero to explore what lies behind the material

istic picture of the physical universe, he too has withdrawn 

himself nfrom the state and condition of understanding men, 

and rejected the au~hority of reason" (HBY, 146). In order 

for Hayy to enjoy na clearer view and far greater delight,n B 

his reason must give way to the soul, which, independent of 

its intellectual arguments, transcends the tangible goals of 

mundane existence to come into contact with the spiritual 

dimension of the cosmos. The sensible world, he finds out, 

cannot be joined with the divine world in the same state, 

for when his consciousness of one returns to him, he always 

loses sight of the other. 

When HayyVs heart is totally "withdrawn from 

thinking upon this inferior world,n he becomes ninflam'd 

with the desire of n making his comprehension of God total 

7. Abu Bakr Ibn Tufail, nIntroductory Letter,n Ibn 
Tufail's Bavy Ibn Yagzan: A Philosophical Tale, trans. and 
introd. Lenn Evans Goodman (New York: Twayne, 1972), p. 97. 

B. nLetter,n p. 9B. 
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and his union with Him complete (HBY, 109). Consumed by 

this purpose, which imbues his whole situation,· Hayy over

leaps, by abiding in solemn meditation, the final meta

physical barriers and attains an awareness of God through 

mystical elevation. The accumulated vision is finally 

released when, by a flash of divinely given insight, the 

highest dimension of reality discloses itself to him and 

sets him on the first of the ascending stages towards immer

sion in the spirit of God. In moments of intense spiritual 

consciousness Hayy vividly perceives an immaterial essence 

that appears to have ·seventy thousand faces, and every face 

seventy thousand mouths, and every mouth seventy thousand 

tongues,n all sanctifying and glorifying God incessantly 

(HBY, 149). And when he sees all souls, including his own, 

united together, coherent in essence yet spuriously diverse, 

he comprehends the intrinsic nature of the One, True Being 

and longs to be permanently united with Him. 

Despite variations in detail, Robinson Crusoe and 

Hayy Bin Yagzan share a major concern with the question of 

vision. Unlike Hayy, who captures his vision through a 

decisive effort, Crusoe attains his moments of illumination 

through a dream that invades his consciousness unexpectedly. 

still, Crusoe has virtually the same awakening experience: 

a contact with an ninvisible intelligencen which marks a 

turning point in his spiritual career. In an overpowering 

moment of vision, he encounters an avenging man who descends 
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nfrom a great black cloud, in a bright flame of fire. n The 

man says to Crusoe in a nterribleo voice, "Seeing all these 

things have not brought thee to repentance,·now thou shalt . 
die," and lifts his spear to kill him (RC, 100). The 

"converse of spirits" in Hayy's vision also speak aloud, and 

Ibn Tufail seems to equate sound with meaning and under

standing with hearing in Hayy's communication with the 

spiritual order of being. The One, True, Perpetually Self

existent Being speaks to Hayy in °that saying of his. 

To whom now belongs the kingdom? To God, the One, the 

Almighty." Hayy actually hears the summons these words 

make, and neither "his being unacquainted with words" nor 

his "not being able to speako can hinder his understanding 

them (HBY, 140). 

Reflecting upon the horror of his vision, Crusoe 

becomes keenly aware of his spiritual plight, and his 

repentance and ensuing conversion bring about the desired 

deliverance. Once saved by God's merciful intercessions, 

Crusoe begins to engage in the "secret communicationo of 

spirits, and he gradually learns to suspend his judgment and 

listen only to the "secret intimations of Providenceo: "I 

made it a certain rule with me" he says, "that whenever I 

found those secret hints, or pressings of my mind, ••• I 

never fail'd to obey [their] secret dictate: though I knew 

no other reason for it ••• 0 (RC, 203). In his Serious 

Reflections he later describes a "Vision of the Angelic 
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World" which distinctly recalls Hayy's mystical vision. 

Here Crusoe willfully induces a meditative experience; and 

by means of concentration, which appropriately parallels the 

method of the Sufis, he contemplates the heavenly bodies and 

their habitability in order to make "certain discoveries of 

the invisible world n that are nfar from being to be found in 

the study of Nature on the surface of our earth" (§R, 262). 

As his soul takes a nflight of its own n (SR, 259-60), Crusoe 

begins to "soar up higher," until the whole world goes "out 

of sight. n This spiritual flight takes him nbeyond the 

vestiges of the earth,n and, nleaving the atmosphere 

behind," he sets his "firm foot upon the verge of the infi

nite" (SR, 261), where he becomes a witness to the entire 

cosmic drama. Crusoe's vision discloses to him a depth of 

being beyond the compass of reason: he conceives nof sight 

as unconfined and [sees] ••• at last the whole solar system 

at one view." Exploring the planets and their orbits, he 

begins, like Hayy, with "the sphere of Saturnn (HBY, 148), 

which Crusoe describes as "a vast extended globe" (SR, 263). 

Hayy finds in all spheres nbeauty" and "splendor", nas eye 

hath not seen nor ear heard, nor hath it enter'd into the 

heart of man to conceiven (HBY, 148); and Crusoe finds in 

the rest of the planets and their orbits a "glorious light 

and splendour inconceivable" (SR, 262). In the rapture of 

contemplation, Hayy sees "a great many other immaterial 

essences" that are "afflicted with infinite pains ••• 
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compass'd about with torments ••• and scorch'd with the 

fiery veil of separation" (HBY, 150-51). And with the 

insight of a mystic, Crusoe also sees "innumerable armies of 

good and evil spirits ••• busily employed" and beholds "a 

clear demonstration of Satan ••• keeping his court" (SR, 

265). 

These astonishing revelations fill both visionaries 

with awe, and they equally stress the inability of language 

to describe the sublimity of their experiences. What Hayy 

observes is "too great to be expressed by any tongue, and 

too subtil to be cloath'd in words" (HBY, 147), and Crusoe 

finds it "impossible to express the terror" of the voice of 

the man in his vision, whose countenance is "most inexpres-

sibly dreadful, impossible for words to describe" (RC, 100). 

Ibn Tufail, trusting less in the power of language to convey 

the truth, chooses the metaphor of the sun and the mirrors 

to describe Hayy's beatific vision. Early in his introduc

tory letter, Ibn Tufail informs his readers that the state 

of sublimity he himself has been lifted to cannot be 

explained by words, "for to capture it precisely is impos

sible,"9 and that he will not be able to divulge the secrets 

of Oriental Wisdom which "cannot be put into a book."lO He 

further asks that if any of his readers is inclined to take 

9. "Letter," p. 95. 

10. "Letter," p. 98. 
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signs and symbols literally, he should "shut his ears, and 

pack away to his company'" (HBY, 146). He clearly indicates 

that he will cloak the mystical experience in a thin veil of 

similitude, for only "figuratively and by way of parable, 

without knocking upon the door of truth" can he convey what 

is "conceiv'd in the heart" (~, 141). 

Clearly, Ibn Tufail's interpre~ation of the mystical 

experience involves claims to esoteric knowledge of hidden 

regions of reality whose mode of apprehension eludes both 

ordinary language and specialized terminology. Moreover, he 

claims that "'tis dangerocs to attempt the explaining of 

that [experience] with words" (HBY, 142) because reducing it 

to a language confined to sensibl,e phenomena can only invoke 

categories that are not applicable to the noumena. Such an 

attempt will alBo run the risk of distorting certain truths 

and leading some unfit individuals to "stray into error"ll 

by thinking "otherwise of the thing than really it was" 

(~, 152). The imperfection of some receiving minds pre

sents not only a hindrance to the divine afflatus but also 

the threat of religious enthusiasm. In his cautious 

approach to mysticism, Ibn Tufail reflects the dominant 

opinion of the "true Orthodox and established faith" of his 

11. "Letter," p. 98. 
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time, which "guards against a hasty plunge into such 

things."12 And although he forcefully contends that divine 

knowledge wells up from the depths of the individual soul, 

he also affirms that the "inner light" is not inherent in 

man qua man and is by no means clear to the uninitiated. 

When Hayy leaves behind the sensible world and its 

transient actualities, he departs from the solid ground of 

materialism and replaces the calculations of reason with 

deep intuition in order to grasp a reality that lies outside 

the realm of the empirically verifiable. His elevated soul, 

unlike his sense-bo~nd reason, has access to a larger per

spective, but it does not undermine the previously asserted 

rationalism in order to enhance the benefits of revelation. 

In fact, Hayy's mystical experience, far from contradicting 

the findings of reason, is necessarily joined to an intel~ 

lectual awareness of the world of testimony which equips him 

for receiving the revelation of God. His congenital intel

ligence, though feeble at first, develops gradually as it 

passes through a series of ascending stages until it 

acquires full knowledge of the external world and becomes 

progressively receptive to insight. An increased range of 

intellectual activity, coupled with a long stint of training 

and self-discipline, finally makes Hayy eligible to receive 

the "secret intimations of Providence" and brings hirn to a 

12. "Letter,n p. 99. 
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clear vision of truth. These visionary heights can be 

attained only by minds "sharpened by intellectual pursuits"; 

otherwise the recipient will always misinterpret his experi-

ence: "Thus in this state one said 'Praise be to me, great 

am II' Another said 'I am the Truth;' another, 'There is 

within this robe nothing but God. ,"13 

In different words but to the same effect, Crusoe 

guards against the "ill use" that may be made of "the con

verse of spirits and the visions of futurity." He recog

nizes that "to tie people too strictly down to a rule, where 

their own observation is to be the judge, endangers the 

running into many foolish extremes" (SR, 196). And he 

explains that observing the "secret hints" and obeying their 

dictates can be beneficial only if people know "rightly, and 

without the bondage of enthusiasm and superstition, how to 

make use" of them (SR, 194). But Crusoe goes on to assert 

that although these "elevations of the soul" can raise the 

human mind to a more perfect realization of the order of 

being, they do not bring man "to a length to see into any 

part of the world of light ••• " (SR, 267). Like Ibn Bajja, 

who has censured the pursuit of spiritual raptures, labeling 

them products of the imagination, Crusoe flatly proclaims 

13. "Letter," p. 95. This is a clear reference to 
Al-Hallaj, the Martyr, who was crucified in 922 for publicly 
identifying himself with God. He was an enthusiast whose 
fault, Ibn Tufail finds, was a lack of intellectual capaci
ties which resulted in his inability to interpret his 
visionary experience adequately. 
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any vision that reaches a realm "beyond that [he has] talked 

of" a "fabulous and absurd" romance. And Ibn Tufail, who 

patiently opposes Ibn Bajja's view, which confines the 

powers of the visionary mystic to the imaginative faculty, 

would answer Crusoe's claim with the same words that Ibn 

Bajja "deservedn before: "Do not declare too sweet fruits 

you have not tasted, and do not trample on the necks of the 

saintly. "14 

Furthermore, Crusoe denounces not only any open 

disclosure of the divine realm, which is "hid from the eye 

••• even from the conception," but also "all visions, 

either of heaven or hell," which he regards as "mere delu

sions of the mind, and •• ~fictions of a waking bewildered 

head." He finds it "criminal to attempt to form such 

ideas"; attacking the eschatology of "Mahomet's Alcoran and 

the glorious state of things represented by him to his 

believers," he contends that "'tis enough ••• to entertain 

the general notion--the favor of God is heaven, and the loss 

of it ••• hell" (SR, 277). When Hayy first becomes 

acquainted with the teachings of a revealed religion, he too 

is perplexed by the sensuous language used in the "glorious 

book" to describe the hereafter. 8e later learns, though, 

that the revelations contained in the Koran are symbolic, 

expressed in a highly metaphorical language. With careful 

14. "Letter," p. 98. 
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evaluation he begins to understand that the concretely 

presented "paradise" and "hell" stand not for themselves but 

for the purely spiritual states of bliss and torment. 

Crusoe's extreme caution in describing the nature of 

visions indicates Defoe's own attitude toward a subject that 

was becoming increasingly controversial in his day. The 

prevailing currents of thought in the eighteenth century 

conveyed a conception of man as inwardly possessed by 

intimations of abiding reality and by a divine sense 

implanted in his mind. The famous Cartesian doctrine of 

innate ideas, which taught that the basis of certainty is to 

be found within the individual consciousness, gave impetus 

to a notion of revelation which sought its origin and 

authority within the immediacy of the individual human soul. 

This religious subjectivity meant that God can be reached 

"not only through the starry heavens above, but also through 

the moral law within. "IS It was to "light within" that the 

Quakers, the Ranters, the Seekers, and other religious sects 

owed their knowledge of God, thus putting private revelation 

in the place of public instruction. Such intuitive cer

tainty of God repudiated the dogmatic definitions of the 

15. Willey, p. 7. 
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established theological system and superseded the authority 

of the established church. 

To Defoe, all piety rests on the immediate utter-

ances of the Christian consciousness, wh~,ch is inspired by a 

careful reading of the Bible. ~nd although the notions of 

Nature will guide 

reasonable creatures to the knowledge of a God, and 
of a worship or homage due to the Supreme Being 
••• ~ yet nothing but divine revelation can form 
the knowledge of Jesus Christ, and of a redemption 
purchas'd for us, of a mediator of the new covenant, 
and of an intercessor, at the foot-stool of God's 
throne; I say, nothing but a revelation from Heaven, 
can form these in the soul, and that therefore the 
Gospel of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ; I mean, 
the Word of God, and the Spirit of God promis'd for 
the Guide and Sanctifier of his people, are the 
absolutely necessary instructors of the souls of 
men. • •• (RC II, 5) 

Crusoe's accidental discovery of the Bible when he has been 

searching for tobacco is ·what actually effects·16 his 

conversion, and to attain certainty of salvation, 'Crusoe 

turns to the sacred literature and studies diligently the 

essence of revelation enshrined in it. He begins to regard 

certain passages in the Bible as direct messages from God 

and sees in them signs of his salvation. "These words were 

to me," he writes; ·why else should they be directed in such 

16. John J. Richetti, Defoe's Narratives: 
Situations and Structures (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975), p. 44. 
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condition" (RC, 130). 
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Allowing his Crusoe to attain deliverance by per

sonal appropriation, Defoe cont~adicts not only the Anglican 

Church, which insists that Grace can be dispensed only 

through the ministration of a priest, but also the funda

mentalist dissenters, who uphold instead the belief that 

shared love and devotion among participating members of a 

congregation are what actually confer grace upon a sinner's 

soul. As a dissenter himself, Defoe dispenses with any form 

of human mediation in Crusoe's religious conversion, allow

ing him to reflect upon the Scripture unassisted and 

undirected by authority. Later, when Friday tells him about 

the old men who "went up to the great mountains ••• to say 

0" to their God, Benamuckee, Crusoe condemns "priestcraft" 

as the fraudulent "policy of making a secret religion, in 

order to preserve the veneration of the people to the 

clergy," explaining to Friday that "the pretense of their 

old men ••• was a cheat" (RC II, 2). He finds the knowledge 

of God "so plainly laid down" in the Scripture, "so easy to 

be receiv'd and understood," that he needs no instruction 

from any "humane" teacher (RC II, 7). 

In fact, Defoe clearly indicates that mere education 

cannot create a genuine relationship with God. Crusoe him

self has been "well instructed" by his parents, who 

endeavored "to infuse a religious awe of God into [his] 
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mind ••• But alas!n (RC, 151), only the enlightened con

science, supported by the gospel, can attain religious 

truth. If the inward voice of Providence is not heeded, 

even the Scripture will not avail, but when it is, then the 

words of God begin to yield the deeper significance with 

which they are infused: ANow," Crusoe 'discovers, "I began 

to construe the words ••• in a different sense from what I 

had ever done before" (RC, Ill). One must be renewed and 

redeemed by revelation, then, before he can clearly under

stand the meaning of holy writings. 

The very not,ion of scriptural guidance is essen

tially foreign to Hayy before the arrival of Asal on the 

island. In the absence of traditional religion, Hayy is 

hurled back upon himself as sole authority, and he begins 

his unaided assent to faith with the world rather than from 

the written word of God. Gradually his own impulses start 

to flow brilliantly until his own spirit becomes the sphere 

of divine operation, and he discovers that in the depths of 

his soul he is akin to God. Later Hayy's philosophical and 

mystical attainments prove to be in perfect harmony with the 

revealed faith of the neighboring island. Hayy and Asal 

recognize the complete congruence of their religious views 

and gather that the disclosures of private inspiration are 
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166-67). 
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Moreover, Hayy emerges in a favorable light when 

compared with the ordinary adherents of established reli

gion. Hayy's faith in God is an individual, deeply 

passionate response to the immediate inward presence of God, 

whereas theirs is based solely on blind obedience to the 

imperatives communicated in their holy book. Although Hayy 

does not question the adequacy of the Scripture or depre

ciate its efficacy, he allows it only an intermediate 

position, where it can reinforce the findings of natural 

theology. What Scripture comes to offer Hayy is not some

thing of an entirely different order; its teachings are the 

symbols and projected images of what he has already 

achieved. The strong foundation of Hayy's piety enables him 

to grasp the ineffable truth that lies behind the obscuring 

veil of the Scripture's figurative exposition, and their 

respective disclosures merge into one spiritual continuum. 

without Hayy's intuitive power of penetration, however, the 

multitudes of men are acquainted with reality only indi

rectly; and like blind men who know colors dimly through 

their names, they suffer a total lack of vividness and joy. 

But Hayy knows that nblind faith ••• can not guarantee 

salvation ••• n (~, 103), and he concludes that estab

lished religion is not intended for spiritually gifted 

individuals but for a wide public; hence he decides not to 
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fall into the common patterns of existence offered for the 

masses. 

Both Defoe and Ibn Tufail acknowledge the central 

role of religious experience in personal fulfillment and see 

it as the grounding of individuality by means of a newly 

integrated self-awareness. The vision, God's direct inter

ference to guide the righteous as well as the sinner, is 

given a central position and a forceful effect in their 

respective works. Those overwhelming experiences of contact 

with the Divine invest their heroes' lives with new meanings 

and effectually enhance their spiritual powers. Crusoe's 

dream produces his repentance and enables him not only to 

find a spiritual pattern and divine emblems in his life but 

also to show Christian contentment with his lot. Hayy's 

vision consolidates his faith in God and induces a notable 

change in the routine of his daily living. Moved by a deep 

feeling of sacred significance underlying his extraordinary 

experience, each man begins to dignify his mode of exis

tence, resign himself completely to the will of God, and 

form his whole scheme of living upon conscience. 

During those ephemeral moments of revelation, the 

veils of man's ignorance about himself are lifted, and his 

awakening to a fuller knowledge of his own divine humanity 

will be the source of certain solemn obligations. Recog

nizing his unique position in the cosmic scale of being, a 

position that must be perpetually maintained between control 
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and participation, he accepts willingly the obligation 

implied by that recognition and becomes himself an element 

in a total situation in which he is entrusted with respon

sibilities toward all living things, including himself. "To 

be human, according to Ibn Tufail, is not a fact but a 

task,"17 and Hayy takes upon himself the tending of plants 

and animals in order to help them achieve their divinely 

ordained purposes. He takes care to preserve the seeds "fit 

for the production of more of the same kind" (HBY, 129) and 

eats only the plants and animals of which there is the 

greatest plenty, "so as not totally to destroy any species" 

(BBY, 131). Be also endeavors to preserve his own life, not 

only supplying his body with nourishment but also keeping it 

clean, perfumed, and "allover resplendent with beauty, 

cleanliness and fragrance" (~, 134). 

Crusoe is irrevocably committed to self

preservation, and mainly for this purpose he too saves 

seeds, protects plants, and cares for animals. Still, 

Crusoe speaks with great affection of his "family": the 

cats he has carried from the sinking ship and kept until 

they are dead and "interr'd near [his] habitation by [his] 

own hand" (B£, 171); the dog he has called on to jump from 

the sinking ship to his boat and to whom he has given "some 

fresh water and a cake of [his] bread" (B£, 221); the kid 

17. Bawi, Naturalism, p. 256. 
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that "grew an old goat: and [he] could never find it [his] 

heart to kill her, till she dy'd at last of meer age n (RC, 

167): and above all, his beloved Poll, whose company has 

greatly minimized his estrangement. ~long with his com

passion and solicitude for animals, Crusoe also imposes 

limitations upon the range of his use of natural resources. 

