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A FORMALIST READING OF MOLL FLANDERS 

Umaru, F.C. (Mrs) 

Abstract 

The basic tenet of the formalist theory is that literature is the study of the 

particular ways in which words are used in the text and the deviations they 

are subjected to for the purpose of achieving literariness. The literariness of a 

construct means simply that language is made strange and differs from the 

day-to-day patterns; hence its estranging effect. Part of what makes such 

defamiliarization of language possible is the use of figurative expressions 

otherwise called literary modes by the formalists. This paper specifically 

illustrated the functioning of one of the literary modes - irony to achieve 

literariness in Moll Flanders. The success of the novel as a significant work 

of art lies in the effective use of a complex system of ironies to achieve 

literariness. It is not the contents of the novel per se but the language with 

which these contents were rendered that engages the mind of the audience. 

The incidents ih the novel would have made little or no impression if they 

were counted off in banal language. It is the ironies which made the language 

of the novel different from the ordinary language use that helped it to 

produce some special effects. Literature is in this way proved a pure creation 

of language. 

Introduction 

Literature is no longer seen as a mirror through which we perceive life realities as was 

contended by the old criticism called humanism. For the humanists, literature embodied a “signified” 

which is identified as the soul of a people or the mind of an author. This is no longer the notion of 

literature. At present, literature is understood as a special use of language to achieve literariness. 

Theoretical Background 

The notion of literature highlighted above is rooted in the theory of formalism which is one of 

the new critical modes called new criticism. Formalism tends to be scientific rather than philosophical. 

For the formalists, the study of literature is the study of the particular ways in which words are used in 

a literary text and the deviations they are subjected to. In other words, for them, the study of literature 

is the study of literariness and the literariness of a construct simply implies that language is made 

strange and differs from the day-to-day patterns; hence its enstranging effect. Put in a different way, in 

literature the use of language is specifically made to differ from ordinary language use for the purpose 

of achieving literariness. Whenever an object or act is related in such a way that our habitual notion of 

it is transformed, the process of defarmiliarization is at work. According to the formalists, this happens 

only in literature. Part of what makes this possible is the use of figurative expressions which are rather 

called literary modes by the formalists. Examples of literary modes include irony, metaphor, 

metongmy, imagery, similes symbolism, synecdoche, oxymoron, onomatopae and parallelism. Their 

function is to help an artist to transform ordinary language in order to give the text a text of literariness. 

For them, literature is purely a creation of language. 

The early formalists coined two expressions: Ostranenie and Zedrudnenie to help them to 

explain how language is made art in literature. Ostranenie means language estranged from ordinary 

language. When language is thus estranged, it may be difficult for the reader to interpret the meaning of 

the text. Interpreting the meaning of the text here means perceiving the artistry in it and how this 

artistry is achieved. To explain this concept, the early formalists coined the work Zetrudnenie which 

means language made tough. 

The thrust of this paper is to illustrate how one of the literary modes-irony has been used to 

achieve artistry in Moll Flanders. 

Ironies in Moll Flanders 
Moll Flanders is replete with ironies. Irony may imply many kinds of discrepancies which 

include contrast, contradiction paradox, double saying and the like. It is the complex system of ironies
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in this novel that led to its success as a significant work of art. The structure of the novel is loose. It is 
these ironies that hold the structure together and make it coherent and significant. 

One of the major ironies in the novel is the discrepancy between Moll‟s (the heroine) 
sensuality and her devotion to financial abstractions. Moll Flanders is lustful. A great deal of her 
adventures are sexual as could be, deciphered from one of her remarks about the elder brother to her 
husband, 

I never was in bed with my husband but I wished myself in the arms of his 
brother... In short, I committed adultery and incest with him everyday in my 
desires (P. 55). 

She throws greater light on the extent of her whoredom by stating that she has “lain with two 
brothers and has three children by her own brother”; that “her mother was a whore” and that “she has 
lain with thirteen men” (p. 161). 

