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Criminal Conversations:
Rogues, Words and the World in the
Work of Daniel Defoe

Adam Hansen Brasenose College, Oxford

Social and material structures in the eighteenth century were afflicted by a
profound permeability, or so commentators feared: ‘Walls, locks, bars are of
little avail against evil propensities of the mind’.! This permeability facilitated
the intrusion by excluded illicit individuals and groups, especially those
mobile or itinerant, into spaces and places they should not have been. Their
presence, or the threat of it, subsequently destabilized normative moral
distinctions between the licit and illicit.

Contemporary antipathy towards lowly itinerants was evident in both
representation and reality.? The supposedly disruptive characteristics of
the idle and indigent, particularly if, as fretfully imagined, they were orga-
nized to perpetrate acts of outright illegality and subversion, were troub-
ling to some commentators and communities. From this perspective,
Henry Fielding’s comment on the poor is apposite: ‘“They starve, and
freeze, and rot among themselves; but they beg, and steal, and rob among
their Betters’.? Fundamental to the contemporary debate about the roguish
low was a desire to isolate, identify, and separate them from the lives of
upstanding people, the insulation of whom was accordingly paramount.
‘The primal Augustan terror is that things will merge. It might be said that
the eighteenth century could take anything so long as it was divided up’.*
Those writings of Daniel Defoe which touch upon or are deeply concerned
with roguish antics, explicit criminality and illicit proscribed behaviour,
notably Moll Flanders and Colonel Jack, explore this state of affairs to
potent effect.’
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Itinerant identities

Several of Defoe’s protagonists begin life in marginal socio-economic posi-
tions, either on the edge of illicit, itinerant cultures, or deeply part of them.
Moll Flanders, born to a convict, falls in with some ‘gipsies, or Egyptians’.
To Defoe such terms included ¢ a sort of strolling, fortune-telling, hen-roost-
robbing, pocket-picking vagabonds’. When she leaves them to live with a
poor nurse, and the nurse dies, Moll is again reduced to vagrancy, with ‘not
so much as a lodging to go to, or a bit of bread to eat’. Later, in her new home
amongst the provincial well-to-do, the threat of vagrancy looms over her
as the matriarch threatens to turn her ‘out of doors’. And when embroiled
in a criminal lifestyle, Moll resorts to the disguise of a ‘beggar-woman’ in
‘despicable rags’.

Colonel Jack admits, in a reflective moment in his ‘wandering Life’:‘I was
bred a Vagabond, had been a Pick-pocket, and a Soldier, and was run from
my Colours, and that I had no settled abode in the world’.* Likewise, in a
depiction of a nightmare for respectable people, the infant Captain Singleton
is stolen from his inattentive maid and ‘disposed of to a Beggar-Woman that
wanted a pretty little Child to set out her Case’; having been unwittingly
incriminated in illicit acts Singleton is then given to a ‘Gypsey’ under whose
‘government’ he rests until ‘about Six years old’. When this ‘good Gyspey
Mother’ is hanged, Singleton is too young to apply what little he has learned
of the ‘Strolling Trade’, and so is abandoned to the Parish. Here ensues a
legally enforced itinerancy, as Singleton is ‘frequently removed from one
Town to another’. At twelve he is taken to sea, whereupon he learns to be ‘an
errant Thief and a bad Sailor’.’ The equivalence was often noted between
maritime miscreants and ‘Land Pirates’.! They shared the ‘same Sagacity’."' In
Captain Johnson’s account of the exploits of Captain Bellamy, the presence
of a ‘Stroler’, son of a miller, who had been a Servitor at Oxford, galvanizes
the piratical crew.”? In 1697, Defoe described sailors as ‘Les Enfans Perdus’:
Singleton is just such a lost child, adrift, aimless, never fixed.” Thus there is
continuity in all this motion of ‘a vagrant Life’, and Singleton’s incarnation as
a pirate is but a consummation of juvenile mobility, as a roguish seaman
observes, ‘My Lad ... thou art born to do a World of Mischief; thou hast
commenced Pyrate very young, but have a Care of the Gallows, young Man’."

And yet vagrant status is not something any of Defoe’s protagonists readily
assent to. In fact they strenuously reject such positions, and yearn for extri-
cation from lowly surroundings. Moll eagerly removes herself from the Gyp-
sies, stating repeatedly and defiantly that she ‘would not go any farther with
them’. Equally, in typical fashion, she is simultaneously tactically aware, and
seemingly innocently ignorant, of presumed ethnic differences, pointing out
the dissimilarity (however superficial) between herself and her acquain-
tances: ‘I had not had my skin discoloured, as they do to all children they
carry about with them’.”® Moll either exaggerates and plays up to these
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presumed stereotypical ethnic differences, or acknowledges real ones, but
disingenuously disguises this awareness as a cute faux-naif comment on their
cultural and domestic habits.

Moll’s technique of homogenizing her acquaintances into a group so
strictly defined she obviously cannot be part of it is repeated in her later
description of vagabonds as a ‘tribe’. Though the ethnic-cultural difference
is here more difficult to sustain, Moll simply emphasizes the moral separa-
tion implicit to such differentiations, to stress her distinction from those who
may share her complexion but not her innocence and ‘modesty’.'® Of the
members of such a tribe Moll can be highly critical, terming them ‘ugly
rogues’.'” And when disguised as a beggar, she is consumed by disgust for her
attire and all that it entails: ‘I naturally abhorred dirt and rags; I had been
bred up tight and cleanly, and could be no other, whatever condition I was
in, so that this was the most uneasy disguise to me that ever I put on’." That
insistence on being ‘tight’, that is, impervious to influence, continent, and
genteelly restrained, is, to John Richetti, evidence of Moll’s ‘instinctive sense
of strong isolation’. Though reduced to criminal acts she upholds her ‘theo-
retical innocence’ by employing ‘a series of quasi-legal protective measures
and self-reservations’."”

