
BEYOND PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPHERES 

Another look at Women 
in Baptist History ami Historiography 

With the advent of women's studies, attention has been given to the need for 
historical accounts of the contributions of women! Increasingly, church historians 
have focused on specialised studies of women, though, with few exceptions, they have 
been slow to respond to the call to include women as prominent figures in the overall 
story of the church.2 Baptist historians, in particular, have appeared highly reticent 
to write a. gender-inclusive history of the denomination. While some attention has 
been given to contributions of women, our Baptist foremothers have continued to 
receive far less attention than our forefathers. 

An obvious and often cited reason for the non-inclusion of women in general 
histories of the Baptists is that Baptist history has been 'written by men about men'.s 
That fact, combined with the recognition that women are mentioned infrequently in 
church books and records (except in the case of accounts of church discipline), has 
led some Baptists to adopt what Elise Boulding has called the 'women as victim' 
theory.4 That is to say, many have concluded that the lack of information in church 
sources and the absence of women in the overall Baptist story reflects the way women 
have consistently been the 'victims' of male domination within the denomination, and 
hence excluded from leadership and decision-making processes within Baptist life. 

In the light of Baptist ecclesiology which places emphasis on the church as a 
'covenant community' of faith where each member (male and female) shares in duties 
and privileges of church membership, it seems astounding that historians have had 
so little to say about the participation of women in Baptist life. No one who has 
studied Baptist history, however, could deny that historical research, like almost every 
domain within denominational structures, has been male-dominated. Yet, perhaps the 
problem is not simply that history has been written by men, but that those who have 
written our denominational history have yet to find sources for the study which will 
enable a broader and fuller exploration of women in Baptist life. 

WOMEN AND BAPTIST HISTORIOGRAPHY 

In his article, 'The Task of the Baptist Historian', and again in the beginning chapter 
of his book, The English Baptists of the Seventeenth Century, B.R. White points to 
some of the difficulties, as well as benefits, of studying denominational history. 
White is aware that there is a temptation for historians, and perhaps especially 
denominational historians, to become 'too closely caught up in their own p'ersonal or 
partisan enthusiasms' to discern clearly the denominational story.5. While 
acknowledging the accomplishments of early historians, White insists that there is 'the 
need for much more investigation "in depth" by Baptist historians of their total 
heritage.'6 . 

White's analysis of the work of early historians is accurate as far as it goes. 
However, he fails to point out that from the beginning, Baptist historians have not 
only shared particular biases and sometimes written with a particular agenda in mina, 
but they have also failed to give a story of the whole denomination. None of the 
early Baptist historians attempted to describe in any detail the contribution of women 
to the life and faith of Baptists. 

Even a cursory examination of several of the early written histories leaves little 
doubt that Baptist history has been viewed from a male vantage point. For instance, 
in The History of English Baptists (4 volumes, 1738-40) ThomasCrosby, the first 
Baptist historian to publish a· completed work, included biographical sketches of 
Baptist leaders, who had been 'noted for their piety, learning and usefulness,.7 
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Crosby's biographical accounts are mainly about pastors and no doubt intended to 
inspire others, though his account of men of 'piety, learning and usefulness' alone 
would lead one to believe that there were few women or even laymen to stand for 
Baptist principles! 

Likewise, Joseph Ivimey pointed to the value of biograp!ly in A History of the 
English Baptists (1811-30). While he did not completely exclude women in his 
account, like Crosby, Ivimey tended to focus primarily on the contribution·of pastors 
to Baptist life. Women only seem to find a place in the story when they have made 
a 'notable' achievement, such as Anne Steele's8 contribution to English hymnody. 
Likewise, some who drew public attention for seemingly. inappropriate behaviour 
merited mention by Ivimey. Anne Dutton,9for instance, who raised the ire and 
hackles of more than a few men with her writings and correspondence from Great 
Gransden, Huntingdonshire, as well as Elizabeth Ginn,IO who was dismissed from the 
Maze Pond Church in London, were included in Ivimey's account.ll 

No general overview of Baptists will include everyone. There is little doubt, 
however, that too often denominational history has been written by men, about men, 
and by appearance, one might conclude, for men. Yet, in fairness to early historians 
perhaps it should be noted that the exclusion of women was not entirely due to a male 
bias, but at least in part to a ministerial bias. That is to say, it appears that early 
histories were written by focusing on contributions of significant pastors and leaders 
rather than on church members. Hence, in addition to the exclusion of women, many 
male church members were likewise omitted from the Baptist story. 