He writes: 

I might have rais'd ship loadings of corn: but I had 
no use for it: so I let as little grow as I thought 
enough for my occasion. I had tortoise or turtles 
enough: but now and then, one was as much as I could 
put to any use. I had timber enough to have built a 
fleet of ships. I had grapes enough to have made 
wine, or to have cur'd into raisins, to have loaded 
that fleet. (RC, 148) 

Filled thus with a new sense of contentment, Crusoe resolves 

to consume only what is sufficient to supply his wants. 

In nopposing his corporeal faculties n (HBY, 136), 

Hayy embraces a similar virtue of moderation. Struggling 

for self-mastery, he sets nbounds to himself, which he 

resolv'd not to pass n (HBY, 129), and when he fails to 

nabstain from eating altogether" (~, 130), he decides nto 

eat no more than just what would satisfie his hunger n (HBY, 

131). By confining the satisfaction of his bodily needs to 

the bare minimum, Hayy aims to prevent any extraneous object 

from entering into his deep meditation, in which he some-

times persists to such a degree that he neither eats nor 

stirs nfor a great many days together" (HBY, 139). The 

demands of the nanimal spirit,n then, can hamper the 
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elevation of man's soul to the desired spiritual heights, 

and even Crusoe acknowledges this dichotomy between body and 

soul when he remarks: "Could a man subsist without a supply 

of food, and live but one mile in perpendicular height from 

the surface, he would despise life and the world at such a 

rate that he would hardly come down to have it be ali his 

own" (SR, 261). 

In their solitude, Hayy and Crusoe build their own 

personal schemes of moral and spiritual certainty and exist 

in terms of their own decisions and commitments. Their 

chief concern is to place themselves under deep obligation 

to glorify their redeemer, aspire to praise Him, and cele

brate ais beneficent workings. Gratitude compels Crusoe to 

acknowledge God's blessings, and immediately afterwards his 

first natural pressure within is to do what he has never 

done in all his life: nI kneel'd down and gave God thanks 

aloud. n Moved by a strong impulse to worship God, Crusoe 

begins to study the Bible diligently, imposing nupon 

[himself] to read a while every morning and every night" 

(RC, 110). Complying with sacramental observance, he prays 

regularly, keeps a Sabbath, celebrates the anniversary of 

his deliverance with a "solemn fast," and in serious 

humility confesses his sins to God. Beside exhibiting 

outward righteousness, Crusoe patiently awaits God's divine 

directions, obeys ais secret dictates, and heeds His warn

ings and promptings. ~is piety effects a settled change in 
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his attitude and behavior which stems from his trusting to 

Providence for support. Later, when the cannibals appear on 

his island, he avoids rash exposure and speculates on the 

moral propriety of their brutal actions and the lawfulness 

of killing them l declaring: "I was perfectly out of my 

duty, when I was laying all my bloody schemes for the 

destruction of innocent creatures." He thus exerts reason 

and conscience to the full on the issue before taking 

action, and following the guidance of God's "secret hints," 

he resolves to "leave them to the justice of God" (Re, 200). 

Identifying .his soul with the starry substance of 

the heavenly bodies, Hayy finds it "a duty necessarily 

incumbent upon him to resemble them, and imitate their 

actions" (~, 125). Hayy feels "obliged to keep himself 

constantly exercis'd" in this assimilation wherein "the 

utmost bound of all his desires consisted" and by which "he 

obtain'd the pure vision" (HBY, 127, 128). Hayy becomes 

increasingly punctilious in this ritual observance, which 

demands that he walk around the island, run around his house 

or a stone,18 and turn himself around until he feels giddy. 

But because to be consumed and inundated by God's presence 

is Hayy's supreme goal, a further duty on his part is to 

confine himself in "the bottom of his cave, with his head 

18. Ibn Tufail alludes here to the Muslim practice 
of circling the Kaba and the black stone it houses in Mecca. 
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bow'd down, and his eyes shut" (HBY, 138) until the whole 

universe fades away like a passing illusion and he achieves 

communion with God. And deeply immersed in a state of 

spiritual intoxication, where the inmost core of being is 

revealed to him, Hayy discovers that assurance of salvation 

is not to be found in a single flux of grace but in a sus

tained process of regeneration and expansion. From com

munion Hayy aims towards total absorption in the vision of 

the Truth, and he yearns passionately for that fulfillment 

which will move him away from his essential humanity. 

Seized by a desire to harmonize himself with the 

First Cause, Hayy avoids being distracted from his blissful 

trance and allows himself to be taken up wholly in the 

greater whole of the deity. As he progresses through the 

orders of divine intimacy, his own subjecthood disappears, 

"his own essence is altogether neglected, and vanish'd out 

of sight, and become as nothing" (HBY, 128). This complete 

immersion and diffusion in the essence of God causes the 

extinction of Hayy's separate individuality, for the self 

that ~as been finally actualized becomes a barrier between 

the mystic and the object of his love. He endeavors to 

"disappear. from himself" (~, 139) in order to strip away 

the last veil that keeps him from his union with God, and at 

a certain point death itself becomes a goal. This exper

ience of death-to-self and the loss of all awareness save 

that of God exhibits the intensity and magnitude of Sufi 
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mysticism, whi.ch regards asceticism as the fulfillment of 

the purpose of creation. The highest stage of felicity is 

achieved when the soul returns to its Creator, and Hayy 

finds nthe perfection and happiness of his own being" in 

nactually beholding that necessarily self-existent Being 

perpetually" (HBY, 116). At the pinnacle of spiritual 

ecstasy, joy, delight, and bliss fill his soul; and his 

welfare in eternity appears to be of infinitely greater 

importance than the temporal aspects of his corporeal life. 

By virtue of submerging himself in an uninterrupted vision 

of God, Hayy is granted undiminished blessedness in the 

transcendental "real" world, for when he dies he will 

nremain in everlasting pleasure and delight and joy and 

gladness" (HBY, 116). 

The transformation of Crusoe's inward being also 

puts felicity within his grasp, and his conversion brings 

him insight, joy, and satisfaction. Fulfilling the duties 

requisite for the realization of that happiness, Crusoe 

becomes a different man: "and now I chang'd both my sorrows 

and my joys," he says; "my very desires alter'd, my affec

tions chang'd their gusts, and my delights were perfectly 

new" (RC, 129-30). He learns to adjust his life and deeds 

to the providential scheme, and his condition begins to be 

nmuch easier to [his] mind as well as to [his] body" (E£, 

150). By constantly studying the Scripture, Crusoe gains "a 

different knowledge from what [he] had before": and with the 
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assistance of God's Grace he starts to entertain "different 

notions of thingsn (RC, 148). This new outlook on life 

makes him realize how happy he really is; seen through the 

eyes of a regenerate man, the nisland of despair" now looks 

like a paradise, and he can be ncontent" to spend nthe rest 

of [his] time there, even to the last moment, till [he] had 

laid [himself] down and dy'd" (RC, 208). 

The transformation in Crusoe's spiritual life makes 

him refrain, thou.gh temporarily, from worldly indulgences. 

Describing his pre-island life as nwicked, cursed, and 

abominable," he declares: nI look'd now upon the world as a 

thing remote, which I had nothing to do with, no expectation 

from, and indeed no desires about" (RC, 148). Crusoe seems 

to forsake his selfish worldly concerns to follow the way 

toward complete submissiveness to the Divine Will: "Thus I 

liv'd mighty comfortably, my mind being entirely composed by 

resigning to the will of God, and throwing myself wholly 

upon the disposal of his Providencen (RC, 156). This pro

gressive detachment from the perceptible world appears more 

clearly in Crusoe's later nVision of the Angelic World" when 

he travels nup to the highest and most distant regions of 

lightn and looks down on the earthly globe to find it 

"little," "mean," and ndespicable." In the heights of his 

spiritual flight crusoe comes to "despise life and the world 

at such a rate that he would hardly come down to have it all 

be his own" (SR, 260), and the mortal life on earth gives 
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him "not the least concern now," for he is wholly elevated 

"above it all" (SR, 262). 

Although Crusoe may now appear closer to aayy in 

spirit than at any other moment in the novel, he neverthe

less does not aspire toward the ultimate attainment of union 

with God, nor does he pretend to transcend his individuation 

toward expansion into the greater existence of the cosmos. 

His vision may infringe on mystical borders, and the "extasy 

of joy" (RC, 110) may reveal a mystical strand in his spiri

tual experience, but he does not ascend to the heights of 

mystical gnosis. His conversion prepares him to receive 

flashings of insights, but it does not turn him into a 

saint, nor does it end his occasional worldly reflections. 

For Crusoe the self is redeemed but not engulfed, and 

redemption leads inevitably to a state of bliss which does 

not require that he erase traces of his own being or lose 

his identity. His surrendered self, once cleansed, receives 

new life, and after serving his penance Crusoe can enjoy 

that life and experience real felicity in it. 

Living in a cave, dividing his life between work and 

prayer, and seeing visions, Crusoe seems not very different 

from a religious hermit. But Defoe's hero, not a mystic by 

nature, is truly unable to enjoy solitude, acceptance of 

which he regards as blatant hypocrisy, and from which he 

would rather "pray heartily to be deliver'd" (RC, 131). He 

may claim that he is "more happy in this solitary condition" 
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than he can be "in a liberty of society" (RC, 129), or that 

his life on the island is "better than sociable." But his 

contentment is betrayed by his frequent complaints against 

loneliness: . . .1 thought I livid really very happily in " 
all things except that of society" (RC, 166); and by his 

repeated reference to his confinement on the island:' 

" ••• for tho I was indeed at large in the place, yet the 

island was a prison to me" (RC, Ill). When haunted by fear, 

he seldom leaves his "cell" (RC, 201), where he prays to God 

to "sweeten the bitterest Providences" and give him "cause 

to praise him for dungeons and prisons" (RC, 181). Crusoe's 

mind turns ceaselessly to the prospect of escape; and as he 

builds his beloved island, he hatches schemes to leave it. 

Whether in a small canoe that gets swept by a current into 

the sea, or in a huge canoe that he is unable to launch, 

Crusoe will always explore any possibility of his release. 

Crusoe "survives this solitude," writes Maximillian 

Novak, "but he is always afraid, always cautious, and always 

desirous of abandoning his isolated condition for the plea

sures of social intercourse."19 ~nd the harshest of all the 

a'fflictions of Crusoe's banishment from human society is his 

being "condemn'd to a silent lifen (RC, 181) where not even 

"conversing mutually with [his] own thoughts, and ••• with 

19. Maximillian Novak, "Robinson Crusoe's Fear and 
the Search for Natural Man,n Modern Philology, 58 (1961), 
238. 
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• • .God himself by ejaculations n (RC, 157) will help him 

endure the despairing silence that pervades the island. 

Early in the novel Crusoe finds in the dog, which has swum 

with him to the shore, "a trusty servant" and a warm com

panion, but he still wants "to have him talk to [him]" (RC, 

73). In order to fill that nscene of silent lifen (RC, 72) 

with soothing sounds, Crusoe brings a parrot to his cave, 

gives him a name, and teaches him to speak. And--like Hayy, 

who turns himself into a bird and, without having the 

slightest command of language, learns the voices he hears 

and imi tates them n s.o exactly" (HBY, 52) --Poll echoes 

Crusoe's words and repeats his name, "poor Robinson Crusoe," 

nin such bemoaning languagen (RC, 165) that it portrays 

Crusoe's own self-pity and sadness. 

As his years on the island stretch out, his solitary 

condition becomes fundamentally marked by a desire for 

society. Crusoe has previously revealed himself as a dis

engaged man who suffered from loneliness in Sallee where he 

nhad nobody to communicate" with but himself (RC, 20) and 

later in Brazil where he nhad no body to converse with. • • 

[and] ••• livld just like a man cast away upon some desolate 

island, that had no body there but himself n (RC, 39). 

still, alone on a real desolate island, Crusoe prays for the 

solace of human company, and on board the stranded Spanish 

vessel he manifests powerfully his longing for society. nIn 

all the time of my solitary life," he says, nI never felt so 
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earnest, so strong a desire after the society of my fe110w

creatures, or so deep a regret at the want of it." And he 

surveys the ship desperately looking for "one soul sav'd 

• • • .one companion, one fe110w-creature n to talk to and 

converse with (RC, 217). This repetition of the word "one" 

stresses the intensity of Crusoe's yearning for human 

companionship and heightens his sense of loneliness when the 

"one n appears later in the form of a dead body washed up 

from the wreck to shore. 

Hayy's reaction to his solitude differs, of course, 

from Crusoe's. Alone since birth on a desert island, Hayy 

does not understand his condition to be unnatural and dis

plays no anguished sense of personal loneliness. Growing up 

in total ignorance of the very existence of other men, he 

lives perfectly happily in a state of hermitage, dedicated 

to his devotion to God. The only social tendency he dis

plays is his filial relationship with the doe, which ends 

with concern and compassion. When she grows old, he grate

fully leads her to the best pasture, plucks "the sweetest 

fruits for her, and [gives] her them to eat" (HBY, 56). 

When she dies he misses her, and during a period of mourning 

he keeps in the company of the rest of the does "for the 

sake of that likeness" to her (HBY, 65). But after a 

"while" he forgets her completely and never attempts to form 
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animals on the island. 
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Whether solitude is a natural situation for man or a 

deviation from his natural sociability, both Hayy Bin Yagzan 

and Robinson Crusoe imply a positive value in the extrica

tion of the individual from society. Ideally, solitude 

results in increased self-knowledge and a consciousness 

sufficiently expanded to permit the attainment of the last

ing experience of spiritual felicity. It breeds speculation 

that enables man to define and grasp his natural sphere, to 

draw closer to God, and to harmonize his outer self with his 

inward being. nln this solitary life which I have been 

confin'd to,n Crusoe writes, "I had •••• been moved myself 

to look up to Heaven, and to seek the Hand that had brought 

me theren (RC II, 6). In his forced state of separation 

Crusoe becomes essentially at peace with himself, and nwhat . . 

affords him peace of mind is not his success in the role of 

homo economicus, but the discovery that he can rely on 

Providence for direction and support. n20 Similarly, in his 

solitary haven Hayy learns to free himself of the loads and 

chains of earthly passion and find in his union with God a 

special kind of inward peace, which is not merely an intel

lectual apprehension of God or a simple rendering of service 

to Him but an all-consuming absorption in His Being. 

20. George ~. Starr, n'Robinson Crusoe' and the Myth 
of Mammon,n in Twentieth-Century Interpretations, p. 106. 
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But these two books are linked to each other by more 

than a vague common desire for spiritual happiness; they are 

further related to each other by a common belief that this 

state of happiness is to be attained on earth. The spiri

tual utopia anticipated by Defoe and Ibn Tufail is a single 

man's place of ideal perfection. It is not an aimless 

utopia of escape but a purposive utopia of reconstruction, a 

utopia that can corne into existence only through a drastic 

alteration in man, whose ability to find his own satisfac

tion and happiness is guided by God's benevolence. So both 

Crusoe and Hayy learn to find benefits in their solitude and 

to enjoy its serenity and peacefulness until one can resume 

his social connections and the other discovers the pleasure 

of human company. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE ISLAND AND THE WORLD 

Robinson Crusoe continues to resonate with the 

contents of Ibn Tufail's fictitious account as the social 

component is finally added to each, breaking their heroes' 

solitude and completing their universe. Crusoe's formal 

announcement, "Now I come to a new scene of my life n . (RC, 

177), and Ibn Tufail's flat declaration that he "shall now 

(God willing) relate" the narrative of Hayy's aquaintance 

with Asal (HB~, 155) mark a major turn in the two books, 

which become gradually social in their emphasis rather than 

remaining merely personal. Crusoe's encounter with Friday 

coincides with that crucial moment in Bayy Bin Yaqzan when 

Hayy, who believes himself to be one and complete, learns 

that he is not alone and that he is only a part of a greater 

social whole. with the coming of the Other, both Hayy and 

Crusoe are linked back to mankind in time; they readily 

abandon their isolation and are inevitably drawn more and 

more into external affairs. And through a reciprocal rela

tionship with the Other, a miniature society begins to form 

between each set of men, providing Crusoe and Hayy compan

ionship that relieves them of their loneliness and changes 

their total isolation to a state of shared existence. 

120 
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Although the nature of Hayy's and Crusoe's meetings 

with their companions is· similar, the situations into which 

these companions are introduced appear significantly dif

ferent. Hayy and Crusoe are stranded on islands known to be 

devoid of any human occupant, and the abrupt intrusion of 

the Other into their private worlds introduces an element of 

surprise which throws all the individuals involved off 

guard. The cannibals frequent Crusoe's island to hold their 

"inhuman feastings" (RC, 190), unaware of Crusoe's watchful 

eyes, and Asal lands on Hayy's island believing it to be a 

fit place for withdrawing "himself from mankind the remain

ing part of his days" (HBY, 158). When Crusoe later saves 

Friday's life, and when Hayy and Asal finally "SpyR one 

another, they all stand in wonder and amazement at the 

unexpected appearance of the Other, sharing a moment of 

mutual puzzlement and recognition. 

Still, the scene of Hayy's curious pursuit of Asal 

and his stealing "upon him by degrees R (HBY, 161) is hardly 

reminiscent of the terror generated by the sight of a man's 

footprint which drives Crusoe to a sickness of fear and 

anxiety without parallel in Hayy Bin Yagzan. Upon discover

ing the footprint in the sand, Crusoe is thrown into confu

sion that reduces him momentarily from a king to a fugitive 

deprived of his reason and ruled solely by his emotion. In 

his initial paranoia, Crusoe crawls back into his enclosed 

world and tries to vanish into Nature and to assimilate 
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himself totally into the island. All his carefully con

structed tranquility seems at once overturned as he 

considers uprooting his cornfields, demolishing his home, 

and letting his herd loose so that he may not be discovered. 

Seized by the frights that have divided him from himself and 

disrupted his spiritual equilibrium, Crusoe loses "all [his] 

religious hope" and "all that former confidence in God" (RC, 

180). After a few days, the frenzy begins to abate, and 

Crusoe resolves to improve the security of his dwelling and 

to strengthen his defenses by erecting "a second fortifica

tion" (RC, 186) and ~urning his shelter into a garrison. So 

he passes his time attempting to secure his safety and 

living "in the constant snare of the fear of man" (RC, 189) 

which has "taken off the edge of [his] invention for [his] 

own conveniences" (RC, 194). When he ventures outside his 

multiplied enclosures, Crusoe looks behind him "at every two 

or three steps, mistaking every bush and tree, and fancying 

every stump at a distance to be a man" (RC, 178). 

It is ironical that Crusoe is terrified by the sign 

of the human presence he has previously longed for, and even 

he finds it strange, as much as he has desired human com

pany, that he "should now tremble at the very apprehension 

of seeing a man" (RC, 181). But Crusoe's recoiling from the 

Other is based upon experience, for he knows of the can

nibals who devour the bodies of their fellow creatures. All 

his fears are justified later when his suspicion of their 
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presence on his island is confirmed by the "skulls, hands, 

feet, and other bones of human bodies n (RC, 190) he sees 

spread on the shore. What he fears, then, is not mankind 

but the hideous death that awaits him at the hands of those 

savages from whom he rescues Friday. With the arrival of 

Friday, Crusoe gladly abandons his solitary state and whole

heartedly welcomes the long-sought-for companionship. 