Colonel Jack offers distinctions similar to Moll’s, referring to ‘the Clan’ to
which he once belonged. What by Moll is expressed as an expedient ‘taste’,
and indeed great competency, for ‘genteel living’, becomes to Jack, in his
words at least, an essential part of his being, an ‘Original something’, an
innate sense of high degree facilitated by the possibilities tantalizing facts
about his birth and provenance throw up. This gentle heritage underscores
Jack’s willed separation from this clan. Jack adheres obsessively, ridiculously,
poignantly, to any reference — however patently ironic — that might be seen
to confirm his status as a gentleman: the word is always in his ears, and on
his lips.® From this position, even as he is involved in the theft of their ‘Bills’
and suchlike, Jack readily sympathizes with those he considers related to him
in rank, and who might be ‘undone’ by criminal acts.*

The corollary to this is that Jack is derogatory towards those with whom
he works. He deems his nominal siblings ‘very wicked Boys, Thieves and
Pick-Pockets . . . a sad Pack’. He does not share their dissolute inclinations:
‘contrary to the usage of the rest of the Tribe, I was extremly [sic] Frugal’.
He is equally at pains to stress his alienation from their methods. Sometimes
this is couched in cultivated ignorance: ‘How he did to Whip away such a
Bagg of Money from any Man that was Awake, and in his Senses; I cannot
tell; . . . there was about 17 or 18 Pound in the Bag as I understood by him,
for I cou’d not tell Money, not I’. Captain Jack’s ‘Pranks’, as he and Colonel
Jack abscond from the military, remain resolutely ‘his’. When Colonel Jack
is actively involved in a street robbery he later reworks events, denying his
own agency and responsibility: ‘it happen’d that before I was aware I cross’d
a Field that came to the very Spot where I robb’d the poor old Woman, and
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that Maid, or where I should say Will, made me rob them’. Jack has, by his
own frequent admission, a conscience, grounded in his pedigree and
enhanced by his aspirations, preventing his easy enjoyments of ill-gotten
gains: ‘certainly this was not the Life of a Gentleman!’.?* Like Moll, he claims
he is ‘not harden’d enough’ to coexist next to villains without problems. This
conscience prompts Jack’s attempts to police his brethren and their pursuit
of a ‘cursed’ trade.” Colonel Jack holds Captain Jack ‘by the sleeve’, to arrest
his complete absorption into what the former says are, in yet another abdi-
cation of responsibility, ‘your old ways’.** And always, Jack observes strate-
gically. His ‘privilege as spectator’ notes Richetti, ‘certifies his apartness,
celebrates it as such rather than the events that it allows him to view’.” One
is left believing, in Maximillian E. Novak’s words, that Jack’s story ‘is ulti-
mately not that of a rogue’.

In all, such efforts by Moll and Jack are, one might argue, albeit reduc-
tively, intent on affirming the valency of guilt and repentance, and refuting
the proverbial hypothesis, voiced but likewise rejected by the narrator of
Street-Robberies Consider’d (1728), that ‘Once a Thief, and always a Thief’.¥’

Liminal lives

Yet it requires only a little critical insight to discern that this clear-cut separa-
tion between these characters and their disreputable environment is not as
certain as it seems. Historical evidence would suggest such distinction was
untenable. Nicholas Rogers has observed that ‘only a minority of cases
brought before the magistrates conform to the stock-in-trade caricature of
eighteenth-century vagabondage’.® At times anyone might be forced or
reduced to vagrancy or nefarious itinerancy. Figures analyzed by J.M. Beat-
tie showing the occupations of men accused of property offences at the Sur-
rey and Sussex Assizes in the years 1786-87 convey one central point,
confounding the notion that property crime was perpetrated by a ‘separate
group’ or a criminal subculture: ‘half the men on trial ... claimed to have
worked at a trade that had required training and skill’.?’

Those residing in urban areas were often vulnerable to, or accepting of,
mobility; the uncertainty of unemployment and casual tenancy arrangements
produced what M. Dorothy George termed a ‘floating population’.* All this
constituted a set of social circumstances which ensured the ‘ubiquity of beg-
ging’ so lamented by contemporaries, but also the subsequent catch-all puni-
tive responses, such as the Vagrancy Act of 1744, hounding (with what
Patrick Colquhoun would later scathingly term ‘indiscriminate rigour’) what
were, in reality, diverse individuals and groups.®!