The tendency to write Baptist history by focusing primarily on pastors within 
the denomination was rejected by twentieth-century historian, W. T. Whitley. 'In 
ecclesiastical history,' wrote Whitley, 'ministers are not the only men who count ... 
Baptists beyond others, are especially pledged to recognise and to utilise the 
priesthood of all believers.,l2 Whitley included a number of women in his A History 
of British Baptists and did more than any British Baptist historian before him to open 
the way for a broader interpretation of Baptist history. 

Whitley's recognition of the need to write history without a bias toward 
ministerial contributions was a step toward recognising the need to correct a gender 
bias in denominational history as well. Whitley's work was limited, of course, by his 
own approach to denominational studies. While he rejected a history which re(lected 
a ministerial bias, he continued to some degree to reflect an institutional bias. That 
is to say, his history of Baptist life was, in the main, an institutional history. He 
wrote of the growth of the denomination and any contributions of men or women 
were viewed from the perspective of denominational or institutional boundaries. 
Hence, women )Vere mentioned by Whitley primarily when they made a contribution 
to missions or featured in some other gender-appropriate role within denominational 
structures. . .. 

The most recent single-volume history of Baptists is by Southern Baptist 
historian, Leon McBeth. Since he is the only person to date to attempt to write a 
history of women in Baptist life, one would expect to find women included 
throughout his book, The Baptist Heritage. McBeth has been sharply criticised, 
however, for his failure to include women in any significant way in the overall 
story. IS An early advocate for women in Baptist life, he has consistently called for 
historians to explore the history of women in the church. Hence, it is surprising that 
he too tends to give women a relatively minor place in the Baptist story. 

McBeth, like other historians, has largely written 'institutional' history, and he 
describes the growth and development in Baptist life largely in terms of changing 
denominational structures. Since the structures have been male-dominated, one might 
expect to find women mentioned only· when they have managed to find recognition 
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within denominational structures, primarily in missionary endeavours. . 
. McBeth's single-volume Women in Baptist Life provides another example of 

this type of approach to Baptist studies. While seemingly exploring women in Baptist 
life, his overarching goal is to prove that women have always been involved in 
ministry in a formal way in Baptist churches. This study is not, as the title suggests, 
a history of Baptist women, but a history of the institutional involvement of women 
(primarily Southern Baptist women) in the denomination. His approach is faulty in 
that he tends to view women from a particular gender-biased institutional 
perspective, and hence their contributions are visible only when they occur in the 
male-dominated structures. Moreover, it is an approach which overlooks women of 
other ethnic or minority groups who have been excluded from access to positions of 
prominence or leadership roles in denominational life. 

In addition to the work by McBeth, in recent years a number of articles have 
been written on women in Baptist life though, on the whole, these too appear to focus 
on the issue of women in leadership roles or women who made particular 
contributions to the institutions of Baptist life. In 1986, for instance, one entire issue 
of the Baptist Quarterly focused on women in Baptist life. Notably, one article by 
British historian, J. H. Y. Briggs, entitled, 'She Preachers, Widows and Other Women: 
The feminine dimension in Baptist life since 1600', attempts to give an historical 
overview of contributions women have made to Baptist life, though it would appear 
that at times he ·attempts to draw assumptions on somewhat scanty and insufficient 
evidence.14 For example, describing the role of women in Baptist circles, he claims 
that 'in practice there is evidence of women exercising considerable gifts of 
leadership in the churches.,16 As 'evidence', however, he cites the well-known 
women in the Broadmead church at Bristol. Although Briggs leaves the impression 
that their example was normative, there is no evidence that this church was typical 
of· the Baptist .churches during the period. While Briggs is to be credited with an 
admirable attempt to recognise the place of women in British Baptist denominational 
history, the fact that he traces three hundred and eight-six years of the 'feminine 
dimension of women in Baptist life' in a mere fifteen pages speaks of the need for 
more careful and painstaking research. 

Articles like those by Briggs and McBeth have opened the way for the study of 
Baptist women in Britain and America. As William Brackney points out in his recent 
work, The Baptists, however, within the Baptist family around the world there has 
been far too little attention to the role and contribution of women.16 Significantly, 
in his book, Brackney attempts to recover the story of Baptist women in exactly the 
way that historians Crosby and Ivimey began to tell the story of English Baptists in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. He devotes a large section of his book to 
biographical sketches of Baptist figures and includes the stories of a number of 
women. . 