Compared with Crusoe, Hayy has no knowledge of the 

human species and no past experience to teach him of the 

danger to which Asal's presence may expose him. When he 

comes upon Asal, he stands "wondering at· it a long time" 

unable to "imagine what it [is], for of all the animals he 

[has] ever beheld in his whole life, he [has] never seen 

anything like it." Motivated by "an innate desire ••• to 

know the truth of things" (HBY, 160), Hayy heeds no caution 

in approaching the object of his curiosity and in running 

after it persistently. Here, it is the newcomer who takes 

to his heels, being "very much afraid of" the strange crea

ture who is "cloath'd with the skins of wild beasts with the 

hair on" (~, 162). Asal's vigilance is indicated earlier 

by his walking around the island and exploring its various 

parts before settling down and getting involved in his 

meditation. Only when his careful search ends "without 

seeing any man, or so much as the footsteps of any" (HBY, 

159-60) can Asal fall to his prayers and feel secure to "be 

naltogether taken up, so as to mind nothing elsen {HBY, 
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161). Observing Asal from a hidden place, Hayy recognizes 

that he is a being like himself and advances towards him in 

order to get better acquainted. And when he perceives 

Asal's fear of him, Hayy starts to calm him by stroking his 

head and neck, showing Rkindness to him" and expressing "a 

great deal of gladness and joy; till at last Asal's fear 

[is] laid aside" (HBY, 162). 

Like Asal, Friday feels distress when he first sees 

Crusoe, who notices at once that Friday is "as much fright

ened at [him], as at" the cannibals he is running away from 

(RC, 235). The escapee is ninclin'd to fly still" when he 

is further "frightened with the fire, and noise" of Crusoe's 

gun. But the island's dweller gives the newcomer "all the 

signs of encouragement," smiling at him, looking pleasantly, 

and beckoning nto him to come still nearer." Crusoe takes 

Friday up, makes "much of himn (RC, 236-7), gives him some 

clothes, and even cooks him a hot meal. To assure the 

uncivilized man of the edibility of the food he has pre

pared, Crusoe, like Asal, who invites Hayy to share his 

provision by eating nsome of it himself" (HBY, 163), gives 

Friday the cooked meat only after he has "begun to eat some" 

(RC, 246). And both men like what they taste, although Hayy 

feels uncomfortable breaking the dietary rules he has 



prescribed for himself, and Friday has no desire for the 

flavor of salt in his meat. 

125 

~t this point, Crusoe can be more identified clearly 

with Asal than with Hayy, who begins to take on some of 

Friday's characteristics. This subtle shift of roles is 

occasioned by the distinction between the background of 

modern Crusoe and that of his ancient counterpart. Both 

civilized men, Crusoe and Asal, cannot help but notice 

natural man's remarkable speed and physical strength. Hayy 

has pursued Asal "with all his might" and has outrun him 

"(answerably to his vigour and power both of knowledge and 

body, which God had bestow'd upon him)" (HBY, 162). And 

Friday has "outstrip'd" three cannibals by running "with 

exceeding strength." Crusoe is as impressed by Friday's 

"incredible swiftness" (RC, 234) as Asal is by Hayy's "great 

swiftness" (HBY, 162), and he pronounces Friday "the 

swiftest fellow on his foot" that he has ever seen (RC, 11, 

28), for he runs at such a rate that "for sure never man nor 

horse run like him" (RC II, 30). 

One of the most important of all the capacities of 

man is language, for communication through language consti

tutes the most distinctive feature of human society. Crusoe 

regards conversation as "the brightest and most beautiful 

part of life; 'tis an emblem of the enjoyment of a future 

state, ••• ' tis that part of life by which mankind are not 

only distinguished from the inanimate world, but by which 
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they are distinguished from one another" (SR, 66). Conse

quently, a voluntary expression of the self to an other 

takes place between each pair of men as they try to trans

cend the limits of their individuality and to make their 

thoughts known to one another. Although Crusoe is thrilled 

merely by the "sound of a man's voice," which he has not 

heard "for about twenty-five years" (Re, 236), he proceeds 

to make it his business to teach Friday to speak and under

stand him when he speaks, and in the process he himself 

begins "to have some use for [his] tongue again" (RC, 248). 

And although Asal feels secure that Hayy's inability to 

speak will guarantee the silence his religious practice 

demands, he still asks him "questions concerning his way of 

life," takes npains to make him understand him" (HBY, 163), 

and has "hopes of teaching him speech n (HBY, 164). 

When the barrier of silence separating one man from 

another breaks down, speech works to bind them together and 

helps them make what they know transmissible. Each student 

proves to be "the aptest schollar" (RC, 244) that has ever 

been: in a little time Friday begins nto talk pretty well" 

(RC~ 248), and despite ~ayy's total lack of any linguistic 

skills, he, too, is able to "speak in a very short time" 

(HBY, 165). But the teaching process does not end with 

establishing grounds for communication; rather, it expands 

to include educating natural man in matters of general 

knowledge and informing him particularly of civilized faith 
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and a system of dogmatic beliefs. Crusoe does not fail "to 

lay a foundation of religious knowledge in [Friday's] mind" 

eRC II, 1), and ~sal gives Hayy an account of the nprecepts 

which the messenger of God had deliver'd, and of the rites 

of worship which he had order'd" (HBY, 167-8). Each 

missionary feels privileged to be "made an instrument under 

Providencen to save the soul of a heathen by instructing him 

in the knowledge of the true God. Asal sees in converting 

Hayy a chance of "obtaining a great reward, and a nearer 

approach to God" (HBY, 165): and Crusoe experiences a 

nsecret joyn which runs "through every part of [his] soul" 

and makes him rejoice that he has been chosen to bring na 

poor savagen to the nknowlege of ••• the Christian doctrinen 

(RC II, 6). 

Although Hayy and Friday promptly pledge their 

subscription to the eagerly taught creeds, they do not, 

however, base their submission on passive consent. Crusoe, 

the nyoung doctorn who is nill enough qualified for a 

casuist, or a solver of difficulties,n is challenged by, and 

consequently has to defend his religion against, Friday's 

ingenuous questions concerning God's delayed punishment of 

the Devil for his malicious defeat of "the good designs of 

Providencen and his ruining "the Kingdom of Christ in the 

world" (RC II, 3). The same inquiring tendency is clearly 

noticeable in Hayy's inability to comprehend either the 

wisdom of waiving na clear revelation" of the truths 
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expressed in ~sal's Holy Book by parables or similitudes, or 

that of giving men "leave to gather riches" and to employ 

"themselves about vain things" that turn them away from 

reflecting upon those truths (~BY, 168). Still, neither 

Hayy nor Friday shows any reluctance to embrace a new faith 

and accept its most fundamental principles. When Hayy 

realizes that the precepts of Asal's religion agree wholly 

with what he has already seen in his mystical visions, he 

regards its prophet as a "messenger sent from his Lord," 

believes in him, affirms his veracity, and bears "witness to 

his divine mission" .(HBY, 167). Friday's willing conversion 

also is neither marginal nor impertinent, for he soon 

becomes a "good Christian," even a "much better" one than 

Crusoe himself (RC II, 6). 

~fter Hayy gets acquainted through ~sal with the 

teachings of traditional religion, his similarities to 

Crusoe resume. Asal's tutorship ends when he begins to 

learn the "ways of mystical interpretationn from Hayy, whom 

he looks upon nwith admiration and respect n as "one of the 

saints of God." Gradually, Hayy assumes a guiding role 

similar to Crusoe's as he directs Asal toward achieving a 

higher level of enlightenment and elevating his soul to such 

a degree that nthere remain'd nothing difficult to him in 

the divine law, but all was clear; nor anything shut up, but 

all was open; nor anything obscure, but all was plain." 

(HBY, 166). Unlike Crusoe, who eradicates all the traces of 
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old Benamuckee from Friday's heart in order for it "to 

receive the light of the knowledge of God in Christ" (RC II, 

5), Asal humbly admits that the contents of his own 

religious law are only "symbols" of what aayy has experi

enced. Far from obliterating Hayy's religious convictions, 

Asal decides "to follow [Hayy's] direction in the perfor

mance of those works ordained by the revealed law" which he 

has formerly learned from his own religion (HBY, 166). 

Thus, without disagreement or dispute, Hayy and Asal 

exchange positions and still maintain a serene harmony that 

pervades their island and allows them to· worship God in 

peace. 

After turning their private internal bearings toward 

God, Hayy and Crusoe extend their faiths to a public, 

external dimension, and their worship begins to expand from 

an individual to a social level. Communicating the illumi

nation they have themselves received, the two men act as 

providential agents whose divinely appointed task is to 

convey the message of salvation to those who will follow. 

The propagation of belief by men who have attained higher 

levels of spiritual receptivity is the characteristic task 

of prophets; and this prophetic motif in Hayy Bin Yagzan and 

Robinson Crusoe receives considerable impetus from 



significantly pointed scriptural allusions that wrap each 

man in an aura of divinity. 
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Like Moses, Hayy, endangered by a regal decree, is 

laid as an infant in a little ark and cast onto the water by 

his own mother, who commits him to God's goodness and prays 

for his protection. Hayy's arrival on the island is des

cribed by a quotation from the Koranic story of the Seven 

Sleepers who withdraw from a corrupt society to worship only 

one God who puts them to sleep for many years in a cave 

where the sun ncould not penetrate ••• neither when it rose 

nor when it set n (HBY, 44). The second version's descrip

tion of Hayy's parentless generation corresponds to the 

Koranic account of the act of creation, wherein God breathes 

life into a lump of clay, thus putting Hayy in the place of 

Adam and granting him the same prelapsarian bliss. When his 

doe-mother dies, Hayy learns by ,the example of the feuding 

ravens (HBY, 65), as does Cain after slaying Abel, to dig a 

pit in the ground and lay the corpse into it. Every spiri

tual discovery Hayy makes is explicitly endorsed by a 

passage from the Koran, and when the One, True Being finally 

speaks to him, He reiterates the exact words of the Koranic 

saying: nTo whom now belongs the Kingdom? To God, the One, 

the Almightyn (HBY, 140). And this revelation itself 

confirms Hayy's status as one of the saints of God nwhich 



have no fear upon them, neither shall they suffer pain" 

(HBY, 166). 
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Hayy's missionary fervour is further aroused by 

Asal's account of the people on his island, of their literal 

acceptance of the Scripture's teaching, and of their preoc

cupation with transient sensualities which prevents them 

from discerning the naked truth behind the confusing array 

of symbolic representation in that Scripture. Hayy takes 

pity on them; and convinced that his intuitive knowledge of 

God is absolutely accurate and that, in making mankind 

sharers in this illumination, he will be "an instrument of 

their salvation" (HBY, 169), he embarks on his prophetic 

mission. No longer a sedentary and isolated philosopher, he 

assumes the role of a spiritual guide and becomes an active 

participant in human life by promoting God's glory, instruc

ting others in the wisdom he has attained, and showing them 

the way to experience God directly, without the theological 

instructions that suppress their intuitive speculation. 

Confident in his ability to prescribe effective remedies for 

spiritual and social ills, Hayy departs for Asal's island, 

where life is regulated by a conventional religion of 

rewards and punishments which he regards as a crude system. 

~though Hayy has previously contended that Asal's 

religious law and his own mystical faith are one and the 
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same, "with an audacity clothed in humble piety," he 

attempts to "out-prophet the Prophet of God. al His depre

ciation of the prevalent religion appears in his rejection 

of its authority as the u~timate ground for knowledge and in 

his objection to the allusive and indirect character of the 

Rcripture. He suspends the regulative axioms and injunc-

tions sanctioned by the Prophet and dispenses with all 

ordinances and services, considering them the fringes of 

religion which lead to empty ritualistic worship. Like all 

prophets, Hayy is faced with strong opposition from the 

people, who "begin to withdraw themselves from him" and 

become "angry with him inwardly in their hearts." He 

continues "reasoning with them mildly" (HBY, 172), but 

"unlike the prophetic mind, Hayy lacks that charismatic 

power of the imagination"2 and is therefore incapable of 

conveying his message persuasively. Hayy's unconventional 

approach to spirituality poses danger to established reli

gion: and regarded with hostility as a dangerous innovator, 

he despairs "of doing any good" for the people, and "all his 

hopes of amending them" are utterly defeated (~, 172). 

Finally, he formally recants his views, exhorts the people 

"to stick firmly to their resolution of keeping within the 

1. A. S. Fulton in Ockley, The History, p. 32. 

2. Gul zehra Atal, "Ibn Tufayl's Hayy Ibn Yakzan: 
The First Psychological Novel," Texte und Kontexte, No. 65 
(1973), p. 23. 
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bounds of the law" (HBY, 176), and returns to his island a 

failed redeemer. 

Similarly, the ~piritual experiences of Crusoe find 

their clear focus against a spiritual background and derive 

their metaphorical patterns from Biblical accounts to which 

reference is either implied or stated. 3 In his outright 

statement that his father is "an emblem of our Blessed 

Saviour's parable" (RC, l4), possessed of prophetic powers 

to foresee his son's future, Curose apparently identifies 

the "wise and grave" man symbolically with God (RC, 4). The 

natural corollary of identifying God with the earthly father 

is the ensuing parallel between Adam and Crusoe, which 

balances the elements of the Biblical account of the Fall. 

By reenacting Adam's sin of of disobedience, Crusoe also 

resembles the Prodigal Son (RC, 7), who squanders his patri

mony, and Jonah (!£, 15), who refuses the calling for which 

he is divinely appointed. As a typical sinful man, Crusoe 

shares with Adam, Jonah, and the Prodigal Son a pattern of 

rebellion, punishment, repentance, and deliverance through 

which they are restored to the position they have fallen 

from by their transgression. Crusoe's island, then, appears 

as the wilderness where he must undergo the suffering that 

3. For details, see J. Paul Hunter, The Reluctant 
Pilgrim (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 1966), and 
Edwin B. Benjamin, "Symbolic Elements in 'Robinson Crusoe,'" 
in Twentieth-Century Interpretations, pp. 33-39. 
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will test his faith in God and take him, through repentance, 

to the promised land. 

Considering the "croud of wonders" which have saved 

his life and brought him to a bounteous place, Crusoe thinks 

that he has "been fed even by miracles, even as great as 

that of feeding Elijah by ravens" (RC, °152). But after 

reading the Bible for the first time, he is unable to apply 

the word "deliverance" to his condition; and "as the chil

dren of Israel [said] when they were promis'd flesh to eat, 

can God spread a table in the wilderness," Crusoe begins to 

say: "Can God delive,r me from this place?" (RC, 108). 

Crusoe's violent sickness resembles precisely particulars of 

Job's affliction; like Job, Crusoe is harshly tested, and he 

desperately tries to reason out the divine cause for his 

grievous misfortunes: "Why has God done this to me? What 

have I done to be thus us'd" (RC, 106). Distressed by the 

sight of the footprint in the sand, Crusoe sees himself 

"like Saul, who complain'd not only that the Philistines 

were upon him; but that God had forsaken him" (Re, 184). 

When he hollows a cider tree to build his boat, he questions 

"much whether Solomon ever had such a one for the building 

of the temple at Jerusalem" (RC, 146). And when he begins 

to look "upon the world as a thing remote," he finds himself 



saying to it, "as Father Abraham to Dives, between me and 

thee is a great gulph fix'd" (RC, 148). 
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Individual episodes in the novel also allude exten

sively to scriptural metaphors. Crusoe's pottery-making, 

for instance, recalls the Biblical allegory of God, the 

potter, molding man, the clay, which is later echoed in 

Crusoe's own reflections that all men are "the clay in the 

hand of the potter, no vessel could say to him, Why hast 

thou form'd me thus?" (RC, 244). Again, Crusoe's descrip

tion of the miraculous growth of his green barley is 

comparable with the parable of the Sower', suggesting the 

cultivation of Crusoe's spiritual self and his feeding on 

the seeds of Grace. Crusoe's prophetic status is emblema

tically alluded to by the glorious vision in which God 

communicates with him through a fiery messenger whose emer

gence prominently corresponds with the flame of fire which 

comes out of a cloud, takes a human shape, and calls Ezekiel 

to prophetic action. Finally, Crusoe's own prophetic dream, 

which predicts his rescuing a captive savage, is fulfilled 

when, in the manner it promises, Friday flees into his grove 

and prompts him to spring to his divinely authorized action: 

"I was call'd plainly by Providence to save this poor 

creature's life" (RC, 235). 

Taking full charge of Friday's spiritual enlighten

ment, Crusoe builds in the "poor ignorant creature" (RC'II, 

5) a new religious framework, completely different from his 
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old pagan system of belief. As he directs Friday toward 

repentance and "faith in our blessed Lord Jesus," Crusoe is 

pleased to discover "that in laying things open to [Friday, 
, 

he has) really informed and instructed" himself as well (RC 

II, 5). To satisfy Friday's "serious inquiries and ques

tions," Crusoe has always to read the Bible carefully until, 

in time, he himself becomes a "much better scholar in the 

Scripture knowledge than [he) should ever have been by [his) 

own private mere reading" (RC II, 7). Away from the 

"wranglings, strife, and contention which has happened in 

the world about religion," Crusoe and Friday continue to 

study the Word of God in such agreement that to them, all 

"niceties in doctrines, or schemes of church government. 

[are) ••• perfectly useless" (RC II, 7). So the two 

"comforted, restored penitents," like the two anchorites 

before them, join in worshipping God and obeying His com-

mands, and live "together perfectly and compleatly happy, if 

any such thing as compleat happiness can be form'd in a 

sublunary state" (RC II, 6). 

Surely, after Crusoe and Hayy obtain the society of 

Friday and Asal, they begin to experience in their company a 

great felicity that transforms each of their islands into a 

terrestial paradise, a replica of the Garden of Eden which 

lacks nothing except an Eve. The clearly noticeable absence 

of a woman from both islands is a "revolutionary departure 
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from the traditional expectations aroused by desert islands 

from the Odyssey to the New Yorker. n4 Curiously, Rayyand 

Crusoe never once allude to their forced states of celibacy, 

nor do they give any indication that they miss female com

panionship or its sexual concomitants. Although released 

from the confines of the community, their libidinal impulses 

remain sufficiently harnassed and are never given any 

expression. Moreover, Rayy and Crusoe do not live in 

sterile environments, and they themselves participate in the 

natural process of preserving the kind and propagating the 

species as they plant seeds and breed animals. Crusoe 

casually remarks that his dog has found no nspecies to 

multiply his kind uponn (RC, 171), and Hayy distinctly per

ceives that the animals on his island are wholly taken up in 

nsatisfying their desires of eating and drinking and 

copulatingn (RBY, 117). still, despite their awareness of 

animal and vegetative procreation, both continue to be 

inattentive to their own physical urges. This lack of any 

desire for a woman reduces normal sexuality to an insigni

ficant measure in the human personality: Crusoe actually 

prides himself on not having the nlust of the flesh n (RC, 

4. Watt, The Rise, p. 69. 



148), and Hayy fasts and prays constantly to minimize all 

sensual appetites. 
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On their islands Crusoe and Hayy perform not only 

tasks involving strenuous physical exertion but also domes

tic work, adopting thus a role which has traditionally been 

assigned to females. "If man went out and brought home the 

raw material,n John Fowles explains, nit was always woman 

who cherished, 'cooked' and wrought it. With men, it was 

always the challenge of getting, with women, the elaboration 

of the got. n5 But Crusoe and Hayy find great pleasure in 

cooking and sewing and doing other domestic chores that are 

not nmasculine. n This utter banishment of women from their 

islands inevitably leads to an examination of Ibn Tufail's 

and Defoe's attitudes towards women and their position and 

role in life. 

The portrayal of God in the Judeo-Christian-Islamic 

tradition has been overwhelmingly masculine, and the male

ness of the deity is reflected in the religious conviction 

that the creation of life began with man alone. This 

popular conception, prevalent in Hayy Bin Yaqzan, not only 

assigns man the primacy of existence but also appoints him 

to a high spiritual vocation which demands that he free 

himself of the loads and chains of earthly passions. To Ibn 

Tufail, a woman represents life with its emotional 

5. Fowles, p. 52. 
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involvements and its worldly entanglements; her mere 

presence will complicate man's envisioned purpose. Unlike 

the Biblical Edenic myth, which attributes the troubles of 

the human race to the arrival of the female on the scene, 

the Koranic account puts the blame not on Eve for seducing 

Adam to disobey God's commands but on the Devil for enticing 

both of them to eat the forbidden fruito still, Ibn 

Tufail's book, though written in the Islamic tradition, 

shows traces of the Christian tale by shielding its hero 

against any relationship with a female who may distract him 

from his religious practices. 

