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Moll Flanders as a Criminal

We talked on Tuesday about some questions of form, including Moll’s voice and the editor’s “alterations” to it. Today, I’d like to look in more detail at Moll’s criminality. In Mitchell’s introduction to the Penguin edition of Moll Flanders, the editor writes: 

In essence, the novel is a vivid dramatization of the conflicts and confusions over values that took place in one of the most interesting periods in English history—a period of turmoil during the establishment of the moral and legal basis of modern capitalist society. …Defoe’s novel endures as a profound consideration of the creation of social values and of the relationship of the individual to society. (5)

I asked you, as you read, to consider this argument about the nature of Moll Flanders. Today, we’ll discuss this argument specifically as it reveals itself in Moll’s criminality. 
Let’s look at the novel’s opening. What is Newgate? Why do you think Moll is born there? Take a few moments to find other references to Newgate. What role does the prison play in Moll Flanders?

Moll’s mother is also a “Newgate Bird” (134). On pages 133 and following, Moll meets with her mother and discovers that she is in fact her biological mother, and that her husband is in fact her brother. Let’s read this scene aloud. As you read along, consider the power that Newgate prison exerts. We’ll make a thematic list on the board, and then go from there. 

1. Newgate as a creator of “great men” (134)
2. newgate as a creator of thieves and rogues (135)
3. as a place of fragmentation (families torn apart)—almost an empty space, wherein the events that take place are shrouded in mystery. A mystery that leads ultimately to incest. Note, however, that Moll’s story recovers that fragmentation, puts the pieces together again.

4. Might it also be a generator of stories? In what way is Newgate the source of Moll’s mother’s story? Moll’s?

We might say that Newgate—and the social system it represents—haunts the entirety of Moll Flanders. It is present at the beginning of the story, the middle of the story, and even the end of the story (363ff, when Moll is arrested, tried, and convicted of shoplifting). A novel, as I think it was Justin who mentioned on our first day of class, has a structure—a beginning, a middle, and an end. The whole is tied together as a whole by the thread of this structure. We might argue that the structure of Moll Flanders is a function of Newgate prison. What are the implications of this for our reading of Moll’s criminality? For our study of the novel as a form?

Let’s think about Moll Flanders both as character (in general) and as heroine (in particular). How does she conform to our expectations of heroism? How does she violate those expectations? How and why does Defoe manage to make her so attractive to us that we can "forgive" her for her apparently deviant behavior? What is her greatest or strongest attribute? Her greatest weakness?

Is Moll naturally degenerate – or criminal – or is hers a learned behavior? If Moll is in fact a criminal, is she entirely and exclusively to blame for her criminality, or should we place part (or all) of the blame elsewhere? What causes Moll’s “descent” into vice and criminality? In what does her “criminality” consist? Note the way Moll describes her fall and the way others describe her fall. Do you see any tensions here? Keep the fictional history of the text, as described in the Preface, in mind. 

Why does Defoe dispose of Moll's children so conveniently?
In what ways can the novel be seen either as praise of or condemnation of what has come to be called “economic individualism” or “possessive individualism”? (see the introductory question above)

Pages to look at:


Title Page
Moll’s meeting with her Mother in Virginia (134-135)
”No”

