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The
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John Bunyan was a seventeenth-century religious reformer who is nowadays
widely known for his Pilgrim’s Progress and also for his spiritual autobiography
Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners. In the nineteenth century he was
diagnosed, on the basis of his revelations in that autobiography, as suffering from
a variety of mental pathologies. In this study we track his ’psychiatric career’
through the work of H. Taine and J. Royce (Part 1), and W. James and
P. Janet (Part 2). The examination of these authors’ practices of ’retrospective
psychiatry’ allows us to bring to light some changes in psychiatric concepts in the
late nineteenth century, and to investigate both the use of cases in psychogical
reasoning, and translations from religious to psychiatric idioms.
Introduction

Retrospective psychiatry is a practice with some history. It flourished in
nineteenth-century France (e.g., Leuret, 1834; Lelut, 1836; Maury, 1855;
Littre, 1869; see James, 1995) and continued into the twentieth century (e.g.,
Hill and Shepperd, 1976). It consists in using current psychiatric concepts to
diagnose or re-diagnose figures who lived before those categories were
invented, and to explain their experiences retrospectively and in a different
way than they themselves had done. The practice provides an opportunity to
examine the development of psychiatry, especially since the reasons for it
vary, as does the context. In early nineteenth-century France, for instance,
the practice served to establish the natural science credentials of medicine,
and was a part of the Enlightenment project to substitute religious belief with
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scientific reason (see James, 1995; Schmidt, 2001). In the late twentieth
century, the practice has been used to highlight different possible perspectives
on symptomatic experiences (Leudar and Thomas, 2000: Ch. 1) and their
’looping effects’ on the experiences themselves (Hacking, 1995).
We shall not ourselves practise retrospective psychiatry here, but instead
use episodes from its past in a historical examination of the formation and
application of psychiatric categories. We examine the ventures into retrospective
psychiatry of four distinguished authors, Hippolyt Taine, Josiah Royce,
William James and Pierre Janet, in their reflections on the condition of John
Bunyan, as disclosed in his spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the
Chief of Sinners, first published in 1666. We provide an analytical study1 of the
ways in which the four drew upon and reappraised that autobiography.’
The change in psychiatric taxonomy over the past hundred years has
certainly been profound (see, for example, Berrios and Porter, 1995). Our
starting point here is methodological; the enigma of such changes is only
partly resolved by formally describing the categories, comparing them over
time and by recovering the context of changes. It is also necessary to
understand how categories are used with cases, sometimes to bring the
changes about. The problem therefore also concerns the pragmatics of
psychiatric category changed Pertinent questions then include: (1) which
categories are used at a particular point in psychological medicine? (2) how
are these applied to particular individuals? It is here that examination of
episodes in the history of retrospective psychiatry is particularly useful, but
inevitably detailed.
Our aims in this two-part paper are threefold. First, to see what use the
different interpreters made of Bunyan’s autobiography; second, to examine
the interpreters’ comments on previous medical accounts of Bunyan’s
experiences and diagnoses of his condition; and third, to examine the
relationship between Bunyan’s account and the interpretations that are made
of it, in order to see what kind of transformations are involved in translating
Bunyan’s ’spiritual’ experiences into clinical symptoms.
Our method consists in a detailed examination of the materials concerning
Bunyan’s case, tracing in detail the similarities and differences in the way his
’spiritual confessions’ were used by the four authors.’ The general advantage
of proceeding in this way is the referential continuity: the same individual is
repeatedly diagnosed and his case re-analysed, but with a different set of
categories and relevancies by each author, often in a calculated revision of
what others had said previously about the case. Our procedure identifies the
grounds for these revisions and highlights in detail the structuring of
psychiatric categories in authors’ own terms. Taking cases as units of analysis
allows one to investigate closely relationships between their central elements,
which include particular diagnostic and symptom categories, theoretical
concepts, as well as the pre-theoretical descriptions of behaviours which
become symptoms.
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We first present several episodes from Bunyan’s own autobiographical
and then examine the re-interpretations of these episodes by the four
authors: Taine and Royce in Part 1, and James and Janet in Part 2. Through
this analysis we begin to understand the uses of ’retrospective psychiatry’ and
how psychiatric categories are extended into the past, and provide a rereading of conduct in terms different from those initially used to formulate it.
account

Bunyan’s Bunyan
It is said that John Bunyan’s ’writings affected the spiritual opinions of the
English race in every part of the world more powerfully than any book or
books, except the Bible’ (Froude, 1880). Yet the same man was later
subjected to diagnoses of psychopathology by Taine (1877), Royce (1894),
James (1902) and Janet (1903) among others. How did he become a spiritual
visionary, and how does a spiritual visionary become a madman?
Bunyan was born in 1628 near Elstow in Bedfordshire, the son of a tinker;
John’s education was brief, and he took up his father’s trade. During the
Civil War he joined the Parliamentary army, but probably saw little active
service (see Lawrence and Owens, 1989; Stachniewski and Pacheco, 1998:
ix). After the war he resumed working as a tinker, married and suffered
’intense spiritual crises’, which Stachniewski and Pacheco put in the period
1649-55. He joined the congregation of Bedford Baptists, was baptized
in 1655 and became a powerful preacher. He spent two periods in prison
more than 12 years in all - for his ’refusal to attend services of the
established church’ and for ’calling together people and preaching to
unlawful meetings and conventicles’ (Stachniewski and Pacheco, 1998: x).
Bunyan died in 1688. He is now known as the author of Pilgrim’s Progress
(1678/1960) and for his spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief
of Sinners (1666), both of which were written in jail. He was therefore a
sinner, a preacher, a writer, but in the nineteenth century he also became a
psychiatric case, on account of what he revealed in his spiritual
autobiography. This book was not a literal record of his life. It belongs to an
established genre, which includes works such as St Augustine’s Confessions and
the Autobiography of St Teresa of Avila (St Augustine, 1991; St Teresa of Avila,
1911; see Ebner, 1971).~ The volume edited by Stachniewski and Pacheca
(1998) in fact contains four autobiographies, each of which narrates a
Puritan journey of sin, enlightenment and election. Current historical
scholarship stresses the extent to which spiritual autobiographies are conventionalized constructions, and Bunyan’s is no exception (Watkins, 1972).
Moreover, the kind of conventions followed in the autobiographies vary with
religious attachments and cultural background of the narrators (see Smith,
1989: Ch. 1). Bunyan’s autobiography itself projects his sectarian attachment
and expresses his animosities toward other Puritan sects (such as Ranters
and Quakers). The conventions of his narrative are consistent with those in