In two of the few philosophical tales considered by 

some critics as possible sources for Ibn Tufail's narrative, 

women are depicted as lecherous, alluring, and corruptive 

creatures. 6 The tale of Salaman and Absal by Avicenna tells 

of a wife's infatuation with her brother-in-law, Absal. She 

plots to have Absal marry her sister only in order to 

replace her in the wedding bed and offer herself to the 

bridegroom, who refuses her contemptuously. Full of hatred, 

she bribes an army officer to betray Absal and abandon him 

to the enemy during a battle, after which Absal is left 

wounded and unattended until a wild animal takes pity on him 

6. For a detailed discussion of Ibn Tufail's fore
runners, see pastor, pp. 121-44, 296-98, and Sami Hawi, 
"Philosophus Autodidactus: Lineage and Perspective," 
Islamic Culture, 68, No.4 (1974), 205-20, and Siddiqi, pp. 
110-30. 
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and helps him restore his health. When Absal returns, the 

wife finally conspires with the cook to poison the food from 

which he eats. He dies, leaving behind his brother Salaman, 

who, struck by grief, withdraws to perpetual prayer and 

invocation until God reveals to him the whole truth, where

upon he takes revenge by forcing all conspirators to drink 

that same poison and die. 

The other tale, titled Absal and Salaman and trans

lated from the Greek by Hunain Bin Is-hag, relates the story 

of King Hermanos, the pious ruler of Byzantium, who has a 

great aversion to wQmen and who refuses marriage out of fear 

that a wife may conspire against him and interfere with his 

religious duties. When he seeks counsel from a sage friend 

about fathering a son to inherit his vast kingdom without 

having to mate with a woman, the friend advises him to place 

his semen in a container. There it grows through astrolo

gical and alchemical processes to be a child, for whom the 

king engages a nurse, Absal. When the boy reaches adult

hood, he has a love affair with his nurse, who estranges him 

from his princely duties and makes him neglect the pursuit 

of the world of light. Failing to dissuade his son from 

indulging in the world of sensuality, the king gains control 

over the spiritual beings that inspire the couple's 

sexuality and prevents them from consumating their inflamed 

passions. Unable to withstand this intolerable punishment, 

the lovers attempt suicide by plunging themselves into the 
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sea; while Absa1 is left to die, Sa1aman is saved by his 

father and taken by the sage friend to a cave where he is 

shown, through fervent prayers and supplications, the image 

of the Goddess Venus, who appears immaterially in her 

radiating beauty and perfection to curb Sa1aman's sensuality 

and enable him to devote himself to the pursuit of truth and 

the government of his kingdom. 

Obviously, the men pictured in these two tales are 

deluded by women, bewitched by their wiles, and diverted 

from the important affairs of life by their deceiving charm. 

In order to escape complete destruction; those men must 

abstain from the intoxicating pleasures of the senses by 

avoiding the company of tempting females. This unflattering 

image of women seems to control the dynamics of seJcua1 poli

tics operating in Rayy Bin Yaqzan, which protects its hero 

from the enchantment of the feminine sex by placing him 

alone on a desert island where he can pursue a great 

spiritual career without distraction. Believing that all 

physical impulses will diminish reason's effectiveness in 

arriving at a true knowledge of God, Rayy reduces his bodily 

needs to a bare minimum and even longs to die in order to 

escape the tyranny of the instincts. Rayy is conveniently 

shielded from the danger of feminine involvement until he 

attains his mystical vision, which purges his soul from 

earthly desires and renders him immune to temptation. To 

lose himself in constant contact with God is Rayy's one and 
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over-riding passion, which is finally fulfilled in a total 

merger with His universal Spirit in whose presence the soul, 

unlike the body that is destined to perish, is granted 

perpetual duration and everlasting bliss. 

The expulsion of women from the realm of spiri-

tuality is not discredited by even such an outspoken 

advocate of women's education as Daniel Defoe, "for whom 

women existed as authentic 'others.,n7 One of the proposals 

he advances in his Essay Upon Projects is "an Academy for 

Women,n which Frank Ellis considers "a radical idea in an 

age when it was thought sufficient for a woman to write her 

name."9 James Sutherland also gives Defoe credit for his 

"liberal attitude toward the fair sex," explaining that his 

Academy "may seem a poor thing, patronizing and in places 

facetious" for the modern reader, but to his contemporaries 

it "probably seemed the wildest of all his projects."9 

Criticizing his own time for "making a 'She-Devil' out of 

woman" and for "distrusting [her] beauty as a trap which 

hides all kinds of odious qualities, obvious only when a man 

is snared,"lO Defoe believes firmly that the intellectual 

7. Frank H. Ellis, nIntroduction," in Twentieth
Century Interpretations, p. 6. 

9. Ellis, p. 7. 

9. James Sutherland, Defoe (New York: Lippincott, 
1939), p. 55. 

10. Shirlene Mason, Daniel Defoe and the status of 
Women (Vermont: Eden Press, 1979), p. 15. 
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capacities of women are equal to those of men and recommends 

that they be given adequate education in the world of 

business as well as the arts. "A woman well bred and well 

taught," he writes, "is a creature without comparison; her 

society is the emblem of sublimer enjoyments; her person is 

angelick, and her conversation heavenly."ll She is "the 

glory of her maker, and the great instance of his singular 

regard to man, his darling creature, to whom he gave the 

best gift either God could bestow, or man receive. n Only if 

denied the benefits of education will she degenerate "to be 

turbulent, clamorous, noisy, nasty, and the Devil. n12 

Despite Defoe's sympathy toward women and his 

concern for their educational reform, he, like Ibn Tufail, 

keeps his hero's life even as a young man notably free of 

feminine involvement. Crusoe does not deplore a woman's 

absence on his island, and when he prays for the solace of 

company, he hopes for a male slave. Moreover, "for all the 

anxious arrangements surrounding the sex life of his new 

colonists in RC2, Crusoe remains sternly aloof from all the 

pairing-off."13 Eventually, when he is nearly sixty, Crusoe 

finds it "not either to [his] disadvantage or dissatisfac

tionn (RC II, 105) to marry a woman who remains nameless, 

11. Daniel'Defoe, An Essay Upon Projects, as quoted 
in Ellis's "Introduction" to Twentieth-Century Interpreta
tions, p. 7. 

12. Defoe, Projects, as quoted in Mason, p. 15. 

13. Rogers, Robinson Crusoe, p. 89. 
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and the one sentence which tells of his marriage, the birth 

of his three children, and the death of his wife, ends with 

plans for a further voyage. J. Karen Ray finds the task of 

considering the feminine role in Robinson Crusoe paradoxi-

cal, since women very seldom appear in the novel, and 

believes that their implied presence "serves as one of the 

prime motivating factors for Crusoe's repeated pattern of 

flight ••• from security, stability, and refined civiliza

tion ••• of which woman is symbol."14 E. Pearlman, on the 

other hand, considers Crusoe's inattention to sex an indi-

cation of his immaturity and finds it "perplexing that the 

man who would write Roxana and Moll Flanders should choose 

to avoid so fundamental an aspect of human experience.· lS 

Those two female protagonists, in whose lives and 

adverse circumstances Defoe portrays the struggles of women 

within a male-controlled economy, make his feminism appear 

ambivalent and his stand on the role of women in society a 

subject for considerable controversy. starr thinks that 

14. J. Karen Ray, "The Feminine Role in 'Robinson 
Crusoe,' 'Roxana,' and 'Clarissa,'· The Emporia state 
Research Studies, 24, No.3 (1976), 29. 

IS. E. Pearlman, "Robinson Crusoe and the 
Cannibals," Mosaic, 10, No.1 (1976), 40. 



nalthough Defoe was a pioneering advocate of female 

education, he never speaks of it as a means of social 

betterment. n16 Sudesh Vaid contends that nin the 
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eighteenth-century debate on women, Defoe stands firmly 

aligned with the progressives rather than with the conser-

vatives. n He adds that Defoe nis not a radical, however, 

for he shares the assumptions of his age that the chief end 

of a woman's life is marriage and that the male is the head 

in the structure of family and social government. n17 Defoe 

is willing to go as far as granting women mental abilities 

equal to those of men, but he nmisses making a big step 

forward from his times into modern conception of women nlS 

when he insists, nI am not for exalting the female govern

ment in the least. n19 

Shirlene Mason goes further to say that Defoe 

nunconciously joins the ranks of the men he satirizes, 

ll. George A. starr, Defoe and Spiritual 
Autobiography (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1965), p. 
128. 

17. Sudesh Vaid, The Divided Mind: Studies in Defoe 
and Richardson (New Delhi: Associated Publishing House, 
1979), p. 65. 

18. Mason, p. 16. 

19. Defoe, Projects, as quoted in Mason, p. 16. 
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however, when he slips easily to a view of woman as some

thing marketable."20 It is to man's own advantage that a 

woman's understanding should be cultivated, according to 

Defoe, for with an illuminated and perceptive mind she will 

become a better companion to him and more valuable in the 

marriage market. To show the advantages of educating a 

woman, Defoe uses the example of training a horse for 

serviceability2l and thereby reveals himself to be "at one 

with the general opinion of the times that women have no 

other function than that of wives and mothers."22 This 

notion is clearly outlined in Robinson Crusoe, where women 

appear to have "only one important role to play, and that is 

economic. n23 For Crusoe himself, they "exist only as 

thingsn24 with which he restocks his island nbesides other 

supplies," and which are chosen only because he finds them 

"proper for service, or for wives" to the new colonists (RC 

II, 106). Later, when the Spaniards capture some savages 

and bring to the island five women, the Governor asks the 

20. Mason, p. 15. 

21. Defoe, Projects, as quoted in Mason, p. 15. 

22. Mason, p. 14. 

23. watt, Rise, p. 68. 

24. Ellis, p. 6. 
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Englishmen if they intend to "use" them as wives or ser

vants, and they answer that they "would use them as both."25 

In order to choose from the women the men draw "lots among 

them," and Crusoe gleefully informs us that as far as appli-

cation and business are concerned, "the homeliest, and 

oldest of the five ••• prov'd the beat wife of the parcel" 

(~, 189-90). 

Crusoe=s wife is fittingly represented as a devoted 

helpmate whose prudence has for a long time prevented him 

from launching "the most extravagant and ruinous projects 

that fluttered in [his] head" (FA, 117). Finally, when she 

realizes that Crusoe's mind is "so wholly bent upon" them, 

she dares not oppose him, but only tearfully entreats him to 

take her along if he is resolved to travel again: "if 

heaven makes it your duty to go, He will make it mine to go 

with you, or otherwise dispose of me that I may not obstruct 

it" (FA, 114-15). And heaven does find it appropriate to 

"dispose" of her, for she dies shortly afterward, freeing 

Crusoe from his restricting social ties and setting him back 

on the adventurous road from which his wife is strictly 

prohibited. 

Significantly, both Ibn Tufail and Defoe grant women 

a subordinate status in their relations to men and preserve 

25. Daniel Defoe, The Farther Adventures of 
Robinson Crusoe, Vol. VIII of Defoe's writlngs, p. 188. All 
further references to this work abbreviated as "FA," will 
appear in the text. --



148 

for them their traditional role as circumscribed by the 

prevailing social codes. Women in their books are not 

assigned any spiritual mission and are by no means exalted 

or idealized. aolding such a restricted view of the posi

tion of women, Ibn Tufail and Defoe make no use of the 

relations of the sexes and the attendant conflicts as a rich 

source of human experience. Each book tells the story of 

one man, and each man dedicates his life to answering one 

incessant calling which demands singleness of purpose and 

precludes any distracting intimacy with a woman. Whether 

she is the enare of the soul into which, unprotected by God, 

every man will inevitably fall, or the trap of domesticity 

into which man is eventually lured, a woman is nothing more 

than an obstacle confining man's personal freedom and 

hindering his spiritual growth. 

Inflamed with life-ruling ambitions that they indom

itably strive to realize, Hayy and Crusoe tend to diminish 

the importance of personal relationships that necessarily 

involve the abandonment of their personal desires in order 

to merge with family, friends, and society in general. To 

avoid any external distraction that may threaten their 

intense preoccupation with furthering their boundless 

aspirations, they maintain an aloof detachment from the 

obligations of loving and being related to another human 

being. Both men display a marked lack of warmth in their 

emotions and demonstrate little capacity to form or sustain 
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human ties. ~s a pious stoic, Hayy seeks God through 

meditative prayers, and his passion for Him absorbs all his 

energies and capacities for love. He is not linked to 

anyone by sentimental bonds; even his relationship with Asa1 

is not quite a human partnership, since Hayy remains the 

predominant figure on the island. Asa1 not only assumes the 

role of an apostle who never rises to the spiritual eminence 

of his master, but he also addresses himself readily to 

"wait upon him, and imitate him, and follow his direction" 

(ill, 166). 

Crusoe's emotional life is just as barren as Hayy's; 

apart from his brief marriage, he has no connection with, 

and no responsibility to, another. Crusoe, "one feels, is 

not bound to his country by sentimental ties, anymore than 

to his family; he is satisfied by people who are good to do 

business with,·26 and he "treats them all in terms of their 

commodity values."27 Xury, the Moorish boy whom Crusoe 

resolves to love ever after, promising to make him "a great 

mann (!£, 24), is sold into slavery for a mere sixty pieces 

of eight, and Crusoe regrets selling him only when the tasks 

of his island demand more manpower. Later, Friday's compan-

ionship provides Crusoe with an actual Other who presents no 

threat of equality. Crusoe rescues Friday primarily to 

26. Ian Wa.tt, • 'Robinson Crusoe,' Individualism and 
the Novel,n in Twentieth-Century Interpretations, p. 42. 

27. Watt, Rise, p. 69. 
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ratify his status as a sovereign by obtaining a subject who 

will help him escape from the island. By the time Friday is 

explicitly introduced into the narrative, he has already 

been projected in Crusoe's dream and in his hopes as a 

servant, and when he makes his appearance on the island, "my 

man Friday" is automatically added to the long proprietory 

list comprising "my dwelling," "my bower," "my Poll" •••• 

Crusoe gains absolute dominion over Friday by saving his 

life; and stripping "him of all personality," he gives him a 

name instead of asking his own, teaches him the words "yes" 

and "no" "master," and turns him into "a zero, a cipher. n28 

Their social cell is not built merely on a bond of mentor

ship; rather, it has a strong component of slavery, and 

Friday, like Asal, has no life of his own and never trans

cends his role as a loyal attendant to the protagonist. 

The absence of conventional social ties and of any 

form of traditional group relationships, which are accorded 

an obstructive role in both books, creates a sense of 

personal autonomy and seems to promote a radical form of 

self-sufficiency. As the two heroes advance toward absorp

tion into the social whole, they find themselves out of 

harmony with the world of men, and they withdraw from the 

exigencies of life. When Crusoe's island is finally 

peopled, he fails to relate effectively to the other 

28. pearlman, p. 44. 
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individuals, whom he considers mere "subjects" completely 

obedient to his commands. Regarding himself as a legally 

constituted monarch, he boasts: "my people were perfectly 

subjected: I was absolute lord and lawgiver; they allowed 

their lives to me, and were ready to lay down their lives, 

if there had been occasion for it, for'me" (RC II, 30). 

Ideally situated, Crusoe nevertheless does not hesitate to 

leave his island; thus he escapes the obligations laid upon 

him as a governor of that small community. Crusoe's virtual 

neglect of the island reflects his lack of commitment and 

leads to the island~s demise, for which he later admits 

responsibility: "I left it as I found it,n he writes, 

nbelonging to no man; and the people under no discipline or 

government,n and adds, nhad I stay'd there, [they] would 

have done well enough; but as I rambl'd from them, and came 

there no more, ••• they went on but poorly.n29 

Crusoe happily terminates his stay on the island by 

seizing eagerly the first opportunity he gets to return to 

his homeland. still, without actually withdrawing from 

society, Crusoe becomes a recluse inspirit, "a perfect 

stranger n (RC II, 74), who never fulfills himself adequately 

in a social context. Even after he commits himself to a 

marriage, he complains of tedium: "I had no enjoyment of my 

29. Daniel Defoe, The Farther Adventures of 
Robinson Crusoe, Vol. IX of Defoe's Writings, p. 80-81. All 
further references to this work abbreviated as "FA II,n will 
appear in the text. -
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life, no pleasant hours, no agreeable diversion" (RC II, 

114). When his wit'e dies, he finds himself without "a 

family, or relation, or even much acquaintance," and having 

"a great mind to be upon the wing again" (RC II, 104), he 

resolves to continue the rambling that has been symptomatic 

of his sin. His compulsion to roam may have been tempor

arily subdued, but, despite his repentance and subsequent 

salvation, Crusoe is essentially as much an insatiate 

wanderer at the end of his story as he was at its beginning. 

Crusoe's decision to sail around the world on "a wild goose 

chase" (FA, 81) indicates his restlessness, which is not 

extirpated by economic gain, and his unsettledness, which 

keeps him in constant motion until "a full release from the 

innate contradictions of his nature" is attained "with the 

'longer journey' out of mortal existence."30 

The same lack of social purpose is clearly notice

able in Hayy Bin Yagzan, where the hero ventures forth on a 

religious mission that demands his internal relatedness to 

the community he intends to reform. But a sense of 

estrangement accompanies Hayy on his brief sojourn in the 

world of men, which ends on a note of despair. Hayy's 

consciousness of his own superiority and self-sufficiency 

leaves him as remote as ever from the rest of mankind and 

destroys his ability to relete meaningfully to them. 

30. Rogers, Robinson Crusoe, p. 66. 
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Failing to acquire power over the masses and abandoning hope 

for their salvation, Hayy quickly disengages himself from 

active participation in the actual public affairs of the 

world and rejects the entire spectrum of social interaction. 

Although Hayy is careful not to damage the people's reli-

gious law, he himself cannot pledge fealty to it, and as a 

superior man, he dismisses divine ordinances as insufficient 

for the attainment of truth and prefers to remain unfettered 

by traditional faith. As if nothing is left for him to 

explore and experience, Hayy decides to return to the 

seclusion of his island, where he barricades himself within 

his ivory tower of mystical union and puts himself in tune 

with the infinite powers of the universe. 

In Bayr Bin Yagzan, the hero's estrangement comes 

about by a deficiency within society itself, and his failure 

as a redeemer is attributed to ~he weak nature of the people 

of that society. Instead of emphasizing the harmony of 

established religion with intuitive revelation, Ibn Tufail 

provides an unbridgeable gulf between the ordinary mass of 

mankind and the few mentally superior. In his book, the 

opposition between the castaway's natural philosophy and the 

ordinary mind enlightened by traditional religion is 

resolved in favor of the former, whose penetrating mind and 

resolute soul set him apart from mere mortals. Hayy's 

ignorance of the human race makes him approach the island's 

people optimistically, and under the illusion that all men 
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are "indu'd with an ingenuous temper, and penetrating under

standing, and a mind constant to itself" (~, 169), he 

resolves to declare the truth openly to them and undertakes 

to initiate them into a deeper, esoteric understanding of 

their own religious law. ~sal explains to him "what sort of 

people" the island's inhabitants are, "how far from an 

ingenuous temper, and how averse from obeying the commands 

of God" (HBY, 170), but he cannot discourage aayy's hopes of 

reforming them and bettering their spiritual lives. 

Hayy begins to understand the condition of mankind 

when he introduces the conclusions of his natural faith to 

the people, who show no desire to receive his teachings; he 

is unanimously rejected even by the few intellectual elite 

Asal has described as "superior to all other sorts of men in 

knowledge and sagacity" (HBY, 171). Bitterly disillusioned, 

Hayy concludes that the "greatest part of" men are "like 

brute beasts" (HBY, 175) who, "through the defect of their 

nature" (HBY, 172), have no access to his own vision and are 

unable to penetrate far into the divine secret of the 

universe. Hayy's mystical experience seems to be poten

tially accessible only to an exceedingly small number of 

rare, spiritually gifted individuals, men of his calibre. 