Brackney is not the first, of course, to provide biographical sketches of women 
in Baptist life. In 1955 A. S. Clement, a British Baptist, edited a small volume 

. entitled, Great Baptist Women. It was a companion volume to another small book 
about Baptist men, entitled, Baptists Who Made History. Both were published in the 
year of the Jubilee Congress of the Baptist World Alliance and were intended, in 
Clement's words, to 'stimulate interest in Baptist History and also inspire other 
women (and men too) to loyal and devoted service to their Lord - and ours.,17 To his 
credit, Clement recognised that the women selected for inclusion in the volume were 
not wholly representative of women in the denomination, since he apologised for the 
'undue proportion of space given to women who rendered distinguished services in 
overseas mission work'. IS Significantly, though, Clement pointed out that from 'the 
beginning the mission field provided women with opportunities for leadership in the 
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church ... the which seizing, they have been able to develop the talents God gave 
them.,b -

Other biographical accounts of women which largely focus on women and 
missions could be added to the sketches provided by Clement. These too are a 
reminder that the story of women in Baptist life has largely been viewed and 
described by those who approached Baptist studies within a particular institutional 
framework. Brackney is correct in pointing to the need for biography, but there is 
a need for critical biography which seeks to explore the life and thought of Baptist 
men and women apart from institutional expectations. 

In addition to critical biographies, Baptists also need to attempt to find ways 
to enlarge the picture of Baptist life provided by a strictly 'institutional' approach to 
history. One way of doing this would be by attempting more local and regional 
histories.2o The value of regional studies was pointed out by Ernest Payne some years 
ago in the preface to his volume, The Baptists of Berkshire. Recalling comments by 
W. T. Whitley on the need for county and regional studies in Britain, Payne urged 
Baptist historians to consider the need to study Baptists more closely by smaller 
regions. Payne pointed to the value of regional story for Baptists as a whole, though 
it may also be noted that more focused studies of specific areas would allow for a 
better understanding of women. 

If women, as well as men, are to be included in a serious and scholarly retelling 
of the Baptist story, it is imperative that historians begin to focus attention on 
regional studies and critical biography. Given the dearth of information in church 
histories and, indeed, in the church minutes of most Baptist congregations, many 
historians may argue that information about the role of women in Baptist life is 
simply not available. Others may argue that women have not been significantly 
involved in Baptist life or that because history has been written by men and about 
men there is insufficient evidence to draw an analysis of the role women have played. 
Yet, perhaps the problem is not simply the lack of sources, but the type of sources 
which have been examined. 

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE RELIGION-AND THE PROBLEM OF SOURCES 

In her formative essays on women in the Renaissance, Joan Kelly called on historians 
to take into account a number of factors when considering women and history: 
(1) the regulation of female sexuality as compared with male sexuality; (2) women's 
economic and political roles, i.e. the work they performed as compared with men and 
their access to property, political power, and the education and training needed for 
work,property and power; (3) the cultural roles of women in shaping the outlook of 
their society and access to the education and/or institutions necessary for this; 
(4) ideology about women, in particular the sex;'role system displayed or advocated 
in the symbolic products of the society, its art, literature and philosophy.21 Any 
attempt to address these concerns, in Kelly's opinion, calls attention to the need for 
an awareness of women's roles in both public a~d private spheres. 

Those writing after Kelly have continued to explore the roles of women in 
public and private spheres, though some have called into question any assumption that 
the boundaries of private spheres and public spheres have ever been rigid. Instead, 
historians, such as Diane Willen, have argued that in some cases women moved 
beyond the private into the public sphere, 'albeit in ways that did not call into 
question or threaten the traditional patriarchy or hierarchy.,22 --

The idea of exploring the role of women in public and private spheres may be 
particularly helpful for the study of women in Baptist life. Here the public sphere 
may be broadly identified with the 'institutional' life of the church. This would 
include meetings of local churches, associations, state or national bodies, as well-as 
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associated auxiliary bodies. It follows, then, that meri who have written 'institutional 
history' have largely focused on the public sphere. Their primary sources for 
studying Baptist life have been the 'official' records of local churches and 
associations. These records were usually kept by a male member of the congregation 
and women were mentioned only when they joined the church, transferred their 
membership, or, as sometimes happened, faced the censure of the congregation when 
they were disciplined for misconduct. 

