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MOLL FLANDERS

DANIEL DEFOE was a Londoner, born in 1660 at St Giles, Cripplegate, the son of James Foe, a tallow-chandler. He changed his name to Defoe from c. 1695. He was educated for the Presbyterian Ministry at Morton’s academy for Dissenters at Newington Green, but in 1682 he abandoned this plan and became a hosiery merchant in Cornhill. After serving briefly as a soldier in the Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion, he became well established as a merchant, and travelled widely in England, as well as on the Continent. Between 1697 and 1701 he served as a secret agent for William III in England and Scotland, and between 1703 and 1714 for Harley and other ministers. During the latter period he also, single-handed, produced the Review, a pro-government newspaper. A prolific and versatile writer, he produced some 500 books on a wide variety of topics including politics, geography, crime, religion, economics, marriage, psychology and superstition. He delighted in role-playing and disguise, a skill he used to great effect as a secret agent, and in his writing he often adopted a pseudonym of another personality for rhetorical impact. His first extant political tract (against James II) was published in 1688, and in 1701 his satirical poem, The True-Born Englishman, which was a bestseller, appeared. Two years later he was arrested for The Shortest-Way with the Dissenters, an ironical satire on High Church extremism, committed to Newgate and pilloried. He turned to fiction relatively late in life and in 1719 published his great imaginative work, Robinson Crusoe (also published by Penguin). This was followed in 1722 by Moll Flanders and A journal of the Plague Year and in 1724 his last novel, Roxana, appeared. His other works include A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, a guide-book in three volumes (1724–6; abridged Penguin edition, 1965), The Complete English Tradesman (1726), Augusta Triumphans (1728), A Plan of the English Commerce (1728) and The Complete English Gentleman, not published until 1890. He died on 24 April 1731. Defoe had a great influence on the development of the English novel and many consider him to be the first true novelist.
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Moll Flanders (1722) is the story of the notorious life and ultimate repentance of a woman who lived for much of her adult life as a whore and a thief. The title-page of the original edition, like a modern book-jacket advertising the contents, emphasizes the scandalous nature of her life, pointing out that she was born in Newgate prison, was once married to her own brother, and was eventually transported to Virginia. Short of murder, which we later learn that she seriously thinks of committing, there is little that could be added to make her crimes any blacker. Her life resembles the fictional rogue biographies popular at the time or the lurid accounts of the lives of condemned criminals, sold as the death-carts made their way to the gallows. But there the resemblance ends, for Moll Flanders, with all its affinity with contemporary low-life literature including the picaresque tale, differs in a crucial respect. At the nadir of her misfortunes, incarcerated in Newgate and in fear of the gallows, Moll undergoes a spiritual awakening, a rebirth of the soul that leads to her repentance. Defoe chose Moll Flanders for his moral fable for a very good reason. If Moll is capable of spiritual redemption and regeneration, then no one is beyond the merciful intervention of divine providence.

Three years earlier Defoe had written his masterpiece, the best-selling Robinson Crusoe (1719), now universally recognized as a classic work of English literature. Crusoe has been likened to a ‘spiritual autobiography’, 1 meaning that it is a fictional version of the way in which many Puritan writers interpreted their lives as a pattern of sin, repentance, conversion, and redemption. Although the book readily lends itself to other interpretations as well, Robinson Crusoe is undoubtedly a work in which the hero, after many hardships and divine warnings, eventually recognizes his own sinful human nature and learns to interpret apparently random events and signs as evidence of God’s divine providence for man. Part of its power springs from Defoe’s extraordinary capacity for imagining himself in the place of his hero. All his considerable experience as a writer, particularly perhaps his skill at impersonating others, went into making us believe we are hearing the authentic voice of Robinson Crusoe and witnessing the momentous events that changed the course of his life.

In Moll Flanders Defoe set himself a more difficult task. Not only did he boldly try the experiment of writing the autobiographical confession of a woman, but in Moll he deliberately chose a woman notorious for the viciousness of her life – ‘debauch’d from her Youth, nay, even being the Off-spring of Debauchery and Vice’ as he put it in the Preface. But, even more perhaps than with Crusoe, Defoe wins our sympathy for his heroine and because we like Moll we grow to care about what will finally become of her. That is why, despite the appearance of an often rambling, episodic progression of events, Defoe is able to make a unified whole of the novel. As Moll becomes more habituated (’hardened’ is the expressive contemporary word which Moll uses) to her sins, the events of her life gradually but steadily accumulate, like gathering clouds, until the storm breaks and Moll is finally caught and cast into Newgate. Through her return to Newgate Defoe shows how providence ultimately brings about the spiritual redemption of a woman whose vices have brought her to the lowest possible point of human degradation and hopelessness.

I

Even without the lubricious disclosures of the title-page, contemporary readers, from the moment they picked up the book, would have suspected the nature of Moll’s life simply from her name. As both Moll and her editor are quick to point out, ‘Moll Flanders’ is not her real name (which she still cannot safely reveal), but a nickname. The concealment of her name increases the air of mystery about Moll, but the fact that we are to know her only through an acquired name is significant in another way. Nicknames are more indicative of reputation than real names and both ‘Moll’ and ‘Flanders’ are highly suggestive. A ‘Moll’ in the slang of the time, as in our own century, is a woman of low repute, often the girlfriend of a professional criminal. Moll was, moreover, the nickname of a notorious female thief, Moll Cut-Purse, immortalized in two plays of the early seventeenth century.2 When she boasts that ‘I grew as impudent a Thief, and as dexterous as ever Moll Cut-Purse was’, Moll draws our attention to her namesake, and when she concedes that she is ‘not half so Handsome’ (p. 266) as the earlier Moll, she hints broadly at the sexual connotation of Moll Cut-Purse’s first name.

It is, however, her surname, with its double connotation, that precisely defines Moll’s dual career as whore and thief. Since the Middle Ages Flemish women had been renowned for their cloth-making abilities, both in weaving fine Flanders linen and for making highly prized Flanders lace. When Chaucer’s Wife of Bath wants to boast of her own skill as a weaver she lets her fellow pilgrims know that she surpassed the women of Ypres and of Ghent (both Flemish clothing-making towns). Moll’s association with lace and lace-mending begins with her childhood in Colchester when she protests to her nurse that she will avoid going into service by imitating a ‘Gentlewoman’ who ‘mended Lace, and wash’d the Ladies Lac’d-heads’ (p.50). For Moll, being able to earn money by her skill with a needle means being a ‘Gentlewoman’, though, ironically, the woman she so admires is actually the town whore, as a nurse points out: ‘you may soon be such a Gentlewoman as that, for she is a Person of ill Fame, and has had two or three Bastards’.