-
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by others of like sectarian persuasion. Bunyan scholarship is nowadays
accordingly ’inclined to regard Grace Abounding as a work of the imagination,
reflecting the expectations of contemporary spiritual autobiography.... and
Bunyan has never and would not now in the best-informed circles be
regarded, as a candidate for psychological analysis.&dquo; Indeed, we do not
subject Bunyan to psychological analysis here. The point is, however, that
this was done by the scholars whose work we inspect, and they used Grace
Abounding as a psychological document, in effect presupposing phenomenal
correctness of his ’spiritual confessions’, while of course seeing very different
meanings in them. It is not a part of our project to determine what
contemporary DSM- IV diagnostic category might be the most appropriate
one for John Bunyan; we are, instead, concerned with how his condition was
categorized psychologically in the past and to what ends.
Only some of the experiences that Bunyan ’confessed’ in Grace Abounding
found the way recurrently into the psychological reconstructions. We shall
introduce these episodes in Bunyan’s own terms and then consider what the
works

scholars had

to

say about them.

Childhood

Bunyan’

wrote that in his childhood he was affiicted by ’fearful dreams’ and
’dreadful visions’, ’... for often, after I had spent this and the other day in
sin, I have in my bed been greatly afflicted, while asleep, with the apprehensions
of Devils, and wicked spirits, who still, as I then thought, laboured to draw me
away with them’ (Grace Abounding, para 5). His dreams were not just dreams to
him, passing images worth nothing; they were part of his experience of the
spiritual realities of a world conceived in Christian terms - they were punishments, and threats.’ Retrospectively, he conceives of them as the Lord’s
retributions for ’cursing, swearing, lying and blaspheming the holy name of
God’, in which respect, as he tells the reader, he had but a ’few Equals’ (para
4). Bunyan records himself as not just suffering during sleep, but also in the
daytime, sometimes ’in the midst of mine many sports and childish vanities,
amidst my vain companions’ (para 7). He could be ’greatly afflicted and
troubled with the thoughts of the day of judgment ... still fearing that it
would be my lot to be found at last amongst those Devils and Hellish Fiends’
(para 5). Now how did these dreams and fears, conceived as either God’s
punishments or the fiends’ threats, affect Bunyan? He recalls that he was
overcome by despair of divine rejection, and as an adult he wrote: ’I should
often wish, either that there had been no Hell, or that I had been a Devil,
supposing they were onely tormentors; that if must needs be, that I indeed
went thither, I might be rather a tormentor, than tormented myself.’ (para 7)
Eventually the dreams abated, but not because he changed his ways - on
the contrary, he let ’loose the reins to his lusts’ (para 8). He crowned his
sinfulness by rejecting God (para 10), but even so, he now realizes, he
nonetheless received ’Grace’; looking back he interprets his occasional good
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of divine mercy (paras 9, 12, 13). Note that Bunyan did not fear
madness, and the very brief account of his childhood that he provides
documents his sinful nature. Note also that he writes retrospectively; years
later, in prison, he understands better what happened to him as a child
grace. He always understood ’damnation’ but not ’grace’. Now he better
understands that concept and, looking back, he applies it to actions as he did
not at the time. In Grace Abounding, he paints his life with concepts of ’sin’,
’damnation’, ’grace’ and ’election’, and as increasing his understanding of his
personal powerlessness with respect to salvation. This retrospective confession
of extraordinary sinfulness is not unique to Bunyan, but is found in other
autobiographies too (see the cases in Stachniewski and Pacheco, 1998).

luck

as acts

-

The voice

Bunyan attended a Sunday sermon at which the pastor preached against the
sin of ’breaking the Sabbath day’. Bunyan heard the sermon as addressed to
him specifically, to show him his ’evil-doing’. It ’put burden upon his spirit’,
’imbittered his former pleasures to him’ and he felt ’what guilt was, as
though never before’ (Grace Abounding, para 21). However, none of this
lasted, and later that day his ’heart returned to its old course’. He knew what
he did was ’sinful’ and he understood the religious message, but the voice of
institutional religion had no lasting hold on him. What did?
That very afternoon he joined his fellows for a game of Cat. In the middle
of a stroke he (and only he) heard a voice. In his memoir he formulated this
event thus: ’a voice did suddenly dart from Heaven into my Soul, which said:
‘Wilt though leave thy sins, and go to Heaven? Or have thy sins) and go to Hell?’
(para 22). This experience was not something he took as ordinary at the time:
he was ’put to an exceeding maze’. He dropped the Cat, and looked ’up to
heaven’. He writes ’it was as if I had with the eyes of my understanding, seen
the lord Jesus, looking down at me, as being very hotly displeased’ (para 22).
His formulation of the unfolding experience is precise: he hears the words
from above, but turning his eyes up, he does not see Jesus but understands he
is there. The personification of the voice follows hearing it.
Christ speaks to Bunyan because of his sinful conduct. The voice puts
before him the consequences of sin and virtue. There is no compulsion to
virtue, even though Christ is hotly displeased with Bunyan. His sinful
conduct has already been addressed by the pastor, possibly in the very same
words. The pastor and the voice certainly have the same aim. The pastor’s
influence was limited to a few hours; is the voice more successful? It did not
order, manipulate or somehow force Bunyan to desist from sin, rather it drew
him into a consideration of his spiritual state. What does Bunyan do? He
makes a decision, by himself and for himself, but in doing so he defies
Christ’s ’hint’ (para 23). He writes the following:
I had

no sooner

thus conceived in my mind, but

suddenly, this conclusion
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fastened on my spirit, (for the former hint did set my sins again
before my face): ‘That I had been a great and grievous Sinner, and that it was
now too late for nte to look after Heaven; for Christ would not forgive me, nor
was

pardon

my

transgressions.’ (para 23).

