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Cast Away, directed by Robert Zemeckis (2000) the picture is about a man very much dependent on today's technology to help him live his life, who, through circumstances out of his hands, is cast away from society, and must start his life anew.
Tom Hanks stars as Chuck Noland, a loyal Federal Express executive who devotes much of his time trying to make the company as good as it can be. Following a short Christmas reunion with his sweetheart, Kelly Frears (Helen Hunt), he is paged to return to work, although not before handing her a small, wrapped present that both parties know is an engagement ring. While traveling across the Pacific, Chuck's plane runs into severe turbulence due to a nasty storm and it ultimately crashes. Narrowly escaping with an inflatable raft in hand and a treasured locket with a picture of Kelly inside that she gave to him before he shoved off, Chuck eventually finds himself washed ashore on a desolate island devoid of any other human life.
For its middle 75 minutes, "Cast Away" is a hugely involving look at the way Chuck deals with being cut off from all people and everyday conveniences, as he is forced to learn how to survive with very few resources. With a wealth of coconuts surrounding him, Chuck's diet becomes solely dependent on the fruit until he learns to start a fire from the friction of sticks and eventually work his way up to crabs and fish. And thanks to a bunch of Fed Ex packages that drifted to shore, Chuck gains access to a few limited articles of clothing, ice skates whose sharp blades come in handy, and a volleyball that becomes his only friend and a personal salvation on the island, going as far as painting a face on one side using his own blood from a wound.

Appearing in almost every scene, Tom Hanks is astounding. Highly publicized for the unorthodox way in which Zemeckis made the film, taking nearly a year off in between in order for Hanks to drop 60 lbs., it is a testament to Hanks' loyalty to his craft to go through such a rigorous process. 
 An allegory on the importance most people place on material items, and the extreme impact being cut off from such things can have on someone, Cast Away is the journey of a man who ultimately must find a way to put his life back together when everything he had previously known changes in the four years he is gone. And even more, it is a love story between two smart, likable people who know they were meant for each other--and keep that fact between them, even when they realistically know nothing can ever be the same again. 

Lecture on Robinson Crusoe (abridged)

March 28, 1996 [The following is the text of a lecture delivered, in part, in LBST 302 in March 1996]

Copyright Ian Johnston, Malaspina University-College, 1996

There are many stories about an adventurer who ends up on an island for many years and then returns back home, e.g. the Odyssey by Homer, The Tempest by William Shakespeare, Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift and Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe.
I'd like to suggest what these stories have in common and, in the process, to offer some reasons why this narrative form is so appealing.  
The Attractions of the Isolato Adventurer

Very simply put, these four stories have a similar general narrative structure which goes something like this: (a) a member of a sophisticated European society is accidentally cast adrift into the wilderness, where everything is unfamiliar and there are no apparent aids of normal society; (b) the hero must adjust to this strange environment, find some means of coping with the physical and the psychological dislocation; (c) the hero must find a way off the island, and (d) the hero must reintegrate himself into the society from which he unwillingly was alienated. 

The casting adrift can happen in any number of ways. Typically it is the result of a shipwreck, a mutiny, or a misadventure of some kind.  Adapting to the new environment may or may not involve adjusting to the people who live there.  It almost always will require the hero to cope with a very different vision of nature, and he will be forced to confront the fact that in this place things run very differently from what he is used to.  This, in turn, may produce all sorts of reflections or changes in the normal routine of the hero. For such a story, if the characterization and the depiction of detail are at all well done, inevitably brings to the surface conflicts of value.  

The hero has to make unusual choices which would not be presented to him in such a stark fashion, if at all, back home.  For he is free in a way that none of us is in traditional society, and he faces unusual challenges.  He has to decide how to deal with the situation, how to spend his time, how to organize an unexpected set of possibilities.  In other words, the isolato has to discover who he is. Thus, adventures with isolatos are, or can easily become, an exploration of moral values forced into the awareness of the hero by an unusual circumstance.  And this development brings with it inevitably a criticism or a confirmation of the social values (or some of them) of the society of which he is a representative, whose values he brings with him to the island, and to which he returns.  Prospero’s rejection of the island and of the magic he so loves, like Odysseus’ rejection of Calypso for his own Penelope, is not just a manifestation of the hero’s moral nature; it is also a confirmation of certain values in the society to which they are returning.  Gulliver’s rejection of European society upon his return at the end of the fourth voyage is, in large part, a very severe criticism of the moral laxity of Europe.

