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A one-day conference entitled ‘Dissenters and Evangelicals’ was held at The Leeds Library on 6 April, 
2013. The event was part of an ongoing research project based at the University of Leeds and funded by 
the AHRC, which explores the relationship between creativity and community through a series of 
historical case studies from the period 1750 to 1830. One of the network’s main aims is to develop 
understanding of the genealogy of present-day cultural institutions; and therefore the Leeds Library was 
a particularly fitting venue for the event. Established in 1768, it is the oldest surviving subscription 
library of its type in the UK, boasting the dissenting scientist and literary writer, Joseph Priestley, as a 
founding subscriber, Secretary, and second President. Stephen Bygrave (University of Southampton) 
began proceedings with a discussion of the links and disjunctures between Priestley and Anna Letitia 
Barbauld’s modes of address; Les Woodcock (Priestley Society) introduced the polymath’s many 
scientific discoveries and innovations. Indeed, Priestley was a point of reference throughout the day due 
to his various and  numerous contributions to dissenting life. 

The conference investigated how creativity and religious dissent intersected in communal environments 
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. A mixture of established and early career researchers 
presented papers on several recognisable communities: the Aikin-Barbaulds; the Clapham Evangelicals; 
the Literary & Philosophical Societies; as well as the (re)imagining of community in the Biblical 
illustrations of William Blake. Of particular interest were the conclusions made from a comparison of 
the different dissenting communities;  in order to foster a communal religious conviction, individuals 
were encouraged to develop a self consciousness that influenced their behaviour. This was often carried 
out through accountability relationships, practicing confession between fellow members and/or with 
God. In fact, the survival of communities relied on these practices, for such communities were unstable 
and prone to scattering.  As a result, identification often came to be established in opposition to others, 
through persecution, or by those who were excluded. As Rachel Webster (University of Leeds) pointed 
out, maintaining a sense of distinctivenessness while disseminating ideas beyond a specific community 
often involved a difficult ‘balancing act’. 

Much discussion was focused on the definition of creativity, and the ways in which it might be 
considered as a process and as a model of exchange in whichideas were not only collaboratively 
conceived, but mutually produced. This also posed questions about who ‘owns’ or claims authorship for 
the final ‘product’. The collaborative ‘we’ could quickly become absorbed into a public ‘I’.  Print culture, 
including the formation of literary institutions discussed by Becky Bowd (University of Leeds), was the 
principal mode for disseminating the values of different communities: a process that we might 
understand as creative confluence, rather than influence. An understanding of imagination also has to be 
reconsidered in the light of religious conviction. Many of the dissenters presented to us did not ‘imagine’ 
community as a future, unattainable state, but strove to root it in ordinary, pious, habitual modes of 
meeting. Conversely, Naomi Billingsley’s (University of Manchester) paper suggested how Blake 
imagined spiritual community as creativity or artistic production. 

The workshop shaped its own ‘circumstance’ of creativity — to borrow a phrase from one of the 
speakers, Joanna Wharton (Univerity of York) — by drawing upon the thoughts of its diverse audience; 
it was made up of academics, postgraduate students, library members, and members of public. There 
were ample opportunities for questions and discussion and, as podcasts of the day will be made available 
online, the creative exchange can continue.      
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