The remark of her nurse is more prophetic than she may have imagined, but not more so than Moll’s name suggests. Women of Flanders, again since the Middle Ages, had acquired a reputation in England as the best prostitutes and the many brothels on the south bank of the Thames were filled with Flemish women. In this connection it is more than probable that Chaucer’s sly words about the Wife of Bath (who outdid the women of Flanders) hint at another and less reputable profession of that past mistress of the art of love.3 Over three hundred years later Defoe in giving Moll her surname was still able to allude to the association of ‘Flanders’ women with prostitution.

Since the word ‘Flanders’ was commonly used interchangeably with ‘Holland’ and ‘Dutch’ (as Defoe notes in A Plan of the English Commerce (1728), p. 119), it is not surprising to find that the most notorious and sumptuous London brothel of the seventeenth century, known as Holland’s Leaguer, was operated by a Mrs. Holland, also known as Madame (or Dame or Donna) Britannica Hollandia.4 So durable was the association of prostitution with Flanders that many of the whores, even those who were English by birth, went by foreign names, the Dutch name Petronella, not surprisingly, being a special favourite. An account of the Bankside brothels in the reign of Henry VIII, probably by Defoe, claims that many of the prostitutes as well as ‘the mistresses of them were generally Dutch women’.5 And as Henry Mayhew reports in his history of London low-life,6 the link between prostitution and Flanders continued well into the nineteenth century.

Defoe’s choice of ‘Flanders’ for his protagonist’s name is deliberate; it lets us know just what sort of woman Moll is. Although she is later apt to protest that she has no idea how she came to be called by such a name or what it could possibly mean, Moll assumes the name of Mrs. Flanders herself when she takes shelter in the Mint after the bankruptcy of her second husband, the linen-draper. Moll’s capacity for what, in George Orwell’s memorable expression, we now call ‘doublethink’ is never more evident than in situations such as this when she must at the same time both confess and deny something: ‘I was a Widow bewitch’d, I had a Husband, and no Husband’, meaning, of course, that she is still legally married, though deserted by her husband. As her subsequent account makes clear, Moll is now in the market for a third husband, her second husband having left England to escape debtors’ prison. In spite of the fact that as her husband is still alive she ‘could not pretend to Marry again’, Moll intentionally dresses herself ‘in the Habit of a Widow’ (p.108).

A sanctuary for debtors, the Mint was located on the south bank of the Thames near London Bridge, that is, in an area notorious for its brothels and prostitutes. Moll hints broadly: ‘I soon found an agreeable Woman was exceedingly valuable among the Sons of Affliction there.’ Moll is not a common whore, however, and she begins to fear that by living in the Mint (not to mention her choice of surname) she will, like Lord Rochester’s diffident mistress, acquire ‘the Scandal of a Whore, without the Joy’ (p.109). What Moll is interested in is what Defoe liked to call ‘Matrimonial Whoredom’, that is, marrying for financial gain rather than for love. In his diatribe against modern marriage customs, Conjugal Lewdness: Or Matrimonial Whoredom (1727), written within a few years of the novel, Defoe inveighs against such ‘prudential Matches’, born of calculation rather than commitment, calling them not only ‘the compleatest Misery in Life’ but also ‘utterly unlawful’. The marriage partners of such alliances, made without love, are ‘little more than legal Prostitutes’. A ‘Marriage without Love,’ in Defoe’s eyes, ‘entails a Curse upon the persons, as being wilfully perjured, invoking the Name of GOD to a Falshood’ (pp.101–2). It is precisely this sort of marriage that Moll now seeks.7

It does not take her long to learn how the London marriage-market works or that in some respects it suits her purpose very well: ‘Marriages were here the Consequences of politick Schemes, for forming Interests, and carrying on Business, and… LOVE had no Share, or but very little in the Matter’ (p.112). Almost at once Moll meets a woman in similar circumstances – ‘a Widow too like me’ – who advises Moll to move to her part of the town, where ‘it was ten to one, but some good Captain of a Ship might take a Fancy to me, and Court me’. Her scruples quickly forgotten, Moll begins husband-hunting in earnest. As she explains: ‘The Circumstances I was in, made the offer of a good Husband, the most necessary Thing in the World to me’ (p.122).

Moll’s first two marriages, contracted out of expediency and so in Defoe’s terms immoral, were at least legal. Her subsequent three, beginning with the incestuous marriage to her brother shortly after the point at which she first adopts the telling name of Flanders, were not. Moll is quickly becoming the kind of woman her name suggests and her moral decline is made even more evident when, after the break-up of the ‘marriage’ to her brother, she becomes for several years the mistress of a man she meets at Bath. When Moll becomes pregnant, arrangements are made for her ‘lying in’, which Moll describes with her customary aplomb, clearly delighted that she was assisted ‘by three or four of the best Citizens Wives of Bath’. But once again her name is the clue to her real situation. The Parish Officers are told that Moll is the wife of Sir Walter Cleave, but contemporary readers would easily have caught the smutty innuendo in the name ‘Lady Cleave’. In the slang of the time an immoral woman was said to be one who would cleave. When the affair ends Moll leaves us in no doubt about her own guiltiness: ‘I was not blind to my own Crime… I had been no less than a Whore and an Adultress all this while’ (p. 177).

Upon reaching the age when she can no longer ‘expect to be courted for a Mistress’ (p.252), Moll turns thief and, from this point on, the predominant allusion of her name is to Flanders lace and to linen and lace generally. One of Moll’s most successful jobs is to take advantage of a tip about ‘a good Quantity of Flanders-Lace Lodg’d in a private House’ (p.275). Her plan is to report the cache to a customs officer in exchange for a sizeable share of the reward: ‘Flanders-Lace, being then Prohibited, it was a good Booty to any Custom-House Officer that could come at it.’ To protect the home market, the importation of Flanders lace had been made illegal, though the high demand and the price that could consequently be charged encouraged a thriving trade in smuggled lace, often sold under the counter in the more expensive shops. Moll manages to steal, £300 worth of lace, of which she gets a share, in various forms, amounting to about £109. In today’s money £300 would be worth about£18,000; so we may easily understand why the customs officer was ‘overjoy’d with his Prize’. In giving Moll a name that would remind his readers of one of the most valuable and expensive kinds of lace, Defoe has anticipated Moll’s success as a thief.

