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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Uncertain Presents, Unstable Pasts: Rethinking History during the British Civil Wars, 1638 — 1660

My dissertation explores the way men and women thought about the past in the British
Isles and English Atlantic during the mid-seventeenth century. Historians such as Daniel Woolf
have argued that the period was central to “the emergence of a sense of the past as continuous
process and the establishment of the primacy of causal relationships between diachronically
contiguous or proximate events,” but the existing literature has provided only suggestive evidence
of this in nebulous, abstract terms. Though scholars have exhaustively detailed conceptions of the
past in the early years of the Stuart monarchy as well as in the post-Restoration period, little
systematic has been written about the mid-century years of war and interregnum. Drawing on
extensive archival research at libraries and archives in Ireland, the United Kingdom, and the United
States, the focused narratives at the center of my dissertation provide a concrete framework to
address this scholarly lacuna and to interrogate Woolf’s comments. Through these narratives, |
argue that a variety of developments during this period, such as the rise of serial printed news and
innovations in the recycling of pamphlet literature from earlier moments of crisis, led to a broad
reshaping of how individuals thought about history and their place in relation to it.

During the period, individuals at all levels of society developed a more coherent, causal
sense of the past. They began to archive and memorialize their present and relate the unique
historical moment in which they were living with the past in new ways. In my dissertation, these
developments are catalogued through an extensive analysis of how individuals read historical
works and other texts, drawing from methodologies of the history of the book and bibliography.
Alongside this overarching theme, | explore the ways the past entered into contemporary debates,
the way different factional groups drew on and molded the past, and how individuals developed
the intellectual tools to navigate an increasingly complicated media environment. | consider how
certain texts, and certain pasts, came to be read by different actors in wildly divergent ways.
Ultimately, my thesis outlines how individuals came to make sense of and rethink their
understanding of the past in a moment (similar to our own) when divergent representations of the
past were deployed by political and religious writers in vicious polemical battles. By exploring an
earlier instance in which the past was used for a variety of competing ends, | hope to make it
possible to better determine how these processes work and better understand their implications for
our own future.