Since it has been customary for the religious activity of women to be perceived 
as belonging to the private sphere, it is not surprising that little information can be 
found in these official 'institutional' records. The problem, however, is not that the 
records were kept by a male member of the congregation, as is sometimes supposed, 
but that they were records which described life in the 'public' sphere. There are 
examples, of course, such as the few which Briggspointed to in his article on 'She 
Preachers, Widows and Other Women', which seem to highlight the fact that women 
held leadership roles in the church. Instead of arguing that these prove that women 
held leadership roles in the public sphere (which again seems to be a way of looking 
at women only from the dominant-male, 'institutional perspective'), perhaps it would 
be possible to say that they are examples of instances when women managed to find 
ways to enter the public sphere without threatening the male hierarchy within the 
structures of Baptist life. 

SOURCES FOR THE STUDY OF BAPTIST WOMEN 

If Baptist historians are to include women in the denominational story, it is 
imperative that they begin to look for new sources which point to the ways (albeit, 
considered gender-appropriate and non-threatening to male patriarchy), by which 
women were able to cross over the boundaries from private to public spheres. There 
are a number of sources which might prove helpful. 

. For many years historians have noted the value of diaries arid journals.23 

Scholars undertaking Puritan studies, for instance, have found that journals provide 
much insight into spirituality and devotion.24 Given the Puritan/Separatist roots of 
Baptists, not surprisingly, there are examples of some Baptists who kept diaries and 
journals. Sermon diaries were particularly common during the eighteenth century 
among Baptists who were literate.26 These journals will often include comments on 
the sermon or references to ministers or church meetings.26 However, there are other 
personal journals which may offer the historian insight into spirituality and devotion, 
as well as giving a qarticular perspective on life within the 'public' sphere or the 
community of faith. 7 . . 

In addition to journals, Baptist historians wishing to focus on critical 
biographies or regional studies will discover that personal papers and correspondence 
enable one to explore participation in the life of a community of faith and often give 
perspectives on theology and devotion. Some attention has been given to 
correspondence of· missionaries in Baptist life but, as already noted, these have 
generally been studies made from the vantage point of writing 'institutional' history 
and exploring contributions mainly within the 'public' sphere. 

One of the most· useful sources for the study of Baptist women may be the 
exploration of different types of literature.28 For instance, although Baptist historians 
have recognised the way A. C. Day ton's novel, Theodosia Ernest. or the Heroine of 
Faith (1865), was used to spread the ideas reflected in Landmarkism among Southern 
Baptists in America, little has been done to explore the impact of fiction on Baptist 
life. Yet, novels may represent one way that women moved beyond the private to the 
public sphere in Baptist life. While an invaluable source for study, historians will 
realise the need to approach a study of literature with some caution. Literature may 
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often indicate the way women were portrayed or wished to be portrayed. That is, 
fictional accounts offer impressions of the perceived role of Baptist women, or at 
least what they wanted it to be, or perhaps thought it should be. 

Susan H. Lindley has pointed to the value of studying novels in her article, 
'Women and the Social Gospel Novel'. While they are not factual accounts of church 
life, as Lindley points out, (1) novels may.offer historians a way of exploring less 
'professional' theological aspects of the Social Gospel movement; (2) novels may offer 
insight into roles of women (for even male authors found it difficult to write a story 
without women figures); (3) novels were 'didactic' and provide insight into .a 
particular set of values and course of action; (4) since it was socially acceptable for 
women to write novels, they point to ways that women moved beyond the private 
sphere and offer insight into women's perceptions of religious experience.29 

Poetry and hymnody also provide interesting sources for the study of women.30 

Some attention has been given to Baptist women hymnwriters, but much more needs 
to be done if their contribution to theology and devotion is to be realised. Hymnody 
is an excellent example of the way women were able to cross over from the private 
to the public sphere without threatening the male patriarchy. Though often barred 
from the pulpit, it was considered gender appropriate for women to compose verse 
to be sung by members of the congregation. Hymnody was a means through which 
believers could give expression to the personal dimension of faith in public worship3! 
and it became a way for women to preach the Gospe1.32 

CONCLUSIONS 

In an article entitled 'History: Too Much Or Too Little?', Ernest Payne noted that one 
woman, a Mrs lames,33 was listed as a member of the Baptist Historical Society of 
Great Britain when it was formed in 1908. The next year, however, he said her name 
was replaced in the list of members with her husband's name. Payne mused: 

Had she strayed by accident or design into the meeting of the 
Historical Society on April 30th, 1908? Or was it afterwards felt 
unbecoming for her tobe the only woman in an otherwise male 
society, or alternatively, unfitting for the society to have on its roll 
a member of the sex not at that time ~ranted the vote? Was it 
simply a printer's error? Who can tell? ~ .. . . 

