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OR present-day readers, Roger Williams is easier to admire than many of his New England contemporaries. In
contrast to other members of the first generation of settlers
whose names are bywords for bigotry, Williams is hailed as a
prophet of tolerance; in contrast to neighbors who could imagine relations with Indians only in terms of conversion or violence, Williams is celebrated for his efforts to understand the
natives of America. Thus, a 1991 biography of Williams asserts
that while he “had no hand in writing the First Amendment,
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both of whom read more versions of this article than I care to remember.
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[he] “would have taken great pleasure in its guarantees.”1 In
the context of Euro-Indian relations, the ethnohistorian James
Axtell contends that Williams knew the Indians “better than
anyone else” and that he was among the first to suggest that
the “English had no monopoly on virtue,” even that Indians
were “more Christian than Christians.”2
These views of Williams as an open-minded intellectual are
supported by his two best-known works, A Key into the Language of America, an account of New England Indian language,
and The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution, a defense of religious
freedom. However, identifying Williams primarily in terms that
appeal to later generations can obscure his achievement in his
own time. Williams’s contribution was not simply that he espoused tolerance of racial and religious difference but that he
created a geographical space where those principles could be
put into action. Without an instrument of civil government for
Providence Plantations, Williams’s admirable opinions would
have found no means of expression. In this light, Williams’s
grandest historical achievement is not the Bloudy Tenent or the
Key but the 1644 patent he secured from Parliament, which
preserved the territory of Providence Plantations from a rival
claim made by Thomas Weld and Hugh Peter on behalf of
Massachusetts.
Williams traveled to London to make his case in person, and
the works he produced while there were central to his success.
Indeed, his mission is framed by the publication of the Key
in the fall of 1643, shortly after his arrival, and the Bloudy
Tenent in the summer of 1644, at the time of his departure. By
means of these texts, Williams forged connections between his
troubles in New England and England’s civil turmoil. The Key,
especially, was also a tour de force of translation that connected
the North American experience with the intellectual culture of
Revolutionary London.
1 Edwin Gaustad, Liberty of Conscience: Roger Williams in America (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1991), p. xi.
2 James Axtell, The European and the Indian (New York: Oxford University Press,
1981), pp. 135, 203.
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The Removes of Roger Williams
The west shore of the Atlantic was a turbulent place for Roger
Williams. Among the first wave of Puritan migrants traveling to
New England, he arrived in Boston with his wife on 9 February
1630/1.3 Despite his distinguished intellectual reputation, he
soon began to make enemies among Boston’s ministers and
magistrates. Boston’s settlers were building a church and they
solicited Williams to be their minister, but he rejected the call
because that congregation had not separated itself from the
Church of England.4 After a brief sojourn in Boston, Williams
moved to Salem. Members of the Salem church were more
in sympathy with his Separatist views, and they sought out
Williams as well. Salem was still part of the Bay Colony, however, and rebuffed Bostonians discouraged Salem from making the ministerial appointment. Sometime in 1631, Williams
moved to Plymouth, which was outside the precincts of the Bay
Colony and organized on rigidly Separatist principles.
In the fall of 1633, Williams returned to Salem. A variety
of controversies with Bay Colony authorities, most notably one
about a manuscript he wrote on Anglo-Indian relations, filled
his time. The manuscript does not survive, but the reaction of
John Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Company,
indicates that Williams attacked the very premise of the English colonial project. Specifically, he challenged the prevalent
English conviction that, because the American continent lay
beyond the pale of Christendom, the English sovereign had
the prerogative, with a mere stroke of his pen, to grant vast
tracts of it to his subjects.5
3 For specific dates in this section, I am indebted to Glenn LaFantasie’s “Roger
Williams Chronology,” in The Correspondence of Roger Williams, ed. LaFantasie,
2 vols. (Hanover, N.H.: Brown University Press/University Press of New England,
1988), 1:xcii.
4 Edwin Gaustad, Roger Williams (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 6–7.
This book appeared after I had completed the research for this article, but it is an
excellent introduction to Williams’s life and work for the general reader.
5 Consider, for example, the charter of the Massachusetts Bay Company. See The
Records of the Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay, ed. Nathaniel B.