It may fairly be said that, beside gold watches, Moll is especially adept at stealing valuable yard goods – silks, Holland, Flanders lace, Indian damask and so forth. Not surprisingly, after many years of success, her final arrest takes place in a house ‘inhabited by a Man that sold Goods for a Weaver to the Mercers’, where she is apprehended with ‘two Peices of flower’d Silks, such as they call Brocaded Silk, very rich’ (p.347). Committed to Newgate, Moll is gleefully received by the other thieves, among whom she has become something of a legend: ‘how did the harden’d Wretches that were there before me Triumph over me? what! Mrs. Flanders come to Newgate at last? what Mrs. Mary, Mrs. Molly, and after that plain Moll Flanders?’

As Moll is well aware, the thieves’ reiteration of her name is an affirmation of her fame: ‘the Success I had, made my Name as famous as any Thief of my sort ever had been’ (p.336). But their spiteful incantation also draws attention to a name that carries potent connotations, reminding us of Moll’s reputation as both thief and whore. Earlier Moll had acknowledged that it was ‘these Rogues’ who ‘gave me the name of Moll Flanders’, but she absurdly tries to deny that it bears any significance, declaring that ‘it was no more of Affinity with my real Name, or with any of the Names I had gone by, than black is of Kin to white, except that once, as before I call’d my self Mrs. Flanders, when I sheltered myself in the Mint’. This statement is another instance of Moll’s capacity for simultaneously denying and affirming a painful truth and is as self-deceiving as her insistence that she never could ‘learn how they came to give me the Name, or what the Occasion of it was’ (p.281).

Defoe’s own occasion for giving Moll Flanders her name may have arisen as a result of his visits to Newgate at the time he was writing the novel to see his friend Nathaniel Mist, the editor of the Weekly Journal or Saturday’s Post. There he would have had ample opportunity to visit the notorious thief, Moll King, whose life has parallels with Moll Flanders’s life and who was a friend of Sarah Wells, better known as ‘Callico Sarah’, nicknamed for her prowess in stealing contraband Indian cloth. The likelihood that this coincidence was the beginning, or at least supplied some of the details, of the novel was plausibly put forward by Gerald Howson in an article in The Times Literary Supplement (18 January 1968, pp.63–4) and recounted in Chapter 16 of his Thief-Taker General: The Rise and Fall of Jonathan Wild (London: Hutchinson, 1970). Puns are a characteristic feature of Defoe’s writing and he must have seized on the name ‘Flanders’ with delight, knowing that it precisely served his purpose in suggesting Moll’s place in the criminal world and intimating her eventual downfall.

II

The development and final shape of the novel is governed by Defoe’s intention of showing the gradual but inexorable moral degeneration of his heroine until the moment of her conversion in Newgate prison and the subsequent spiritual regeneration that flows from her contrition. The concave shape of the story follows the moral history of mankind as we may see it in the Bible, as interpreted by Christian theologians and poets, particularly Milton, from the first sin in the Garden and through all the episodic varieties of experimental wickedness, until moral regeneration, by the intervention of divine providence, makes possible a reconciliation with God and a reborn existence. Like Robinson Crusoe and many other stories of moral recovery, from that of the Prodigal Son onward, it is the tale of a return.

The early eighteenth century was heir to a set of assumptions about the universe and man’s place in it that had evolved centuries before. It began when Christian thinkers first grafted the theological concept of God’s governance of the world (divine providence) on to the ancient Greek idea of a universe that placed the earth, and hence man, at its centre, and imagined that the planets and the other heavenly bodies moved about the earth in a series of concentric circles (called spheres). In this way of envisaging the cosmos, man is not a speck in an infinite, impersonal and probably meaningless universe (as we tend to think) but, rather, is at the heart of the planetary system, is affected by the vast but regulated movements of the rest of the universe about him, and is the principal reason for the creation of the system in the first place.

To account for the existence of evil, natural disasters and political turmoil, and to provide for man’s free will, a distinction was made between the world of man here on earth, which is subject to the capriciousness of fortune, and the greater world above (the boundary was the moon), which is rational, orderly, immutable, and hence both beautiful and eternal. Even the discovery of Copernicus that the motion of the planets is around the sun rather than around the earth did not immediately alter the essential shape of a myth that was important because it explained why human life is so very imperfect, while at the same time offering at least a partial escape from that imperfection (or state of sin) through the merciful intervention of God’s grace.

Of course, Defoe does not explain this system of beliefs, but he does take it for granted that life on earth is peculiarly subject to disorder and sudden change; that the Devil is a real and potent enemy; and that there is a higher form of existence that we may aspire to, and eventually obtain, through salvation and the reward of eternal life after death. Human life, especially for Puritans (such as Defoe’s family), was a testing of the soul, a pilgrim’s progress that would end either in despair and damnation (as is the fate of the protagonist of Defoe’s final novel, Roxana) or in conversion from sin and the expectation of eternal happiness. At the Rev. Charles Morton’s Academy for Dissenters at Newington Green, where Defoe was sent to school, he received a thorough grounding in formal theological knowledge, particularly since he intended at the time to prepare for the Presbyterian ministry.

Defoe, it should be added, was among the last writers for whom this tradition still survived intact, though the new currents of thought, which were to sweep away the old system of beliefs that had survived for centuries, were already stirring. Our world, with its scientific and rationalist assumptions, was coming into being, founded upon the political philosophy of seventeenth-century writers such as Hobbes and Locke and the premise that man lived originally in a state of nature. The development of this new idea meant that by the second half of the eighteenth century Rousseau was able to announce that man, so far from being born in sin, was innately good and was only later corrupted by a corrupt society. But for many eighteenth-century writers, not just Defoe, the older assumptions about the moral origins of humanity, based upon the Christian scheme of sin and salvation, still held good. In Moll Flanders Defoe is largely able to assume that his readers would understand what is happening to Moll as she is gradually mired in wickedness, blind to her sinful condition, and sunk beyond any possibility of helping herself out of it.

This is not to say that Defoe was unaware of the danger that the sensational elements in his story would deflect some readers from the moral teaching that he wished to inculcate. In the Preface he makes it very clear that ‘this Work is chiefly recommended to those who know how to Read it, and how to make the good Uses of it, which the Story all along recommends to them’. Knowing how to read the story, as he emphasizes over and over again, is a matter of drawing the ‘just and religious Inference’ that every incident in Moll’s life is designed to teach. The reader who knows how to read will attend to ‘the End of the Writer’ rather than to ‘the Life of the Person written of’, that is, to the moral rather than to the fable.