It is not clear from the somewhat passive construction whether Bunyan
presents this past thought as one which occurred to him as an instant
implication, or whether it was not quite his own, instigated by some other
agency. In any case his conclusion is ’I can but be damned; and if I must be
so, I had as good be damned for many sins, as be damned for few.’ (para 23).
Looking back, however, he sees this denial as that which made him a great
sinner at the time.
All of this - hearing the voice and drawing conclusions - are presented as
private happenings, and Bunyan kept them private then: ’Thus I stood in the
midst of my play, before all that then were present; but yet I told them
nothing: but, I say, having made this conclusion, I returned desperately to
my sport again’ (para 24). There were, however, emotional consequences of
the experience: his soul is possessed by despair (for heaven was gone from
him already) and by the desire to ’take his fill of sin’. In his book, these
experiences document human fallibility, and despair and desire are common
tools of the Devil (see, for example, para 25). The fallibility contrasts with
good intentions, and so the text also documents division of human nature:
pious intentions and a sinfulness in one person. Neither the division nor
despair are, however, conceived as being pathological and thus characteristic
of some people only - they are religious matters and characteristic of human

nature.8
The bells
This episode illustrates Bunyan as a young adult attempting to reform
himself. He tried to abide by the commandments, gave up his blaspheming
and profanities, so that his neighbours took him for a godly man. This
pleased him at the time, but looking back he sees himself a ’poor painted
Hypocrite’. He also set out to give up worldly activities such as dancing (para
35) and bell ringing (para 33). He used to delight in ringing bells, but the
Puritans considered the practice vain (Stachniewski and Pacheco, 1998).
Bunyan’s ’conscience began to be tender’ (Grace Abounding, para 33), so he
desisted, but his mind nonetheless ’hankered’. Then he would watch the
ringing, but feared that a bell would fall on him. So he would stand under
the main beam, but came to fear that a bell swinging could fall on him
anyway. Then he stood in the steeple door, and would not go in any further.
Eventually ’it came to his head’ that the whole steeple would fall. This
thought ’would continually shake his mind’ and he was ’forced to fly for fear’

(para 34).
The

text

documents how difficult it is

to

reform oneself. Even
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Bunyan partly succeeded, he

now sees that the effort was useless, because, as
he says, ’all the while’ he was ’ignorant of Jesus Christ’. Puritans have in fact
considered the effort to reform oneself self-deluding. Yet it was also seen as
necessary to recognize one’s own sin and impotence in preparation for
receiving grace. His passivity of thought and action, his fears are not here a
pathology,’ but a recognition of how matters stand spiritually and a step
towards salvation.

The tempter
We have already seen that Bunyan was in direct contact with Jesus. He was
also beset by a persuasive ’tempter’. This is a figure of a recognizable type,
yet one whom Bunyan experienced alone, and who was privy to Bunyan’s
thoughts. He argued against Bunyan’s religious intentions, sometimes
dissuading Bunyan from following through his religious resolves (e.g., paras
104-8), and filling him with despair. One of the tempter’s repeated acts was
to stop Bunyan from praying, for instance:
to me, That I ought not to pray to God, for Prayer
for any in my case, neither could do me good, because I had
rejected the Mediator, by whom all Prayers came with acceptance to God,
the Father, and without whom no Prayer could come to his presence;
wherefore now to pray, is but to adde sin to sin. (para 176)

He

strongly suggested

was not

The tempter is not
contrivance, but fits

simply a figure of Bunyan’s individual imaginative
unequivocally into the religion of the time, one with
and
recognized religious
specifically Satanic connection. Moreover, being
in
this way is a theme which one finds in other
prevented from praying
spiritual autobiographies.
Bunyan wondered again and again whether he was one of the elect or not,

and this is when the tempter would come to him: ’It may be you are not, said
the Tempter; It may be so indeed thought I’ (para 60). The tempter
intervenes at moments of Bunyan’s self-questioning about his salvation (e.g.,
paras 47-8). It is, however, not always clear to Bunyan himself whether the
arguments are indeed his own thoughts or the suggestions of the tempter,
and it is sometimes only retrospectively that he decides that they did come
from the tempter (para 48).
Another episode involving the tempter, which made its way into psychological medicine, is as follows. As did other Puritans, Bunyan sought a sign:
did he ’have faith’, was he one of the ’elect’? This was not his personal
obsession alone, and books were written at the time on what such signs
might be. Nevertheless, the problem was not for him only an intellectual one,
but caused him much anxiety and mental turmoil. Bunyan writes that the
following sentence ’was always running’ in his ’mind’: ’But how if you want
Faith indeed? But how can you tell you have Faith’ (para 49). So how can
he be sure if he has faith? He writes that the ’Tempter came in with this
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no way for me to know I had Faith, but by
miracle’
(para 51). In other words, he should put
trying
himself to test. He almost did this once when traveling between Elstow and
Bedford. He describes what happened: ’the temptation was hot upon me to
try if I had faith by doing some miracle; which miracle at the time was this, I
must say to the puddles that were in the horse pads, Be dry; and to the dry
places, Be you puddles’ (para 51 ) . He was about to do so, but ’just as I was
about to speak, this thought came into my minde: But go under yonder Hedge,
and pray first) that God would make you able’. He did this and then he was
again about utter the commands when another thought ’came hot upon’
him: if he fails he must conclude that he has no faith but is cast away and
lost. The conclusion of the argument is presented as very much his own:
’Nay, thought I, if it be so, I will never try yet, but will stay a little longer’

delusion, That there
to

work

was

some

(para 51 ) .
Bunyan then presents some of the thoughts as his own, others as
originating with either the tempter or with God, and all engaged in a
continuing spiritual argument. Bunyan cannot always be certain of who is the
source of his thoughts. The procedure he uses to identify the source is in
terms of the consequences for his salvation and peace of life (cf. Leudar,
2001). The fragmentation reflects human nature in general, and it clearly is
not lived by him as a pathology or even a personal problem.