C.  Robinson Crusoe: Some General Observations

Up to his arrival on the island, Robinson Crusoe is a fairly typical adventurous young lad, who has not much time for the sober advice of his father that he should enter the middle class and settle down to the safe and secure calling of making money.  He runs off to sea and has a few adventures and gets shipwrecked.  Nothing in his life up to this point suggests that he is in any way extraordinary, physically, intellectually, socially, or in any other way.  Robinson Crusoe is, in a very real sense, an everyman, a typical middle-class representative of European society, rather than a singularly gifted individual, a social and mental aristocrat.  In fact, one of the most important aspects of this book is that it is celebrating a new hero—the middle class worker.

He arrives on an island that is uninhabited (that is another major difference between his story and the others I have mentioned).  It is not a particularly cruel wilderness; he does not have to fight to survive.  In fact, in many ways the place seems something of a paradise, in which Robinson Crusoe is more or less free to do whatever he wants without interruption from a very hostile climate or any other people.  The island, indeed, offers him a great deal of immediate help (goats, fish, raisins, convenient shelter, and so on).

Given that, the single most important fact of the story is that in this situation Robinson Crusoe chooses to channel all of his efforts into a single activity, manual labour.  Most of the book is about work, the day-by-day routine and mundane tasks that Robinson Crusoe carries out. When Robinson Crusoe returns from the island back to civilization, it’s as if he has never been away.  He has no trouble adjusting.  And he has gained an important new concern with money he discovered the importance of the values which really matter.  And what are those values?  In a nutshell, they are those associated with the Protestant Work Ethic.
D.  The Work Ethic

The book is a tribute to work, and the overwhelming message we get from it goes something like this: God has put us on this world to work.  In this endeavour, it’s really important to keep the accounts—especially to keep track of time, So Robinson Crusoe keeps a journal, keeps notches in the tree to know the date (time is money), and is always producing a reckoning of everything.

Robinson Crusoe is a keen observer, but only of those things which he needs to know about in order to carry out a practical project. He can observe the flow of the sea and make important practical conclusions about navigation in a small boat. Furthermore, he has a good empirical sense. Above all he has enormous self-discipline. But he lacks totally the capacity for wonder, a simple contemplative joy at the beauty and variety of the world, that quality which is a marked feature of Odysseus’s imagination and of Miranda’s, or for that matter any intense desire to enquire into things more abstract than the immediate job at hand.  He is rarely, if ever, troubled by an unexpected thought. He is the lord of the island, not because he is the first person there, but because he has earned the title through the work he has done, through transforming a hitherto idle and therefore useless piece of land into a productive and profitable business venture, a small farm.

Robinson Crusoe totally lacks any sense of humour, which might lead him to see any incongruity in his situation or any irony in his understanding of things.  There is in this book no sense of irony, that life might, in fact, be complicated and require some intellectual or emotional exploration. When we learn right at the end that Robinson Crusoe has married, the way he states the matter, the important point is that the marriage was to his advantage and produced a profit (that’s much more important than the woman’s identity or their common happiness together).

Here, it’s important to note that the island is uninhabited.  For the real business of life represented in this book is essentially a radically individualistic ethic. Whereas Odysseus is always motivated by social concerns—his desire for hospitality, fame, status, and home (things which one can only achieve by risking encounters with other people)—and whereas Prospero is motivated by social bonding, especially with his daughter—Robinson Crusoe’s major concern is always with himself, with his own responsibilities to prove himself in isolation from his fellow human beings.  He doesn’t, in fact, meet any fellow human beings until he has proved himself, and then he simply fits them into his vision of himself as a fully realized isolated individual. They matter because they can assist him with his economic projects, not because he needs their society.  Robinson Crusoe’s relationships with people are based on no traditional social bonds or moral obligations.  They are based on business relationships Crusoe’s admiration for Friday does not educate him into any sense that his vision of life might be too narrow.  He genuinely admires Friday for the way in which Friday can work and can willingly accept a subordinate position in their joint work together.  He is simply not interested in what Friday might have to teach him about aboriginal customs, about things outside Robinson Crusoe’s value system, about Friday’s full character. In that sense, Robinson Crusoe has no intellectual or emotional concern for others at all.  Friday is interesting only to the extent that he is useful.

The transformation of the island from the “Island of Despair” (the name Robinson Crusoe first gives it) into a thriving European colony, an extension of the European life, and the great satisfaction Robinson Crusoe takes from that transformation indicate that this is a success story, above all a tribute to the enormous value of individual effort.
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