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In his long career as a writer Daniel Defoe never tired of advocating the value
of personal observation and experience; and he never wavered in his
conviction that it is man’s God-given duty to explore and make productive use
of nature. In this first major study of Bacon’s legacy to Defoe Ilse Vickers
shows that the ideas and concepts of Baconian science were a significant influ-
ence on Defoe’s way of thinking and writing. She outlines the seventeenth-
century intellectual milieu, and discusses the prominence of Defoe’s teacher
Charles Morton among major Baconian thinkers of the century. She goes on
to consider a wide range of Defoe’s work, from the point of view of his
familiarity with the ideals of experimental philosophy, and throws new light
on the close link between his factual and his fictional works. In the process
Vickers reveals a new Defoe not only a thorough Baconian, but also a far
more consistent writer than has hitherto been recognised.
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Upon the whole, the study of science is the original
of learning; the word imports it. *Tis the
search after knowledge.

(Defoe, The Compleat English Gentleman)
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Introduction

Defoe is regularly discussed as the ‘Father of the English novel’, a
pioneer in modern economic thought, England’s first journalist, and in
other similar terms which emphasise his influence on succeeding ages
down to the present. Few scholars remember, so it seems, that he was
born in the middle of the seventeenth century and had lived for almost
forty years (more than half his lifetime) before the appearance of his
first major publication, An Essay upon Projects (1697), and the first issue of
the Review in 1704. This neglect of his seventeenth-century roots is the
more regrettable since Defoe himself frequently referred to the time of
his youth and education, was demonstrably backward-looking in his
economic ideas, and, furthermore, chose to set the majority of his
fictional works in the period from 1660 to 1680. While the knowledge
of what Defoe inspired in others has increased our understanding of his
work, it has tended to obscure one entire dimension of his work. This
book tries to answer this second need. It is intended to complement,
not to deny the value of the research done so far. By looking at what
the author inherited I hope to add something to our appreciation of
Defoe as an educational and economic commentator and creative
writer.

Essentially this book is an attempt to outline the seventeenth-century
Baconian tradition and to define Defoe’s place in this movement of
ideas. To be sure, by the time Defoe published his first novel in 1719
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2 Introduction

many traditions had contributed to shaping his mind. While concen-
trating on the Baconian influence, I do not claim that it was the sole
influence, but merely one which has been unjustifiably neglected.

It was at the famous Academy for Dissenters run by Charles Morton
that Defoe first came into contact with the principles of Baconian
experimental science. In order to re-create the historical situation that
confronted Defoe at Morton’s Academy, I take Francis Bacon as my
starting-point. In a brief outline of the most influential elements of
Bacon’s philosophy I show that his instauration, or renewal, of knowl-
edge was closely bound up with educational, social, economic and
linguistic programmes of reform in the period from 1640 to 1670. The
following accounts of the thought of five prominent Baconians —
Samuel Hartlib, William Petty, Robert Boyle, Robert Hooke and John
Wilkins — demonstrate that different as these scientists were they shared
Bacon’s ideals of direct observation of nature and man, systematic
recording of data, and a belief in the value of science for the ‘relief of
man’s estate’. Turning from the first-generation Baconians to Charles
Morton, we can see in more detail than has yet been provided that
Defoe’s teacher was intimately acquainted with the research of the
experimental scientists of his day, namely Boyle, Petty, Hooke and
others. In addition, Morton went back directly to Bacon’s philosophy,
and it is through this source that Defoe himself became a committed
Bacomnian. In this context I also discuss the issue of the proper language
for science, showing that Morton’s recommendation of ‘plain’ prose
was derived from Bacon and from a work in the Baconian tradition,
Ecclesiastes; or, A Discourse concerning the Gift of Preaching, as it falls under the
Rules of Art (London, 1646) by John Wilkins.

The second part of the work is devoted to Defoe himself, beginning
with a general account of his debt to Bacon. Perhaps no other aspect of
Defoe’s writing gives us as clear an insight into his habit of mind as his
practical approach to learning. His views on education are partly
autobiographical, recalling the teaching at Morton’s Academy, and
partly derived from the Baconian Puritans (such as Hartlib and John
Dury). Common to this whole tradition, culminating in Defoe, was the
belief that knowledge should be useful to society, and be concerned
with ‘things, rather than words’. Works in which Defoe’s use of
Baconian aims and methods is especially visible are The Storm (1704);



