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Daniel Defoe 
and his World

Daniel Defoe was born in London in the autumn of 1660 into a pre-

industrial world, one in which there were no machines, no daily

newspapers and no rapid means of transportation or communication.

He was the son of James and Alice Foe. Daniel added the upper-class

sounding ‘De’ later in life, around 1695, to make himself sound more

sophisticated. His father, a candle maker, was a Dissenter. Dissenters

were very religious people who thought that the Church of England

was too close to the Roman Catholic Church.

Defoe was brought up in a family in which the most important values

were respectability, honesty, discipline, orderliness and self-

sufficiency. One had to improve one’s situation in life through hard

work.

Daniel Defoe
by Michiel van der Gucht
(1660-1725).
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When he was still a small boy his life was touched by two horrible

events which he was to remember all his life: the Plague (1665) and

the Great Fire of London (1666).

During the Plague the mortality rate was so high that many people,

including the Foes, fled to the countryside. Religious families like the

Foes considered the Plague a punishment sent by God for sinful

behaviour. Years later Defoe’s memories of that period helped him to

write A Journal of the Plague Year.

The Great Fire of London quickly followed the Plague. It burned the

city for four days and nights, destroying St Paul’s Cathedral, 87

The Great Fire of London by an artist of the Dutch School. 
To the left is London Bridge; in the centre the old St Paul’s is burning; on the

right is the Tower of London, which was not affected by the fire.
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parish churches and 13,000 other buildings. The young Defoe never

forgot the city burning at night and the suffering of those who had

lost everything.

When Defoe was 11 years old he was sent to boarding school in

Dorking, Surrey for five years, where he studied Latin, Greek and

English grammar.

In 1676 his father enrolled him at Reverend Charles Morton’s

dissenting academy because he wanted his son to become a minister

of the Protestant Church. Although Defoe never became a minister,

he received an excellent education. The teachers and the students of

the dissenting academies were those people who could not go to

Oxford or Cambridge because of their religious beliefs. The

dissenting academies offered a more modern curriculum of science,

philosophy and modern history compared to Oxford and Cambridge,

which took a more traditional approach to learning. Defoe was

deeply influenced by the Reverend Morton’s teaching all his life. 

Trade had always attracted Defoe and in 1680 he became a London

merchant, trading in wines and spirits, tobacco and other goods. He

worked in a pre-industrial society that was beginning to expand

rapidly, particularly with overseas trade. During this period Defoe

travelled extensively throughout England, Scotland and Europe.

He married Mary Tulfley in 1684 and they had eight children, two of

whom died in infancy. 

In 1688 the army of the Dutch King William, who was married to

Mary, the daughter of the English King James II, landed at Torbay in

the county of Devon in the south west of England. William had been

invited by many leading English politicians, and there was no

resistance. Indeed, the people welcomed this invasion because most of

them disliked the religious policies of the Catholic King James II, which
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A Thames Wharf by Samuel Scott (about 1750). The wharfs were the places
where ships loaded and unloaded goods.
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included taking legal rights away from the Dissenters, and his anti-

democratic politics. James escaped to France, and his daughter Mary

and her husband became rulers in 1689 as Mary II and William III. The

changes that took place in 1688-89 became known as ‘The Glorious

Revolution’, which marked the end of the divine right of kings and

the establishment of the supremacy of Parliament. Defoe was an

enthusiastic supporter of ‘The Glorious Revolution’ and of William

and Mary. 

Defoe’s business was successful for several years but he began to

invest in risky business operations that led him to bankruptcy in

1692. The effect of bankruptcy on him and his family was terrrible. 

By 1705 he was able to pay a part of his debts, but he would never

Robinson Crusoe and his man Friday, a colour print of 1874 
by the American illustrators Currier and Ives. Many illustrations of Crusoe

emphasise his ‘family’ of animals he has tamed. 
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again be as successful as he had been before his bankruptcy.

From the end of the century he became more and more interested in

journalism and literary work, and began publishing political

pamphlets. 1 His pamphlet The Shortest Way with the Dissenters, which

attacked the Church, caused his imprisonment for six months.

During the years that followed (1704-13) he wrote and published his

political newspaper, The Review, which was widely read and

discussed in London. 

In 1719 he published his great work, Robinson Crusoe, a tale of

adventure which was so successful that it was reprinted several

times. Writers such as Swift and Pope looked down on Defoe’s

writing because he was not from the upper classes and because his

writing did not contain references to Greek and Roman literature: his

fiction was what we now call ‘popular’. Those who objected to the

fact that Defoe’s books were fictional were the dissenters themselves;

this is why Defoe presented his books as actual autobiographical

accounts. 

Four months after the publication of Robinson Crusoe, Defoe

published The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe. In 1720 he

published Captain Singleton, the story of a captain who became a

pirate. Moll Flanders, the story of a prostitute, followed in 1722. His

last work was Roxana (1724), the story of a courtesan. 2

Daniel Defoe, who according to most critics was responsible for

inventing the English novel, died alone in April 1731 in rented rooms

in London, where he had been hiding from one of his creditors.

1. pamphlets : small books with paper covers. In the 18th century,
pamphlets had a political purpose; to attack something or to try to
change people’s opinions. 

2. courtesan : in former times a woman who had relationships with rich
and important men and was looked after by them.
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