Shurtleff, 5 vols. in 6 (Boston, 1853), 1:3. Here, as in other cases, Williams’s unconventional position on Indian affairs was dictated more by the mandates of his faith than by
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The Bay Colony magistrates called Williams before the General Court on 27 December 1633. Although they managed
to extract a promise from him not to repeat his scandalous
arguments, other conflicts between Williams and Bay Colony
leaders soon made coexistence untenable for both parties.6
Controversies followed about the need for women to wear
veils in church and the propriety of retaining St. George’s cross
in the flag of England (some deemed it a “relique of antichrist”
because it had been bestowed by the Pope). When Williams
faced the magistrates again in October 1635, at issue were two
letters he had written, one to the church at Salem and the other
to the churches of the Bay at large. He counseled his church
to separate from the churches of the colony, which, he complained, suffered persecutions from the magistrates. Thomas
Hooker’s admonitions to recant these assertions failed to move
Williams, and so on 9 October 1635, the General Court banished him.7 Williams, who had taken ill before his trial and
whose wife had just delivered their second child, was granted
a six-week stay of sentence under the condition that he cease
disseminating his blasphemous opinions. Williams apparently
persisted in his objectionable activities, and in January 1635/6,
the Bay Colony, dictating that he be immediately arrested and
transported to England, sent John Underhill to Salem to execute the judgment. Evidently warned by John Winthrop, among
others, of his impending arrest, Williams fled Salem, one step
ahead of his would-be captor.8
On 24 March 1637/8, Williams secured a deed for what
would become Providence Plantations from the Narragansett
sachems Miantonomo and Canonicus, who stated that they had

a sense of fair play for the Indians. Williams objected to this grant not simply because
it denigrated the humanity and sovereignty of Indians but because it depended on
the notion of “Christendom,” and for Williams, “the terms Christian and Christendom
could not properly be applied to a nation, since only the church actually consisted
of God’s chosen people” (W. Clark Gilpin, The Millenarian Piety of Roger Williams
[Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979], p. 41).
6 LaFantasie, Correspondence of Roger Williams, 1:14–16.
7 LaFantasie, Correspondence of Roger Williams, 1:16–21.
8 LaFantasie, Correspondence of Roger Williams, 1:22.
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conveyed to him “the lands and meadowes, upon the two fresh
rivers called Mooshawsuck and Wanassquatucket” and that they
“doe now by these presents, establish and confirm the bounds
of those lands, from the river and lands at Pautuckqut, the
great hill of Notquonckanet, on the northwest, and the town
of Maushapogue on the west.”9 On 27 July 1640, having previously apportioned the land he had purchased among those who
accompanied him on the shore of Narragansett Bay, Williams
joined with his fellow settlers in drawing up a civil compact.10
Both Plymouth and Massachusetts coveted the settlement and
its port, however, and some of Williams’s nervous neighbors
wanted to compound with one of those established, royally
sanctioned governments. In the face of mounting pressures on
his settlement, both from within and without, Williams sought
to secure an official warrant for his enterprise. In the spring of
1643, he sailed for London.
The port of Boston was, of course, closed to Williams. Because Providence was then a port of little account, Williams
was forced to journey overland to New Amsterdam to take
passage for England. In June 1643, he debarked in a London
that was preoccupied with civil war and the Solemn League and
Covenant, which was approved by Parliament on 25 September
of that year. Under the terms of the covenant, Scots Presbyterian soldiers would support the Parliamentarian side against
Charles I’s royalist forces; in return, the Parliamentary opponents pledged to place England under a Presbyterian ecclesiastical establishment. Because many in the Parliamentary
camp resisted the idea of any national church whatsoever, the
agreement generated considerable debate. Williams’s A Key
into the Language of America appeared on 7 September 1643
and his Mister Cotton’s Letter Examined, in response to Cotton’s A letter of Mr. John Cottons, teacher of the Church in
Boston in New-England, to Mr. Williams . . . of that same year,
on 5 February 1643/4.
9 Records of the Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, ed. John Russell
Bartlett, 10 vols. (Providence: n.p., 1856), 1:18.
10 Bartlett, Rhode Island Records, 1:27–31.
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Turning to British affairs, Williams wrote Queries of Highest
Consideration, which was issued on 9 February 1643/4. Slightly
more than a month later, on 14 March 1643/4, he received
a patent for Providence Plantations. The Bloudy Tenent was
published on 15 July 1644, close to the time when Williams
would have left London for the colonies, which was just as well
for him because Parliament ordered the book publicly burned
on 9 August 1644. Christenings Make Not Christians, the final
product of Williams’s transatlantic trip, appeared in January
1644/5. By the time the work was available to the London
public, Williams had been back in America for several months.
Winthrop notes in his journal that on 17 September 1644,
Williams returned to America, permitted to land at Boston
because he carried with him a letter of protection signed by a
number of members of Parliament.
There are several curious features about the sequence, timing, and nature of Williams’s activities while he was in London,
and scholars have not adequately considered them. He issued the most sustained articulation of his beliefs, The Bloudy
Tenent, on the eve of his departure from England, and he
arranged to have the most controversial of his publications,
Christenings Make Not Christians, appear once he was far from
London. The subjects he chose to pursue while in London are
also curious. Reviving two separate and long-forgotten disputes
with John Cotton, he retailed them to a London where scores
of current controversies clamored for public attention. Queries,
his most overtly political effort, seemed as if it were specially
constructed to antagonize readers: it questioned not only the
actions of the Westminster Assembly but the very validity of
its existence, asking “What warrant from the Lord Jesus for the
Assembly of Divines?”11
Among all of these peculiarities, however, most perplexing
are the timing, form, and content of A Key into the Language
of America. Williams had traveled to England on an urgent
11 Roger Williams, Queries of Highest Consideration, in Publications of the Narragansett Club, vol. 2 (Providence: Narragansett Club, 1866), p. 256. The Narragansett
Club published an edition of Williams’s major works.