~d here it appears clearly that Ibn Tufail is as confident 

of aayy's intellectual powers as he is despairing of the 

abilities of the masses, for as he directly declares the 

great majority of men "vulgar" (HBY, 171), Hayy emerges as 
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an ideal of superior intelligence and intellectual indepen

dence. He is, by comparison with the island's populace, 

transformed into a model of free humanity who, without the 

aid of institutions, develops purely, unimpeded by foreign 

influences. 

But Hayy, the paragon of ideal virtues operating at 

a high level of reason, is, after all, only a wild man who 

is unconventionally presented by Ibn Tufail as a refined 

rational creature, purged of his grosser attributes, self

disciplined, and unequivocally virtuous. Behind Ibn 

Tufail's exaggerated celebration of the wild man as a cus

todian of untainted rationality and common sense is the 

vehement assumption that man not only is essentially good 

but also is capable, guided solely by the light of reason 

and experience, of perfecting life on earth by ascending 

great spiritual heights. In the state of nature, Ibn Tufail 

seems to say, man lives alone and free from the evil 

influences of a civilized education that will corrupt the 

simplicity of his nature and the purity of his feral state 

by imposing social restraints to frustrate his natural 

impulses. Only when man joins society does he become 

"stupid and deficient ••• ill-advised and inconstant" in his 

resolutions CHBY, 169). Hayy himself undergoes his first 

experience of remorse only after his contact with another 

human being, which involves a compromise of principle: he 

violates his pledged dietary restrictions and, as a result, 
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loses his mystical vision (~, 164). Society, then, is but 

a degeneration from a more perfect order, wherein man is 

possessed of an enviable liberty and governed only by 

natural law. 

Man in the state of nature, as he is depicted in 

Hayy Bin Yagzan, assumes Rousseauesque features and appears, 

as Rousseau has described his natural man, free, healthy, 

honest, and happy. In his uncontaminated state, Hayy takes 

on the aspects of, and fulfills the requirements of the 

prevalent concept of, the noble savage of eighteenth-century 

social critics. Travel literature, which served as 

treatises on geography and natural history, provided the 

Augustan reading public with accounts of real, as well as 

imaginary, voyages to remote and exotic places, and praised 

the unspoilt nature of the sage Chinese, the noble indians, 

and the honest Negroes who practice a purer morality than 

most civilized people. These accounts gave vigor to the 

idea of the innocence of natural man as a modified version 

of the purity of Edenic man living close to God in a 

prelapsarian state, without any taint of original sin. This 

noble savage was not merely accepted with tolerance by the 

eighteenth century but was often upheld as a model exempli

fying all the natural virtues obscured, perverted, or 

destroyed by civilization. 

The eighteenth-century's interest in the noble 

savage was, of course, part of a general preoccupation with 
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the nature of man. The purpose of contemporary theorists in 

elaborating on the notion of wildness was not to condemn 

civilization but only to gain a critical focus on the condi

tion of man's civilized existence. Pondering the nature of 

man, English writers became perplexed by the two aspects of 

his conduct: on the one hand he seems morally responsible, 

with an active will, whereas he seems corrupt and governed 

by his passions on the other. The portrayal of man in 

theology also affirms his paradoxical nature, for although 

he is created in the image of God, on the Great Chain of 

Being he fluctuates ·in some intermediate position between 

animal and angel. nCreated half to rise, and half to fall,n 

man becomes a highly controversial subject for a consider

able debate in which Augustan thinkers attempted to decide 

whether man is naturally depraved or essentially virtuous. 

Those who embrace the Calvinistic conception of 

human wickedness tend to despair of man and see in him a 

yahoo rather than a houyhnhnm. Taking a dark view of the 

human condition, Thomas Hobbes, for instance, draws a 

bestial portrait of man in general, and in his Leviathan he 

describes any life in a state of nature as solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish, and short. Hobbes's pessimistic belief in a 

general war as the natural condition of man makes him pro

pose a system of law to impose order and tranquility on a 

community and emphasize, in a manner similar to the Calvin

ists, the primacy of political organizations as the only 
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means of securing peace among men. The idea of the com

pletely antisocial man of Hobbes is the force behind 

Mandeville's cynical view of human nature presented in his 

Fable of the Bees, where vice is shown to be advantageous to 

any prosperous society whose moral law is founded on mutual 

fear and self-love. 

The school of philosophical optimism, by contrast, 

rejects Hobbes's picture of man in t:he state of nature as an 

aggressive and rapacious being and elevates natural law into 

a complete code of behavior based on universal reason. In 

direct opposition to both the strict orthodoxy of tradi

tional Christian dogma and the egotistic philosophy of 

Hobbes, Shaftesbury and Hutcheson exalt the natural socia

bility and goodness in man and suggest benevolence as a 

primary principle in his nature. Shaftesbury's 

Characteristiks of Men, Manners, Opinions and Times advances 

the view that man is naturally endowed with a "moral sense" 

and suggests as the only reward of virtuous actions the 

immediate satisfaction they produce. Thus, Shaftesbury does 

not propose the insular existence of man, but presents a 

more flattering picture of human beings living harmonic/usly 

in society by "following nature": that God-given instinct 

which naturally shuns vice and pursues virtue. The senti

mentalists of the century also applaud the virtues of man, 

stressing both the freedom and the innocence of his natural 

state and, as a result, engendering a whole romantic 
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literature in which the noble savage expresses a nostalgia 

for a golden age in human life from which man has forever 

departed. 

Instead of ennobling natural man, Defoe distin

guishes between his civilized hero and the natives who 

invade Crusoe's island and whom he labels "savage," with the 

word's many connotations of inferiority. Crusoe is "filled 

with indignation" at the sight of the human bodies "devour'd 

by those wretches, with merriment and sportn (RC, 212), and 

gives God thanks for putting him in a part of the world 

where he is "distinguished from such dreadful creatures as 

these." Perfectly confounded and amazed at such "an 

inhuman, hellish brutality," Crusoe remembers: "I turn'd 

away my face from the horrid spectacle; my stomach grew 

sick, and I was just at the point of fainting, when nature 

discharg'd the disorder from my.stomach" (RC, 191). This 

"wretched, inhuman custom of ••• devouring and eating one 

another upn (]£, 192) is the ultimate stage of human debase

ment and the harshest manifestation of untamed human nature 

at its most corrupt. In primitive societies, Defoe seems to 

say, man lives in an anarchic and cruel state of bestiality, 

the supreme example of the depths to which he can descend 

without the benefits of civilization. 

Cannibalism, a practice distressing to European 

sensibilities, is one of the terrifying features of primi

tive life which civilized man can hardly sustain. Crusoe 
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considers his living conditions on the island a relapse into 

primitivism (B£, 225) and feels nreduced to a meer state of 

nature" (RC, 136). The salvaged tools, symbols of civiliza

tion, rescue him from having to live like a savage and eat 

his meat by gnawing it with his teeth and pulling it with 

his claws nlike a beast n (RC, 151). By constantly reading 

the Bible, the sacred book of traditional religion, he is 

touched by the grace of salvation to become a true Christian 

and stand in strong contrast to primi ti ve paganism .. 

Dwelling on the barbarity of savages, Crusoe infers that 

Providence, nin his wise disposition of the world,n has 

hidden the light of saving knowledge from their hearts and 

left them without any nother guide than that of their own 

abominable and vitiated passions n (RC, 197). Horrified by 
. -

the cannibals' moral degeneracy, Crusoe, in a vindictive 

state of mind, begins to lay schemes for their destruction, 

but he finds himself nperfectly out of [his] dutyn (RC, 200) 

to consider himself God's agent of justice in destroying 

those people who have not offended him. nWhat authority, or 

call I had,n he reflects, nto pretend to be judge and 

executioner upon these men as criminals, whom Heaven had 

thought fit for so many ages to suffer unpunishedn (RC, 

197). 

without the aid of religion, reason is not suffi-

cient to guide man to virtue, and Crusoe's savages, in their 

state of ignorance, cannot be held responsible for having 
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violated a law that is above their understanding. They are 

innocent of any sin against their conscience, since nit is 

not against their own consciences reproving, or their light 

reproaching them" that they commit their crimes (RC, 198). 

Crusoe's tolerance of the savages appears in his decision 

not to slaughter them; but, obsessed with a desire to kill 

them, he searches for a justification for his act and waits 

for a provocation from them in order to attack in the name 

of self-defense and in accordance with the laws of Nature. 

Crusoe "never questions his superiority to them and never 

abandons the values of his civilization."3l And to Defoe 

himself, who may frequently praise the purity of natural man 

in order to criticize the foibles of civilized man, the 

savage is "an inferior being, condemned to a bestial life on 

earth and to eternal torment after death."32 His natural 

men are by no means noble savages; rather, they are nsavage 

cannibals in their ordinari state, and Defoe vividly 

dramatizes the horrors of their nBLtural depravity. n33 

Defoe's concern with the question of human nature 

and the natural state of being appears significantly in a 

long treatise titled Mere Nature Delineated; or, A Body 

without A Soul, in which he reflects about the most famous 

31. Novak, Nature of Man, p. 50. 

32. Novak, Nature of Man, p. 42. 

33. Hunter, Pilgrim, p., 130. 
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savage of all, Peter, the wild boy of Averon. In 1726, 

London became aware of a sensational event: a naked, 

inarticulate, and brutish boy wa.s discovered living wild in 

the forests of France and brought to England by King George, 

to rouse varied speculative interests and serve as a speci-

men of man in a state of Nature. Peter's violent behavior 

and inability to learn such basic skills as speech disillu

sioned all social philosophers, who expected him to be the 

epitome of their notion of the noble savage. In this 

respect, Peter became the primary living illustration of 

Defoe's redefinition of the traditional concept of the noble 

savage. According to Defoe, Peter, though reared in the 

wild, could not even absorb the force of Nature but appeared 

the opposite of Hobbes' strong and fearless natural man: 

. ~ ~ 1· h d f . 34 pass1ve, wea .• , ... cc 1S , an erOC10US. Defoe concludes 

that early instruction is essential for full mastery of 

basic skills and for acquiring substantial knowledge of 

language and religion, without which every man becomes a 

Peter, a creature of naively aggressive action, a culturally 

inferior being. 

Despite Defoe's equation of the state of Nature with 

the conditions of savagery, and despite his praise of 

civilization for elevating man's reason and improving his 

essential humanity, he does not claim, however, that 

34. See Novak, nCrusoe's Fear,n p. 242. 
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man evolves a "civilized" institution, he is instantly 
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transformed into an unerring angel. In the human heart will 

forever lurk "a secret aptness to offend, • • .a secret 

backwardness to what is good, • • .a secret love of folly 
, 

and vanity." "Mankind," as Crusoe writes, "are hurried down 

the stream of their own affections into crime: 'tis 

agreeable to them to do this, and 'tis a force upon nature 

not to do it" (SR, 267). The vices of civilized men are not 

ignored in Robinson Crusoe, and at times, the cannibals' 

primitiveness illumi.nates, by contrast, the dark side of 

civilization. The savages "do not know it to be an offense, 

and then commit it in defiance of Divine Justice, as we do 

in almost all the sins we commit" (RC, 198). Compared to an 

innocent savage! profligate civilized men sin inexcusably 

because they have been "enlighten'd by the great Lamp of 

instruction, the Spirit of God, and by the knowledge of his 

Word" (RC, 243). 

Crusoe knows from sad experience that the heart of 

man is deceitful and that "gratitude was no inherent virtue 

in the nature of man": and afraid that the Spaniards may 

turn him over to the Inquisition when they reach Spanish 

territory, he insists not on an oral oath but on a written 

contract to guarantee that he will not be ill used by them 

despite his kindness to them (RC II, 34-5). Back in the 

world of men, Crusoe does not feel safe to walk around with 



164 

his money, nor does he know where to keep it: "I had never 

a cave now to hide my money in, or a place where it might 

lye without lock or key ••• , or who to trust with it" eRC 

II, 83). Now he is busy accumulating his riches and 

securing his business, and he remembers the quiet and peace

ful years on his island where he "wanted nothing but what 

[he] had, and had nothing but what [he] wanted" (RC II, 83)~ 

Prior to his Vision of the Angelic World, and as his spirit 

soars above the earth, Crusoe looks back upon the state of 

men in this life, and he is shocked to see them "vilely 

employed in biting and devouring, envying and maligning one 

another, and all for the vilest trifles that can be 

conceived" (SR, 262). 

Defoe's criticism of the foibles of social life and 

weaknesses of the social structure are plainly visible in 

Robinson Crusoe, but he is as far from calling for the 

repudiation of all accumulated values of civilization as he 

is from regarding society as a fall away from natural 

perfection. On the contrary, true ethics for him are rooted 

not in a human nature that instinctively condemns vice and 

approves virtue but in the commandments of religion, which 

guide men and keep them from running to disorder and excess. 

Man's sinful tendencies and the frailty of his nature make 

the need for a law imperative, but the law of Nature is 

insufficient to cope with human evil. After Crusoe leaves 

his island, the new inhabitants suffer from acts of violence 
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by Will Atkins and his three companions, and they feel the 

necessity of creating laws for their own protection (FA, 

149). Forced to acknowledge the power of a legally consti

tuted authority in the person of the Governor and to recog

nize the sanctity of property and personal possessions, Will 

Atkins abandons his vicious assaults and proves "a most 

useful fellow" (FA, 207). With the urgings of man's mis

chievous soul firmly restrained, the new colony begins to 

resemble a society, living "pleasantly and agreeably 

together" (FA, 164), with clearly defined laws of property 

and restrictions on individual freedom. 

On the civic necessity of fundamental protective 

laws, Defoe's position is close to that of Ibn Tufail's. In 

Hayy Bin Yagzan, Ibn Tufail refers obliquely to the benefits 

of religion as a civilizing influence, although they are far 

beneath his hero's level of involvement. In his solitary 

natural state, Hayy is content without the vain possession 

of worldly riches; and when he enters society, it seems 

"very odd to him" that men of the world occupy themselves 

totally with toiling for earthly wealth, which seems 

"superflous" (~, 169). He perceives that "every sort of 

them p1ac'd their delight in those things which they 

possess'd at present, and that their appetites were their 

God, and that they lost themselves in gathering up the 

crumbs of this world; and that the desire for more kept them 

emp1oy'd till they came to their graves" (HBY, 172-3). 
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Because their merchandise and trading have "diverted them 

from thinking upon God" (HBY, 174), and folly has 

"overwhelmed them,n they will never attain wisdom and will 

forever be like "brute cattle, nayu more apt to wander out 

of the way" (~, 169). 

Since their lives center around fleeting pleasures, 

such as riches to keep, or pleasures to take, or lust to 

satisfy, or revenge to pacify the mind, or power to defend 

(~, 175), the vulgar masses need a supernatural regula

tion, a social policeman, to control their violent tenden

cies and accommodate their egotistical desires. And Ibn 

Tufail does not scorn the disciplining power of traditional 

religion but fully recognizes its appropriateness as a law 

sanctioned by God for the preservation of order in society. 

Hayy realizes that "the greatest benefit which occur'd to 

the generality of men by the law, was wholly plac'd in 

relation to things in this world, viz. that they might be in 

a comfortable way of living, and that no man might invade 

another's propertyn (HBY, 174). Before he returns to his 

island, Hayy encourages the people he has visited to nstick 

firmly to their resolution of keeping within the bounds n of 

their religious law (~, 176), which is formulated in terms 

most suited to their social needs. But Hayy believes that 

their adherence to the external aspects of their revealed 

religion will reap only a worldly reward, civil liberty and 

domestic peace, and he concludes that nhell would be the 
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present worldn (HBY, 174). 
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Ibn Tufail and Defoe are, then, linked further by 

the fictive uses they make in their books of the concepts of 

primitivism and civilization. But it is clear from Defoe's 

portrayal of the monstrous cannibals that he is opposed to 

the simple primitivism the loss of which, according to Ibn 

Tufail, ruins man's capacity to be ethical. Ibn Tufail's 

views are, of course, part and parcel of the contemporary 

attitudes towards primitivity. "To a medieval Arab," 

Goodman explains, nprimitive means Bedouin. The desert life 

means to him courage, generosity, virility, simplicity of 

manners, the purest standard of language and the best 

poetry. Civilization, on the other hand, meant citification 

in medieval Arabic, as it did once in the West. "35 The 

noble Sayy is used as an instrument of social criticism; his 

moral qualities are superior to those of the citified, who 

are sunk in base passions and are, as a consequence, held 

incapable of a subtler happiness than the assurance of 

personal safety and security. In their social situation, 

"this tractable, but defective sort of men," unable to 

attain any spiritual illumination, have "no other way of 

35. Goodman, p. 69. 
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salvation" (HBY, 176) but observance of ritual and obedience 

to religious laws intended for the intellectually deficient. 

Defoe never abandons the ideals of Christianity and 

civilization. He depicts the state of Nature as barbarism 

and asserts paganism and cannibalism as two stereotypes of 

the wild man. Furthermore, he refers to Indians in America 

(RC, 199) as examples of men who, in his time, were living 

proof that such a state as he describes actually exists (RC, 

199). ~is Friday is distinguished as an ideal specimen of 

primivity whose honesty, courage, and gratitude make him the 

perfect natural man. still, Friday's greatest virtue is his 

willingness to accept the standards of Western culture and 

to adopt the civilized customs thrust upon him. As a 

reconstructed cannibal Friday is completely domesticated; 

Crusoe rids him of his savagery and makes him a paradigm of 

civilized man. To Defoe, then, a savage is incomplete until 

he is tamed by religion and refined by civilization. 

Ibn Tufail's definite dissatisfaction with civiliza

tion makes him exalt the virtues of natural simplicity which 

he finds impossible to sustain in the complicated network of 

social and economic relationships. Although his Asal is 

presented as an ideal, truly pious man, he is considered 

incomplete until he gives "himself up wholly to retirement" 

(HBY, 158) and forsakes the social milieu which deflects the 

progress of his soul. Asal's greatest virtue is his readi

ness to receive Hayy's teachings and to obey his 
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instructions without rigidly holding to the rules prescribed 

in his holy book, which he gradually comes to regard merely 

as an indispensible supplement. As an earnest mystic, Asal 

dismisses all the rites of worship as external observances 

and follows Hayy's steps closely "till he came up with him, 

or wanted by very little of it" (HBY, i77). 

Hayy and ~sal feel obliged to preserve their conse

crated selves by keeping aloof from the seductive influence 

of the world; taking refuge in a solitary retreat, they 

escape the dangers of inordinate desires that may lead to 

vice. Their ostensible retirement from public life secures 

their release from society's manipulation and from human 

ties that impede the aspirant after truth, whose endeavor 

demands "no small amount of time, free of all other 

concerns. "36 Defoe pointedly rejects this recourse to 

monasticism for spiritual solitude, believing that all the 

"people who separated themselves into deserts and unfrequen

ted places, or confined themselves to cells, monasteries, 

and the like, retired, as they call it, from the world" (SR, 

3), thereby committing "a rape upon human nature" (SR, 6). 

To his Crusoe, "a retreat from human society, on a religious 

or philosophical account, is a mere cheat ••• irreligious in 

itself" (SR, 10), for "a vicious inclination removed from 

the object is still a vicious inclination, and contracts the 

36. "Letter," p. 103. 
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same guilt as if the ob:ject were at hand." The real 

challenge facing a pious man who desires a union with God is 

"a change in the soul, by bringing the mind to be above the 

power or reach of the allurement" (SR, 8). "The only human 

perservative against sin" (SR, 9), then, is not separation 

from mankind, wandering "in the deserts of Arabia and Libya" 

(SR, 12) in order to deliver oneself "from the temptations 

which society" exposes one to (SR, 14); rather, it is "the 

conquest of our desires to sin" (SR, 9). 