quotations in Bunyan’s thinking
Bunyan spent much time studying the Bible and probably knew it by heart
it was precious to him (Grace Abounding, para 45). As a proponent of
reformation he assigned huge significance to what the Bible said, and he
thought in its terms. He distrusted his own wisdom, and the Bible was the

Bible
-

main source of reference for him, so much so that in his memoir he indexed
his own thoughts to Bible passages (e.g., para 55). The Bible often provided
the text of his thought, and some of his thoughts are direct quotes from it, for
instance:
without my temptations ... but I thank God, these were
that sound sense of death, and of the Day of Judgment,
which abode, as it were continually in my view. I should often think on
Nebuchadnezzar, of whom it is said, He had given him all the Kingdoms of
the Earth, Dan 5.18,19. (para 70)
But I

was not

outweighed by

The Bible, however,

provided

not

only

the

holy thoughts but

also the

temptations:
In prayer also, I have been greatly troubled at this time: sometimes I have
thought I should see the Devil, nay, thought I have felt him behind pull
my clothes: he would be also continually at me in the time of prayer, to
have done, break off, make haste, you have prayed enough, and stay no
longer: still drawing my minde away. Sometimes also he would cast in
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such wicked thoughts as these, that I must pray to him, or for him: I have
thought sometimes of that, Fall down, or If though wilt fall down and

worship

me.

[Matthew 4.9] (para 107)

The biblical texts, then, did not necessarily provide him with consolation. At
one point he considers that ’every thing that God made’ was ’far better than
this dreadful state of mine’ and the Bible provides him with the significance
of this state, for instance: ’That Scripture also did tear and rend my Soul in
the midst of these distractions, The wicked are like the troubled Sea zvhich
cannot rest, whose waters cast mire and dirt: There is no peace to the wicked, saith
my God, Isa. 57.20.21’ (para 104), and ’also as I was musing on this his
process, that dropped on my spirit, He was ordained for the slaughter, I Pet. 1.

19, 20’ (para 120).
In summary, Bunyan acknowledges

his passivity and the division within
his mind and between his mind and his actions. He does not, however, see
these as in any way pathological; both are instead representative of human
nature and condition. The passivity reflects the relation of man to the
supernatural; the lines along which his mind fragments reflect religious
demarcations too, frictions between good and evil as he sees it.
There is a parallel between retrospective psychiatry and what Bunyan does
in his autobiography - a parallel between transforming a mystic into a
madman, and transforming a child into a sinner. Bunyan does not doubt
phenomenal aspects of his past experiences, but his understanding of them
changes - only now can he recognize God’s grace and mercy. In fact, the
genre of the spiritual autobiography is based on presupposition of initial
ignorance, which is transformed through spiritual experiences and grace.
Bunyan is changing his own understanding of the past but retaining that past
as a part of his life.
Like other spiritual autobiographers, he selects events in his life to narrate
(it has been noted that his book provides only very few facts about his daily
life) and the course of his life is structured along the stages of the Puritan
spiritual journey. The ’supernatural’ experiences he ’confesses’ are of a type
commonly used in other autobiographies (of, for example, John Crook,
Lawrence Clarkson, Richard Norwood and Agnes Beaumont). The book is,
however, not simply a list of ’spiritual confessions’, but makes a point about
the respective roles of divine and personal in the ’election to grace’. In this
sense Bunyan is not to be understood just in terms of existing narrative
conventions, but also in terms of how he uses them in his struggle to
transform the spiritual climate of England.
The analogy between retrospective psychiatry and retrospective change of
experiences in spiritual autobiographies is intriguing. In both instances,
phenomenal aspects of a past experience are taken more or less for granted,
but the person knows better now what the experience really was, meant or
implied. The retrospective view, however, does not rub out the mistaken old
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understanding; that old understanding contrasts with the new
together they document progress (see Sharrock and Leudar, 2002).

one

and

Taine’s

Bunyan
Taine was a psychologist, but also a historian and writer and he discussed
Bunyan in the section on ’Christian Renaissance’ in his Histoire de la
littérature Anglaise (Taine, 1877: Book II, Ch. 5; cf. Taine, 1870).10 There he
assessed Bunyan as a writer: Pilgrim’s Progress was the second most read book
in England after the Bible, and Bunyan made understood, better than any
other English author, ’the doctrine of salvation by grace’ (Taine, 1877: 398).
Taine’s analysis is relevant here because when he explained what was unique
about Bunyan as a writer he did so in psychological terms, using the language of
contemporary psychological medicine. We shall see that his language is such
that Bunyan comes to be connected to contemporary cases of doubling of
personality, such as that of Felida X.&dquo;
The episodes which Taine (1877) used in his analysis of Bunyan included
the bell-ringing incident, and hearing the voice of Jesus. These events, as we
have seen, had a profound spiritual meaning for Bunyan; Taine did not deny
this, but he also explained these ’supernatural impressions’ as products of ’an
involuntary and impassioned imagination’ (p. 401 ) . Bunyan was ’extreme in
his emotions’ and impelled by his desires. His imagination was ’as powerful
artist’ but more ’vehement’. It ’worked in the man without his
cooperation, and besieged him with visions he had neither willed nor
foreseen’ (p. 398). The effects of this kind of imagination on Bunyan were
considerable: ’Visions’ ’crushed his faculties’, ’prostrated’ him and ’bathed
him in the sweat of anguish, ravished him with trances of joy’. Under the
influence of visions ’reflection ceased, and the man was suddenly spurred
into action’ (p. 399).
Taine’s explanation of Bunyan’s visions was inspired by the then
contemporary psychological medicine. Bunyan had ’as it were a second self,
dominating the first, grand and terrible’ (p. 398) and ’his ideas clung to him
with that irresistible hold which constitutes monomania, no matter how
absurd they were, they ruled him, not by their truth, but by their presence’
(p. 399). Bunyan’s ’temptations’ were ’so involuntary and so strong’ and
’fixed ideas ... swelled in his head like painful abscess’ (p. 400). This is the
language of désagrégation contemporary in French psychological medicine in the
second half of the nineteenth century - the Self is divided, and the consequence
of this are hallucinations, and impulsive actions (i.e., those not controlled by
reason).‘2 Taine did not compare Bunyan to other cases of psychological
malady but rather put him alongside Saint Theresa, so drawing out his
’trances of joy’, and the thoughts of ’fearful torments of hell fire’ (p. 399).
Taine did not simply engage in turning saints into madmen, which
practice William James later dismissed as ’medical materialism’ (James,
as