Thus it is fitting that Defoe’s Jack is fundamentally as a ‘Brother’ to his
adopted siblings: the term aptly indicates his willingness to partake of their
profits, even as he scorns the method by which they were acquired. He lives
at Captain Jack’s ‘Expence’.’’ Indeed, Jack’s ‘pursuit of gentility’ is, notes
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Everett Zimmerman, always ‘laughably enmeshed in his ungentlemanly
life’.* Furthermore, Jack’s attempts to extricate himself from illicit acts per-
petuates his incrimination.** He acquires a hat after enduring derision for his
ragged clothes; the same hat later becomes a receptacle for stolen money.*
His notions of his infantile descent from status, and his hopes of reclaiming
the dignity of birth to a father who was a ‘Man of Quality’ and a ‘Gentle-
woman’ mother, are predicated on the inefficacy of separations between gen-
tle and lowly ranks: he is living proof that the exclusive world he yearns to
re-enter is not so securely demarcated.*® Clearly, transitions between decent
and villainous lifestyles can be sudden. Jack learns to read and write, and in
six months this one-time deserter, thief and vagrant, is ‘fit for Business’, and
is taken into employ by a Customs Officer no less. Yet the security of this post
— concerned with properly regulating and accounting for the flow of trade —
is undermined when Jack’s master, a presumed model of probity, is ‘turn’d
out of his Place . . . having been Charged with some Mis-applications’.’”

Similarly, when in the colonies, Jack enjoys a rapid rise to respectability,
going into one room ‘a Slave’ and coming out ‘a Gentleman’.*® But even as
he becomes a wealthy plantation owner, Jack’s new, long-sought status is not
secure: notably he remains ignorant of significant accoutrements of gentility,
such as swordsmanship.*” Equally, as Jack tries to conceal his own felonious
past, keeping details of that aspect of his life ‘close’, he admits he experiences
some ‘Disorder’ as a new convict tells his own story.* When more convicts
begin to be transported Jack confesses: ‘I expected several of them would
know me’. He tries to insulate his new world, resolving ‘to let none of them
be bought into my Work or to any of my Plantations’. But as he realizes that
‘the Danger was come Home to me’, so he lives in fear as a ‘poor self con-
demn’d Rebel’.*' Saved finally by Parliamentary pardon, Jack spends his days
more easily, learning ‘as Job says, to abhor my self in Dust and Ashes’.** Yet
any satisfaction at such a moral resolution, and certain assured distinction
between past naughtiness and present humility (and, paradoxically, refine-
ment), must be tempered. This biblical reference is echoic of Jack’s vagrant
youth, spent ‘sleeping in the Ashes’ of bottle-works.* The echo may entail a
firm rejection; it equally revisits that past, emphasizing the connection of the
present to it, and suggesting that any rejection can only ever be partial, given
that Jack’s new status is founded on the profits, accumulated, lost, and accu-
mulated again, of previous phases of his life.

In his fiction then, Defoe superbly reconfigures the permeabilities, prox-
imities and confusions between seemingly licit, decent, settled, normative
society, and illicit, vagrant, deviant individuals, so pervasive in material and
social relations. Yet as much as characters suffer under the confusions
induced, so do they are exploit and cultivate the dysfunction of separations,
most notably in their use of language. Appreciating this requires an appraisal
of contemporary perceptions of the functions, and instabilities, of language.
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Training tongues

There was a troubled awareness in the period that no one person would be able
to comprehend the many different dialects and languages, of regions, trades,
and immigrant communities, constituting what seemed like an increasingly,
and dangerously, polyglot nation: ‘The People of this place are literally
Savages & speak a Language not to be understood’.* In Tom Jones, the
cosmopolitan sister of Squire Western protests to her bumpkin brother with
his ‘jargon of turneps and Hannover rats’: ‘you are now got beyond my under-
standing’.* The blustery humour of such exchanges barely conceals the
severity of the problem: powerful interests cannot communicate with each
other. Henry Fielding not only attempted to identify the problem, but also
offered a corrective, ridiculing corruptions of plain speech. In Amelia, Murphy
the Attorney converses in a garbled argot that befits the degeneracy of the law
as he practices it. His speech is full of nonsensical Latinisms intended to baffle
and bowl over the gullible. In one of the book’s more positive conclusions,
Murphy’s babble is exposed by a doctor as ‘incomprehensible nonsense’. He
is tried at the Old Bailey for forgery, and ‘after much quibbling about the
meaning of a very plain Act of Parliament’ is fittingly hanged at Tyburn.*

Another response to linguistic confusion, as John Barrell has shown, was
the cultural construction of the figure of the disinterested, objective, univer-
sal Gentleman, a project Defoe, amongst others, was implicated in. As socio-
economics became a tangled mass of interlocking interests, trades and
professions, each with their own codes, social and linguistic, only someone,
a ‘comprehensive observer’ with ‘no regular determinate task’ might be able
to perceive, reconcile, and hence organize and govern, the relations between
occupational groups.” In the dialogues and declarations of The Compleat
English Gentleman (1890), Defoe delineates such an ideal type. He is not so
uselessly stuffed, by pedantry and impractical University learning, as to be
‘full of tongues but no languages’, but is instead equipped, through a process
of education — by himself if necessary — with the abilities to communicate and
comprehend the needs, weaknesses and strengths of others, and how society
as a whole interrelated, as surely as he understood the ‘conjunctions, revolu-
tions and influences of the planets’: ‘he has it all in his view’.*