This is a clear testimony of Moll‟s deep involvement in wild sexual adventure. It is, therefore, 

expected that her account of her actual whoring activities will be highly emotional and erotic but it 

turns out to be treated subtcrraneously. That is to say, her sexual extravagance is communicated 

through the medium of an assemblage of objects that are entirely desensualized; objects that are 

abstract and thus inaccessible to sense because they are represented only by name and by market value 

on the commercial and social markets. So, Moll is essentially a “sensual woman” yet it is only her 

materialistic tendencies that are stressed. This is where the irony lies. Her sensual appetite is treated 

abstractly and converted into materialistic values. The account of her marriage to the younger brother 

of her seducer brings this fact to limelight. She has known a brief but important period of domesticity, 

marital tenderness and motherhood, yet she cannot even remember anything she shared in common 

with her husband with whom she was married for five years and by whom she had two children except 

the material aspect. This is made evident in this excerpt: 

It concerns the story in hand very little to enter into the further particulars of 

the family or of myself for the five years that I lived with this husband, only 

to observe that I had two children by him, and that at the end of the five years 

he died. He had been really a very good husband to me; and we lived 

agreeably together; but as he had not received much from them and had in 

the little time he lived acquired no great matters, so my circumstances were 

not great, nor was 1 much mended by the match, Indeed 1 preserved the elder 

brother‟s bonds to me to pay me £500, which he offered me for my consent 

to marry his brother; and this, with what I had saved of money he formerly 

gave me and about as much more by my husband, left me a widow with 

about £1200 in my pocket (Pp. 54-55). 

Here, Moll neither gives details of her husband‟s good nature nor does she relate the nature 

and extent of their agreeable relationship. She rather dwells on the money aspect. The phrases 

“received much”, “acquired no great matters” “my circumstances were not great”, and “mended by the 

match” all focus on one kind of referent: money. Moreso, as Moll uses them, they are very abstract 

w'ords, colourless words, words limited in meaning as a mathematical sign. 

So, what five years of marriage, of her young womanhood, her domesticity and motherhood 

mean to her are certain finances, certain bonds amounting to so much, a certain quantity of cash in her 

pocket. 

Further, rather than talking emotionally about her children by this husband as well as her 

relationship with her parents-in-law, what we are made to see is Moll‟s recounting of their materially 

measurable aspect: 

My two children were, indeed, taken happily off my hand by my husband‟s 

father and mother, and that was all they got by Mrs. Betty (P. 55). 

Schematically, what has been happening in the fact of Moll‟s five years of marriage, and 

motherhood is the conversion of all subjective, emotional and moral experiences into pocket and bank 

money and into the materially measurable.
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It is equally ironical that it is not the great mass of responses that is expected from the 

circumstances in the novel marriage, birth, death that is presented. What is rather witnessed is a 

network of mercantile human relationships. Virtually all the human relationships and experiences in the 

novel are essentially mercantile. Moll‟s friendship with a late captain‟s wife is measured materially. 

Thus, Moll reports “She made me presents as money came into her hands” (P. 70). Of her second 

husband after her loss of the first, she recounts “in the first letter he wrote me he let me know where he 

had pawned twenty pieces of fine Holland for £30, which were worth about £90, and enclosed me the 

token for the taking them up, paying the money, which I did and made in time above £ 100..-”(p. 59). 

Her reunion with her son by her Lancashir husband is still related in material terms, “my son came to 

visit me... he pulled out a deerskin bag and gave it to me, with five-and-fifty Spanish pistols in it (P. 

295). Moll further gives an account of her last memory of her late mother in materialistic register. “She 

left a plantation on York River to me” (P. 295). 

So what is presented of that pyramid of human experiences, as its only symbol and significance 

is cash sign. 

Moll‟s “sanity” witnessed by her perfect adjustment to her world and her violent abnormality 

as a representative of the human specie is paradoxical. 

A person is same who is: socially adapted in his time and his place, in tune with his culture; 

furnished with the mental contingencies; accepting the values that his society upholds and collaborating 

in their preservation. By this token, Moll Flanders is eminently sane. She is in tune with her world. Her 

adventures are criminal but she herself is not a criminal. She is not a woman of the underworld, but a 

w'oman of the bourgeois world. Her aspirations are middle class. She wants, above all, economic 

security and middle class prosperity. She, therefore, becomes a collector of quantity of things and cash 

which are necessary for survival in her world. She aptly brings the nature of her world to our focus 

when she states; 

My sister-in-law at Colchester had said, beauty, wit, manners, sense, 
good humour, good behaviour, education, virtue, piety, or any other 
qualification, whether of body or mind, had no power to recommend; 
that money only made a woman agreeable (P. 62). 

To meet up with such societal dictates, she sells her sex to acquire material wealth. This is 

made evident in her statement, “I had been no less than a whore and an adultress” (P. 111). When this 

fails, she steals. 