It is not difficult for the modern reader to suppose that Defoe’s protestations about the moral utility of his work are really only pious platitudes intended to disarm readers who might be offended by the salacious revelations to follow. But nothing could be further from the truth. Not only is the tone of the Preface in keeping with what Defoe says elsewhere all the time but, if we listen to Moll, we discover that she too insists repeatedly that her ‘past wicked and abominable Life’, which she eventually comes to abhor, is an object lesson intended to serve as a warning to others.

Born in Newgate prison of a mother who is a transported felon, Moll may be said to have inherited her fallen human nature in an especially apparent way. The first major episode of her life, seduction by the elder brother in the Colchester household where she grows up, at once elicits our sympathy for her vulnerability while it confirms her share of responsibility in the event: ‘my vanity,’ she bluntly admits, ‘was the Cause of it’ (p.57). Her vanity makes her susceptible, like Eve, to the flattery of the Devil, who appears to Moll ‘one Evening that I was in the Garden’ in the form of the elder brother, who ‘found Means to convey a Note into my Hand’. At the time, of course, Moll is much more naïve than wicked, though that balance will shift dramatically in subsequent relationships when Moll becomes the tempter. But with hindsight Moll acknowledges that ‘the Pride of my Beauty’ had given the Devil his chance: ‘as the Devil is an unwearied Tempter, so he never fails to find opportunity for that Wickedness he invites to’ (p.65). Moll has taken the first step in the journey that will lead her back to Newgate.

When Moll is jilted by the elder brother she is persuaded, against her reason and better judgement, into an expedient marriage with the younger brother, a patched-up affair made not for love but for money, and hence, in Defoe’s terms, a ‘matrimonial whoredom’. The punishment that follows this act illustrates the way in which, as moral theologians have always insisted, one sin breeds another, and often more serious, sin. Tormented by her unstilled longing for the elder brother – ‘I never was in Bed with my Husband, but I wish’d my self in the Arms of his Brother’ – Moll recognizes that she really desires to commit ‘Adultery and Incest’ every day, which, she acknowledges, ‘was as effectually Criminal… as if I had actually done it’ (p. 102).

One of the most bitter and telling ironies of the book is that a few years later Moll unknowingly does actually marry her own brother. This is much more than a nasty coincidence; rather it is the actualization of fears that operate at the deepest level of her tormented but suppressed conscience. After the discovery of her incestuous marriage Moll describes her life as ‘the worst sort of Whoredom’ and recognizes that she is cursed: ‘all my seeming Prosperity wore off and ended in Misery and Destruction… every thing went wrong with us afterwards’ (p. 138).

At one level Moll is always aware of her sinfulness, though, like most of us, she is a very plausible sinner, well able to justify or at least to rationalize her deeds. Towards the middle of the novel, touched by the kindness of the banker who will shortly become her fifth husband, Moll is struck by the enormity of her deceit: ‘If ever I had a Grain of true Repentance for a vitious and abominable Life for 24 Years past, it was then.’ And she goes on to enumerate her sins: ‘he is going to Marry one that has lain with two Brothers, and has had three Children by her own Brother! one that was born in Newgate, whose Mother was a Whore, and is now a transported Thief; one that has lain with thirteen Men, and has had a Child since he saw me!’ (p.244). For a while, despite her burden of guilt, Moll thinks she has found contentment in marriage to this kind man, ‘a safe Harbour, after the Stormy Voyage of Life’ (p.251). But she fails to take into account the uncertainty of human life, the peculiar condition of sublunary existence: ‘a sudden Blow from an almost invisible Hand, blasted all my Happiness’ (p.251). Unexpectedly her husband dies and Moll realizes that her ‘past troubles’ cannot simply be forgotten: ‘I had a past life of a most wretched kind to account for, some of it in this World as well as in another’ (p.249).

When life is going well for Moll she is capable of feeling remorse for her past wicked deeds but such repentance is not genuine; when once again poverty stares her in the face Moll quickly slides further into sin. Turning to theft after her beauty has faded, Moll soon becomes a dexterous pick-pocket and eventually acquires a reputation as ‘the greatest Artist of my time’ (p.280). Her ‘Pride of Beauty’ gives way to pride in her ability as a thief. Moll’s besetting sin is pride, the chief of the seven deadly sins, as the eighteenth century had not forgotten. Although Moll often pleads necessity (both as a whore and as a thief), she also admits that when simple need is relieved she is unwilling to give up profitable thievery for the drudgery of work: ‘as I was not at a loss to handle my Needle,’ she confesses, ‘I might have got my Bread honestly enough’ (p.267). This is the crucial point. Before her final descent into the abyss Moll ponders her fate, turning over in her mind the fact that she could now survive without thieving. But ‘the happy Minute’ when she might have made such a choice passes: ‘the busie Devil that so industriously drew me in, had too fast hold of me to let me go back; but as Poverty brought me into the Mire, so Avarice kept me in, till there was no going back’ (p.268). In one of the most powerful images, or rather series of images, in the book Moll sums up her situation: ‘Thus I that was once in the Devil’s Clutches, was held fast there as with a Charm, and had no Power to go without the Circle, till I was ingulph’d in Labyrinths of Trouble too great to get out at all’ (p.268). Moll’s helplessness, like one bewitched, or hopelessly lost in a maze, is total. She is now wholly unable to do anything about her moral condition; without help her soul is lost.

Although Moll has a great many episodes in her life as a thief yet to recount, they really add up to the fact that, as she puts it, ‘when once we are harden’d in Crime, no Fear can affect us, no Example give us any warning’ (p.288). When her arrest finally takes place, we are not surprised. What is surprising is what happens to Moll when she is caught and cast into Newgate. She collapses so completely that she seems to be beyond all feeling: ‘I degenerated into Stone; I turn’d first Stupid and Senseless, then Brutish and thoughtless, and at last raving Mad as any of them were’ (p.354). Moll has come full circle, back to ‘the Place where my Mother suffered so deeply, where I was brought into the World’ (p.348), only to discover that in returning to her birthplace she has descended into hell. Newgate is for Moll a place beyond redemption, ‘an Emblem of Hell itself, and a kind of Entrance into it’ (p.349). What Moll now describes, and in uncharacteristic detail, is the final sin, the sin of despair of one’s own salvation. Spiritual torpor, which she accurately calls ‘a certain strange Lethargy of Soul,’ now possesses her so completely that she knows ‘neither Remorse or Repentance… no Sense of my Condition, no Thought of Heaven or Hell’ (pp.354–5). No lower point can be reached: ’so thoro’ a Degeneracy had possess’d me, that I was no more the same thing I had been, than if I had never been otherwise than what I was now’ (p.355).