Defoe agrees that divine contemplation requires a 

composure of soul, but he argues that thIs composure is 

"much easier obtained and enjoyed in the ordinary course of 

life" (SR, 7). "There is no need of a wilderness to wander 

among wild beasts," his hero writes, "no necessity of a cell 

on the top of a mountain, or desolate island in the sea" for 

the mind to be confined and for the soul to be "truly master 

of itself." Because the soul of a man is "as capable of 

reserving itself, or separating itself from the rest of 

human society, in the midst of a throng, as it is when 

banished into a desolate island" (~, 6), the practice of 

giving oneself up to prayer and contemplation by shunning 

human society becomes meaningless. If man succeeds in 

developing a frame of mind truly elevated above the world, 

then solitude can be enjoyed "even in the most populous 

cities, among the hurries of conversation and gallantry of a 

court, or the noise and business of a camp, as in the 
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deserts of Arabia and Libya, or in the desolate life of an 

uninhibited island" (~, 15). 

Although Defoe values spiritual solitude, he 

considers physical isolation unnatural because man "is a 

creature ••• formed for societyn and is always in need of 

another human being (~, 11). At one point, Crusoe is 

pleased to announce that he has, in fact, been nremoved from 

all the wickedness of the world" (RC, 148) during his stay 

on the solitary island, where "the most covetous griping 

miser in the world would have been cur'd of the vice of 

covetousness" (RC, 149). But Crusoe never develops any 

desire to remain alone, and all the advantages of solitude 

seem to him only minor when compared to the comforts of 

society where he can fulfill his need for human company. 

Unlike aayy, whose intimacy with God depends on solitude, 

Crusoe is not a mystic, and his main emphasis is on reli

giosity as exemplified by the Protestant faith. As if 

commenting on aayy's antisocial withdrawal, Crusoe reflects 

on the man who resolves that 

it would be his felicity to be entirely given up 
to conversing only with heaven and heavenly things, 
to be separated to prayer and good works, but 
being sensible how ill such a life will agree with 
flesh and blood, causes his soul to commit a rape 
upon his body, and to carry it by force, as it 
were, into a desert, or into a religious retire
ment, from whence it cannot return, and where it 
is impossible for it to have any converse with man
kind, other than with such as are under the same 
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is evident many ways. (SR, 6) 
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Despite Crusoe's professed social inclinations, 

however, throughout 'the book he appears poorly adjusted to 

the spirit of his social environment, and his final voyage 

reiterates the cycle of his flight from the restraints 

imposed by membership in social institutions. Neither he 

nor Hayy is totally reconciled with his community; and they 

are both clearly unfit for group living. They are bound in 

similarity by their alienation from their fellow humans; 

Crusoe is just as solitary in the nmidst of the crowds and 

hurry of men and business n as Hayy is inside a cave on a 

desolate island. Their aloneness and disjunction from other 

men inevitably call to attention the concept of human 

separateness, and the epic of solitude, as the universal 

state of man. Surely, it is humanity in solitude that Defoe 

depicts in Crusoe's reflection that nour passions are all 

exercised in retirement; we love, we hate, we covet, we 

enjoy, all in privacy and solitude n (~, 2). And it is man, 

metaphysically alone, that the island in each book 

symbolizes: an isolated being, na prisoner, lock'd up with 

the eternal bars and bolts of the oceann (RC, 130), whether 

he lives blissfully involved in silent probings into the 

infinitude or humbly finds solace in the thought that real 

happiness consists in endless wandering. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE ISLAND AND BEYOND 

In a satiric dialogue entitled The Life and Strange 

Surprisinq Adventures of Mr. D De F , of London, Charles 

Gildon, a hackwriter of Grub Street, criticizes Defoe 

sharply for claiming that Robinson Crusoe is a "just history 

of fact" and accuses him of passing off fiction as fact. 

Suggesting that Crusoe is the true image of his creator 

Defoe, Gildon raises for the first time the issue of a 

biographical element entwined in the novel. l To deflect the 

criticism of Gildon, Defoe skillfully turns the charges to 

his benefit by admitting that the story is allegorical, 

without giving up the claim to its authenticity. His Crusoe 

affirms in the preface to his Serious Reflections that the 

story, "though allegorical, is also historical n (SR, ix) and 

that "there is not a circumstance in the imaginary story but 

has its just allusion to a real story" (SR, xii). By 

averting this attack on his credibility, Defoe denies the 

fictitious quality of his work and dissociates it from the 

genre of the romance against which Puritans hold the 

1. Charles Gildon, Robinson Crusoe Examined and 
Criticis'd, ed. Paul Dottin (London: J. M. Dent, 1923), 
p. 82. 
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sternest stricture. The puritanical uncompromising enmity 

to many forms of art is based on an aversion to "lying," or 

"jesting with truth,- which Defoe carefully distinguishes 

from his "parable," or -allusive allegoric history- (SR, 

101). 

In the early eighteenth century, the novel, Watt 

explains, ·was widely regarded as a typical example of the 

debased kind of writing by which the booksellers pandered to 

the reading public.- 2 According to Sutherland, "for an 

author who had engaged with success in political and reli

gious controversy to turn his hand to tales of adventure, 

was--to the eighteenth-century way of thinking--a sign of 

social, if not indeed of intellectual, decay.a3 The alle-

gory, by contrast, "seems to have been always congenial to 

the Puritan mind as a legitimate province in which the 

imagination might exercise itself,_4 and Defoe does not 

he~itate to assimilate his work to a respected genre; his 

Crusoe declares that the adventures -are one whole scheme of 

a real lifen (SR, xii), thus pointing out the emblematic 

texture of his narrative. By employing a standard puri

tanical device, the metaphorical representation of reality, 

Defoe escapes censure for his use of fancy and places his 

2. Watt, Rise, p. 54. 

3. James Sutherland, "The Author of 'Robinson 
Crusoe,'- in Twentieth Century Interpretations, p. 25. 

4. Benjamin, p. 35. 
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novel in the long tradition of spiritual autobiography, an 

important form of popular religious literature that endeav

ors to present "the adventures of a soul as it progressed 

through life to eternity."S Like most devout Christians of 

the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Crusoe keeps 

a journal in which he records his daily activities in order 

to trace the works of Providence in his life and to realize 

the spiritual significance of his existence. 

Defoe's contention that his work is allegorical 

seems to urge an analogy between the life of his hero and 

his own. The clear ~ine separating the character from the 

author is blurred by Crusoels own statement: "I had given 

you the conduct or life of a man you know, and whose mis

fortunes and infirmities perhaps you had sometimes unjustly 

triumphed over," and the distance between them is erased by 

his assertion that "the scene, which is placed so far off, 

had its original so near home" (SR, xiii). The autobio

graphical relevance of the novel has been the subject of 

considerable critical speculation, ranging from Arthur 

Gold's opinion that Runless Robinson Crusoe is understood as 

an autobiography, it is impossible to understand why or how 

it was written,"6 to Lennard Davis ' proposition that 

5. Hunter, Pilgrim, p. 78. 

6. Arthur R. Gold, "The Origins of Robinson Crusoe 
in the Mind of Daniel Defoe," Diss. Harvard univ., 1964, p. 
36. 
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nDefoe's flight to the allegorical cannot be taken seriously 

since he [only fell] back on the old category o'f allegory 

because he had no new term to define what it was he was 

doing. n7 Although many Rattempts to connect details in the 

book with specific experiences in the life of Defoe have not 

been found convincing,R8 most critics admit that between 

Crusoe and Defoe lie certain broad similarities. 

~ general likeness between their lives can be seen 

at once, for Defoe, like Crusoe, rebelled against his 

father's will when he refused to be ordained as a Presbyte

rian minister but chose instead a thorny' path for himself as 

a controversial political journalist serving whatever party 

happened to be in power. His exceedingly checkered career 

permitted him to enjoy the confidence of King William the 

Third and a long-standing intimacy with Robert Harley, Earl 

of Oxford and Prime Minister, but also made him isolated and 

solitary after the eclipse or death of his patrons. His 

double dealings with both Whigs and Tories landed him in 

prison, where he regarded himself as unfortunate and mis

treated, especially for serving not only his term but also a 

sentence of three hours in the pillory at Temple Bar. 

Echoes of Defoe's own Newgate experiences are easily 

7. Lennard J. Davis, Factual Fictions: The Origins 
of the English Novel (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 
1983), p. 161. 

8. Benjamin, p. 34. 
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itself in laments at the afflictions he was forced to 

endure n9 throughout Crusoe's island imprisonment, and are 
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finally confirmed by Crusoe's declaration that his ref1ec-

tions "are just history of a state of forced confinement, 

which ••• is represented by a confined retreat in an is1andn 

(SR, xii). 

Although Defoe certainly appears to be relating 

personal experience in some parts of his book, the novel as 

a whole defies explicit connection with his private life. 

Moore agrees that nthe roots of Robinson Crusoe lie deeper 

inn Defoe's life, but finds it nabsurd to suppose that Defoe 

is identical with Crusoe. nlO And Sutherland sees that the 

book has nin some respects an allegorical resemblance ton 

Defoe's life, but insists that nto identify Crusoe's ship

wreck with Defoe's bankruptcy, to look for a man Friday 

among his acquaintances, and to search everywhere for paral-

leIs between the career of the real Defoe and the imaginary 

Crusoe, can lead only to fantastic speculations. nIl Even 

9. Rogers, Robinson Crusoe, p. 59. 

10. John Robert Moore, nRobinson Crusoe,n in 
Twentieth-Century Interpretations, pp. 57-58. 

11. Sutherland, Defoe, p. 233. 
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Gold, who contends that "to be Defoe in England from 1703 to 

1714 felt like being Crusoe on the island from the discovery 

of the footprint to his third encounter with cannibalism,"l2 

admits later that neither his "nor any previous formulation 

fully accounts for Robinson crusoe."13 Defoe was a man of 

nearly sixty, with a rich life-history to look back on, when 

he wrote Robinson Crusoe, which must have triggered a host 

of ideas and impressions in his mind. And what he projects 

in the novel, I think, is not some sort of self-portrait, 

but his personal opinions, his feelings and values, his own 

logic and his own theology. 

Bavy Bin Yagzan, like Robinson Crusoe, is a 

"parable" whose main outline lends itself readily to alle

gorization. Its emblematic range increases in the light of 

Ibn Tufai1 1 s explicit indication that he has represented the 

events wrapped within a "thin veil" (HBY, 178) to avoid 

laying bare the secrets of his philosophy and to divert the 

unworthy segment of his audience. The idea of the veil has 

an important influence on the contents of the book, which 

must be presumed to have a twofold character, a dual capa

city that compels an allegorical application of the tale and 

ascertains its symbolic scope. As the tale disrobes itself, 

12. Gold, p. 105. 

13. Gold, p. 113. 
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the metaphoric symbols will be lost sight of by the ordi

nary, naive, literal-minded reader, but will be readily 

recognizable to the few "who are worthy of it" (~, 178). 

Hayy Bin Yagzan, then, is consciously designed to have 

multiple meanings, to hide more than to reveal the truth 

concerning the mystical experience in order to stress its 

inco~~unicable character. 

It is significant that Ibn Tufail does not present 

his philosophico-religious enterprise in a formal essay but 

resorts to a story whose foundation, he asserts, is laid in 

ancient tradition. In fact, Ibn Tufail seems to absolve 

himself from any responsibility for the contents of his 

story, tracing it instead to a higher authority in order to 

establish its legitimacy. Whereas Defoe shields his novel 

from the contempt of Puritans for imaginative fiction by 

declaring it a just history of "a man alive, and well known 

too" (~, x), Ibn Tufail denies that his work is purely 

invented by attributing it to nour virtuous ancestors,n who 

not only ntell us n14 the story but also disagree on the 

crucial issue of Hayy's origin. still, this air of tradi

tion Ibn Tufail lends to his story does not suppress a sense 

in it of private resonances suggesting some essential 

identification between character and author. And in this 

respect the story form appears to be used by Ibn Tufail not 

14. nLetter,n p. 39. 
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merely as a device for concealing the mystical vision from 

the public but mainly as· a method of disguising his stand on 

some volatile issues of the day. Hidden behind the prosaic 

surface are Ibn Tufail's own philosophical understanding of 

religion, his own speculative system, and his own directions 

for following the mystical way. 

As a mystic devoted wholly to Sufi austerities and 

devotions, Ibn Tufail is anxious to refute the argument that 

opposes mysticism to religion and to rebut the damaging 

charge that it is an intellectual luxury practiced by infi

dels to annul faith. In an attempt to harmonize "oriental 

wisdom" with traditional dogma, Ibn Tufail proposes the 

recognition of the parity of philosophy and religion as two 

infallible means of acquiring the same spiritual knowledge. 

But to resolve the antinomy between the religion of author

ity and that of the spirit in a mystical devotions, is to 

give the utmost weight to intuitive knowledge and advocate a 

religion of veracity rooted in spiritual inwardness. In 

this respect, Ibn Tufail reveals a nonconformist thought 

that might incur the charge of blasphemy in an age wholly 

devoted to defending institutional religion against futile 

enthusiasm and to rescuing it from the ana~chy of barren 

speculation. 

The Andalusia of the Almohads was marked not only by 

intellectual civilization and refined culture but also by 

the efflorescence of religious sects. Although Almohad 
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rulers were always fond of philosophy, and the Commander of 

the Faithful, Abu Ya'qub Yusuf, himself was drawn into the 

general current of natural theology derived from prevalent 

scientific theories, their regard for the spiritual welfare 

of the masses forced them to respect their religious senti

ments by curbing the freedom of philosophers and fighting 

the spread of independent thought among the lower orders, 

whose business is not to think but to believe and obey. 

Thus they allowed orthodox Muslim theologians to interfere 

with and impede the development of philosophical speculation 

which, linked directly to doubt of received opinions, opened 

the way for a host of imposters, all claiming false doc

trines that inevitably disturbed and distorted many basic 

Islamic beliefs and posed a fundamental threat to the whole 

fabric of Islam. 

Ibn Tufail is not completely oblivious to the 

unsettling implications of his views concerning revelations 

within the immediacy of experience which, when followed out 

logically, will eventually lead to a rejection of prophecy 

and of the ritualistic conception of piety. Questioning the 

precepts of traditional religion (HBY, 168), he points out 

an alternative path for the pious to follow and introduces a 

series of severe religious measures based on a conception of 

a primitive undistorted monotheism that preaches renouncing 

the world and living a personal relation with God. In order 

to avoid the stigma of fanaticism and secure himself from 
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condemnation as a heretic, Ibn Tufail chooses an indirect 

method to communicate his views and assigns an 'allegoric~l 

interpretation to his narrative which masks his own attitude 

toward some of the dominant ideologies of his time. 

Furthermore, he intentionally saturates his story with the 

spirit of Islam by claiming to find some support for his 

views in the Koran (HBY, 157) and by willingly granting 

their consistency with orthodox religious doctrine. Taking 

up the Koranic account of the creation and insisting on 

scriptural endorsement throughout the narrative (HBY, 106, 

140, 154), Ibn Tufail manages to "escape' reproach and 

persecution by religious authorities and common fanatics. nlS 

True, in Hayy Bin Yagzan Ibn Tufail handles 

cautiously the delicate and thorny problem of natural 

mysticism. still, he may have escaped the general persecu

tion of philosophers simply because he was held in high 

esteem by the Caliph Abu Ya'qub Yusuf, whom he served as a 

counselor and chief royal physician. Almohad rule of Ibn 

Tufail's day was "an image of the official facade, rather 

than the reality of the inner chamber," and his powerful 

political protector, who imposed on the general public the 

15. Sami Hawi, "Ibn Tufail: His Motives for the Use 
of Narrative Form and His Method of Concealment in Havy Bin 
Yagzan," The Muslim World, LXIV, No.4 (1974), 325. 
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rigid doctrines of religion, enjoyed nin his private garden, 

with his friend the philosopher,"16 the pleasures of philo

sophical speculation. With the Caliph's permission, then, 

Ibn Tufail makes Hayy a mouthpiece for his thoughts and 

expresses the conscious yearnings of his own soul. He 

recreates the spirit of his mystical maturation in Hayy's 

infancy and spiritual progress. Ibn Tufail's own words to 

his friend in the introductory letter, "I want only to bring 

you along the paths in which I have preceded you and let you 

swim in the sea I have just crossed,n11 draw character and 

author together and nestablish it beyond any shadow of doubt 

that he is giving an account of his own intellectual and 

spiritual development through the medium of Hayy."18 Like 

Hayy, Ibn Tufail himself poses as a solitary man who, des

pite his involvement in the royal court, has always 

preferred the seclusion of his p'atron's library, and who has 

nbecome all the more reclusive towards the later period of 

his life. n19 In the person of ~ayy, he withdraws himself 

from society, allowing only one worthy friend to share his 

meditations: Asal, in whom his patron, the student of his 

16. Goodman, p. 48. 

11. nLetter,n p. 103. 

18. Siddiqi, p. 113. 

19. Siddiqi, p. 28. 
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himself may be easily recognized. 
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But to say that Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yaqzan 

are allegorical does not mean that they are cut off from all 

relationship with reality or that their emblematic qualities 

diminish the force of their realism. Despite the autobio

graphical fragments in them, the protagonists emerge, more 

than simply as reflections of the writers, as living per

sonalities independent of their creators. They are both 

real and human, however strange and unusual the circum

stances in which they find themselves. Far from being 

symbols of abstract qualities, Hayy and Crusoe are human 

characters, not only believable and consistent but also 

memorable by their individual deficiencies and weaknesses as 

much as by their strong moral sense and enlightened faiths. 

Their thoughta and actions are only those of ordinary men, 

pitting their strengths against Nature in remote parts of 

the world and making the best of present possibilities. 

Although both receive the gift of divine grace, they take on 

no heroic proportions but bear the marks of character of 

real men portraying perennial human problems and patterns of 

behavior. And in spite of Hayy's promethean role as 

discoverer of fire 'CHBY, 66) and Crusoe's fancy of himself 

"like one of the ancient giants" in his cave 1RC, 208), the 

two men enact the great myth of the exiled, alienated man 
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situations with mythic supernatural elements. 
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Hayy is not an iconographic figure: he is more a 

man sharing with men in general a curiosity that compels him 

to examine the world around him in search of facts. And 

Crusoe is not a type sketch: he is more an ordinary person 

whose curiosity forces him to expand his horizons by 

traveling. Despite being under a special kind of heavenly 

care, both men display qualities confined to human dimen

sions, and it is through their resilience that they acquire 

their particular identities. They undergo inner conflict 

that transforms them from unreflective beings into clear

sighted viewers. And they experience change, not only 

obvious physical growth but more subtle change in person

ality. The stages of their education are very close to 

those of the Bildungsroman, with its patently didactic 

overtones and its basic pattern of progress in the heroes' 

biological and pedagogical growth. And in the process, 

these men present a balanced portrait of human nature, 

inviting us to identify them with ourselves and provoking 

meditations on' man's fate. 

The central characters in Robinson Crusoe and ~ 

Bin Yagzan are authenticated by rich detail and description. 

The pursuit of verisimilitude has led Defoe and Ibn Tufail 

to place their heroes forcefully in vividly localized 

regions that are anchored in geographical truth. To furnish 
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their imaginary worlds with engaging concreteness, they 

illustrate with meticuloUs precision the islands' geogra

phical zones, their habitability, their climatic patterns, 

and the animal and plant life on them. The solidity of the 

settings creates convincingly realistic situations and helps 

the reader visualize the whole of these narratives as though 

they occur in actual physical environments. Before bringing 

Hayy on the scene, Ibn Tufail gives exact details of his 

Indian island's geography and skillfully elaborates on its 

perfect temperature in order to make "it something more 

probable that a man might in that region be form'd without 

the help of father and mother" (H~Y, 42). And while Crusoe 

is still on the doomed ship, Defoe introduces the storm that 

brings him to the island with all the minutiae of longitude, 

latitude, and course of wind (RC, 45-46) as part of an 

assertive method to make the future situation really 

plausible. 