This abstract Gentleman, as described by Barrell, was ‘believed to be the
only member of society who spoke a language universally intelligible: his
usage was ‘common’, in the sense of being neither a local dialect nor infected
by the terms of any particular art’.* Cultural consolidations of this universal,
self-regulated and regulating personage included lexicographical projects
which reified ‘the language of the polite’, in the face of the anarchic, muta-
ble murmur of the rest of society.”® Hence, in part, the ‘prestige’ enjoyed by
Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary (1755), with its emphasis on the exclusion of
the usage of ‘laborious’ and ‘mercantile’ classes: ‘it answered a need fre-
quently felt by educated and literary people’.’! Even to a radical linguist such
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as Thomas Spence, standardizing features of communication such as pro-
nounciation was crucial, in the interests of furthering the ‘education of the
lower classes’ which he deemed to be the key to the ‘reform of society’.”
Equally, if linguistic and hence social order were to be plainly appreciable
and adhered to, it was necessary to open up and illuminate those shadowy
places where corruptions of English were prevalent, and evidence of terrify-
ingly organized seditious subcultures. Thus the endeavour, undertaken in the
footnotes and glossaries of commentary and fiction, to translate criminal cant
terms, detecting, revealing, and putting in normal forms a deviant dialect.”
This desire had deep-rooted, and complex, contemporary theoretical legit-
imation. In a sophisticated analysis of the period’s conceptions of linguistic
issues, Richard W. F. Kroll asserts that neo-classical language theorists ‘all
seem to think of language first as a series of discrete tactile or peculiarly
plastic moments (whether originary gestures, letters, pictures or words)’;
they subsequently viewed ‘language-as-we-have-it’ as a ‘tissue of . . . almost
concrete elements’.** To Kroll, this comprehension of the plasticity, or mate-
riality, of parts of speech and the elements of communication and language,
ensured that ‘any argument cast in linguistic terms cannot escape some form
of public institutional accountability or scrutiny, because these elements are
imagined as incapable of escaping the conditions that define any phenome-
nal object’.” Language was conceived as being a ‘public artefact’, and thus
‘negotiable, resisting appropriation from some supreme Cartesian observer
or puppeteer’.’® Though, as Kroll notes, such arguments on the one hand
secured language ‘as the possession of public institutions’ (such as the Royal
Society or Anglican church), the impetus for such theorizing lay in the ‘fear’
that if language was treated as anything other than ‘material’ it would dis-
appear from the ‘public forum’ offering itself instead as a ‘secret and insidi-
ous instrument of radical or tyrannical control’.*” Linguistic practices which
were in any way ‘private or hidden’ had to be interrogated: ‘Certain kinds of
power are prescriptively necessary to preserve the integrity of ordinary lan-
guage’.” This interrogation was directed as much at the highest as the low-
est. Thus in Mercury (1641), John Wilkins connects attempts to ‘subvert’ the
‘integrity’ of honest, plain communication by authority figures, with the
‘aural maneuvers represented by “Melancholike Chymicks,” “the Canting of
beggars,” or “the charms of Witches, and the language of Magitians.””*
Depending on what one reads of what Defoe thought about language and
its proper usage, it would seem, on one hand, that he too was a stickler for
linguistic lucidity and accountability. Kroll argues that his Essay Upon Litera-
ture (1726) ‘emphasises first that (but not how) language by its very nature
must operate as a condition of human institutions (like writing itself)’.® In
this Defoe is in alignment with theorists who consistently returned to ‘the
question of who controls cultural and textual spaces’.®" The ‘visibility of
writing’ propounded by Defoe, Kroll continues, ‘subjects the claims of power

to public scrutiny, which allows for the emergence of political opposition’.*
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Equally, in 1697 Defoe called for the establishment of an English Academy
‘to encourage Polite Learning, to polish and refine the English Tongue, and
advance the so much neglected Faculty of Correct Language . . . and to purge
it from all Irregular Additions that Ignorance and Affectation have intro-
duced’.® Again the emphasis is on consolidating the universality of the com-
mon tongue, extirpating deviant, exclusive alternatives, which might permit
misdemeanours high or low.

The measure of Defoe’s discomfort when encountering ‘foreign’ dialects,
especially when at ‘home’ (or where those dialects compromise assumptions
of what is home and what is not) is presented in A Tour Through the Whole
Island of Great Britain (1724-26). When in the mountains of Wales, ‘above
the clouds’, Defoe remarks that ‘the names of some of these hills seemed as
barbarous to us, who spoke no Welch, as the hills themselves’.®*

Yet despite his criticism of the likes of Richard Steele for neologistic inno-
vations and foreign importations in speech and writing (and his later critical
reputation as a writer of plain, unadorned English), Defoe was not averse to
employing appropriated terms and phrases.® Indeed, on his travels Defoe
himself employs local phrases to add local colour, in wry, socio-politically
charged arrogation, as in this description of Stirling Castle. “They who built
the castle, without doubt built it, as the Scots express it, to continue aye, and
till somebody else should build another there, which in our language, would
be for ever and a day after’.*

In cautiously appreciating, if not fearfully denigrating, a polyglot society,
Defoe was characteristically responsive to the realities of his age: Douglas
Hay and Nicholas Rogers estimate that even at the end of the century one-
fifth of the population of the British Isles did not speak English as their first
language, ‘and a large proportion of that fifth did not speak English at all’.¢”
Defoe recognized that there was ‘a kind of cant in trade, which a tradesman
ought to know’ just as there was a ‘gypsy cant’” known to ‘beggars and
strollers . .. which none can speak but themselves’, but unlike most of his
contemporaries, this did not always simply appal him.® Ultimately, Defoe
was mindful that ‘English’, like its speakers, place-names, and cultural habits,
was a product of prolonged and various dislocations, hybridizations and
accretions. And translation, in the sense of the conveyance, transfer, removal
and carrying over of meanings and ideas from one situation, dialect, register
or language — taken not simply as a ‘system of abstract grammatical cate-
gories, but rather . .. conceived as ideologically saturated’ — into another,
was a key force in this.®

