
 1 

COURSE SYLLABUS – LLCU210       
2022-23 - FALL SEMESTER  
 
Class schedule: M, W 4:05-5:25PM 
Location: 688 Sherbrooke, Room 355  
Requirements: Required course for Minor 
Concentration in European Literature and Culture 
 

Professor: Stephanie Posthumus 
Office: 688 Sherbrooke, Room 331 
Email: stephanie.posthumus@mcgill.ca 
Office hours: On ZOOM, Thurs, 1pm-3pm

LLCU 210 – Castaways, Islands, (Hi)stories:  
The Myth of Robinson Crusoe 

 

 
 
 
Course Overview 
 
An introduction to the study of European culture and literature through an examination of major works and 
periods of European literature, philosophy, and religion. All readings will be in English translation. 
 
Course Description 
 
In this class, we will examine one of the founding myths of modern Europe, the (hi)story of Robinson Crusoe as 
first written by Daniel Defoe and then rewritten from various critical angles and perspectives. Rather than reading 
multiple canonical texts, we will focus on a single text to better understand the processes involved in the creation 
of many of the ideologies associated with European literature and culture such as individualism, colonialism, 
imperialism/capitalism and systems of patriarchy.    
 
Written in the early 1700s, Defoe’s novel tells the story of Robinson Crusoe after he is shipwrecked on a desert 
island and attempts to rebuild human civilization, first all alone and then in the company of Friday. The book 
quickly became a classic in the eyes of philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Karl Marx, transforming 
the story of Crusoe into a myth about solitude and society (Rousseau in Émile) and into an economic and political 
system (Marx in Das Kapital).  Throughout the 18th- and 19th- centuries, literary writers were also drawn to the 
classic tale, recounting robinsonades with women as the main protagonist (Daubenton’s Zélie dans le desert (1786)) 
or entire families stranded on an island (Wyss’ Swiss Family Robinson (1812). During the 20th century, film versions 
were produced in Europe such as the 3D Soviet film Robinzon Kruzo (1947) and Luis Bunuel’s The Adventures of RC 
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(1954), not to mention the many, many takes on the castaway story that have appeared over the years in North 
American cinema. The myth of Robinson Crusoe has infused the Western collective imaginary. 
 
We will begin the semester by reading Defoe’s text The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of 
York, Mariner alongside literary and philosophical critiques of the ideologies at the heart of the myth of Robinson 
Crusoe. We will then examine three rewritings of the Crusoe myth that propose alternative geographies, 
temporalities and narratives. First, French author Michel Tournier’s novel Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique (1967) 
reverses the anthropocentric view of nature and the colonialist attitude towards Friday found in Defoe’s original. 
It counters the ideologies of economic production with introspective philosophical reflections and proposes an 
alternative cosmology and mythology. Second, German writer Marlen Haushofer’s Die Wand (1963) is not 
technically a robinsonade since there are no islands, no castaways, and no attempts at escape. Yet it offers a 
fascinating alternative to the problem of solitude and individualism after a mysterious, apocalyptic event and so 
serves as a way of moving the Crusoe myth into the future. Finally, South African author J.M. Coetzee’s novel Foe 
(1986) develops a postcolonial rewriting of the Crusoe myth that ultimately asks about the (im)possible end to 
canonical literature and notions of European culture. 
 
Learning Outcomes 
 
By the end of the semester, students will be able to individually, collectively, and creatively: 
 
• Identify and discuss the main components of the myth of Robinson Crusoe as they relate to European 
ideologies such as individualism, colonialism, imperialism, and systems of patriarchy; 
 
• Explain the use of specific literary genres (adventure novel, journal/logbook, epistolary, poetry, short 
story, etc) and narrative forms (first or third person, order of events, etc.) used to (re)tell the Crusoe myth;  
 
• Compare the cultural contexts of the versions of the Crusoe myth studied in class (British, French, 
German, or more generally European); 
 
• Develop a theoretical vocabulary from philosophy and anthropology as well as from various critical 
approaches such as post-colonial studies, feminist studies, animal studies, and ecocritism; 
 
• Work collaboratively in a group to delve into a given research topic related to the myth of Crusoe and 
present these findings in a clear and relevant way to the rest of the class. 
 
Methodology 
 
We will adopt a comparative, critical approach to analyze the four (hi)stories of the Robinson Crusoe myth. The 
literary texts will be our main object of study as we examine how they construct and deconstruct the main tenets 
of European culture and literature. We will also draw on ideas and concepts from theoretical texts (philosophy, 
anthropology, critical theory), but we will take the time to work through these ideas and concepts at the class’s 
pace.  
Discussions, in-class lectures, close readings, group work and online reading posts will be used to arrive at a deeper 
understanding of the continued problems and potential of studying a classic of European culture and literature. 
 