that of

an
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1902: 13). Taine’s Bunyan was indeed a ’monomaniac’ with an ’inflamed
brain’ and subject to persistent episodes of hallucinatory deliria, but he was
also a writer of some genius (Taine, 1877: 401). Taine did not speculate on
why Bunyan did not end up just a madman and no more. Instead, he
demonstrated that Bunyan’s psychological pathology and the Bible were
together the source of his genius as a writer. He believed in the power of
education to civilize men, and to raise them from being impulsive children to
being rational adults. Education ’draws out and disciplines a man; fills him
with varied and rational ideas; prevents him from sinking into monomania;
gives him determinate thoughts instead of eccentric fancies, pliable opinions
for fixed convictions’ (p. 401). Where an ordinary man is kept sane by the
reason and the discipline acquired in education, Bunyan was poorly
educated. Taine described him as ’poor in ideas, full of images, given up to
fixed and single thought’ (p. 402). The Bible was effectively his education,
but it did not provide a civilizing and therapeutic influence. In fact, selfeducated Bunyan’s imagination was inflamed by living the Bible, constantly
reading and thinking about the Bible, while working alone and in jail. The
Bible provided the form of his visions and his imagination brought it to life.
This made him ’a visionary and an artist, and furnish [ed] him with
supernatural impressions and sensible images, teaching him the history of
grace and the means of expressing it’ (p. 402).
Taine’s anticlericalism is apparent in his preference for education over
reading the Bible and in his diagnosing ’monomania’ and ’hallucinatory
delirium’ in Bunyan. Nevertheless, giving a diagnosis was not his prime aim.
He was interested in why Bunyan was the writer that he was. According to
Taine, ’to treat well of supernatural impressions, one must have been subject
to them. Bunyan had that kind of imagination which produces them’, ’an
involuntary and impassioned imagination, [which] by its hallucinations, its
mastery, its fixed ideas, its mad ideas, prepares the way for a poet, and
announces one inspired’ (pp. 401, 398). Bunyan’s genius stemmed from the
combination of his psychological pathology and his dedication to the Bible.
Taine’s vocabulary then includes ’impulsion’, and ’automatic imagination
and visions’. Their main characteristic is that they are neither willed nor
anticipated. As actions, they are characterized by lack of reflection; there is,
then, a tacit distinction between actions which are under the control of
reflection and those that are not. Impulsive actions are explained in terms of
fixed ideas which themselves are, in Bunyan, an aspect of ’doubling of
personality’. This vocabulary is not at all exceptional in medicine at the time,
and Taine is not using Bunyan’s case to modify it. We shall see that Royce,
however, does exactly that.

Royce’s Bunyan
Royce’s paper on John Bunyan appeared in the first volume of Psychological
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Review in 1894, seventeen years after Taine’s analysis.&dquo; Royce used Bunyan’s
case to support the contention that systematized fixed ideas and impulsive
actions, even when clearly psychologically morbid, do not necessarily
indicate degeneracy of the brain. According to him, Bunyan suffered from ’a
malady of insistent impulses with intercurrent acute stages’ and not from
’inflamed brain’, ’monomania’ or ’hallucinatory delirium’ diagnosed by
Taine (Royce, 1894: 230). Bunyan’s ’sensitive brain’ and his ’nervous
irritability’ may have resulted in childhood ’despair’ and ’nocturnal terrors’
(pp. 28, 30), but the psychological malady of his adolescence was psychogenic, and it could be healed psychologically. Like Taine, Royce refracted
Bunyan’s spiritual experiences through the vocabulary of psychiatry, but of
course the vocabulary was contemporary to his time and so somewhat
different from Taine’s. He was, however, also a religious scholar who
admired Bunyan’s art, and, according to Royce, Bunyan’s religious genius
was implicated both in his malady and in its cure. Royce in effect removed
Bunyan from the psychiatric clinic, arguing that Bunyan’s was the
of case, in fact, that renders the study of nervous disorders so
associated with genius a pursuit adapted, in very many
instances, not to cheapen our sense of the dignity of genius but to
heighten our reverence for the strength that could contend, as some men
of genius have done, with their disorders, and that could conquer the
nervous ’Apollyon’ on his own chosen battle-ground. (p. 23)
sort