Liminal linguistics

In formal acts of translation, as Stephen J. Greenblatt notes, the alternative
is sought out and normalized in a ‘linguistic mission’.” Such programmes,
when they attempt to delineate and sustain a (denigrating) distinction
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between translator and translated are, however, only ambiguously successful,
as Greenblatt elsewhere observes: “To learn another language is to acknowl-
edge the existence of another people and to acquire the ability to function,
however crudely, in another social world’.” Translation can be seen to
empower the translator, privileging their language, and denuding the lin-
guistic and material autonomy of the translated. But the relationship between
subject and observer can be more complex than that. While it would be
reductive to suggest that acts of translation always have, or had, the same
motivation or effects, it is possible to perceive that to translate is to commu-
nicate; to communicate is to be placed in propinquity with the other; propin-
quity may disclose, and corroborate, difference and otherness; it may also,
simultaneously, engender connection, adulteration, contamination, com-
mingling, precisely because, as Dick Leith recognizes, ‘the demarcation of
languages is a perennial problem’, and consequently (in the words of Mikhail
Bakhtin): ‘languages do not exclude each other, but rather intersect with
each other in many different ways’.”> As Patricia Fumerton puts it: “The very
act of translating a minor into a major language . . . could cause the latter to
degenerate’.” To Richard Helgerson likewise, the process of attaining and
reifying linguistic purity and security all too often actuates linguistic hybrid-
ity and mutability, ‘entropy and disintegration’.”

Thus, in Captain Singleton, one journey necessitates Singleton’s reference
to ‘the Cape of Good Hope, as we call it; or Cabo de bona Speranza, as they
[his Portuguese ship mates] call it’. The linguistic, and national, distinction
seems to be explicit. But that distinction is inconsistently upheld by Singleton,
who acquires ‘a Smattering of the Portuguese Tongue’: the text subsequently
mentions the mixed form of ‘the Cape de bona Speranza’.” If unsure of the
utility of the phenomenon of hybrid expressions, Defoe — especially when in
the role of curator of marvels and curiosities — can see that, for better or
worse, individuals and communities are themselves multi-lingual hybrids.
Thus his fascination with a Somersetshire schoolboy’s instant translation of a
passage from the Song of Solomon into a dialect form: ‘How the dexterous
dunce could form his mouth to express so readily the words, (which stood
right printed in the book) in his country jargon, I could not but admire’.”

With this in mind, it is disingenuous for Defoe’s criminal protagonists to
suggest there is a separation between licit and illicit contexts and acts. So
much of their linguistic behaviour refutes such a conceit, and so much of it
can be seen to play with, parody, and subvert efforts to translate baffling
dialects into intelligible, governable forms, at once fulfilling and sabotaging
the logic of linguistic theories that emphasized the plasticity, and materiality,
of expression, and the importance of its gendered, public context.

Moll is an emulative parasite. As she is accepted into a home, however
partially and conditionally as a teased and mocked domestic, she successfully
copies and in her own way supplants her hosts, to their chagrin.” It is her
great talent, like Roxana’s, to inveigle herself into a vast variety of contexts.
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This does not occur, for either woman, without some strain. When passing
herself off as a Quaker, ‘as readily and naturally’ as if she had been born
one, Roxana affirms that though she lives ‘very easie and quiet’ she is also,
at times, discomfited by the incongruity of her appearance and the reflection
it induces:

I was like a Fish out of Water; I was as gay, and as young in my Disposition,
as [ was at five and twenty; and as I had always been courted, flatter’d, and
us’d to love it, so I miss’d it in my Conversation; and this put me many
times, upon looking-back upon things past.”

As Firdous Azim has convincingly argued, the ‘constant movements and
fluctuations’ necessary to Roxana’s survival ‘also entail loss’.” But the
repeated, efficacious endurance of such strains by Defoe’s protagonists
furnishes them with a hard-won yet crucial knowledge of the requirements,
sartorial, verbal, and otherwise, of roles in different positions. Richetti
describes Moll’s facility to do this as her ‘modus operandi’ of ‘social imper-
sonation’.*® This facility is most significantly exercized in Moll’s use of lan-
guage, which concords with her proficient magpie acquisitiveness: as she
acquires various garbs and disguises, so does she accumulate the fitting parts
of speech.’ Nonetheless, Richetti suggests that Defoe’s ‘garrulous autobiog-
raphers’ vocalize a ‘curiously monological quality’ of his narratives, by deny-
ing ‘the oppositional dialect of the lower orders in recording only their own
distinctively singular idiolects, self-generated and unique’.®> Comparably,
Hal Gladfelder asserts that Defoe ‘allows his garrulous criminals to speak in
their own voices’.® Both points, however, disregard the abilities of Defoe’s
protagonists to speak in other people’s voices, to engage in disruptive
dialogue with, absorb, reproduce (ironically, or straight-faced), and inhabit
the words and worlds, semantic and material, of others. For those words and
worlds are the very stuff out of which protagonists construct their linguistic
and social personae.