Required Readings – Novels 
 
Coetzee, J.M. (1986). Foe. New York: Viking Press, 1986. 
Defoe, Daniel. The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York, Mariner, 1719. Oxford World 

Classics Edition, edited with an Introduction by Thomas Keymer. Oxford UP, 2007. 
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Haushofer, Marlen (1963). The Wall, Originally written in German. Translated by Shaun Whiteside. New York: 
New Directions Books, 2022. 

Tournier, Michel (1967). Friday, or the Other Island. Originally written in French. Translated by Norman Denny. 
Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1997. 

 
* All four novels are available at the James Bookstore. Please buy the version indicated in the syllabus so 
we are all referring to the same edition during class discussions. If you are able to engage with the literary 
texts in their original language, please do so! The problem of translation will be an important point of 
discussion in class. 

 
Required Readings – Theoretical articles 
 
Deleuze, Gilles. “Desert Islands” in Desert Islands and Other Texts. 1953-1974. Trans. Michael Taormina. Los 

Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2004, pp. 9-13. 
D’Eaubonne, Françoise. “Le temps de l’écoféminisme,” in Le Féminisme ou la mort. Paris: Pierre Horay Éditeur, 

1974. pp. 289-344. 
Fanon, Frantz. “Concerning Violence,” in The Wretched of the Earth. Trans. Constance Farrington. New York: 

Grove Wiedenfeld, 1963, pp.35-106. 
Marx, Karl. “Robinson Crusoe” in “Section 4: The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret Thereof” Capital. 

Volume 1. 1867. http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/novel_18c/defoe/marx.html 
Watt, Ian. “Chapter III: ‘Robinson Crusoe’, Individualism and the Novel” in The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, 

Richardson and Fielding. UP California, 1957, pp. 60-92. 
 

  * All the theoretical articles will be made available on MyCourses as PDF files.  
 
Evaluation and Course Elements 
 
Attendance, participation  10% 
Group project    25% 
Online discussion posts (4 x 2.5%) 10% 
Short papers (2 x 10%)   30% 
Final paper    35% 
 
Attendance and participation (10%) 
You are expected to come to all classes and participate regularly. You will be penalized 1% for each unexcused 
absence up to a total of 10%. More than ten absences will result in an automatic F in the class. Given the 
ongoing context of the pandemic, you are, however, allowed three covid-related absences over the semester. You 
will need to send me an email before class to let me know that you are not feeling well so that I do not mark you 
as having an unexcused absence.  
Class participation means coming to class with the readings done, questions prepared, interesting passages 
underlined, comments and critiques noted in the margins. We will regularly break into small groups so that you 
will have a chance to discuss your questions with your peers. 
 
Group project (25%) 
In groups of five, you will research one of the following topics and present as a group on the date indicated 
below. I will provide additional guidelines for the group project the second week of class. If you see a topic that 
really interests you, feel free to send me an email and I will consider your request when I create the groups. 

1) The ‘real’ Robinson? Alexander Selkirk as historical figure vs Crusoe as fiction, historical texts from the 
period – Wed. Sept 28 (week 4) 

2) Children’s versions of the Crusoe myth in languages other than English – ex. Tournier’s Vendredi ou la vie 
sauvage and the BD series Paola Crusoé – Wed. Oct5 (week 5) 
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3) What can poetry do? Critical analysis and comparison of the robinsonade in verse form – Elizabeth 
Bishop’s “Crusoe in England” (1980) + two other poems from European authors in a language other 
than English – Wed. Oct19 (week 7) 

4) Eastern European versions of the Crusoe myth – ex. Ilya Ilf and Eugeni Petrov’s “How the ‘Soviet’ 
Robinson Crusoe was written” (1933), Liudmilla Petrushevskaya “The New Robinson Crusoes: A 
Chronicle of the End of the Twentieth Century” (1989) + one other short story – Wed. Oct 26 (week 8) 

5) Feminine robinsonades written in Europe OR European women authors of the Crusoe myth– ex. Zélie 
dans le désert (1786) by Daubenton, Le Robinson des demoiselles by Mme Woillezavec (1835), La petite fille de 
Robinson (1844) by Madame La Comtesse de Germanie (see Anne Brigitte Roning’s work) – Wed. Nov9 
(week 10) 

