






































































































































































































































































































































































































































a conc7rn �,�~�t�h� the structure and temporality of 
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. 



201 

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." 
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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. 

214 

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 



218 

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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