In relation to this, Deidre Shauna Lynch offers an illuminating reading of
the recorded antics of the self-styled ‘King of the Gypsies’, Bampfylde-
Moore Carew. Lynch notes Carew’s ‘adaptability’ when, as a beggar, peti-
tioning ‘all Sorts and Degrees of Persons, and that in all Shapes and
Characters’. Carew, it seems, was significantly no less plastic, or pragmatic,
when oscillating from one side of the Jacobite and anti-Jacobite divide to the
other. Crucially, Lynch identifies a ‘patent similarity’, and often outright
cross-referencing, between the hack-writing recounting Carew, and novels
such as Roderick Random and Tom Jones. The suggestive point is that the
stratagems of the ‘versatile gentleman’ and an itinerant ‘con man’ are not
totally dissimilar.*

Moll can be seen to be as versatile as Carew, but with added valency.
Moll’s peregrinations parody the wanderings of the trainee Gentleman on a
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Grand Tour, dispatched, as Obadiah Walker recommended in Of Education
(1673) to ‘learn the Language, Laws, Customes, and understand the Gov-
ernment, and interest of other Nations” which would in turn ‘produce confi-
dent and comely behaviour, to perfect conversation’.* Thus, importantly,
rather than it being some abstract, mythical, archetypal Gentleman who con-
verses with, comprehends, assimilates, and controls the atomized linguistic
and social domains of others, here a female protagonist assumes the author-
ity of interpreter, or translator, between different moral and social positions,
her multiple sexual and linguistic comminglings and spatial transgressions
fulfilling the worst nightmares of those to whom female mobility, with all its
associations of incontinent, immoral sexuality, and the debasing of male
authority, was horrible: ‘Here are lasses that seem to hate enclosures, for
they would lay all open’.*® As John Essex charmingly counselled debutantes,
in a demand for — brutally correlated — linguistic restraint and biological con-
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tinency: ‘First Bridle the Tongue, and seal up your Lips’.

Criminal conversation

To Samuel Johnson, ‘conversation’ meant ‘Commerce; intercourse; familiar-
ity’. It was the ‘manner of acting in common life’. It involved ‘Practical
habits’.* It is therefore pertinent that the congress Moll enjoys with the broth-
ers is termed a ‘conversation’.* In her various early intimate sexual proximi-
ties with her betters, and their termination, Moll gains and displays
prodigious verbal and moral articulation. This induces a pragmatic compre-
hension of the utility of different registers and idiolects, the habitual bound-
aries by which they are defined, and how one might, with familiarity, perform
and operate in a fashion contravening the integrity of those boundaries.
Conversation was of paramount importance in the construction and edi-
fication of a Gentleman able to conduct himself with cultivated polish, and
the gentlewomen with whom he interacted. Contemporaries asserted that
the presence of women in demarcated social spaces (parties, salons and so
on) prevented male rudeness, and meant sloppy-minded female flibberti-
gibbets tested their airy conceits, thus encouraging gentility in all.”” And
yet, as Michele Cohen suggests, this interaction was not without problems.
‘While mixed social intercourse and conversation were indispensable to
the fashioning of the gentleman, they were, paradoxically, also the site for
the greatest anxiety’.”! Cohen argues that the anxiety was aroused by the
fear that by this interaction gentlemen might be rendered effeminate; one
might add, that where the interaction was between low and higher,
between gentle types and decidedly rougher sorts, as in the case of Moll
and the two brothers, the fear becomes one of the degradation of morality
and class distinctions, as much as gender separations. Moll’s ‘conversa-
tions’, especially in the context of the explicitly de-sexualized roles of Eng-
lish women when conversing in public or domestic spheres, alter the
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regulated dynamics of genteel interaction, as they capitalize on the latent
problems of such interaction.”

When discussing the discursive position of women in the early modern
period (crudely put, their social status and how this impacted on their pow-
ers of articulation), Catherine Belsey offers this description: ‘Permitted to
break their silence in order to acquiesce in the utterances of others, women
were denied any single place from which to speak for themselves’.”* But by
means of her ‘unbridled’ tongue, Moll subverts this subjection to access
actual spaces and linguistic contexts closed to her. Through a hybridizing
translation of terms she only seems to ‘acquiesce’. By rehearsing and verbal-
izing the moral and ideological perspectives of others, she is not saturated
and consumed by those perspectives, but consumes and reconfigures them.
Contingency is less evidence of subordination than proof of an ability to jux-
tapose or hybridize disparate discourses, to engage in a (Bakhtinian) dialogic
process.” If denied a ‘single place from which to speak’, Moll capitalizes on
this placelessness, and voicelessness, to inhabit a plurality of places, and to
be in turn ‘discursively mobile’.” As a figurative “foreigner’, cast-off, exiled,
Moll is ‘bilingual, multilingual, but in one and the same language, without
even a dialect or patois’.*® This is all the more subversive precisely because
Moll is able to speak and operate within authorized discourses. However,
she does not just impersonate normative authorities (gendered or otherwise),
but, crucially, places the assertions of the normative and authoritative in
propinquity with their alternatives, thereby at once, however contradicto-
rily, exemplifying and contravening the bind of women’s articulation in the
period being marginalized and demonized — often counter-productively — as
‘radically discontinuous, inaudible or scandalous’.”