frequently

Taine

interested in how Bunyan’s psychological pathology made him the
that he became; Royce also noted that pathology played a
role in the Art: Bunyan’s ’automatic internal visions’ and their ’emotional
accompaniments’ became crucial sources of the imagery in his writing
(p. 32). His interest was, however, complementary - how did Bunyan’s
religious and literary ’genius’ affect the course and the outcome of his
’nervous disorder’? Unlike Taine, Royce was not explaining the genius, he
was taking it for granted. Bunyan was a ’nervous sufferer of the &dquo;strong
type&dquo;’ who carried his ’morbid burden’ with ’heroic perseverance’ (p. 33)
and he conquered it without the aid of psychological medicine, by a ’most
instructive kind of self-discipline’, because of who he was and how he lived.
Royce had a related reason for writing about Bunyan, as follows: ’the case
tends to throw light on the interesting problem as to how far the presence of
elaborate insistent mental processes of a morbid type is of itself sufficient
indication of the depth of the ’degeneracy’ of constitution of the subject who,
is for a time burdened with them (pp. 24-5, our italics). The term ’insistent
mental processes’ was coined by Cowles (1888), who distinguished ’ordinary
insanity’ from ’paranoia’ and argued that the former can coexist with a
healthy brain. According to Cowles, insanity may develop without brain
degeneration.’4 It is as much a matter of disorder of the mind as a ’disease of
the brain’, even though ’every manifestation of mind is correlated to a
was

religious writer
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definite mode and

sphere of

brain activity’ (Cowles, 1888: 225). In other
materialist with respect to mind in general, without
becoming a physiological reductionist where psychopathology was concerned.
In particular, Cowles rejected the dominant view that systematized delusions
necessarily have a constitutional origin, and he also argued that ’imperative
conceptions’ are to be found even in ’sound minds’ (p. 228). The study of
cases indicated to him that some fixed ideas were ’not so fixed as to be
always dominant’ and they could be resisted (p. 227). His conceptual
innovation was to extend the concept of ’fixed idea’ into that of ’insistent
idea’, and this he proposed as a generic term (p. 227). Royce used Cowles’s
framework to describe Bunyan’s malady and to account for it:

words, Cowles

was a

the

frequent association of morbidly insistent processes with the nervously
’degenerate’ type is common place in the literature of the subject, and a
few years since it was, I believe, an almost if not quite universal dogma
that considerable masses of insistent fears, impulses, or thoughts occurred
only as a part of the ’stigmata’ of degeneracy. The possibility of the

development of even elaborate systems of such insistent impulses upon a
basis of a wholly acquired neurasthenia maintained by Dr Cowles in his
well known paper on huistent and Fixed Ideas. (Royce, 1894: 24, our italics)

Royce highlighted the following features of Bunyan’s personal development
which resulted in his problem: a period of accomplished youthful blaspheming,
followed by one of ’conscientious self-suppression’, when, in response to
reproofs by his neighbours, Bunyan came to cultivate ’a painful scrupulosity’,
inhibiting ’all outwardly suspicious deeds’. As Royce saw it, his every act
became ’a matter of scruple’, causing a considerable strain, leading to his
psychological malady (p. 33). ’The topics about which the insistent impulses
systematised were matters of inner conscientious scruples’ (p. 135).
But what exactly are ’insistent impulses’? They are not something one
wills, and they are something lasting. In Grace Abounding Bunyan reports
many thoughts which do not seem quite his own: they ’come to him’, and
he is not fully their author (the Bible is), or a master (the ’tempter’ or the
’redeemer’ are). In Royce’s vocabulary these were ’insistent ideas’. Take
the bell-ringing episode as one instance of reading Bunyan in this way.
Remember that he renounced bell ringing as a vanity, yet his ’mind
hankered’. So he frequented the steeple house just to watch, but then he
came to fear that the bells would fall on him; he moved to prevent this, yet
the fear would return in a different form. To Royce these were ’insistent
fears’ which were psychologically morbid, but on what grounds? Not because
they were involuntary (so are many healthy impulses) and not because they
were insistent. Life-preserving impulses, such as those to breathe, to eat and
to do ordinary things in one’s life, are insistent: ’the insistence of willa sign of health and means only the kindly might of sound
functions is
habit’ (pp. 147, 148).
...
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So if passivity, persistence or ’quaintness’ do not make impulses morbid,
what does? Why exactly did Royce think that Bunyan’s fear of the bells, for
instance, was morbid? His general argument went as follows: like all ’defective
mental processes’, the morbid impulse ’opposes, instead of helping our normal
processes of &dquo;adjustment to our environment&dquo;’ (p. 147). What is unique to
morbid impulses is that they do this in a subjective way, by opposing
adaptive activities (or plans of activities): the sufferer ’finds in himself
another law warring against the law which he has accepted as his own’, and
Without pretty definite plans, then, there can be no morbidly insistent
impulses. Failure, or strong tendency to failure, in the adjustment, as
conceived and planned by the sufferer himself, - such failure being due to
this inner conflict, - this alone is what makes us speak of morbidly
insistent impulses. (p. 148)