1 was now forty-eight... It was past the flourishing time with me when I 

might expect to be courted for a mistress... (p. 168). And thus I was entered a 

complete thief, hardened to a pitch above all the reflections of conscience and 

modesty (P. 179). 

In either case of her whoredom or theft, she shows her sanity - that is, her adjustment to her 

world, her ability to meet all contingencies. In this sense, Moll is “normal”, exhibiting in her activities 

and attitudes the societal norm of her world. However, in terms of the full emotional variation of what 

we think as “human”, she is monstrously abnormal. Her abnormality is her exclusive abstractness as a 

counter of cash. Her subjective life is sunken to zero. 

Moll lives a life that contradicts what she preaches. This is another irony in the novel under 

criticism. She robs children on the street: 

Going through Aldersgate street, there was a pretly little child had been at a 

dancing school and was a-going home all alone, the child had a little necklace 

on of gold beads, and I... took offher necklace (Pp. 171-172). 

Only to sermonize that she means to warn the careless parents who leave their children to roam 

the streets. She tells us:
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I did the poor child no harm, I only thought I had given the parents a just 
reproof for their negligence in leaving the poor lamb to come home by itself, 
and it would teach them to take more care another time (p. 172). 

She further robs a drunk after a night‟s whoring: 

Thee came a gentleman... 1 found he had had some drink in his head. It was 
near ten‟ clock at night, when he stopped the coach at a house where they 
made no scruple to show us upstairs into a room with a bed in it. Here, he 
began to be a little freer with me than he had promised; and I by little and 
little yielded to everything so that, in a word, he did what he pleased with 
me. I took this opportunity to search him to nicety. I took a gold watch, with 
a silk purse of gold, his fine full-bottom periwig and silver-fringed gloves, 
his sword and fine snuff-box, and gently opening the coach-door... I got 
softly out (pp. 198-199). 

She sermonizes that her robbing the man is a reproof to husbands who leave their wives and 

children in search of ex-marital sensual joys, thus recounted: 

Would such gentlemen but consider the contemptible thoughts which the 

very women they are concerned with in such cases as these have of them, it 

would be a surfeit to them (P.201). 

Moll feels that if the parents of Robin, the younger brother to her seducer are informed of 

Robin‟s proposal to her, the marriage will fail but it turns out to lead to the consummation of the 

marriage. Moll has „had not the least affection" (P. 53) for Robin. She therefore decides to make his 

parents aware of his interest in her with the hope that such a report will bring the marriage to a stop 

because of the social gap between them. Here is her report: 

Mr. Robert has several times proposed marriage to me but I have always 

resisted him and have positively told him I would never entertain a thought 

of that kind unless I had your consent and his father‟s also (P. 48). 

This report ironically moves Robin‟s mother to welcome the ideas as is highlighted thus: 
The mother began to yield, and Robin pressed her home in it... so that she 

consented to our marrying privately (Pp. 51 and 54). 

Moll‟s type of repentance is another irony. When sentenced to death at Newgate, she repents 

of her past sins and regards her material acquisitions as trifles as reflected in this passage: 

It was now that for the first time I felt any real signs of repentance. I now 

began to look back upon my past life with abhorrence... the things of life 

began to look with a different aspect and quite another shape than they did 

before... how absurd did every pleasant thing look - when I reflected that 

these sordid trifles were the things for which we forfeited eternal felicity 

(Pp.253-354). 

We, however, see the same Moll coming back to the materialism she had denounced. Her 

return to her materialistic inclinations is made evident in her luggage on board the ship to Virginia as 

shown in this text: 

My stock which I had with me was £246, some odd shillings... besides I had 

some very valuable things with me, as particularly two gold watches, some 

small pieces of plate, and some rings... With this fortune... I launched out 

into a new world (P. 275). 

The items mentioned here are comfortable ones and they are meant for her in her new location. 
Conclusion 

The various illustrations given above are terse. Their terseness stems from their ironical 
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presentation which bathes them with special meaning. The banal massage conveyed by the excerpts 

grips the interest of the reader because of the language with which it is given. The language was 

defamiliarized through the use of irony to produce special effect. 

Thus, all in all, literature is a pure creation of language. This proposition has no proof than that 

it is the literary elements employed in a work of art to transform our habitual notion of the actions and 

incidents narrated in it that make literature a unique area of study. 
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