With circumspection, Moll can gentrify. Thus, voicing the words of
unnamed, amorphous, highly ‘moral’ others, she employs euphemism to
describe the survival of her own virginity: ‘it did not go to that which they
call the last favour’.”® Such a usage conveys Moll’s ability to overhear and
copy how others talk, and yet maintain a speculative, ironic distance from
the sensibilities behind such expressions, even as she expresses an aspiration
to enter the world where such sensibilities prevail. For such circumspection
is rarely enacted without equivocation. Hence, as well as mouthing polite
commonplaces, Moll can tear the veil of propriety, her unforgiving transla-
tions acting as personal and social critique, in a manner at once a culmina-
tion of, and shattering extrapolation beyond, the logic of arguments
emphasizing the necessarily public nature of communication. As Robin’s
older brother counsels secrecy about their affair (‘you shall be my dear sister,
as you are now my dear — ’), Moll displays a typical apprehension of the
realities lurking behind the stated communications of others to finish his sen-
tence: “Your dear whore’.” Later, she describes the governess’ advice about
abortion in the following way, thereby not evading the awful magnitude of
the impending event: ‘she said something as if she could help me off with my
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burthen sooner, if I was willing; or, in English, that she could give me some-
thing to make me miscarry’.!® Similarly, the ‘private account’ undertaken by
the governess, is ‘in plain English, the whoring account’.'”" An enterprise per-
formed behind drawn curtains and closed doors, and hushed up hypocriti-
cally, is honestly exposed in its venality. The translation between registers, as
figured by Defoe, can, it would seem, reveal relations between words, places
and people, otherwise concealed.

Paradigmatically, Moll describes the antipathy of the mother’s ‘speeches’
in the following terms: ‘she intended to put me out of the family; that is, in
English, to turn me out of doors’.!”? But this is more than Moll plain-speak-
ing.'” Translating again, from English (of one register, the tongue of a
woman intent on preserving the propriety and insulation of her family and
its good name) into English (of another mode, expressive of a girl’s fears of
homelessness), Moll tentatively balances both dialects and the epistemolo-
gies they vocalize, passing between the different contexts of their expression.
As such she makes a mockery of the distinction between ‘indoors’ and ‘out-
doors’, the interior, private scene of the gentle household and the public,
outside world of desperate vagabondage. In a passage whose very content is
concerned with the definition, maintenance, yet transgression, and ultimate
indefinition of thresholds, domestic, sexual, and social, Moll evokes an
awareness of the significance of ‘articulation’ in the full, liminal and ambigu-
ous senses of the word: as co-joining and as distinction.'®

When thinking of Moll in this way, it is useful to consider the words of
Homi Bhabha, writing of the complex, galling problems encountered by (and
the varieties of resistance offered to) those trying to convert ‘colonized pop-
ulations’ in Imperial India: ‘in the very practice of domination the language
of the master becomes hybrid — neither the one thing nor the other’."> Com-
parably, even as, and indeed because, a distinction, of the most material, phys-
ically segregating kind, is imposed by the reigning matriarchal authority Moll
is able to disrupt the designs of that authority, and simultaneously problema-
tize the concept of the sanctity of the marriage bed with words, as audaciously
as she does with her body. Thus the conversation between mother and son:

“Well’, says the mother, ‘then there’s one son lost’; and she said it in a very
mournful tone, as one greatly concerned at it. I hope not, madam’, says
Robin; ‘no man is lost when a good wife has found him’. “Why, but, child’,
says the old lady, ‘she is a beggar’. “Why, then madam, she has the more
need of charity’, says Robin; ‘T’ll take her off the hands of the parish, and
she and T'll beg together’.'*

Jacques Derrida offers a stimulating appraisal of the practice of para-
phrasing in translation, that is to say, using that is to say, and figures like it
(as Moll so often does), and the effects they have on the priority and primacy
of univalent meanings:
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“in other words” does not put the same thing into other words, does not clar-
ify an ambiguous expression, does not function like an “i.e.”. It amasses the
powers of indecision and adds to the foregoing utterance its capacity for skid-
ding. Under the pretext of commenting upon a terribly indeterminate, shift-
ing statement, a statement difficult to pin down {arréter}, it gives a reading or
version that is all the less satisfactory, controllable, unequivocal, for being
more “powerful” than what it comments upon or translates. The supposed
“commentary” of the “i.e.” or “in other words” has furnished only a textual
supplement that calls in turn for an overdetermining “in other words” and so
on and so forth. . . . No one inflection enjoys any absolute privilege, no mean-
ing can be fixed or decided upon. No border is guaranteed, inside or out.'”

The point is that rather than clarifying, the modifications and translations
Defoe has his characters enact bring into play other, potentially contentious
meanings, exacerbating the moral ambiguity of what is being expressed. Ulti-
mately, in such quintessentially ‘dialogic’ moments, ‘no-one ever has the last
word’.'” For example, when Roxana describes herself and an adulterous
lover being ‘in the middle of our unlawful Freedoms, that is to say, when we
were in Bed together’, she realizes a discursive gulf. The candour of an
unashamed admission (‘we were in Bed together’) defiantly counteracts and
deflates the sanctimonious tone of ‘unlawful Freedoms’. Roxana seems to be
suggesting that while others pontificate about such behaviour, it is, other
than in its delightfulness, not worth getting worked up about.!” Similarly,
when Jack portrays the sentencing of the juvenile Captain, he states that ‘he
was call’d out to be Corrected, as they call’d it’. The implication is that this
conception and ritualized representation of ‘correction’ is only one way of
understanding the scene.''

In Defoe’s Street-Robberies, this occupation of normative registers and
modes by illicit agents is pervasive, and while manifested as an ironically
‘proper’ tone it is applied to improper antics. Such lightness of tone at once
emphasizes the disparity between the world of the events described and the
manner of their description, more suited to an urbane context, and yet, cru-
cially, bridges that disparity. Accounts of criminal acts are hilariously
couched in an innocence that can barely countenance illegality: ‘my poor
Mother going into a Goldfmith’s Shop to purchafe a Ring, by an odd Sort of
a Miftake, I don’t know how, but it feems fhe walk’d off with a whole String
of them: But the ill-natur’d Fellow had her purfu’d, took her up, and in fhort
was very troublefome’.!"!