The way back from the spiritual death which Moll describes is through the awakening of her compassion for someone else. The unexpected sight in Newgate of her Lancashire husband (the only one for whom she had ever felt any real affection) ‘call’d me back a little to that thing call’d Sorrow’ (p.356). Her sorrow is compounded by the knowledge that she has been partially responsible for the life that Jemy has since led and hence for his present incarceration. Her stony hardness melts with the revivifying of her compassion, which in turn awakens her sense of ‘conscious Guilt’ (p.358): ‘In short, I began to think, and to think is one real Advance from Hell to Heaven; all that Hellish harden’d state and temper of Soul, which I have said so much of before, is but a deprivation of Thought; he that is restor’d to his Power of thinking, is restor’d to himself.’ At long last true repentance becomes possible. When a good clergyman is sent to the prison to give her instruction Moll ‘for the first time’ feels ‘real signs of Repentance’ (p.364). Now genuinely repentant, Moll confesses all her past wickedness, telling him, in effect, her Ufe history, the very tale we are reading: ‘In a word, I gave him an Abridgement of this whole History; I gave him the Picture of my Conduct for 50 Years in Miniature’ (p.366).

Here is the key to the form of the novel; the story Moll tells for the second time is the unabridged version of her confession to the clergyman and its purpose is similar. The first time Moll recounts her sorry history as confession; the second time as instruction. Her spiritual regeneration is ‘really the best part’ of her story, ‘the most Advantageous to myself, and the most instructive to others’. Her story follows the curve of comedy, which turns upward at the end, but she knows that the ending might have been different: ‘a compleat Tragedy, as it was very likely to have been’ (p.369).

Moll’s spiritual rebirth as a penitent marks the beginning of a new life that repeats many of the features of her old existence but with significant changes. She returns to Virginia (where she had lived with her brother-husband) as a transported felon (like her mother) with her Lancashire husband, Jemy. But all has changed. Moll’s mother has died and left her an estate; her son by her brother greets her affectionately and without recrimination; and she and Jemy are able to live, as they had always wanted, as gentry. Shortly before they left Newgate Moll had promised Jemy that in Virginia they would be able to ‘live as new People in a new World’ (p.383). The final portion of the book abundantly justifies Moll’s claim. At the same time it shows that rebirth may be the means of return and of completion.

III

With the notable exception of Gulliver’s Travels, few works of eighteenth-century English literature have occasioned as much modern critical debate as Moll Flanders. Essentially, the critical argument, even the protracted controversy over irony, is formal. Is it a picaresque novel? A fictional version of the Puritan spiritual autobiography? A bourgeois romance or an anti-romance? A work of irony? It is not without reason that Ian Watt, whose influential book, The Rise of the Novel, excited much of the subsequent debate, particularly over the question of irony, later called Moll ‘the Mona Lisa of the Age of the Common Man’.8 The student who wishes to follow these questions in any detail will find that he or she has an extensive secondary literature to read through (see John A. Stoler’s annotated bibliography of modern criticism, listed in the Bibliography).

The question of the kind and degree of irony in the novel, like most of the other critical questions, depends very largely on whether or not we think Defoe knew what he was doing. For some readers the episodic variety of the novel is evidence that the narrative order flows ’spontaneously from his own sense of what his protagonist might plausibly do next’,9 in other words, that Defoe simply made the story up – brilliantly perhaps – as he went along. But, as we have observed, the uncertainty and variety of human life, which Moll certainly experiences, is attributable to fortune and is a defining condition of human existence. The life of man appears chaotic, will indeed always be chaotic, because it is not deterministic. Although divine providence ultimately governs the world, man is left with the freedom to make choices. Moll Flanders is the story of a woman who finally does make the right choice; repents of all her former wickedness; and is rewarded both by a happier (and more prosperous) life on earth and the expectation of heaven, rather than hell, afterwards. It is this understanding, this ancient set of assumptions about the place of the unstable world of man in the stable macrocosm, that ultimately makes Moll Flanders a work of irony.

Irony rests upon a complicity and a duplicity. The complicity involves the author and the reader, who both know something the protagonist (or, in some instances, one of the other principal characters) does not. In this case we know, but the youthful Moll does not, that her life, in spite of minor triumphs (usually involving deception and fraud), is headed for disaster. The duplicity involves a principal character who lives a life of pretence in order to fool other characters, himself, or the reader. Moll, who often pretends to be someone other than she is, ultimately fools herself, though she manages, at one time or another, to deceive most of the other characters in the book, as well as many of her readers. But for the readers ‘who know how to Read’ Moll constantly gives herself away. The more she boasts of her exploits, the more she is herself entangled in the snares she has laid for others. Of course, having the protagonist tell her own story creates certain technical difficulties. Moll the narrator knows how the story ends; Moll the protagonist is blind to her own fate. There are in this sense two Molls,10 the young sinner and the old penitent, but this fact need not be an insuperable problem for readers. After all, anyone who has thought seriously about his or her younger days has probably experienced a similar sense of being two people. In Moll’s case the experience of being two, of having gone through a transformation so profound that everything in her life appears changed, is exceptionally strong: ‘in a word,’ she explains after her conversion, ‘I was perfectly chang’d, and become another Body’ (p.357). And she later adds that her experience is one that ‘every one at sometime or other may feel something of’ (p.365).

Irony always retains from the Greek root the meaning of dissembling, of feigning ignorance. For an instinctive dissembler like Moll, irony is the mode her story naturally assumes. In addition to the structural irony that informs the shape of the novel, there are frequent instances of local irony in which we see Moll enjoying her deception of others or indulging in (often deceptive) word-play. With her second husband, the linen-draper, she makes a trip to Oxford, ‘a Frolick’, in which they pretend to be nobility – ‘The servants all call’d him my Lord… and I was her Honour, the Countess’ - and in which they beguile the Oxford dons: ‘we diverted our selves with bantering several other poor Scholars, with hopes of being at least his Lordship’s Chaplains’ (pp. 105–6). In this case we witness a comparatively light-hearted instance of Moll’s willing dissembling, but the atmosphere of the novel is generally darker.