Today women are no longer excluded from our historical society meetings. Yet, they 
continue to be largely excluded from the pages of our histories. It is imperative· that 
historians begin to focus on critical biography as well as local and regional history in 
order to gain a better perspective on women in Baptist life. 

... It is no longer enough to say that the story of women in the denomination has 
been told by men and about men. It is time to search for new sources, to examine 
other sources which will enable historians to move beyond public and private spheres. 
No longer is it possible to tell the story of Baptists in terms of pastors or institutional 
leaders. Historians must search for sources which will· portray a wider picture of 
Baptist life, one including all Baptists, men, women, and children, as well as minority 
groups within Baptist life.36 . 

Church records, df course, are important to any understanding of Baptist life. 
Yet, to look only at church books and records provides a denominational history 
which reflects the public, male-dominated, institutional life of the denomination 
alone. Moreover, it perpetuates a false dichotomy between public and private spheres 
in religiousJife. To have a better understanding of women in Baptist life, historians 
must see that, while the perception of women's roles in Baptist life have been viewed 
as belonging to the private sphere, women were actively involved in the life of the 
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church and found ways to give public expression to their faith, though in ways that 
did not challenge male patriarchy. 

In 1946 the American historian, Mary Beard, wrote that women have been a 
force in making all of history and should be included in historical accounts.36 

Women have been a vital force in Baptist life. However, to tell the story of Baptist 
women is not a matter of trying to include women in the historical account, but it is 
to tell the story of Bll}'tist life more fully. Without their story, we do not have the 
story of Baptist life.3 . . 
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B. Hall, Humanists and Protestants, 1500-1900, T. & T. Clark, 1990, 380pp, £12-95 

Successive generations of students at Cambridge and Manchester have reason to be 
thankful to Basil Hall for his succinct and perceptive lectures on Reformation themes. 
That interest remains the heart, of this volume of his collected essays. Starting with 
the importance of Biblical Humanism, Hall presents two lengthy evaluations of the 
contributions of the early Spanish reformer, Cardinal Ximenez of Toledo inspired t,he 
production of the Complutensian Bible which set down purified Greek, Latin and 
Hebrew texts of the scriptures, before the Inquisition put such activities under threat. 
Erasmus, Dutch promoter of that same trilingual scholarship so crucial to Biblical 
Humanism, sought to apply his un-scholastic 'philosophia Christi' to the practical 
reform of the church. 

The Reformation itself is here approached through Hall's study of 'The 
Reformation City' (which amongst other' things puts the Munster episode in the 
context of other urban responses to reformation teaching); Bucer's concept of 
Diakonia; the lost hopes of the Colloquies of Christendom in the critical years 
between 1539 and 1541, one of history's great 'might have beens" seen here as a 
prelude to the establishment of the Joint Committee of the WCC and the Secretariat 
for Unity; the life of the wandering Polish Reformer, John a Lasco, and his resistance 
to credalism; and the inconsequential history of Lutheranism in England which had 
pretty well run its day by the end of the sixteenth century. 

Three further essays take us into the seventeenth century: the first enters the 
minefields of definitions of puritanism, robustly attacking the generalisations of 
general historians hitting out at Trevelyan, Tawney and Hill, though the ecclesiastical 
historians, H. C. Porter, Patrick Collinson and Richard Greaves, scarcely fare better, 
w}lereas S. R. Gardiner of an older generation receives high praise. Hall's remedy is 
an etymological trail through seventeenth-century usage which, referring to both John 
Robinson and Thomas Helwys, properly distinguishes separatist from puritan in the 
period 1570-1640, and argues against the use of the general term Puritan in the 
period thereafter. This naturally leads into contrasting studies of Defoe and Swift as 
dissenter and churchman, both of whom it is argued perpetuated the 'reverent 
scepticism' of Erasmus. 

The last essay is a SO-page' study of Alessandro Gavazzi, a priest of, the 
Risorgimento, and chaplain to Garibaldi's forces, who was driven by Pionono's 
desertion of the revolution and the rising tides of ultramontanism to desert his 
Catholic faith and found his Free Church of Italy. In Gavazzi's life the religious 
aspirations embraced by the risorgimento are made clear, but his Free Church of 
Italy, Erasmian as much as reformed, never became ,the force he hoped for within a 
united Italy, and after 1905 merged into Methodism which itself was to unite with the 
Waldensians, the most ancient heralds of the evangelical faith of Italy. 

JHYB 

87 


