Methodism and Madness in 18th century England and America. Different ways of surviving distress: Enthusiasm and Religious Melancholy, and the birth of the survivor movement. A talk to be delivered to the Survivors History Group by Andrew Roberts at Wesley's Chapel on 24.10.2018.PRIVATE 

I want to focus my talk on two books: 

Power Writers and the struggle against slavery. Celebrating five African writers who came to the East End of London in the 18th century (2005), a collection of articles by members of the Tower Hamlets African and Caribbean Mental Health Organisation (THACMHO) and

Primitive Physic: or An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases (1747)  by John Wesley, one of the founders and leaders of the Methodists. 

At least three of the five power writers were also Methodists. Methodists were part of an emotional movement in religion that was called enthusiasm. The first wave of enthusiasm, in 17th century England, is associated with Quakers and others who, in the words of Christopher Hill (1972), "turned the world upside down" during the period of the civil war. The second wave, in the 18th century, is called the evangelical revival, and was led by highly emotional and charismatic ministers of the Church of England like Charles Wesley, who wrote hymns for the movement, George Whitefield, a celebrity preacher in England and America, and John Wesley, who preached to crowds of thousands in the open air.

The evangelicals preached that human beings live under the threat of burning for ever in hell or living for ever in heaven, depending on their response to the love of God. They sought "conviction of sin" in their hearers and promised emotional peace, now and forever, to those who converted to their way of thought. In the personal lives of Charles and John Wesley conviction of sin, in 1738, was followed by "heart warming experiences". In one of the hymns celebrating his conversion, Charles Wesley wrote of himself as "A slave redeemed from death and sin, a brand plucked from eternal fire". "A child of wrath and hell", he 

was now "a child of God" who felt his sins forgiven in a foretaste of heaven.

The imagery of slavery should not be missed. George Whitefield supported slavery, the Wesley's did not, but Jessica Parr's thesis Inventing George Whitefield: Celebrity and the making of a religious icon (2012) points out that the liberation imagery inspired black Americans fighting against slavery, including three of the Power Writers identified in THACMHO's book.

Power Writers are people who change our perception of issues through their writing. THACMHO's Power Writers change our perception of people of African descent and of slavery. There are also Power Writers in the 17th, 18th and early 19th century who change our perception of what it is to suffer distress of mind, or madness, and how these relate to being confined in madhouses or being treated by medicine or being convicted of sin and saved. The history of the survivor movement before the Alleged Lunatic's Friend Society of 1845 can be traced through its power writers.  From the internment of Reverend George Trosse in 1656 to 1845, these survivor Power Writers are strongly associated with episodes of religious enthusiasm. 
John Marrant is both a black power writer, whose story is outlined by Beverley Clarke in the THACMHO book and a survivor writer, whose experience of being converted by Methodists in America can be read in his own A Narrative of the Lord's Wonderful Dealings with John Marrant, a Black (1785). Marrant was a free black man born in America in 1755 who died in England in 1791. His portrait in clerical dress, published in 1795, describes him as "preaching amongst Methodists in England etc". He was also a Methodist preacher in America. His writings were amongst the most widely read of black authors at the time. They describe his life as a spiritual journey, but it could also be described as a journey through mental distress and madness.

In his early teens, John Marrant was a talented but unruly musician. He was challenged to disrupt the preaching of a "crazy" Methodist by blowing his horn in the meeting. But the preacher fixed on him and convicted him of his sin. John was "struck to the ground, and lay both speechless and senseless near half an hour". Coming round, he thought he "saw the devil on every side". He was removed to the vestry to recover and the preacher told him "Jesus Christ has got thee at last". Severely distressed, John returned to his sister's home and she called doctors to help him. He wanted help from a Methodist minister, but when he called John seemed to get even more distressed. After a long painful struggle in prayer, however, John's "sorrows were turned into peace, and joy, and love". This experience of peace was not sustained and at one time John was thinking of killing himself. He fled to the wilderness and lived a life of spiritual communion with God, supported by fasting, alternating with periods of desperation. Rescued by an Indian, he was then threatened with execution but, surviving this threat, he lived with the Indians for two years before returning to his family.

John Wesley's London base was in Moorfields, the open space north of the City of London. To the south was Bethlem, the City asylum where lunatics were on public display. Wesley and James Monro, the physician to Bethlem, were in conflict over how those convicted of sin should be treated when severely distressed. On Friday 21.9.1739, Wesley wrote in his journal: 


"Another of Dr. Monro's patients came to desire my advice. I found no reason to 
believe she had been any otherwise mad than every one is, who is deeply convinced of 
sin. And I cannot doubt, but if she will trust in the living God, he will give 'medicine 
to heal her sickness'".

The year afterwards another entry tells the story of a Peter Shaw who was treated as mad by both the minister whose preaching convicted him of sin and by Dr Monro. Apparently, Monro and the minister had an established practice of working together. Wesley writes that the doctor spent six weeks vainly trying to cure Peter by bleeding and blistering (at home) but when Peter was "so weak he could not stand alone, his mother dismissed the doctor and apothecary, and let him be 'beside himself' in peace."

Shortly afterwards, Wesley's mother wrote to John about Mr McCune, who Monro had sent to a madhouse. On being sent  Mr McCune cried "Lord, what a sin have I been guilty of" and asked God for mercy and pardon. Wesley's mother thought this would be evidence to Monro of his madness, but to her it was "proof of his being in a right mind". 

These historical records show us that there were different ways of understanding mental distress and that those who suffered from it were active in the struggle to understand it and its significance. We might argue, with William Sargant in Battle for the Mind, A Physiology of Conversion and Brain Washing (1957), that the Methodist preachers were the cause of the distress, creating an unendurable tension in the minds of their listeners that could only be resolved by conversion. But from the Methodist point of view we have seen that the distress was the necessary knowledge of truth that was the pathway to peace. The medical approach  of treating distress by bleeding and blistering was rejected, but, unfortunately, peace of mind was not always the outcome of someone being convicted of sin.

In Primitive Physic: or An Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases, John Wesley prescribed an alternative medicine based on traditional cures. Spiritual and physical treatment could be combined. At the root of many diseases, Wesley argued, was passion. The remedy for this was the love of God, giving "joy and perfect calm, serenity, and tranquillity" to the mind. This could be assisted by one's way of life. Water should be drunk rather than alcohol. Exercise should be taken on an empty stomach. Cold bathing would prevent many diseases and would cure "raging madness". Mad people could be overawed by another's personality rather than having their head's blistered and their bodies weakened. Their shaved heads could be washed in vinegar or plunged under cold water. In addition, the newly discovered force of electricity could be used as a series of small shocks to the body, and John Wesley designed his own machine for generating shocks.

In the nineteen century Quakers and Methodists were active in he creation of the new asylums that sought to cure lunacy by moral management and we find the ideas expressed in Primitive Physic, of moral leadership combined with healthy living, present in the writings of the asylum doctors. The descendants of the enthusiasts became the new establishment. But at the same time, the enthusiasm of a religious revival led to the incarceration of John Perceval in a (Quaker) madhouse and from the written dialogue between John and his Quaker doctor emerged the organised survivor movement of the mid nineteenth century.

----------------------------------------------------------------

Documentation for my account will be found in Enthusiasm and Religious  Melancholy at http://studymore.org.uk/1655.htm
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