Moll’s life is one which flourishes because of her capacity for deception and the vocabulary and imagery of the novel suggest a world of equivocation and hypocrisy. The image that Moll uses more than any other is that of the snare, often with its explicit meaning of a trap for animals. The elder brother in Colchester begins his seduction of Moll with that ‘unhappy Snare to all Women’, namely flattery, ‘and this he contriv’d so subtilly, as if he had known as well, how to catch a Woman in his Net, as a Partridge when he went a Setting’ (p.57). Behind the image of the snare, however, stands the Devil, the paramount deceiver. When Moll turns thief she does so from fear of poverty, ‘the worst of all Snares’ (p.251), but it is really the Devil who sets the trap: ‘the Devil carried me out and laid his Bait for me’ (p.254). Life for Moll is a series of traps, from the nasty surprises of fortune and the snares of the Devil to Newgate itself, a powerful image of entrapment that awaits Moll all her life. On the first page of her story she tells us that she ‘often expected’ to go ‘out of the World by the Steps and the String’ of the gallows, and at the point when she becomes a confirmed thief she says that she is in ‘the Devil’s clutches’ and ‘ingulph’d in Labyrinths of Trouble too great to get out’ (p.268). Moll’s vision of human life is, in a word, radically informed by a constant sense of the irony of fate.

The question as to whether or not Moll Flanders is a work of irony is, as we have noted, closely tied to the problem of its episodic richness and is, ultimately, a debate over form. If we see the work as ironic we recognize that the discrepancy between the surface of the novel, the episodic variety of Moll’s life, and the underlying meaning, based upon the ultimate justice of divine providence, is intentional. Related to this problem is the question of the picaresque nature of Moll Flanders, that is, whether or not it is a genuine example of the picaresque. In a sense it is really much the same question, viewed from a different angle. The debate over the picaresque nature of Moll Flanders is another attempt to account for the episodic form of the book.

The picaresque narrative emerged in sixteenth-century Spain as a realistic account of the life of an unconscionable rogue (the Spanish word for rogue is picaro), who by his wits survives through a series of rather loosely connected adventures and who often by words or actions satirizes the society around him or those more fortunate than himself. The Spanish prototype of the picaresque is Lazarillo de Tormes (1553), though the better-known Gil Bias (1715) by the Frenchman Lesage is often cited as the definitive type of the genre. Moll Flanders clearly possesses many of the features of the picaresque narrative, including the low-born protagonist, a protean ability at disguise, a sense of the random uncertainty of life exemplified in a series of adventures, sexual freedom, the opting for survival over personal integrity, and social and spatial mobility. The best case for calling Moll Flanders a picaresque novel has been made by Maximillian E. Novak, who argues that as long as the theories of what constitutes picaresque fiction are not made too prescriptive Moll Flanders may be seen to possess its essential features.11 Part of Professor Novak’s argument is an answer to G. A. Starr’s approach to the novel through spiritual autobiography, which he finds too reductive, and is intended as a defence of the playfulness and artistry of the novel.

One advantage of locating Moll Flanders in the line of the picaresque is that that mode of fiction is inherently given to the use of satire and verbal irony, qualities that are certainly present in the novel, but which would be unusual in the rather solemn form of the spiritual autobiography. It must be said, however, that while the picaresque typically deflates romantic conventions, Moll Flanders possesses elements of romance, such as the child stolen by gypsies who finds her true parents, the longing for gentility and the achieving of it, and the incest theme.12 Arguably, the occurrence of these features in a picaresque tale is only an instance of the way in which literary forms may absorb the conventions they ridicule.13 A more telling objection to calling Moll Flanders picaresque is Robert Alter’s argument that the novel is fundamentally religious, something picaresque fiction never is. Professor Alter’s term for Moll Flanders’s experience of life is ‘quasi-picaresque’, which may well be as near as we can get to settling the matter.14

In fashioning his fiction Defoe had a multiplicity of literary and subliterary forms to draw upon and in whatever way he chose. Under no restraints to obey the rules of critics, he drew freely upon the forms his lively imagination, wide reading, and extensive knowledge of the lives of his contemporaries furnished him with. The result is, in the words of Michael McKeon, a ‘categorical instability’15 that is the mark of English fiction in its emergent stage before the full development and stabilization of the form in the works of Richardson and Fielding. Perhaps something of that instability can be felt in the contemporary reputation of Defoe as a prevaricating rogue – ‘An Animal who shifts his Shape oftner than Proteus, and goes backward and forwards like a Hunted Hare’16 – which may be our clue to the extraordinary versatility of a man who wrote so much and wrote so well. Meanwhile, as Ian Watt reminds us, Moll looks back at us and smiles.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT
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This edition is based upon the first edition, published 27 January 1722 by W. Chetwood and T. Edling (for Edlin), a copy of which is preserved in the McMaster University Library. Until fairly recently most editions of Moll Flanders reprinted ‘The Third Edition, Corrected’, published at the end of 1722 and long taken as Defoe’s own revision and final version of the text. Modern textual scholarship has demonstrated that not only was the third edition merely an issue of the second edition, but also that there is no evidence that the ‘corrections’ were made by Defoe. Indeed, all the evidence points to the fact that the ‘corrections’ were made with an eye to saving space (and hence paper costs) and were made by someone other than the author. Abridgement of the first edition text has, in some instances, introduced confusing or nonsensical passages and has, in general, robbed the original of much of the flavour of Moll’s vivid, if rambling, idiom. In this edition, third-edition readings have been adopted only when they help to make sense of a passage confusing or ambiguous in the first edition. Obvious misprints (such as inverted or misplaced letters) have been corrected and the spelling has been regularized where it would otherwise lead to misunderstanding (for example ‘of’ for ‘off’ ‘than’ for ‘then’ ‘whether’ for ‘whither’). Eighteenth-century printing conventions meant that  italicization, capitalization, and punctuation were supplied by the compositor, often for rhetorical effect rather than for syntactical regularity. While some modernization of the punctuation has been carried out in the interest of clarity, as far as possible the appearance of the original text has been preserved in order to retain Moll Flanders’s peculiarities of style and expression.

The principle of adhering to the appearance of the original text has also been followed in the case of a two-paragraph passage that probably should have been cancelled in the first edition. Towards the end of the novel Moll gives two, mutually inconsistent, accounts of Jemy’s being brought on board ship, viz., the second and third paragraphs on p.391 (ending at the top of p.392) and the second and third paragraphs on p.393 (ending on p.394). As the two paragraphs are very close in length and arrangement, it is highly probable that one was intended to replace the other. In his edition (Crowell Press, 1970), Professor J. Paul Hunter rejected the second account (version B), which he printed as an appendix. On the other hand, Professor Rodney M. Baine, in a note to ‘The Cancelled Passage in Moll Flanders’ in the Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 66 (1972)’ pp.55–8, argues that it is version A that should be rejected as only version B ‘conforms completely’ with the rest of the novel. The present edition retains both passages.