Bunyan accepts that bell ringing is vain and desists, yet his morbidly insistent
impulse takes him back to the steeple, however he struggles. But Royce
realized that even this condition is not enough to contain the morbidity of
some impulses, because, as he noted,
impulses, feelings, thoughts, more or less inimical to our deliberate plans,
are constantly, if but faintly, suggested to us, by our normal overwealth of
perceptions and associations.... such overwealth is necessarily full of
solicitations, tempting us, with a greater or less clearness, to abandon or
to interrupt our chosen plans of action.... mere opposition between our
chance impulses and our plans is a perfectly normal experience. (p. 148)
So incoherence of intentions at any point in time is not a sufficient condition
of morbidity which, Royce argued, inevitably follows from processes of
association, whether inner or outer. So what is this condition of morbidity?
Royce is not quite consistent on this, but his account is roughly as follows.
Normally the ’intruders’ are dealt with, and ’sent below the level of
consciousness’, or harmlessly ’segmented’ (pp. 148-9). The abnormal
insistent impulses, though, are not subdued, and the incongruity persists
over time.&dquo; In other words, there is a micro-historical aspect in Royce’s
account of mental morbidity: what distinguishes morbid and normal insistent
impulses is not incongruity of plans and the opposing intruders (for a
pragmatist this is an inalienable property of life), but that this incongruity is
not resolved over time. Bunyan’s whole inner life was built upon a system of
plans and of faiths which involve as a part of themselves the steadfast
principle that to doubt God’s existence is a horrible blasphemy, yet he found
in himself ’floods of other blasphemies, and doubts about God’, and this
persisted, despite his struggles. The bell-ringing episode is likewise pathological for Royce, because Bunyan’s craving for the bells goes against his
pious intents, and this inner conflict is not resolved over time, but continues
in impulsive fears.
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Bunyan’s fear of the bells was not just morbidly insistent, it was also
’systematised’. This meant in this instance that it accommodated to changing
circumstances. According to Royce, insistent ideas do not necessarily
become systematized, but they can do so if they become the focus of thought
which is trying to resolve them. The result of obsessive thought focused on
an insistent idea is increasing systematization and so the deepening of the
mental malady. This is what Royce documents using the case of Bunyan, as a
parallel to Cowles’s case of M. One similarity Royce saw between the two
cases was their common temporal course. In both, there was a history of
childhood fears, a remission but a relapse in youth, this last taking the ’form
of &dquo;feeling of hesitation in performing simple acts&dquo; with a consequent
necessity of many such acts to be sure that they were right’ (p. 135). Another
similarity was in the logical and thematic continuity in the development of
symptoms. Psychological illness was like a story: after the first few pages its
logical progression was inevitable. Royce wrote: ’from this point,’ says Dr
Cowles of his patient, ’all the rest follows in its morbid train.... The
fortunes of Bunyan were to be, up to a certain point, decidedly similar.’
But the elementary conscientious fears which now appeared, and which
forced the lately reckless Bunyan to outward acts of unreasonable
were soon to give place, as in Dr Cowles’s patient, to far more
insistent and systematised impulses. In both of these cases the topics
about which the insistent impulses finally systematised were matters of
inner conscientious scruples. In both cases the general outward bearing
and conduct long remained as far as possible normal except where inner
sufferings of- the patient must perforce break through and show
themselves. (p. 135)

timidity,

Royce, however, did not simply put the two cases in parallel; it was their
points of divergence with which he made his points. One of these was that
the cure can be an individual’s own. Cowles’s patient M. succumbed to her
illness, and it became melancholia. Unlike her, . ‘Bunyan carried this burden
with heroic perseverance, and in the end won the mastery over it by a most
instructive kind of self-discipline’ (p. 135). If the cure of some nervous
illnesses can be strength of character and a good and disciplined life, then it
obviously cannot be a result of brain degeneration. How then was Bunyan
cured, how did he ’escape his tempter’? We have already seen that Royce
started by paying respect to Bunyan’s genius and strength and referred to the
’most instructive kind of self-discipline’ which overcame his malady. In fact
he did not, as one might have expected, argue that what delivered Bunyan
was his thinking, his analysis or his writing. The cure for the malady of morbid
insistent impulses, according to Cowles, requires that the patient is brought
’into some wholly new relation to his environment’; ’novel, and profoundly
different life is forced upon him’ and ’the old cares and temptations are set
aside by the fresh experiences given through the new environment’. Some
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.

day, the old enemy will come back, but the patient will have become,
meanwhile, another man, and the whole system of his formerly insistent
opponents will have broken up (Royce, 1894: 231). How did this happen in
Bunyan’s case? The crowning temptation is that of Judas, to sell Christ. This
is precisely what the tempter proposed to Bunyan again and again, who
eventually, and after an exhausting conflict, succumbed, even though only in
his thoughts. According to Royce, the tempter won and yet lost. The result
in Bunyan was a period of a deep despair, or ’secondary melancholic
depression’ (p. 234). This left his reasoning powers intact but turned his
thoughts away from scruples and concerns about being one of the elect, thus
forestalling the relevant morbid insistent impulses. In other words, it was the
acceptance of his fate which saved Bunyan. According to Cowles then, it was
religious persistence and dialectic skill which led him into a psychological
malady, and it was exceptional acceptance of his damnation which cured
him. The point of Gr-ace Abounding as Bunyan wrote it was, of course, that
despite all his efforts young Bunyan lost his struggle (as we all must) and
only Grace can save us (or some of us).
Cowles stressed that his patient M. had no true hallucinations resulting
from her illness (Cowles, 1888). Royce similarly denied that Bunyan
experienced true hallucinations. He rejected Taine’s contention that he
suffered from delirium of hallucinations.
At last, perhaps after days, in the later stages of his malady after months,
of conflict, some decisive word would come to mind, would more or less
irresistibly ’dart’ into his soul , would even half seem to be spoken within
him (a few times with the force of a pseudo-hallucination, and only once
or twice with almost complete hallucinatory vigour). (Royce, 1894: 136)

How did Royce distinguish
He quoted Bunyan:

pseudo-hallucinations from

true

hallucinations?

I was much followed by this scripture, Sinzon, Simon, Satan hath desired to
have you. And sometimes it would sound so loud within me, yea, and as it
were call so strongly after me, that once above all the rest, I turned my
head over my shoulder, thinking wearily that some Man had, behind me
called to me; being at a very great distance, methought he called so loud.
(p. 75-6, italics as original)

heard a voice, and thought that somebody called him. He
checks but discovers this was not so. For Royce this does not count as a true
hallucination, but as a pseudo-hallucination. Merely hearing a voice when
nobody speaks is not enough, but being taken in by such experience is: ’The
hallucination or the delusion gives one pathologically falsified environment,
and then one’s adjustment objectively fails, because one knows not rightly
the truth to which one ought to be adjusted.’ (p. 147). So when does Royce
consider an experience to be an auditory pseudo-hallucination? 16 Bunyan’s

Bunyan clearly
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had

a clear auditory aspect and Bunyan acted on it as he would when
somebody spoke to him. If hearing a voice is to be a true hallucination it has
to be experienced as coming from an ordinary speaker in the mundane
world. Bunyan considers this possibility and rejects it, but he does not decide
that he only imagined the voice. Instead he assigns the voice supernatural
status. Royce considers this to be ’culturally appropriate’ and not a delusional
elaboration. He thereby excludes the presence of true hallucinations which
would imply brain degeneration.
Unlike Taine, then, Royce uses Bunyan’s case to make a conceptual
modification to the language of psychiatry. Drawing on Cowles, Bunyan’s
problems are explained in terms of insistent ideas, not in terms of fixed ideas,
which at that time were typically taken to result from congenital mental
weakness. Insistent ideas are not necessarily abnormal, and even when they
are, they do not express a hereditary condition. The paper on Bunyan
describes a case of a psychogenic mental illness, analysing its stages and the
mechanism by which the illness progresses. This mechanism consists in
systematization of insistent ideas which involve the focus of thought on these
ideas. The cure, certainly in Bunyan’s case, is not achieved through
reasoning, but it arises from resignation bordering on despair, induced by
following the reasoning to its logical culmination. The case demonstrates in
concrete terms that both the origins and the cure of mental illness can be
psychological.

