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Introduction

Introduction

Paula Barros, Anne Dunan-Page and Laurence Lux-Sterritt

The six articles presented in this issue began life as papers delivered to the Eighth
Triennial Conference of the International John Bunyan Society, convened at Aix-Marseille
University in July 2016. They form a companion volume to issue 22 of Bunyan Studies
(2018), which focused on the reception of John Bunyan’s and George Herbert’s works.!
The articles gathered here reflect the questions placed at the heart of the conference.
How were “dissenting voices”, either individual or communal, heard and projected in
Britain and on the continent, and what dialogues took place between different
denominations and confessions? “Dissenting voices” are here understood fairly broadly
to be those emanating from the three major seventeenth-century Protestant
denominations (Baptist, Congregational, Presbyterian) whose ministers refused to
conform to the 1662 Act of Uniformity,? but they also encompass those emerging from a
larger tradition that includes revolutionary sectarian movements, such as Diggers and
Levellers, the subject of Laurent Curelly’s article below. As we shall see, questions of
naming and labelling various Protestants or Puritan groups or denominations assumed
vital importance in the struggle over cultural representations.> The period covered spans
some fifty years, from the late 1640s to the mid-1690s, and each article reveals the vitality
of seventeenth-century dissenting culture, and explores its relationships to a larger
milieu. The collection also reflects Etudes Epistémé’s recent interest in the history of
religion in early modern Europe, as testified by issues on the dating of the Reformation,
on the language of dissent, and on religious melancholy.*

When the time came, in 2018, to devise a title for the present collection, a festschrift in
honour of Margaret Spufford had just been edited by Trevor Dean, Glyn Parry and Edward
Vallance.’ It seemed appropriate, given Spufford’s influence upon seventeenth-century
French anglicistes writing their doctoral theses in the 1990s, to gesture towards what is
arguably Spufford’s best-known collection in France, namely The World of Rural Dissenters,
1520-1725. This was published by Cambridge University Press in 1995, the year when
Michael W. Watts completed the second volume of The Dissenters, covering the first half of
the nineteenth century.® Spufford’s collection made a fresh contribution to debates about
popular religious culture, especially concerning the way in which individual believers, no
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matter how humble, connected to a bigger “world”. The debate was one that Spufford
herself had entered some twenty years earlier with her study Contrasting Communities:
English Villagers in the Sixteenth and Seventeeth Centuries (1974), inspired by Emmanuel Le
Roy Ladurie’s work. This was two years before Carlo Ginzburg’s Il formaggio e i virmi,
swiftly reviewed by Robert Muchembled in France,” gave microstoria its popularity.®
Ginzburg’s original cosmo was translated as cosmos in English, and univers in French, not
quite the same as the more grounded and earthly world that Spufford typically favoured,
although Muchembled had earlier preferred to evoke “Le monde mental d’'un meunier du XVI
¢ siecle”.’

A full-length study of the legacy of early modern British historians in France has yet to be
written, and our evocation of Spufford’s seminal work in the title of this volume is more a
general homage to the school she inspired than a methodological endorsement of her
special blend of social and economic history, attention to local archives, village life and
the lived experience of religion. As the editors of her festchrift remind us in a timely
manner, Margaret Spufford had encompassed all these sources and approaches well
before the various “turns” of contemporary scholarship had taken place, be they
“archival”, “spatial”, “emotional” or “material”.’® Our modest ambition is to continue the
expansion of Spufford’s “world” in the wake of the many studies of dissenting life and
culture that have appeared during the last twenty-five years.

It would be a daunting task to survey such a formidable body of work, but we can observe
several trends, during the last decade or so, to which the following articles are
particularly indebted. The vigour of current interest in dissenting studies is revealed by
the recent activities of international research networks, such as EMoDiR (Early Modern
Religious Dissents and Radicalism) and Dissenting Experience.!! Scholarly presses have
recognised this strength of interest and have responded. Alongside standard editions of
dissenting texts, and a long-standing interest in collective volumes developed from
conferences at what was formerly Dr Williams’s Centre for Dissenting Studies, Oxford
University Press has now commissioned the multi-volume Oxford History of Protestant
Dissenting Traditions.'? Routledge has recently inaugurated a partnership with EMoDiR for
a series espousing the purposes of that network, namely “to examine the early modern
discursive constructions of religious dissent and the socio-cultural practices of radical
movements and religious minorities transcending traditional historiographical
boundaries (notably national and/or confessional)”. The same decade after 2000 also saw
the completion of editorial projects on a grand scale, such as the Minutes of the Westminster
Assembly of Divines, and Roger Morrice’s Entring Book."*

Some of the articles assembled here adopt the methods of intellectual history, arguably a
neglected aspect of seventeenth-century dissenting culture. They focus on theology,
philosophy, or heterodoxy, currents of interest also flowing in major critical editions,
such as the Collected Works of Lucy Hutchinson, under the general editorship of David
Norbrook!, and in continuing work on the radical politics of the Civil War.** This interest
in the intellectual roots of dissenting movements and their legacies, both political and
cultural, is indebted to the continuing project on dissenting academies that has
transformed our vision of dissenting education.®

L

In addition to intellectual history, literary study of the dissenters’ “textual culture”, to
borrow Tessa Whitehouse’s title,’” has alerted us to the rich network of cultural
promoters recently explored in Isabel Rivers’s magisterial Vanity Fair and the Celestial City:

Dissenting, Methodist, and Evangelical Culture in England, 1720-1800 (2018). They include
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educationalists, printers, publishers, booksellers and translators. Such in-depth studies
parallel the concomitant development of critical texts, such as the forthcoming
collaborative edition of Richard Baxter’s Reliquiae Baxterianae, or the edition of his
correspondence, using a wealth of archival sources.’® This archival turn in dissenting
studies is also represented in recent attention to the Dissenters’ church records and
church books that has revealed an untapped source of dissenting prose.'® Within that
range of material, ego-documents, correspondence, personal papers and published (or
unpublished) autobiographies and diaries have gained a special place under the influence
of such works as Kathleen Lynch’s Protestant Autobiography in the Seventeenth-Century
Anglophone World, published in 2012.2° Lynch has drawn attention to a wide transatlantic
network, but also to the way conversion - a key concept in the Protestant ordo salutis -
should be seen both as an intensely personal, and as an ecclesiological and communal
religious experience. This is revealed most notably through the performance of
conversion narratives in dissenting churches: narratives have much to teach us once we
realise they should not be dismissed as predominantly formulaic, repetitive and heavily
redacted documents.

Recent studies have begun to explore the interplay between the personal and communal
lives of seventeenth-century believers: the private and collective experience of religion in
the lives of both laity and ministers. While monographs and collective essays continue to
appear devoted to individual ministerial figures such as Richard Baxter, John Bunyan,?
Oliver Heywood?? and John Owen,? together with new editions of their works and editions
of Church records,? there have also been transatlantic studies of the laity and the
pastoral relationships between congregations and their ministers, as well as work on the
sociology or indeed anthropology of dissent.? This has led to various discussions of the
dissenting experience of lived religion, devotion and emotion that have paid attention to
places of worship and the relationship between domestic and public devotions, as Bill
Sheils recalls below.?

We begin our own contribution to these continuing debates with Elspeth Graham’s study
of early modern mobility, at the same time “anxiety producing” and “generative”.
Graham reminds us of the importance of place for Protestants, from mainstream Calvinist
clergymen to Quakers, but she also emphasises the centrality of place in autobiographical
writings by such authors as Anna Trapnel, Richard Norwood, John Bunyan and George
Fox. It is the same attention to place that informs Bill Sheil’s study of Oliver Heywood’s
domestic devotion at a time when Nonconformists had to adjust to a new mode of
worship in the 1690s. As the previous generation of Dissenters passed away, the task of
adapting to new circumstances proved challenging: controversies flared up in relation to
a variety of theological or pastoral issues, and Sheils demonstrates that more attention
should also be paid to the move from clandestine worship in enclosed, domestic spaces
(or outdoors) at the Restoration, to public worship in newly-built, post-Toleration
chapels. In other words, believers had to adapt from receiving the ministers in their
homes to going out (again) to hear them, going through radically different experiences of
their identity (as “communities” or “congregations”) in the process, and having to
renegotiate their sense of public and private devotions and of how both should be
conducted inside and outside the home.?” This, in turn, altered the relationship between
ministers and their congregations - an area still under investigation.?

Moving away from spatial and material experiences of nonconformity, the next two
chapters, by David Parry and N. H. Keeble, focus on nonconformist theology and more
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specifically on the writings of John Bunyan and their engagement with such notions as
free grace and moralism. Parry develops a cross-confessional analysis of Bunyan and
Pascal, of Calvinism and Jansenism, and their respective emphasis on Augustinian
predestination, a topic that has begun to attract more scholarly attention in England.?
Keeble adopts another comparative approach by considering Bunyan as a staunch
advocate of an Independent ecclesiology whose insistence on free grace could be seen as
verging towards antinomianism, and comparing him with Baxter, the Presbyterian
minister whose “commitment to a more inclusive (or, in contemporary terminology,
comprehensive) national church was combined with, and articulated through, rationalist
and moralistic theological emphases, and a liberal disinclination to limit orthodoxy any
more than necessary”. Such diverging opinions of grace and justification, nurtured
during these two authors’ very different experiences of the Civil War, conditioned their
responses to education and latitudiniarian polemics, just as they influenced the writings
of their respective autobiographies.

While comparing Bunyan and Baxter, Keeble alerts us to the meaning of labels and
names. Baxter was charged with “Romanism, Arminianism and moralism”. He, in turn,
called Bunyan “an unlearned Antinomian-Anabaptist”, while recognising in him an
“honest godly man” - not a “heretic”. Such “heretics” are the subject of the last two
articles in the collection. Laurent Curelly explores the way Parliamentary and Royalist
newspapers presented Diggers and Ranters during the late 1640s, and considers how the
representation of such radical sects shaped popular political opinion within a wide
readership. The fluidity of names given to various radical groups (levellers, adamites,
antinomians...) betrays the heresiographers’ fondness for taxonomy, but should not be
mistaken for denominational confusion. Such names were designed to highlight the
social, political and religious danger of radicalism, while ensuring that lurid tales of
fornicating heretics would sell newspapers. Questions of definition and category are also
at the core of Diego Lucci’s article on the 1690s Trinitarian controversy. He shows how
Matthew Tindal and John Toland were indebted to Lockean empiricism and anti-
Trinitarian sources; his argument is that both were Deist thinkers, even though Toland,
unlike Tindal, never claimed such a title for himself.

This collection therefore looks back to the work of the last decade and forward to the new
priorities and opportunities that are emerging. The current development of digital
editions and participatory transcription projects offers much scope for securing accurate
editions of dissenting writings and documents, many of them still in manuscript. We also
continue the work of exploring the Dissenters’ cultural and intellectual legacies, their
political contributions, their cultural representations and the way they lived their
religion: their mental “world” in the Spuffordian sense of the term. We also hope to
contribute to a reconstruction of the dissenters’ shared history of struggle, persecution
and toleration, as a means to better understand their contribution, over some four
hundred years, to the development of religious pluralism and toleration to which
contemporary society is so deeply indebted.
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