A NOTE ON CURRENCY
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English

Until the decimalization of the monetary system in 1971 English money was reckoned in pounds sterling, shillings, and pence (£ s. d.). The guinea was current in England between 1661 and 1817, after which time it was demonetized and existed only as a unit of account (that is, there was no actual coin or bill). The guinea varied from 20s. to 30s. in value until fixed at 21s. in 1717. The crown was a silver coin worth 5s.

                 French and Spanish

Pistole was the popular name for the Spanish gold coin officially called the double escudo. After the marriage of Louis XIV and Maria Theresa in 1660, Spanish pistoles circulated in France, with an exchange rate of 10 livres. The name also came to be used of the louis-d’or and of other European gold coins of roughly the same value as the pistole (17s. 6d. or £0.86). The livre (strictly, the livre tournois) was a unit of account in the French monetary system from the thirteenth to the eighteenth century. It declined in value against sterling throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In 1700 £ I was equivalent to 15.62 livres. The French écu, known in England as the French crown, was worth slightly less than the English crown, or 5s. piece. Spanish pieces-of-eight were worth 5s.

                Dutch

The rixdollar or rijksdaalder was a silver coin worth between 2s. 3d. and 4s. 6d. The ducatoon was worth between 5s. and 6s.

                   Conversion Table

12 pennies (d.) = 1 shilling (s.)

20 shillings = 1 pound (l. or £)

21 shillings = 1 guinea

 5 shillings = 1 crown

Approximate value of foreign coins:

   1 pistole = 17s. 6d.

           1 louis d’or = 17s. 6d.

              10 livres = 17s. 6d.

        1 French crown = 4s. 6d.

   A piece of eight (or real) = 5s.

    1 rixdollar = 4s.

           1 ducatoon = 5s. 6d.

               Modern Equivalents

An approximation of eighteenth-century sums may be obtained by multiplying by 60. In the eighteenth century a modest family could support itself on £40 a year. A gentleman could live with some comfort on £300 a year.


A CHRONOLOGY OF DANIEL DEFOE
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	1660
	Born in London, son of James Foe, a tallowchandler.



	1662
	The Act of Uniformity. The Foe family left the Church of England to become Presbyterian Dissenters.



	1665–6
	The Plague and the Great Fire of London.



	c. 1671–9
	Attended the Rev. James Fisher’s school at Dorking, Surrey, and then the Rev. Charles Morton’s Academy for Dissenters at Newington Green (north of London) to prepare for the Presbyterian ministry.



	c. 1682
	Decided not to become a Presbyterian minister.



	c. 1683
	Became a hosiery merchant in Cornhill, near the Royal Exchange.



	1684
	Married Mary Tuffley; received a dowry of £3,700.



	1685
	Fought (briefly) in the Duke of Monmouth’s Rebellion.



	1685–92
	Well-established as a merchant dealing in hosiery, wine, tobacco, and other goods; travelled widely in England and on the Continent (probably in France, Holland, Spain, and Italy).



	1688
	Published his first extant political tract (against  James II); supported the ‘Glorious’ Revolution of 1688; and joined the forces of William of Orange en route to London.



	1692
	First bankruptcy, for £17,000.



	1695
	Began to call himself De Foe.



	1697
	Published his first book, An essay upon Projects.



	1697–1701
	Agent for William III in England and Scotland.



	1701
	The True-Born Englishman, a best-selling poem.



	1702
	The Shortest Way with the Dissenters, a satire on High-Church extremism.



	1703
	Arrested for The Shortest Way; committed to Newgate and made to stand in the pillory. Consequent failure of his brick and tile factory. Released through the intervention of Robert Harley, the moderate Tory minister.



	1703–14
	Served as secret agent and political journalist for Harley and other ministers; travelled in England and Scotland, actively promoting the union of the two countries.



	1703–13
	Wrote the Review, a pro-government newspaper appearing as often as three times a week.



	1707
	The Union of England and Scotland.



	1713–14
	Arrested several times for debt and for political writings, but released on each occasion through government influence.



	1714
	Accession of George I; fall of Harley. Defoe served Whig ministries until 1730.



	1715
	The Family Instructor, the first of Defoe’s conduct books.



	1719
	Robinson Crusoe.



	1720
	Captain Singleton.



	1722
	Moll Flanders; Religious Courtship; A Journal of the Plague Year, and Colonel Jack.



	1724
	The Fortunate Mistress [Roxana]; the first volume of A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain (second and third volumes in 1725 and 1726).



	1725
	The Complete English Tradesman (second volume, 1727).



	1726
	The Political History of the Devil.



	1727
	Conjugal Lewdness; and An Essay on the History and Reality of Apparitions.



	1729
	Wrote The Compleat English Gentleman (published in 1890).



	1731
	Died 24 April, and buried in the Dissenters’ burial grounds, Bunhill Fields, London.
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THE PREFACE
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The World is so taken up of late with Novels and Romances that it will be hard for a private History1 to be taken for Genuine where the Names and other Circumstances of the Person are concealed, and on this Account we must be content to leave the Reader to pass his own Opinion upon the ensuing Sheets, and take it just as he pleases.

The Author is here suppos’d to be writing her own History, and in the very beginning of her Account, she gives the Reasons why she thinks fit to conceal her true Name, after which there is no Occasion to say any more about that.

It is true, that the original of this Story is put into new Words, and the Stile of the famous Lady we here speak of is a little alter’d, particularly she is made to tell her own Tale in modester Words than she told it at first; the Copy which came first to Hand, having been written in Language more like one still in Newgate,2 than one grown Penitent and Humble, as she afterwards pretends3 to be.

The Pen employ’d in finishing her Story, and making it what you now see it to be, has had no little difficulty to put it into a Dress fit to be seen, and to make it speak Language fit to be read: When a Woman debauch’d from her Youth, nay, even being the Off-spring of Debauchery and Vice, comes to give an Account of all her vicious Practises,  and even to descend to the particular Occasions and Circumstances by which she first became wicked, and of all the progression of Crime which she run through in threescore Year, an Author must be hard put to it to wrap it up so clean, as not to give room, especially for vicious Readers to turn it to his Disadvantage.