Comparably, when disguised in a rich Quaker’s clothes, and enjoying his
money, and, hating ‘Idlenefs’, having ‘compos’d a fhort Canting Vocabulary’
of his own (thus displaying some aptitude for, and awareness of, issues of
linguistic differentiation and assimilation), the narrator temporarily assumes
a completely new register, divested of the slangy argot of the street, and
replete with polysyllabic Latin-derived hauteur and genteel intensifiers,
suiting his different appearance:
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I TOLD my Attendance I had committed a very great Overfight, and left the
major Part of the Money in my ’Scrutore, which was to be the Auxilliaries
of our Expedition, and was refolv’d to take Poft that very Evening: But my
Intent was to get to Town to fecure my Bank Note.

Whether this register befits a Quaker, however rich, or was intending in
its incongruity to satirize the piety of such a figure is hard to say. What is
certain is that on getting ‘fnug to Town the fame Day’ the adaptable urchin’s
tones return, and with a vengeance: a horse is described as ‘not worth one
T_d’.llz

In delineating these forms of linguistic and expressive practice, Defoe
actuated a significant feature of writing about rogues and criminals in the
period. The occupation of domestic and/or decent spaces by illicit figures is
often reconfigured in their occupation of the verbal register of the decent,
as they simultaneously are shown to construct expediently exclusive
dialects of their own to arrest the invasion of their circles by agents of the
law."® The ability of such figures to converse within and between dialects is
conveyed in their own accounts of scenes of entering other spatial and
social domains: ‘we went a milling that Swagg, that is a breaking open that
Shop’; © at last Elger jump’d the Glass of a Gentleman’s Keen; that is lifted
up the Window of a House at the lower End of the Square, and jump’d into
the Parlour’."*

This literally and metaphorically transgressive occupation is manifested
in a letter recounting Jack/John Sheppard’s ‘Adventures’ for five hours after
his escape from Newgate, included in the conclusion to The History of . ..

John Sheppard:

Over a Bottle of Claret you’ll give me leave to declare it, that I've fairly put
the Vowels upon the good folks at Newgate, i.o.u. . . . and tho’ I'm safe out
of Newgate, I must yet have, or at least affect, a New Gate by Limping, or
Turning my Toes in by making a right Hand of my Feet. Not to be long, for
I hate Prolixity in all Business: In short, after Filing, Defileing, Sawing, when
no Body Saw, Climbing (this Clime in) it prov’d a good Turner of my Affairs,
thro’ the house of a Turner. . . . From thence I soon slip’d through Ludgate,
but was damnably fearful of an Old Bailey always lurking thereabout, who
might have brought me to the Fleet for being too Nimble. . . . Being a Batch-
elor, and not being capable to manage a Bridewell you know . . . I could not
forbear making a Somerset or two before Northumberland-House. . . . I ran
Pelmel o Piccadilly."*

The punning may be painful (and there’s a lot more of it) but it serves a func-
tion. Puns compromise attempts to distinctly separate words and meanings.
They do this by homophonically or homonymically mocking — parodying —
the sounds or senses of one thing, and connecting those sounds or senses with
something ostensibly unrelated.'® In this unrepentant missive, ‘Sheppard’
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cheekily details his precise means of egress from prison. The description of
leaving the prison itself metamorphoses into a description of his progress
through London. Though he expresses some concern about the authorities,
plainly nowhere is inaccessible to him and nowhere can hold him. And the
connections and motion between and through material interiors, exteriors,
and streets and lanes, continue in one breathless sequence, evocatively regis-
tered in ‘Sheppard’s’ use of pun, the crudest, and yet most effective, form of
acoustic or semantic concordance. In his mouth, ‘Sheppard’ rolls around the
names of carceral institutions and aristocratic piles; he mingles the figurative
and the fantastical; the flippant and the fearful. Uniquely, by his escapological
prowess and his verbal trickery he irreverently invades, inhabits, exits from,
and ultimately connects disparate contexts, meanings, places and people, and
does so with an utter contempt — as well as a pragmatic regard — for those
forces whose job it is to stop him doing this. Few more powerful realizations
of the relationship between language and materiality can be envisaged.

Defoe’s representations of roguish types show how they endure the destruc-
tion, and jeopardize the constructedness, of distinction, fulfilling the fears of
those more settled, decent, and genteel than they concerning the awful
appropriability and permeability of refined identities, registers, spaces and
mores. By such representations Defoe does more than realize — in the sense
of comprehend and express — the inconsistencies afflicting prevailing segre-
gating, gendered, and inherently ideological linguistic, social and material
schemes. He also creates a dynamic prose stylistics to achieve these repre-
sentations, neither purging words ‘of intentions and tones . . . alien to him’,
nor destroying ‘the seeds of social heteroglossia embedded in words’.""” His
many conflicted, conditional, dialogic articulations are responsive to the
unstable matrix of texts, discourses, material phenomena, epistemologies
and linguistic modes, recent and distant, formative to (and reconfigured by)
novels, cultural products that are in consequence identifiable generically as
‘a diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity of languages) and
a diversity of individual voices, artistically organized’.’® In this regard, how-
ever we choose to describe the genesis and development of the novel — the
aesthetic form in which Defoe exhibits this stylistics — his contribution to that
genesis and development has proved profoundly influential.
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