Unusual as the settings of Robinson Crusoe and ~ 

Bin Yagzan are, both books are remarkable for the unaffected 

simplicity of their basically realistic presentations, which 

lend their heroes' expe~iences an air of guileless veracity. 

In a most graphic manner they give factual accounts of how 

both men survive their isolation, and through copious 

descriptive detail they impart a strong physical identity to 

their heroes: we are told how they get food, what they eat, 

how they are clothed, housed, and sheltered. But realism in 
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the two books goes beyond documentary verisimilitude, aiming 

instead at the ~ubjective analysis of perceived experience, 

that is, at external reality encountered in its actual 

operation in the locus of immediate perception. All the 

facts given in both accounts are subordinated to the drama

tic events; thematically and structurally integral to the 

narrative situation, they are never presented as information 

for its own sake. unlike the Arabian Nights, where a 

plethora of decorative detail accurately renders glamorous 

settings, fantastic machinery, and luxuriant palaces shining 

in gold or sparkling. with diamonds, Ibn Tufail's narrative 

is a sober attempt to follow Hayy's practical learning and 

scientific training. Ibn Tufail's dissecting realism 

denotes a belief in the individual apprehension of reality 

through the senses; and Hayy's absorption of that reality is 

substantiated by the author's own knowledge about natural 

sciences, theology, and physics, and supplemented by refer

ence to ancient cosmologies and recent advances in geology, 

physiology, and geography. And unlike travel literature, 

whose overemphasized regard for accuracy of reporting 

restricts the narrator to an objective, external, unemo

tional role, Defoe's lively account focuses more narrowly on 

his hero and allows him to be involved in the action rather 

than remaining a mere detached observer. Defoe's realism 

signifies a shift in the traditional elements of travelogues 

by using a wealth of authentic detail mainly to construct a 
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narrative that permits the resolution of conflict, not to 

depict foreign settings and local colors merely· to be gazed 

at. 

Significant details, then, figure as largely in ~ 

Bin Yagzan as they do in Robinson Crusoe, enhancing the 

apparent accuracy of both accounts and producing highly 

probable characters. still, although Ibn Tufail shares with 

Defoe the detailed, exact descriptions that abound in their 

works, it is simply pretentious to ignore the fact that 

Crusoe emerges with much more concreteness and individuality 

than does Hayy, and that he appears far more complex and 

real than the relatively simple, one-dimensional character 

of the mystic eremite. Ibn Tufail may be justified in 

creating a less lively character than does Defoe, for Hayy's 

initial ignorance of human relations imposes certain limita

tions on Ibn Tufail's ability to ascribe to him more human 

attributes. Considering Hayy's and Crusoe's backgrounds, it 

is inevitable that the person who lives shielded from 

environmental discords and gains only untested wisdom will 

experience much less violent sensations and evince much 

weaker emotions than will the man whose sagacity is firmly 

rooted in experience of human life. By his obscure origin 

Hayy manages to slight all facts connecting him with human 

situations, and the uniqueness of his condition makes him 

truly a prodigy exhibiting capacities that common sense 

renders impossible. Compared with Crusoe, Hay.y, surrounded 
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by an aura of superiority and granted optimum endowments of 

potentiality, epitomizes human perfectibility, appearing 

virtuous to such an eminent degree that he distorts any 

proper notion of what being human is all about. 

Robinson Crusoe reenacts Hayy's experience of 

solitude, but it also enlivens it by realizing human desires 

and giving substance to human anxieties. Defoe's circum

stantial reconstruction of Crusoe's experience shows no 

withdrawal from actual situations, brutal or unpleasant 

though they may be. His realism is nowhere more triumphant 

than in his vivid description of the terrors of the storm 

and the helplessness of Crusoe as he is engulfed by the 

raging sea. Defoe poignantly expresses the intensity of his 

hero's panic and despair at finding himself alone in a 

strange place, and forcefully conveys the excessiveness of 

his horror following the discov~ry of the footprint in the 

sand. In particular, Defoe follows closely the anguish of 

Crusoe's soul and depicts his troubled conscience, in order 

to give his character subtlety and depth. As an erring 

individual, Crusoe is REveryman, abounding in original sin, 

falling into specific folly and crime, incriminated more and 

more through repeated opportunities granted him by God for 

amendment. n20 Even after his regeneration, Crusoe is Rstill 

20. D. M. W. Tillyard, "Defoe," in Twentieth-Century 
Interpretations, p. 65. 
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human; his fallen nature, though subdued by grace, is never 

entirely overcome in this world, and he is still subject to 

temptation and occasional failure. n21 

Unlike Bayy Bin Yagzan, which lacks explicit connec

tion with historical time, Defoe's fictive situation is 

exclusively connected to specific years, months, and even 

days. At the outset, Crusoe announces, nI was born in the 

year l632,n and the novel's action continues to be located 

in calendar time even during his stay on the island. Giving 

exact and consistent dates throughout the narrative not only 

establishes credibility but also helps Crusoe stand as the 

type of the merchant adventurer of his day. In this light, 

he is nrecognizably a man of his age, recognizably English, 

recognizably Protestant, recognizably a member of the trad

ing community,n 22 a npractical, level-headed, intelligent, 

and resolute English-man,n who has "inherited the sterling 

qualities of the middle class into which he was born. n23 

Defoe locates Robinson Crusoe in the social and political 

ideology of the age and makes his hero an exemplar of 

private enterprise and economic individualism. Responding 

to specific capitalistic tendencies of his own time, Crusoe 

is zealous for progressive material development; he travels 

21. Hunter, Pilgrim, p. 177. 

22. Rogers, Robinson Crusoe, p. vii. 

23. Sutherland, Defoe, p. 233. 
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to improve his financial condition and change his social 

status. He is shipwrecked on a voyage to bring human cargo 

for his Brazilian plantation, and, perpetually yearning to 

amass more, he is never content with his accumulated riches. 

The economic impulse postulated by Watt, who finds 

the economic individualism of Crusoe his major appeal, makes 

the pursuit of gain a primary motive for Defoe's hero,24 

whose capitalistic spirit is revealed in his bookkeeping 

process, his lengthy entries of lists of stock, his 

elaborate inventories of the supplies he retrieves from the 

ship, and his greed for prestige and power. As an enter

prising European colonist, he walks the island as its king, 

establishes both coastal and country residences, and strives 

to embody a bourgeois complacency similar to that of his 

father's materialistic society. Crusoe's mere pursuit of 

monetary gain is brought sharply to attention by his 

wavering feelings toward the gold he finds in the ship; 

although Crusoe is aware of the gold's uselessness in a 

state of nature, he still can not resist taking it (RC, 64). 

Unlike Bayy, whose sense of the value of gold is confined to 

its being a pure element that is "least subject to corrup

tion" (HBY, 120), Crusoe has been brought up in social 

sobriety that taught him the intricacies of commerce and 

finance. Involved in the enterprise of trade and aware of 

24. Watt, "Individualism,n p. 40. 
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the importance of material security, Crusoe saves even the 

"fifty pieces of eight ih Ryals" he later finds in the 

seaman's chest (B£, 224). 

Crusoe's secular energies and practical spirit are 

what distinguish him from Hayy, whose concerns are all 

deeply tinged with spirituality. The primacy of spiritual 

interests in Hayy Bin Yagzan tends to diminish the impor

tance of other human needs, which consist of more than 

cognitive activities. Crusoe, by contrast, neither exclu-

sively represents capitalistic ideology nor illustrates 

devotional renunc!ation of the world. He is partly a 

commercial explorer, partly a seeker moved by a sense of 

spiritual longing; and while his immortal soul is in quest 

of salvation, his economic ego is simultaneously in quest of 

material success. Hayy's dispassionate contemplations have 

nothing of life's vitality in them, but Crusoe's acquisitive 

urges and his awareness of the conflict between the demands 

of commercial gain and those of spiritual salvation bestow 

on him an even higher degree of reality. In the gold 

episode (B£, 64), which Coleridge declares to be "worthy of 

Shakespeare,·25 the discontinuities between Crusoe's reli

gious attitudes and his practical behavior come to the 

25. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ·Coleridge on Robinson 
Crusoe,· in Defoe: The Critical Heritage, ed. Pat Rogers 
(London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul), p. 82. 
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surface to show that Defoe's hero is Rnot merely the symbol 

of homo economicus ••• but of homo in general. n26 

Crusoe's strong identity and personal familiarity 

owe much to the mode of narration employed by Defoe, who 

places himself outside the novel and renders everything 

through his hero's consciousness. set forth with first

person-singular directness, the narrative is filled with a 

great sense of immediacy which provides a closer view of the 

hero and gives him even more authenticity. Crusoe relates 

his own story, writes all the reflections and associations 

that pour into his consciousness, and gives us undoubted 

firsthand information as told by an eye witness. But the 

Rl n which asserts itself impressively in Robinson Crusoe is 

simply inappropriate for narrating the situation in ~ 

Bin Yagzan, where it is more credible for the author to tell 

Hayy's story in the third person singular in order to 

account for the details of his life before arriving on the 

island and to articulate his thoughts in the absence of his 

speech skills. Hayy is the focal point of the story's 

dramatic action and its critical observer, but his voice 

will detract from the authenticity of his narrative since he 

does not adopt a retrospective stance similar to that 

26. William H. Halewood, nReligion and Invention in 
'Robinson Crusoe"n in Twentieth-Century Interpretations, 
p. 86. 
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adopted by Crusoe, whose maturer considerations are super

imposed from a later point of view. 

Whereas Defoe's narrator is the center and main

spring of the story, Ibn Tufail presents himself as the 

transmitter of a traditional tale, a mere chronicler who 

faithfully reports even the fact that his "blessed ances

tors" have disagreed on the origin of his hero. Gradually, 

though, he evades the drawbacks of being a mere reporter and 

begins to provide specific environmental details, to expound 

his own philosophical ideas, and to alternate between Hayy's 

actions and internal thoughts. Moreover, Ibn Tufail, who as 

narrator is extricated from the context, continues to fuse 

himself with the imagined person in his fictive account. He 

abruptly abandons his pretense of writing in response to the 

request of a friend to explain the secrets of Eastern Wisdom 

and turns exclusively to building a narrative structure in 

which he conveys the tenets of his philosophical dogma by 

giving them behavioral concreteness in the persona of Hayy. 

In the manner of the autobiographical novel in the first 

person, which entails a consequent identification between 

author and hero, Ibn Tufail's presence is easily detected in 

Hayy's character. And like Defoe, whose hand is especially 

manifest in Crusoe's mercantilism, protestantism, and civil 
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sensibilities, Ibn Tufail colors Hayy's actions and opinions 

with his own prejudices and philosophical stands. 

Another device employed by Defoe to secure credence 

for his fictive hero is the chronological order that gives 

his character a degree of coherence larger than that pro

duced by the simple first-person narrative method. With the 

date of his birth, Crusoe is tied to calendar time, which he 

continues to observe carefully by fashioning a crude calen

dar of notches on a stick and by keeping a journal in which 

he assigns each entry a date. The arrangement of narrated 

events i.~ a specific time scheme not only gives substantial 

unity to the narrative but also illustrates clearly the 

development of character in the coyrae of time. Defoe's 

insistence on the importance of the temporal dimension in 

human life is shared by Ibn Tufail, who orders his hero's 

life by imposing on its random events a constructive 

chronology. Although historical time is given no regard in 

Hayy Bin Yagzan, and incidents are never localized by a 

certain date, the narrative does not become merely episodic, 

for it is schematized in seven segments of seven years, each 

of which signifies a new stage in the development of Hayy's 

physical, intellectual, and mystical abilities. 

Along the time-line of each story, events flow in 

natural sequence to follow the hero from his early naivete 

through his later awareness, highlighting in the process the 

remarkable change that modifies his personality. The 
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framing technique of each book, with a pre-island phase 

balanced by a post-island segment, establishes a causal 

connection between past situations and present experiences. 

The prologue and the epilogue, though, are compressed into a 

much smaller space than that devoted to the hero's solitude; 

the pace of the narrative slows to emphasize that the island 

section is ultimately the most crucial part of the book 

becausa it comprises the formative years in the hero's life. 

The events that take place during Hayy's forty-nine years of 

isolation and Crusoe's twenty-eight years of solitude--both 

divisible by seven--are sequential, ~ntricately integrated, 

and cogently bound. Hayy's knowledge of God is based on 

deductive reasoning that follows a definite pattern of 

progression, and Crusoe's salvation is the result of clear

cut phases of punishment, recognition of sin, repentance, 

and increased religious awareness. On their islands, then, 

Crusoe and Hayy grow, physically and spiritually; by 

degrees, taking problems as they rise and responding to 

circumstances surrounding them, until they reach certain 

conclusions concerning their relationship to God and their 

place in the world. 

The narratives of Ibn Tufail and Defoe do more than 

reproduce life as it is; they create another sense of 

reality by presenting incidents within the framework of a 

well-composed, tight, and emphatic structure that connects 

the general to the particular and renders every part 
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functional. The succession of events, the minuteness of 

details, the individualization of characters, and the 

concreteness of background are all firmly controlled by a 

carefully constructed schema, supported by an informing idea 

around which the whole narrative revolves. The manifold 

structural elements composing Hayy Bin Yagzan are subser

vient to the philosophical unity with which Ibn Tufail wants 

to stamp his work, and the subsidiary narrative cycles in 

Robinson Crusoe are integrated into the pattern of fall, 

repentance, and redemption which composes crusoe's religious 

experience. The motive energies of each plot are directed 

toward throwing incidental light on the author's own philo

sophical, religious, and social conceptions; and by incor

porating his views within a dramatic forum, each gives 

direction and purposefulness to his narrative. 

The association between the constructional and 

thematic elements in Hayy Bin Yagzan brings to the surface 

the groundwork of philosophical views that underlies the 

thought of the narrative. By disseminating his theological 

beliefs in the medium of a tale, Ibn Tufail transforms his 

purely intellectual assumptions into live images and gives 

substance to his abstract thought. Mainly, Ibn Tufail's 

work is not a simple narrative, nor has it been designed to 

be one. In fact, he informs his correspondent that he 

intends to tell him the story of nayy only to give him 
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"a brief glimpse of the road that lies ahead"27 for the 

seekers of mystical truth. In this respect, Ibn Tufail 

appears to have used the story as a means of projecting his 

ideas clothed in dramatic garb and presenting a spiritual 

condition in concrete terms, because he, "it is clear, 

envisaged that the narrative form would create an atmosphere 

which would enable the reader to accompany Hayy on his 

intellectual and emotional adventures" and share his 

illumination. 28 The fictional form of Hayy Bin Yagzan, 

then, both embodies and enhances the philosophical views and 

the scientific facts narrated, and thus it facilitates the 

readers' acceptance of the ideological intentions that lie 

at the center of it. 

Believing the narrative form to be the most powerful 

method of conveying ideas, Defoe for years used fiction in 

the Review to illustrate his social or political views. In 

the preface to Crusoe's Serious Reflections, Defoe announces 

that "the adventures of your fugitive friend, 'Robinson 

Crusoe'"(SR, 101), belong to a tradition of parables, for 

the account is written mainly for the purpose of information 

and improvement (SR, xii). But Defoe carries the process 

much further, and his uniquely novelistic approach gives his 

~rork an unusual force by relegating pure concepts to a 

27. "Letter~n p. 103. 

28. Hawi, nMotives," p. 325. 
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secondary role in favor of his narrative fiction. Without 

any clearly established tradition of realistic fiction to 

assimilate his work to, Defoe insists that Robinson Crusoe 

is not literary (SR, ix); still, only with him does the 

novel, as a serious artistic endeavor and a unified work of 

art, begin to assume its definite shape, style, and compass. 

His novel is associated with a new discovery of the isola

tion and autonomy of the private mind, and in this sense its 

structure appears as a solid, objective edifice undermined 

and controlled by a private vision. In Defoe's skillful 

hands, the narrative. form becomes a fitting medium for 

setting in motion a chain of events that dramatize the 

hero's mental and spiritual development and convincingly 

portray his personality. 

Classing Ibn Tufail and Defoe together as writers of 

fictitious narrative does not necessarily mean that both are 

to be considered novelists. It is erroneous, of course, to 

claim that the Spanish Muslim philosopher has achieved the 

same artistic qualities found in one of the highest examples 

of the art of the novel. -More than any other single work,

Kavanagh contends, 

Robinson Crusoe is emblematic of those 
characteristics identified with the modern novel: 
the centering of the story in character, the 
emergence of the novelistic persona as a realistic 
psychological presence, the changing relationship of 
a secular to a religious basis of consciousness, and 
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narratlon. 
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Some critics may find that "Robinson Crusoe seems like the 

wrong locus--the exquisitely wrong place--to begin a 

consideration of the origins of the novel" because it is 

"such an atypical work, so devoid of society, of human 

interaction," and that its being a touchstone for the great 

tradition "simply resonates from the popularity of the 

book."30 But the majority of scholars agree with watt, who 

considers it "appropriate that the tradition of the novel 

should begin with a work that annihilated the relationships 

of the traditional social order, and thus drew attention to 

the opportunity and the need of building up a network of 

personal relationships on a new and conscious pattern. n3l 

When Defoe's Robinson Crusoe is placed alongside Ibn 

Tufail's Hayy Bin Yagzan, the difference between the plat

forms on which they have erected their works appears signi

ficant. The Arabic book is not a vaporous fairy tale; and 

unlike the Pilgrim's Progress, it is not framed by a demand 

for interpretation as a dream. A. S. Fulton regards it as 

"a well-constructed story, comparatively free from that 

diffuseness which the Oriental teller of tales can rarely 

avoid, and from the obscurity in which Muslim philosophers 

29. Kavanagh, p. 416. 

30. Davis, p. 154. 

31. Watt, Rise, p. 92. 
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often get involved through their craze for elaborate refine

ments." By virtue of "the natural development of its theme 

and the relevance and cogency of its details,· it is not 

only difficult to be matched "in the literature of Islam,"32 

but it also aspires to genuine literary artistry. contrary 

to the opinion of Sami Hawi, who insists that the book "must 

be considered a well-knit treatise,"33 Bayy Bin Yagzan 

appears fundamentally distinct from and dramatically 

superior to a treatise because it provides an imaginative 

experience more often associated with narrative literature 

than with philosophical studies. 

Appreciation of the merits of Hayy Bin Yagzan as a 

narrative makes Behler unreservedly refer to it as a 

"novel,"34 and leads Atal to declare it "the first psycho

logical novel," since it is essentially "a prose narrative 

that has all the elements of the novel."35 In fact, the 

rights of the narrative as sheer story are firmly respected 

in Ibn Tufail's book, which makes use of many traditional 

narrative devices, such as development, climax, wholeness 

and relatedness, sequence, physical setting, and realistic 

accuracy of detail, successfully turning the barren 

32. Fulton, pp. 17-18. 

33. Hawi, "Motives," p. 322. 

34. Behler, pp. 17, 26. 

35. Atal, p. 9. 
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philosophical precepts it is dealing with into images of 

life. Nevertheless, while it is obvious that Bavy Bin 

Yaqzan is much more than just a treatise on mysticism and 

that it has many other aspects beside the philosophical, it 

is definitely not a novel, and its novelistic aspects are 

minimal. Its plot is too manifestly contrived to develop in 

a completely realistic manner the ideas it has been designed 

to defend, and the process of dramatization is very care

fully calculated to direct the hero unswervingly toward the 

end planned for him by the author. Actually, the work 

defies classification into just one of the literary conven

tions that govern its writing, for it is not only a fable, 

or a romance, or a philosophical treatise, or an allegorical 

tale. In forming Bayy Bin Yaqzan, Ibn Tufail seems to steer 

a middle course among the generic forms that the practice of 

foregoing authors has established. With his literary skill, 

he gives his philosophical hypothesis real significance by 

raising it above the level of playful speculation and 

engaging it instead in a deep psychological analysis of the 

human mind at work. 