All possible Care however has been taken to give no lewd Ideas, no immodest Turns in the new dressing up this Story, no not to the worst parts of her Expressions; to this Purpose some of the vicious part of her Life, which cou’d not be modestly told, is quite left out, and several other Parts are very much shortn’d; what is left ‘tis hop’d will not offend the chastest Reader or the modestest Hearer; and as the best use is made even of the worst Story, the Moral ‘tis hop’d will keep the Reader serious even where the Story might incline him to be otherwise: To give the History of a wicked Life repented of, necessarily requires that the wicked Part should be made as wicked as the real History of it will bear, to illustrate and give a Beauty to the Penitent part, which is certainly the best and brightest, if related with equal Spirit and Life.

It is suggested there cannot be the same Life, the same Brightness and Beauty, in relating the penitent Part, as in the criminal Part: If there is any Truth in that Suggestion, I must be allow’d to say, ’tis because there is not the same taste and relish in the Reading, and indeed it is too true that the difference lyes not in the real worth of the Subject so much as in the Gust4 and Palate of the Reader.

But as this Work is chiefly recommended to those who know how to Read it, and how to make the good Uses of it, which the Story all along recommends to them, so it is to be hop’d that such Readers will be much more pleas’d with the Moral than the Fable, with the Application than with the Relation, and with the End of the Writer than with the Life of the Person written of.

There is in this Story abundance of delightful Incidents, and all of them usefully apply’d. There is an agreeable turn Artfully given them in the relating, that naturally Instructs the Reader either one way or other. The first part of her lewd Life with the young Gentleman at Colchester has so many happy Turns given it to expose the Crime, and warn all whose Circumstances are adapted to it, of the ruinous End of such things, and the foolish Thoughtless and abhorr’d Conduct of both the Parties, that it abundantly attones for all the lively Discription she gives of her Folly and Wickedness.

The Repentance of her Lover at the Bath, and how brought by the just alarm of his fit of Sickness to abandon her; the just Caution given there against the lawful Intimacies of the dearest Friends, and how unable they are to preserve the most solemn Resolutions of Virtue without divine Assistance; these are Parts, which to a just Discernment will appear to have more real Beauty in them than all the amorous Chain of Story which introduces it.

In a Word, as the whole Relation is carefully garbl’d5 of all the Levity and Looseness that was in it: So it is all applied, and with the utmost care, to virtuous and religious Uses. None can, without being guilty of manifest Injustice, cast any Reproach upon it, or upon our Design in publishing it.

The Advocates for the Stage6 have in all Ages made this the great Argument to persuade People that their Plays are useful, and that they ought to be allow’d in the most civiliz’d, and in the most religious Government; Namely, That they are applyed to virtuous Purposes, and that by the most lively Representations, they fail not to recommend Virtue and generous Principles, and to discourage and expose all sorts of Vice and Corruption of Manners; and were it true that they did so, and that they constantly adhered to that Rule, as the Test of their acting on the Theatre, much might be said in their Favour.

Throughout the infinite variety of this Book, this Fundamental is most strictly adhered to; there is not a wicked Action in any Part of it, but is first or last rendered Unhappy and Unfortunate: There is not a superlative Villain brought upon the Stage, but either he is brought to an unhappy End, or brought to be a Penitent: There is not an ill thing mention’d, but it is condemn’d, even in the Relation, nor a virtuous just Thing, but it carries its Praise along with it: What can more exactly answer the Rule laid down, to recommend, even those Representations of things which have so many other just Objections lying against them? Namely, of Example, of bad Company, obscene Language, and the like.

Upon this Foundation this Book is recommended to the Reader, as a Work from every part of which something may be learned, and some just and religious Inference is drawn, by which the Reader will have something of Instruction, if he pleases to make use of it.

All the Exploits of this Lady of Fame, in her Depredations upon Mankind stand as so many warnings to honest People to beware of them, intimating to them by what Methods innocent People are drawn in, plunder’d and robb’d, and by Consequence how to avoid them. Her robbing a little innocent Child, dress’d fine by the vanity of the Mother, to go to the Dancing School, is a good Memento to such People hereafter; as is likewise her picking the Gold-Watch from the young Ladies side in the Park.

Her getting a parcel from a hair-brained Wench at the Coaches in St. John-street; her Booty made at the Fire, and gain at Harwich; all give us excellent Warnings in such Cases to be more present to ourselves in sudden Surprizes of every Sort.

Her application to a sober Life, and industrious Management at last in Virginia, with her Transported Spouse, is a Story fruitful of Instruction to all the unfortunate Creatures who are oblig’d to seek their Re-establishment abroad; whether by the Misery of Transportation, or other Disaster; letting them know, that Diligence and Application have their due Encouragement, even in the remotest Parts of the World, and that no Case can be so low, so despicable, or so empty of Prospect, but that an unwearied Industry will go a great way to deliver us from it, will in time raise the meanest7 Creature to appear again in the World,8 and give him a new Cast9 for his Life.

These are a few of the serious Inferences which we are led by the Hand to in this Book, and these are fully sufficient to Justifie any Man in recommending it to the World, and much more to Justifie the Publication of it.

There are two of the most beautiful Parts still behind,10which this Story gives some idea of, and lets us into the Parts of them, but they are either of them too long to be brought into the same Volume; and indeed are, as I may call them, whole Volumes of themselves, (viz.) I. The Life of her Governess, as she calls her, who had run thro’, it seems in a few Years all the eminent degrees of a Gentlewoman, a Whore, and a Bawd; a Midwife, and a Midwife-keeper11 as they are call’d, Pawn-broker, a Child-taker,12 a Receiver of Thieves, and of Thieves purchase, that is to say, of stolen Goods; and in a Word, her self a Thief, a Breeder up of Thieves, and the like, and yet at last a Penitent.

The second is the Life of her Transported Husband, a Highwayman; who it seems liv’d a twelve Years Life of successful Villany upon the Road, and even at last came off so well, as to be a Voluntier Transport, not a Convict;13 and in whose Life there is an incredible Variety.

But as I have said, these are things too long to bring in here, so neither can I make a Promise of their coming out by themselves.14

We cannot say indeed, that this History is carried on quite to the End of the Life of this famous Moll Flanders, as she calls her self, for no Body can write their own Life to the full End of it, unless they can write it after they are dead; but her Husband’s Life being written by a third Hand, gives a full Account of them both, how long they liv’d together in that Country, and how they came both to England again, after about eight Year, in which time they were grown very Rich, and where she liv’d it seems, to be very old; but was not so extraordinary a Penitent as she was at first; it seems only that indeed she always spoke with abhorence of her former Life, and of every Part of it.

In her last Scene at Maryland and Virginia, many pleasant things happen’d, which makes that part of her Life very agreeable, but they are not told with the same Elegancy as those accounted for by herself; so it is still to the more Advantage that we break off here.
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