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reviewed by Jeremy Black

Pat Rogers’s Defoe’s Tour and Early Modern 
Britain is a positive treatment of an optimis-
tic account. Here is a confident discussion of 
Daniel Defoe’s Tour thro’ the Whole Island of 
Great Britain (published in three volumes be-
tween 1724 and 1726), one that most fruitfully 
approaches the context, conception, and con-
tents of Defoe’s work from a number of angles, 
notably those of form and function, time and 
place. The key theme is that of Defoe’s work 
as an epic greeting of the onset of moderniza-
tion, as represented by the Glorious Revolu-
tion of 1688–89 and advances in agriculture, 
industry, and transportation—the last a topic 
that greatly fascinates Rogers and to which 
he gives considerable attention. Indeed, the 
chapter on Defoe’s account of English roads 
is particularly interesting, not least in the way 
it moves between the roads of the period, De-
foe’s experience on those roads, and his plans 
for the future.

Displaying impressive erudition and by a 
major scholar of justifiably high repute, this 
study is bound to enjoy very favorable reviews, 
so it is important to notice that, as in most 
elegies to modernization, there are issues in 
the book, and these deserve mention alongside 
the praise. There are problematic particularities 
one could point out, starting with the hand-
somely produced map on the cover that we are 
informed is of Herefordshire when in fact it is 
of Monmouthshire, but it is necessary, instead, 
to ask why Rogers has given such an exposition 
of Defoe’s Britain. He knows well that the Tour 
is a panorama, not the panorama, for any such 
panoptic visualization would have to capture 
the variety of experience, perception, and belief 
of the period. Other than in his helpful chapter 
on the impact of the South Sea Bubble, which 

is essentially specific to that purpose, Rogers 
does not really engage at any length with the 
politics of the years in which the book was 
written and published. This is unfortunate 
because this was an intensely political period, 
that of the Atterbury Plot, the general election 
of 1722, and a new Whig split in 1725. In addi-
tion, Britain was close to war in 1725–27, while, 
separately, there were problems in the nation’s 
major industry, that of woollen cloth produc-
tion, and a serious agricultural depression. 
Not only was the Whiggism Defoe espoused 
unstable in these years, as it had markedly been 
already with the Whig Split of 1717–20 and the 
still potent divisions of the early 1720s, but, in 
addition, there were in currency Tory views 
and a mindset that was not bounded by the 
Jacobitism that Rogers only really discusses in 
a Scottish context. A consideration of Toryism 
should lead to an account of the Church of 
England and of related beliefs and attitudes. 
These included grave doubts about the desir-
ability of change, and here it is possible to 
suggest that Rogers’s impressive book would 
have taken on greater weight could he have dis-
cussed them. Tory attitudes for example could 
be approached via the leading Tory journalist 
of the period, Nathanael Mist, whose weekly 
newspaper provides an instructive counter to 
Whig views, and to whom Rogers only refers 
twice, and briefly at that. Rogers might have 
wished to engage with mainstream Church 
of England writers of the period, as well as 
their later scholarly commentators, notably 
Jonathan Clark.

We should move, however, from the inher-
ently contentious and multifaceted character 
of modernization and of debates at the time 
about it—debates conducted with a lack of 
agreement about past, present, and future—to 
the question of how best to consider those 
in the past. My approach as a historian is to 
place the relevant texts in the multiple contexts 
in which they would have been read. Rog-
ers instead provides a brilliant and important 
internalist account of his subject, not least in 
terms of “paratextual elements,” such as the 
title page and preface. He also develops fur-
ther his earlier argument that there is an epic 
quality to Defoe’s work:
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it seeks to portray the greatness of the newly 
united Britain as a great adventure, fit for pan-
egyrical treatment in spite of the many challenges 
that the nation confessedly faces. . . . Along with 
many contemporaries, Defoe thought that he was 
recounting the story of Britain at the moment 
when she had just reached the point where she 
could live up to an epic.

Just so, but many contemporaries did not take 
this view, and Rogers does not really engage 
as much as he could with this external con-
text. He does, however, offer a perceptive 
presentation of Defoe as an anticipator, and 
this illuminates the instructive chapter on 
“The Identity of Britain.” Rogers also ably 
captures the extent to which, as with other 
travelogues—wherever they are on the con-
tinuum from real to imaginary—there was a 
stay-at-home delight for the reader. Yet, for the 
works of the period, literary and otherwise, 
there was a greenhouse containing immedi-
ate reactions, through which the works were 
perceived: newssheets. A deep grounding in 
newspapers of these years would offer a valu-
able approach to this immediacy and should do 
so for modern scholars attempting to sum up 
a period that was more fractious than the Tour 
might suggest. This is an important book by a 
major scholar, and it is no criticism of Rogers 
to say that Defoe, his Tour, and his period are 
at once too protean and too complex to be 
readily summarized.