END NOTES
1. Like the other four accounts, Bunyan’s autobiography is retrospective. The events it refers to
took place in the period 1649-55. The book was published in 1666 and written during his first
period of imprisonment (1661-6). He is therefore looking at his childhood and youth from
prison, and now sees these differently.
2. We mean pragmatics in the sense the term is used in studies of language; for the definition see

Levinson (1983).
3. The selection of materials was guided by the following considerations. Bunyan was chosen as a
case because his life has been subject to comment over an extended period of time and his own
autobiography is available. The comments on him by William James and Pierre Janet are well
known. The work of Taine, Royce and Cowles was included because it had been used by James
and Janet at the time in their arguments. In other words, Taine, Royce and Cowles were
significant figures in psychology then, and so their work needs to be considered now, even
though the individuals themselves are relatively unknown in psychiatry.
4. We should bear in mind that ’genre’ is a contemporary concept, and that there are dangers in
projecting it into the past. There are the same pitfalls in doing ’retrospective literary analysis’ as
in doing ’retrospective psychiatry’.
5. For this comment, we are grateful to an anonymous referee of this paper.
6. The extracts in this and the following sections are from Grace Abounding. All italics in the
extracts are

Bunyan’s.

say that Bunyan could not have himself thought of his experiences in terms of
The discourse of insanity was available in his time, and there were many disputes
about what ’spiritual’ experiences signified in particular cases: insanity or spiritual callings (see
James, 1995; Schmidt, 2000, Smith, 1989: 56-7). The point is that Bunyan did not consider
madness in Grace Abounding, except in one place.
8. Did Bunyan actually hear the voice berating him? There is a controversy whether to take his
7. This is

not to

insanity.
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9.

10.

11.

12.
13.

14.
15.

16.

’confessions of experiences’ as records of actual experiences. Grace Abounding and other writing
in its genre are nowadays seen as ’works of imagination’ (see Batson, 1984; Smith, 1989).
Stachniewski and Pacheco (1998), however, argued cogently that Bunyan would not have
made up his experiences - they were after all the words of the divine and his calling. On this
argument, in fact, Bunyan’s accounts of his spiritual experiences are to be treated as more
reliable that those of everyday happenings. From our point of view the only fact that matters is
that all the authors whose work we analysed here assumed the phenomenal accuracy of these
reports.
The word ’passivity’ is used here with its everyday meaning. There is no suggestion on our part
that Bunyan’s was the kind of passivity nowadays associated with schizophrenia in so-called
’passivity experiences’. Such retrospective diagnosis would clearly be beyond our remit.
Taine (1828-93) is nowadays mainly known as a social commentator, writer and literary
historian, rather than as a psychologist. He is known for his ardent anticlerical views and his
stress on physiological rather than religious explanations of ’spiritual visions.’ He was, however,
by no means a negligible influence in psychology in his time (Wozniak, 1999). His recently
republished book On Intelligence helped the emergence of modern psychology in France. He
affected the thought and work of Theodule Ribot, Alfred Binet and Pierre Janet, and his theory
of hallucinations was particularly important. Taine drew Royce’s attention to particular
passages in Grace Abounding, and Janet’s analysis he affected directly and through Royce. His
influence documents the ’interdisciplinary nature’ of nascent psychological medicine.
Felida X was a patient of Dr Azam. Her original diagnosis in 1858 was hysteria, revised in
1875 to ’doubling of consciousness’. Her case was particularly important at the time because
she developed her condition without being hypnotized.
Taine, however, does not use the expression literally; the description is modified by ’as it were’.
Josiah Royce (1855-1916) was an American idealist philosopher and an educationalist, whose
best known works include The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (1892), The World and the Individual
(1900-1), The Philosophy of Loyalty (1908), and Lectures on Modern Idealism (1919). He studied
in Germany and at Johns Hopkins University and spent much of his career as Professor of
Philosophy at Harvard University. His work most pertinent to psychology and psychiatry was
conducted in the 1890s and was on self, consciousness and their anomalies, and on the
relationship between the individual and the society.
Edward Cowles, MD (1837-1919) was a Professor of Mental Diseases at Dartmouth Medical
College, and a Medical Superintendent at the McLean Asylum, Somerville, Massachussetts.
According to Royce the incongruity may be expressed simply in hesitation, resulting in quasimelancholic behaviour patterns. Royce lists several reasons for the persistence, but since he
considers that these may vary widely he does not attempt to delimit them.
Royce wrote: ’This pseudo-hallucination of hearing, secondary, be it noted, to the now
frequent and insistent automatic motor process of internal speech, whereby Bunyan obviously
found such texts forced upon his attention, concluded this special episode, and this particular
text, as he expressly tells us came no more. Hallucinations of hearing form no part of this case
in any but secondary, transient, and "borderland" form - a fact of course, which has to be
clearly borne in mind in estimating the phenomena. Later reflection, of a sort perfectly normal
on Bunyan’s presuppositions, convinced him afterwards that this visitation was a heavenly
warning that "a cloud and a storm" were coming down upon him’ (Royce, 1894: 140-1).
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