6) Film adaptations of the Crusoe myth produced in Europe – ex. 3D Soviet film Robinzon Kruzo (1947), 
Luis Bunuel’s The Adventures of RC (1954), Sergio Corbucci’s Italian parody Il signor Robinson (1976) – Wed. 
Nov16 (week 11) 

7) Digital Humanities and the Crusoe myth – how to use digital humanities tools such as mapping, 
timelines, and text analysis dig deeper into the myth of RC – ex. Giorgina Paiella’s “Visualizing Crusoe” 
and Z.A. Simon’s “Robinson Crusoe’s Travels on Maps from Costa Rica to Russia”– Wed. Nov23 (week 
12) 

  
Online discussion posts (4 x 2.5% = 10%) 
Over the semester, you will post four reading responses on the MyCourses Discussion Board. In 300 words 
(maximum), you will identify one quote in the reading and explain its importance with respect to one of the 
ideologies (individualism, colonialism, imperialism/capitalism, patriarchy) as we have been discussing it in class. 
You may decide which of the required readings (novels or theoretical articles) you would like to respond to, but 
you must post your reading response before midnight on the day before the first class we will be discussing that 
reading (exact dates will be posted on MyCourses).  
 
Short papers (2 x 10% =30%) 
In the short papers (750 words), you will respond to a prompt paragraph that I will provide two weeks before the 
assignment is due. All assignments must be submitted online in the appropriate MyCourses Assignment 
Dropbox folder before class at 4:05pm on the day they are due.  
Dates: Thurs, October 23; Wed, November 30 
 
Take-home exam (35%) 
The take-home exam will be an eight- to ten-page, double spaced text (2500-3000 words), organized around a set 
of short and long answer questions. You will be required to develop your own critical concepts, apply theoretical 
ideas used in class, and develop your own interpretations of passages from the literary texts and documentaries. 
If plagiarism is suspected, I will ask you to produce previous drafts of your answers as well as photocopies of all 
your sources. You will submit your take-home exam on MyCourses. No late submissions will be accepted. 
Date: TBD 
 
Course Policies 
 
• The learning platform MyCourses will be used to post Keynote slides, required readings, assignment 
descriptions, etc. You should check the site regularly (at least twice a week, in the evening on the days before we 
have class) for any changes or updates. 
 
• Assignments will be submitted on MyCourses. You will be penalized 10% for late submissions (including 
10 minutes after the time due) and an additional 10% for each day after the due date. 
 
• Attendance will be taken at the beginning of class. Please arrive on time and do not leave before the end 
of class, as it disrupts the class and distracts other students. 
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• Laptops are permitted in class if all students agree that they are essential to taking notes. No YouTube, 
Snapchat, Instagram, Netflix, etc. during class. 
 
• Please turn off mobile phones and any other device that might make noise during class. 
 
• Email will be answered Monday to Friday between 9am and 5pm and not on weekends or evenings. 
 
• In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, you may submit in English or in French 
any written work that is to be graded. Please be aware that impeccable grammar is required whether you choose 
to write in French or in English. // Conformément à la Charte des droits de l’étudiant de l’Université McGill, chaque étudiant 
a le droit de soumettre en français ou en anglais tout travail écrit devant être noté, sauf dans le cas des cours dont l’un des objets est la 
maîtrise d’une langue. 
 
Academic Integrity 
 
McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and 
Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/). 
 
L'université McGill attache une haute importance à l'honnêteté académique. Il incombe par conséquent à tous les étudiants de 
comprendre ce que l'on entend par tricherie, plagiat et autres infractions académiques, ainsi que les conséquences que peuvent avoir de 
telles actions, selon le Code de conduite de l'étudiant et des procédures disciplinaires (pour de plus amples renseignements, veuillez 
consulter le site www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/) 
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COURSE SYLLABUS – LLCU210        
2022-2023 - FALL SEMESTER 
 

Course Calendar 
 
* Please be aware that I may make changes to this schedule depending on any additional time we need to spend 
on particular texts. Changes will be announced in class and on MyCourses. Please check MyCourses at least twice a 
week ideally the day before each class. 
** Readings must be done before the first class during which we will be discussing the text in question.  
 
Introduction  
 
Week 1 
Wed 8/31 European culture and literature – what exactly is a ‘classic’? 
 