In Robinson Crusoe we encounter a similar generic 

blending~ its novelty within the traditional forms does not 

negate the fact that a mass of multifarious work goes under 

the genre of the novel, which is generally regarded as the 

final product of an ameliorative literary evolution. The 
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sources of Defoe's narrative are diverse,36 for he exploits 

fully the capacities of various literary forms common in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as spiritual 

autobiography, travel literature, picaresque adventure, 

historical narratives, the diary, and the periodical essay. 

But, despite similarities to other conventional genres, 

Robinson Crusoe is an easily distinguishable literary form 

that displays the distinctive literary features of the new 

art form called "novel." Undoubtedly, it is a remarkable 

fictional work, both in its delineation of character and its 

consummate structure, which depicts the concerns of everyday 

life and the spiritual experiences of the human soul in a 

natural, artless manner. 

The technique of this new form of writing demands an 

easy narrative style similar to the lively and realistic 

reporting of periodical journalism which afforded new 

opportunities to the literary profession in the eighteenth

century to engage in influencing public opinion, extending 

the power of the word and forming the taste that the novel 

caters to. Defoe's technique of relating the adventures of 

Crusoe with the banal prosiness of a daily journal creates 

simple and direct immediacy for the readers. The simple 

conversational quality of Defoe's style has more than once 

36. See Secord's Studies, Schonhorn's "Defoe's 
Sources," and Gold's "The origins." 



204 

been pointed out, particularly aptly by walter de la Mare, 

who describes Defoe's language in the Apparition of Mrs. 

Veal as a "kind of copious breathless gossiping."37 In 

Robinson Crusoe Defoe permits his hero to treat the readers 

of his adventures as personal friends, revealing to them 

intimate details about himself in a familiar and homely 

style that creates the effect of an immediate and spon

taneous account. The whole narrative gains fluidity, 

flexibility, and naturalness by the freshness of Defoe's 

prosaic manner, the lucidity of his exposition, and his 

straightforward description of the action. 

In terms of language, Ibn Tufail's, with its 

conscious control and obvious intellectual schematization, 

lacks the simple immediacy that characterizes Defoe's 

writing. A primary distinction between the two styles is 

that Defoe's is direct, oral, and plain, whereas Ibn 

Tufail's is premeditated, economical, and efficiently 

composed. Defoe's amazing prolixity encompasses effects 

that Ibn Tufail's precision and compactness do not attain. 

Hayy Bin Yagzan is written with great economy of detail in 

tight sentence structure whose concreteness and particular

ity force the tone to retain the same calm, dispassionate 

quality throughout the book. But this detached, objective 

approach does not prevent Ibn Tufail from presenting his 

37. Walter de la Mare, Desert Islands and Robinson 
Crusoe (London: Faber & Faber Ltd., 1930), p. 53. 
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abstract philosophical ideas clearly in plain discourse free 

of decorative rhetoric. The mode of e:pression in navY Bin 

Yagzan is not· pretentious, and the concepts presented are 

not delineated in a dogmatic manner. On the contrary, with 

his competent command of language, Ibn Tufail avoids a 

strictly discursive and syllogistic style, using declarative 

literary expressions that do not suffer from pompous verbo

sity in order "to make his exposition simple and concise in 

the interests of the intelligent layman."38 

Both Ibn Tufail and Defoe use language without false 

literary grace to express their ideas within the ordinary 

man's ability to comprehend. Ibn Tufail's prefatory letter 

is addressed to his "noble brother" and "kind friend" who 

has asked him to reveal for him "the secrets of the Oriental 

Philosophy,"39 but he soon indicates that his potential 

readarship will include more people than just his private 

correspondent. For "although in general he supports the 

Almohad principle of withholding the teachings of philosophy 

from the multitude, it is clear that he was opposed to its 

too rigorous application, and that he recognized an intelli

gent section of the masses who deserved instruction."40 At 

the end of the book Ibn Tufail asks his "brethren who shall 

38. Fulton, p. 18. 

39. "Letter," p. 95. 

40. Fulton, p. 18 
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see this discourse n to excuse him "for being so careless in 

[his] exposition and so free in [his] demonstration" of the 

secrets of mysticism, explaining that he only wishes "to 

express the matter in easie terms" so that his readers will 

not have difficulty understanding his highly philosophical 

concepts. Furthermore, he assures those brothers that he 

has not so completely delivered those secrets "as to leave 

them without a thin veil over them" (HBY, 178). Ibn 

Tufail's extreme caution suggests his anticipation of an 

even wider public audience for his book; and afraid that it 

will actually be available to the multitude who have no 

aptitude for philosophical speculation, he endeavors to 

distract them by that veil. 

Defoe, on the contrary, is able to reach a wide 

social spectrum drawn chiefly from the middle and lower 

classes: readers of periodicals and political pamphlets. 

The birth of the novel as an art form coincided with the 

rise of the new bourgeoisie, who delighted in tales of 

adventure more than in tragedies, epics, and romances. The 

increasing popularity of the novel stemmed from its depen

dence not on aristocratic patronage but on commercial 

publishing and cheap printing, which created a semiliterate 

reading public. In its devotion to clarity and simplicity, 

Robinson Crusoe is directed not at a private audience but at 

Londoners who read their journals in their favorite coffee 

houses. Defoe maintains a middle ground between formal 
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discourse and colloquial speech, addressing his readers with 

easy confidence and a frank manner to enable them to appre

hend his notions concerning man's relation to the world and 

the actions he takes to find his place in it. 

Although Hayy Bin Yagzan is written with a special

ized group in mind and Robinson Crusoe is directed at the 

gen~ral ri~aaer, they both are designed not only to inform 

but also to evoke responses from their audience. The 

edification of others is an urge common to both books, which 

engage in a moral polemic aiming at the ethical, religious, 

and intellectual improvement of their readers. Their 

inherently religious foundations carry within them a clearly 

visible moralizing tendency that adds depth and seriousness 

to their fictitiousness. Robinson Crusoe may not be a devo

tional tract like the Pilgrim's Progress, but it is intended 

for Nmoral and religious improv~ment" (SR, xii). Both 

Hunter and Starr show Defoe's book as "dependent on common 

techniques of popular devotional or didactic literature" and 

relate it to his "vein of pious conduct-books, such as 

The Family Instructor."4l Like the "parables in the Holy 

Scripture," it is ndesigned and effectually turned for 

instruction and upright ends" (SR, 101); it is an 

41. Rogers, Robinson Crusoe, p. 53. 
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exhortation for sinners to repent, "intended for the common 

good of mankind" (SR, ix). 

In his penetrating philosophical tale of twelfth

century Muslim Spain, Ibn Tufail's explicitly stated purpose 

is to reveal, as best he can, "the secrets of the Oriental 

Philosophy. "42 But the book seems to have a deeper inten

tion than mere dogmatic assertion. Besides the broadening 

of conceptual horizons, it is written chiefly to "dispose 

men and raise a desire in them to enter into the right way" 

(HBY, 179). Ibn Tufail encourages his readers to take up 

the mystical way of life by rectifying the "corrupt notions" 

prevailing in his time. He refers particularly to the 

"pretenders of philosophy" who "have broach'd and scatter'd, 

so that they are diffus'd through several countries." The 

"mischief" devised by those "fools" has become "epidemical," 

and the threat it poses to the welfare of "the weak ones" 

creates a need for Ibn Tufail's relative candor in revealing 

the "secret of secrets" (HBY, 178). Addressing the under

lying spiritual causes of religious and social chaos, Ibn 

Tufail bewails contemporary moral laxity and provides the 

public with an exemplary tale whose lesson will always 

42. "Letter," p. 95. 
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apply, for it "points a moral for all with a heart to under-

stand, a reminder for anyone with a heart or ears to listen 

and to hear."43 

Clearly, Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan are 

designed to illustrate moral platitudes by erecting patterns 

of conduct and self-regulation and offering their heroes' 

lives as testimonies to the gratifying consequences of 

following such patterns. Hayy is an example of intrinsic 

excellence, "singled out for praise"44 by his author, and 

Crusoe is a "model of moral restraint"45 who considers 

himself "a memento to those who are touched with the general 

plague of mankind, that of not being satisfied" (RC, 225). 

The two distinguished individuals are created to be admired 

and emulated; their morally inspiring experiences are 

constructed to urge good conduct and denounce general 

corruption. Thus, Defoe and Ibn Tufail, in their divided 

attitudes toward life, happiness, and human nature, present 

in their books an ideal of humanity that can be attained by 

ordinary men when they cultivate their own spiritual forti

tude. The two authors record accounts of special providence 

in the lives of Crusoe and Rayy to convince ordinary men of 

43. "Letter," p. 103. 

44. Goodman, p. 91. 

45. Geoffrey M. Sill, Defoe and the Idea of Fiction 
(London and Toronto: Univ. of Delaware Press, 1983), p. 
169. 



God's intervention in human affairs, and commend humble 

piety as the one redeeming virtue that will secure their 

happiness, security, and peace. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

In the foregoing chapters, Robinson Crusoe and ~ 

Bin Yagzan nave been the subject of a detailed comparative 

analysis which concludes that a curious semblance, both in 

the material presented and in the manner of its presenta

tion, exists between the two works. We are, of course, 

unlikely ever to find out whether Defoe actually read Ibn 

Tufai1's book, and the whole question of his indebtedness to 

the Muslim philosopher may perhaps never be finally settled, 

for although similar features strongly indicate a possible 

connection between them, no factual links have been estab

lished. That some influence occurred is very likely, 

especially since a translation of the Arabic text was 

ushered in around the turn of the eighteenth century and was 

eagerly read in the course of the century to become "a 

source of inspiration for Western literary and philosophical 

thought."l It is improbable that such a popular book could 

have escaped the attention of an author like Defoe, who "was 

much aware of the passing interests of his day," and who 

1. Behler, p. 8. 
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"was stimulated ••• by immediate literary projects about 

him, which gave direction and a spur to his own' fertile, 

though not necessarily less creative, mind."2 

Taken as a whole, Robinson Crusoe breathes the 
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spirit of BaYf Bin Yagzan, and the parallels between them 

are strong enough to allow the assumption that Ibn Tufail's 

work maY,have provided the major impulse for the creation of 

Defoe's masterpiece. Many critics agree that Alexander 

Silkirk, the long-accepted figure behind Crusoe, gave Defoe 

only "his donne,~ beyond which he "had little to offer,"3 

and that "the assistance which De Foe derived from Silkirk's 

history, seems of a very meagre kind."4 But even a critic 

like Maximillian Novak, who "at one time. • .argued that the 

story of Yokdhan, 'so far from being the 'idea' of Robinson 

Crusoe ••• is almost the complete reversal,'" explains that 

what he "had in mind was the difference between Yokdhan's 

explorative attitude toward his environment as opposed to 

Crusoe's trepidation." And he goes on to say: "Allowing 

for this obvious difference between the two protagonists, it 

would nevertheless be absurd to deny a general similarity."S 

2. Schonhorn, p. 157. 

3. Gold, p. 134. 

4. Rogers, Heritage, p. 77. 

5. Maximillian Novak, "The Wild Man Comes to T~a," 
in The Wild Man Within, ed. Edward Dudley and Maximillian 
Novak (Pittsburgh: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 1972), p. 
206. 
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The analogies between the two books are not proposed in this 

study as exact; although reminiscences and echoes of ~ 

Bin Yaqzan can be found in Robinson Crusoe, it would be 

equally absurd to suggest that the contents of the transla

tion are copied verbatim. Defoe's work is his own; with the 

numerous resemblances go genuine differences, but these 

differences should not blur the profound affinities between 

them. 

Hayy Bin Yaqzan may well have had a formative 

influence on Defoe's thought, but to argue the alternative, 

that is, to maintain that Defoe never saw the book, does not 

in any way threaten the objectives of this study. Despite 

my concern with the possibility of indebtedness, the ques

tion of what Defoe actually read has little relevance here. 

My argument does not rest on the bare presumption of direct 

contact, nor does it find it necessary to demonstrate that 

Defoe consciously borrowed from, or identified his views 

with those of, Ibn Tufail. This study aims primarily to 

investigate a suggestive situation of literary correspon

dence between two very different literary figures who are 

worlds apart, in order not to emphasize an influence that 

presupposes some manner of causality, but to examine the 

motives that have led the two authors to the same mode of 

expression, and thus to point to the possibility that 



similar literary, social, cultural, and psychological 

dynamics might be at work. 
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Underneath their differences in emphasis and focus, 

Ibn Tufail and Defoe do not deal with fundamentally differ

ent concerns, and both share a common driving purpose: 

bringing man into an appropriate relationship with God, 

himself, and the world around him. Defoe's preoccupation 

with Crusoe's experience in isolation, with the converging 

themes of sin, salvation, and Divine Providence parallel Ibn 

Tufail's preoccupation with Hayy's solitude, with the 

history of creation, the eternity of God, the immortality of 

the world, and other related topics of theology and meta

physics. Exploring the emotional depths and the philoso

phical implications of man's relation to God, the two books 

reveal the same interplay between the earthly and heavenly 

planes of being, the same emblematic method, and the same 

providential control of events. The religious concerns of 

both books are persistent; they shape the narrative struc

ture at every level and supply a continuous and controlling 

pattern for the heroes' experiences. 

The piety woven into the whole texture of Robinson 

Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan testifies to the fact that their 

authors are deeply .religious men who see Nature and mankind 

in a theological perspective. As speculative reasoners, 

they tend to embrace the dogmatic beliefs instilled in them 

by their own cultures. Both reserve a place in their 
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thought for a rational knowledge of God that precedes faith, 

but they allow their protagonists neither true spiritual 

enlightenment nor certain salvation without divine revela

tion and scriptural intensification. The two authors are 

conditioned by the prevalent philosophical and religious 

c~tegvLies of their times: Defoe creates a character who 

epitomizes the dissenting world in which he has been born, 

with its exaltation of the private conscience and its 

preference for a religion stripped of its priestly addi

tions, and Ibn Tufail introduces a character who reflects 

the philosophical mysticism he himself is immersed in, with 

its elusion of the authority of religion and its acceptance 

of ascetic devotion. 

Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan, then, tell us 

of the individual sensibilities of their writers as well as 

of their respective societies and the different periods in 

which they were written. Each book is at one with the prac

tice of its time: Defoe's verbalizes the assumptions of 

eighteenth-century thought, reflecting the age's emerging 

economic principles, its puritan religious code, and the 

confrontation between its secular and devotional tendencies, 

and Ibn Tufail's outlines the main philosophical concepts of 

twelfth-century Muslim Spain, showing the period's great 

intellectual diversity, its religious fervors, and the 

central dilemma between submission to the will of God and 

prosperity in a secular society. The two authors lived in 
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times marked by a zealous protection of the established 

religion and the use of the machinery of the law against 

religious enthusiasm; and moved by an eager didactic impulse 

to put things right, they found in the dramatic medium they 

chose for the expression of their ideas a powerful instru

ment to be used against a religion that has become a"form of 

social propriety and whose adherents perform only superfi

cial rituals. Ibn Tufail employs a fable of natural 

intelligence awakening to truth, and Defoe uses the inward 

drama of his hero's isolation, guilt, and recovery to 

emphasize that the true meaning of religion lies in main

taining a devotedly intimate relationship with God. 

To achieve a detached perspective for contemplating 

contemporary issues, Defoe and Ibn Tufail set the action of 

their narratives on a neutral stage, which they turn into a 

testing ground for unraveling the mystery of the human mind 

and soul. Associated with man's isolation is the autonomy 

of his private mind, and each book, by revealing the reali

ties of life subjectively conceived, becomes a document of 

the inner cohesion of human thought. The light ahed on 

subtle mental and spiritual perceptions enriches each work 

with its exploration into the inner recesses of the secret 

self. with a fantastic blend of perspectives, both specula

tive and practical, Robinson Crusoe and Hayy Bin Yagzan 

communicate experiences of awakening from ignorance to 

knowledge, and advance in the process ethical values and 
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moral standards that illuminate the whole circuit of human 

life. 

In both books, the similarity between the current of 

a person's life and the process of human history is inescap

ableo Through the adventures of a solitary, indomitable 

individual, they lay bare the eternal needs of man in 

general and present him at his paradigmatic human best. 

Taken outside their own time periods, Robinson Crusoe and 

Hayy Bin Yagzan enter the timeless realm of universality to 

become biographies not of Rayy. and Crusoe but of humanity at 

large. The break aw?y from the boundaries of historical 

time assumes the shape of a physical journey, and the vessel 

each man boards, whether a ship or a little ark, works as a 

time machine that transports its passenger back to a primi

tive phase in human life. Bayy's infancy corresponds to 

mankind in a primeval state; his world is restricted and 

defined by primordial terms. ~nd although Defoe's novel is 

set in his own time, a latent use of temporal symbolism can 

be detected, for the storm which causes the gradual strip

ping Crusoe undergoes--of his ship, of his fellow sailors, 

of his clothes--demolishes civilization to its very founda

tion and thrusts civilized man back on the threshold of the 

history of the human race itself. 

Out of the ruins of civilization, a whole and con

crete vision of man emerges as the two cave dwellers begin 

to recreate one by one the inventions of human industry 
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which have been achieved by successive collective efforts. 

The laborious and painful process of man's physical and 

intellectual adjustment to his environment is recaptured in 

the struggle of each hero for survival. Sharing the curio

sity, the inventiveness, and the exploratory drive that led 

first man on the most daring adventures, Crusoe and Hayy, 

discovering, contriving, and devising, recapitulate human 

phylogeny and duplicate all the tasks required to sustain 

their existence. In Ibn Tufail's and Defoe's interpreta

tions of the historical process of cultural evolution there 

is a movement from lower to higher; from'such a starting 

point as primitive man, they envisage a continuous progres

sion upward, culminating in spiritual consummation. aayy's 

and Crusoe's gradual mastery of their natural environment 

and of their inner selves co~~emorates, in a sense, man

kind's momentous forward strides in a long climb to 

civilization. 

Surely, the concept of an evolutionary history of 

the human intellect from lower to higher levels of develop

ment embraces an optimistic faith in the perfectibility of 

man through his own efforts. Regardless of their different 

cultural backgrounds, Ibn Tufail and Defoe not only share a 

confidence in human capacity to fashion on earth a transient 

mortal state of happiness but also agree that the secret of 

man's happiness lies wi thin himself. The minds of the t'wo 

authors foster utopian speculation; they embody in their 
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books their visions of a better life on earth and indicate 

that their heroes' solitary careers do not hamper their 

happiness, for what they have attained is, above all, a 
, 

complete inward peace. After engaging in different levels 

of conflict--with nature, with the self, with God, and with 

society--each man comes forth as a homogeneity, not as a 

bifurcation of body and soul. Hayy and Crusoe achieve this 

unity only after their souls awaken to receive the knowledge 

of God, the pursuit of which is perceived in both books to 

be a wholly individual matter. In a serene spiritual soli

tude, then, inner harmony pervades and fills the hearts of 

Crusoe and Hayy with comfort, joy, and perfect bliss. 

On the basis of this comparison I conclude not only 

that Defoe can be identified more closely with Ibn Tufail 

than is usually assumed, but also that to identify a certain 

work with a literary genre does not preclude the possibility 

that at some point it may coincide with another work grouped 

in a different category. Defoe's novel and Ibn Tufail's 

philosophical narrative achieve similar mixtures of truth 

and fiction; upon the familiar ground of fact they create an 

illusion of reality captured accurately by their author's 

fertile and lively imaginations. Compared with Hayy Bin 

Yagzan, Robinson Crusoe commands deep regard not only for 

Defoe's workmanship, his sustained mastery of narrative, and 

his power of recording, but also for the depth of the 

philosophical and theological thought that is inextricably 
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mingled with his literary art. ~nd in comparison with 

Robinson Crusoe, Bayy Bin Yagzan displays not only its 

author's rich and complex philosophical penetration, but 

also his well-developed method of composition anc the keen 

insight in his literary judgments. Each book, in its own 

right, is an important contribution to the history of ideas, 

and together they reflect, through a simple story of maximum 

containment, a common humanity that cuts across any divi

sions in historical continuities. 
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