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Alan Houston and Steve Pincus, eds.  A Nation Transformed: England
After the Restoration.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

327 pp.  $65.00.  Review by CHARLES W. A. PRIOR, QUEEN’S

UNIVERSITY AT KINGSTON.

One way to test a student’s grasp of the history of early mod-

ern England is to ask how the society of  1700 differed from that

of 1640.  This collection, the product of a conference held at the

Huntington Library in 1996, proposes to answer this question.

The English, argue the editors, were “obsessed by modernity,” and

that this obsession meant that the period of the Restoration wit-

nessed the rise of  secularism and progressive political ideas.  Their

principal analytic term–“modernity”–is one that is increasingly

bandied, but continues to elude precise definition.  The editors trace

it through the work of  scholars such as Immanuel Wallerstein,

Anthony Giddens, Charles Larmore, and, of  course, the Great

Habermas himself.  Having thus tried to define “modernity,” the

editors announce that, after the Restoration, “The emergence of

modernity was anything but tidy.  Continuity and change were

intermixed.”  Here we detect the faint bugle note of retreat, and the

central weakness of  the book, of  which more below.

The essays themselves resemble, as the editors admit, a series

of  “discrete case studies,” rather than a united attempt to fulfil the

mandate so boldly set forth by Houston and Pincus.  Blair Worden

examines the problem of secularisation, and argues that the En-

glish did not abandon religion, but rather practised in different

ways.  Dissenting sects like Deists and Socianians replaced the “uni-

form” Christianity that defined the age of Charles I; the emergence

of a “civil religion” signalled that faith was less important than

“conduct.”  A further aspect of religion is considered by Mark

Knights in an essay that examines the Declarations of Indulgence

issued by James II.  The result of  the extension of  toleration was a

severing of the link between individual “conscience” and the coer-

cive powers of the state, and the undermining of the “religious

polity.”  Gary De Krey finds a further spur to individualism in the

London clubs which brought together “radicals” of  various kinds,
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and which moulded them into “discursive communities.”  The link

between the family and commerce is posited by Rachel Weil in an

essay which challenges nearly thirty years of scholarship on what

Gordon Schochet called the “authoritarian family.”  In Weil’s hands,

Locke, Sidney, Filmer, and Tyrrell are united in their belief  that the

production and care of children was the foundation of a strong

commercial polity.  A less structured view of  society informs Tim

Harris’s essay which builds on his early work on the politics of the

crowd.  Once dismissed (and fated to be so still by Steele and

Addison), the “mob” came to be courted by the Crown which itself

was anxious to display its sensitivity to “public opinion.”

A cluster of  essays by Nicholas von Maltzahn, Joshua Scodel,

and Paulina Kewes examine aspects of  literate culture.  Von

Maltzahn traces the transformation of  the notion of  a War in

Heaven as it was expressed in poems published during the War for

the Spanish Succession and also Marlborough’s campaigns.  The

result was a secular rendering which made it possible to celebrate

an “imperial” civil religion.  Scodel–in an essay prone to jargon and

circumlocution–argues that Abraham Cowley’s Pindaric Odes led

people to leave behind the riotous tendencies of the mid-century

and to celebrate “daring in nonpolitical spheres.”  Finally, Kewes

examines suits over plagiarism in the world of the London stage

and argues that a property-based association of the writer and

what was written pushed the concept of authorship toward its

modern connotation.

The volume concludes with essays by Houston, Pincus, and

Barbara Shapiro.  The former takes up the concept of  “interest”–

traced by J. A. W. Gunn’s seminal study of  1969–and suggests

that talk of articulate political interests helped to define a range of

public goods that comprised the “interest of the nation.”  A further

aspect of  this interest is treated by Pincus, who builds on earlier

work to situate the rise of England as a commercial power within

the context of  the Anglo-Dutch Wars.  Where these conflicts dif-

fered from those of the early Stuart era was that they were driven

not by religion but by economics.  The volume concludes with

Shapiro’s essay on the Restoration scientific community and its
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relations with government; co-operation between and among sci-

entists was fostered by the setting aside of all talk of “faith and

virtue”–politics and religion were out of  conversational bounds.

Like many collections, one notes here a gap between the ambi-

tion of  the editors and the achievements of  the various essays.

One expects a certain degree of variation among individual contri-

butions, but those by Scodel and Kewes in particular are out of

step with their neighbours.  Nor is there any indication that either

editors or contributors are familiar with the vast scholarship on

early Stuart England, a body of work which has been and is still

divided on a number of  fundamental questions.  Instead, the pe-

riod they wish to tell us is waning is presented as a kind of carica-

ture–not one of these essays deals in any substantial way with

sources or historiographical problems pertaining to the period be-

fore 1640.  Moreover, those who have written on the earlier period,

and especially those so clearly disparate in their aims and conclu-

sions as Quentin Skinner, John Morrill, Jonathan Scott and J. C. D.

Clark, are lumped together into a single camp.

In fact, it is Clark’s concept of the ancien regime that receives

the most specific criticism–itself oddly confined to the now much

revised 1985 edition of  English Society.  Also missing is any treat-

ment of Ian Green’s work on the continuity of popular Protes-

tantism, Paul Halliday’s valuable discussion of  the religious timbre
of  town politics, and much other excellent work that has a firmer

grasp of the period before 1640, and which challenges many of

the arguments presented here.  For example, Alexandra Walsham’s

work on Providence and David Armitage’s study of  the ideology

of  empire suggest that religion informed a range of  activities, from

simple rural celebrations to the grander enterprise of uniting com-

merce and religion.  Donald Spaeth’s work on parishes and Adam

Fox’s valuable book on “oral and literate” culture suggest spheres

of  political activity not mentioned here; new social histories, nota-

bly Carl Estabrook’s study of post-Restoration Bristol, have en-

hanced our understanding of  how communities formed identities,

and how religion continued to shape this process.  In sum, the

collection is oriented toward to the ideas of the elite: there is no
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local or social history of the sort that would convince the reader

that the “nation” was indeed transformed.  Regardless of what

historians might wish for them, the people of Restoration England

lived in a society shot through with religion, and obsessed with the

events of  the Civil War–if  anything, this bred a kind of  conserva-

tism with which any push for “modernity” would have been obliged

to contend.  History, memory, hierarchy and order continued to

shape perceptions, and scholars forget this at their peril.

Timothy Morton and Nigel Smith, eds.  Radicalism in British Literary
Culture, 1650-1830: From Revolution to Revolution.  Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2002.  x + 284 pp.  $60.00.  Review

by RICHARD C. TAYLOR, EAST CAROLINA UNIVERSITY.

For Timothy Morton and Nigel Smith, radicalism is a “lived

relation to cultures of fundamental social change,” a way of “in-

habiting historical moments,” and–-perhaps most intriguingly here–

a way of  transmitting and interpreting subversive messages,

ideologies, and radical personae across a span of  time (14).  This

collection of essays demonstrates how successive generations re-

read the English Revolution by appropriating its central figures,

theological disputes, and political debates for use in new ideological

contexts.  With an interdisciplinary approach centered on aspects

and methods of cultural criticism, the book questions the com-

monly held judgment that the period between the English Resto-

ration and the French Revolution was a political lull between two

great upheavals.  From the regicide in 1649 (it is unclear why the

editors list 1650 as their titular beginning point) to the end of the

Romantic period, writers interpreted the English Revolution, both

praising and condemning, to suit a range of political and religious

arguments and a host of  radical positions.

The larger project here is to show how political movements

appropriate history, and how historical events–or perhaps the re-

interpretations of these events–help construct and define new po-

litical eras.  The contributors are “reading radicals reading other