Wed 9/7 Historical and literary context of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 

Required Reading: Thomas Keymer’s “Introduction” to Robinson Crusoe, Oxford World’s 
Classics edition (2007), pp. vii-xxxix 

 
The Making of the Myth of Robinson Crusoe  
 
Week 2  
Mon 9/12 Crusoe as a figure of solitude, (re)building civilization  

Required Reading: Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, pp. 5-152 (up to “I was now in my twenty third 
Year of Residence in this Island…”)  

Wed 9/14 The role of Crusoe’s journal, writing as (hi)story 
 
Week 3 
Mon 9/19 Colonialism & dialectical models of Self/Other   

Required Reading: Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, pp. 152-258 (to the end of the novel)  
Wed 9/21 Travel & European imperialism  
 
Week 4 
Mon 9/26 Individualism & the novel as canonical form 

Required Reading: Watt, “Chapter III: ‘Robinson Crusoe’, Individualism and the Novel”, 
pp. 60-92. 

Wed 9/28 Economic systems of exploitation 
Required Reading: Marx, “Robinson Crusoe” 
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/novel_18c/defoe/marx.html 

Group presentation #1 – the ‘real’ Robinson? (Hi)stories of Alexander Selkirk 
 
Alternative Geographies – Nature & Island imaginaries 
 
Week 5 
Mon 10/3 Historical & literary context of Tournier’s Friday – 1960s France 

Required Reading: Tournier, Friday, preface, chapters 1-4 
Wed  10/5  Ecologies, feminine natures 

Required Reading: Tournier, Friday, chapters 5-6 
  Group presentation #2 – Children’s versions in Europe of the Crusoe myth 
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FALL READING BREAK – October 8-12, 2022 
 
Week 6 
Thurs  10/13 Reversing colonial binaries 

Required Reading: Tournier, Friday, chapters 6-9  
  Short paper #1 due 
 
Week 7 
Mon 10/17 Return of history, the problem of (re)writing 

Required Reading: Tournier, Friday, chapters 10-12  
Wed 10/19 Island imaginaries 

Required Reading: Deleuze “Desert Islands” 
Group presentation #3 – what can poetry do? Crusoe myth in verse 

 
Alternative Temporalities – Apocalypse & Rural life 
 
Week 8 
Mon 10/24 Historical & literary context of Haushofer’s The Wall – 1960s Germany 

Required Reading: Haushofer, The Wall, pp. 1-37 (up to “The day after the storm, on the 
thirtieth of May, it rained all day…”) 

Wed  10/26 Female protagonist, narrative voice 
Required Reading: Haushofer, The Wall, pp. 37-71 (up to “August brought fine, steady 
weather…”) 

  Group presentation #4 – Eastern European versions of the Crusoe myth  
 
Week 9 
Mon 10/31 Rural living, seasonal times 

Required Reading: Haushofer, The Wall, pp. 71-111 (up to “I stopped reading in the end…”) 
Wed 11/02 Human-animal relations, lives & deaths 

Required Reading: Haushofer, The Wall, pp. 111-158 (up to “After I had abandoned the 
expeditions into unfamiliar hunting-grounds…” 

 
Week 10 
Mon 11/7 Writing time/a time for writing 
   Required Reading: Haushofer, The Wall, pp. 158-244 (end of the novel) 
Wed 11/9 Patriarchal systems of exploitation - Nature & women 
   Required Reading: D’Eaubonne’s “The Time for Ecofeminism” 

Group presentation #5  – women (re)writing Crusoe, female robinsonades 
 
Ghostly Returns - Crusoe as the always (re)appearing myth 
 
Week 11 
Mon  11/14 Historical & literary context of Coetzee’s Foe – 1980s, postcolonial & feminist studies 

Required Reading: Coetzee, Foe, part I, pp. 2-47  
Wed 11/16 Story within a story (within a story) 
   Required Reading: Coetzee, Foe, part II, p. 47-72 
  Group presentation #6 - European film versions of the Crusoe myth 
 
Week 12  
Mon 11/21 Decolonization 
   Required Reading: Fanon’s “Concerning Violence”, pp. 35-79  
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Wed 11/23 Violence, psychological & social death   
Required Reading: Fanon’s “Concerning Violence”, pp. 79-105  

Group presentation #7 - Digital Humanities and the Crusoe myth 
 

 
Week 13 
Mon 11/28 Writing in/out the Other  
   Required Reading: Coetzee, Foe, Part II, 72-113 
Wed 11/30  Dream space, memories, (re)turns 

Required Reading: Coetzee, Foe, Part III, 113-157 
  Short paper #2 due 
 
Wrap-up/Review  
Mon 12/05 Final questions, preparation for the take-home exam   
 