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political mission; he also had an intense personal stake in the
momentous issues of church and state that were being debated
when he arrived. The other works he composed during his
visit had immediate and apparent relevance to current political
and religious affairs in England, with attendant ramifications
for New England. However, before he published any of these
tracts, Williams produced a guide to the language of the Indians
of New England. It was a text, one might assume, that would be
created by a man of inquisitive spirit, eager to produce a curiosity for what William Wood called the “mind travelling reader,”
but by an author possessed of considerably more leisure than
Williams himself enjoyed.12
Reconstructing Willliams’s activities during his trip to
London and his probable motivations for them is critical to
understanding how he was able to secure the patent for Providence Plantations. Unfortunately, all of Williams’s correspondence from 8 March 1640/1 to 25 June 1645, covering the
entire trip to London and more than a year before and after,
is missing.13 In the absence of letters, then, William’s ostensible objectives can be reconstructed only by considering the
relation between his surviving published works, in this case his
Key, and the ideas and interests of their intended audiences.

The Politics of Translation
The best explanation for the form of Roger Williams’s Key
into the Language of America lies outside the parameters of
the literature of American contact and exploration. As commentators have observed, it is, in its configuration and concerns, unique among the many accounts of North America and
its indigenous people that issued from London presses in the
first half of the seventeenth century. As Laura Murray points
out, Indian vocabularies, which functioned as “authenticating
and decorative devices,” were a common feature of early colonial texts; she cites John Smith, William Strachey, and William
12 William

Wood, New Englands Prospect (London, 1634), t.p.
“Lost Correspondence and Incomplete Records,” editorial note in
Correspondence of Roger Williams, 1:216.
13 LaFantasie,
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Wood as typical purveyors.14 Williams, however, offers not a
list of words in the Key but a carefully structured series of
dialogues between English and Indians. As anomalous as the
Key may appear in the context of colonial discourse, in another contemporary context it fits quite comfortably, for in
its tabular format and focus on language, the Key is closely
related to the linguistic manuals that emerged from the pansophist movement in the 1630s and 1640s. This movement,
with Francis Bacon as its intellectual progenitor and Jan Amos
Comenius as its standard-bearer, located utopian assurance in
the prospect of universal knowledge and linguistic competence.
Comenius sought to arrange all human knowledge according to
scientific principles, and he dreamed of founding “a great scientific college,” where scholars from across Europe could pursue
research under the pansophic system.15 Although Comenius’s
larger ambitions remained unfulfilled, his work influenced the
1660 founding of the body chartered in 1663 as the Royal Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, which still
exists today.
As the dearth of recent scholarship in English suggests,
Comenius is not a figure who engages the interest of intellectual historians of Revolutionary England. The Czech philosopher and educator was, however, esteemed by many prominent
members of the Parliamentary opponents of Charles I, and
his works circulated widely among English-speaking readers
as well as in Europe. His Janua Trilinguarum Reserata (The
Gate of Three Languages Opened) was published in 1631 at
Leszno, and in the same year, John Anchoran produced an English version. Comenius himself observed that the popularity of
his book “was testified . . . by translations into the various popular tongues . . . all the European tongues, [and] such Asiatic
14 Laura J. Murray, “Vocabularies of Native American Languages: A Literary and
Historical Approach to an Elusive Genre,” American Quarterly 53 (December 2001):
594–95; see also Stephen A. Guice, “Early New England Missionary Linguistics,” in
Papers in the History of Linguistics: Proceedings of the Third International Conference
on the History of the Language Sciences . . . 1984 (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John
Benjamins, 1987).
15 Robert Fitzgibbon Young, Comenius in England (London: Oxford University
Press/Harvey Milford, 1932), pp. 27, 61, 4.
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tongues as the Arabic, the Turkish, the Persian, and even the
Mongolian.”16 Adrian Johns counts fifteen separate editions, the
work of various translators and printers, appearing in England
between 1630, Williams’s departure from England, and 1643,
his first return visit.17
Comenius was surprised and pleased at the success of his
book, the form of which had been inspired by that of the 1615
Janua Linguarum of William Bathe, a Jesuit priest who intended his book to be an aid to Jesuit missionaries in the Americas.18 “It happened, as I could not have imagined possible, that
that puerile little work was received with a sort of universal applause by the learned world,” Comenius observed.19 Although
it may appear to be an affectation of false modesty to a modern
reader, Comenius uses “puerile” not in the sense of “childish”
but of “juvenile,” or “immature,” for he viewed his Janua as an
early manifestation of a larger educational project that would
extend the structure of the Janua to encompass things as well as
words. Barbara Lewalski, describing the Comenian scheme promoted in England by Samuel Hartlib and John Drury, explains,
“In the Noble Schools boys from ages eight to thirteen would
study the subjects of the common school, as well as Januas for
Latin, Greek and Hebrew.”20 As Johns has noted, then, the very
form of Comenius’s Janua, which offered parallel translations
of a variety of sentences in three or more languages, is one reason why the work went through so many editions: enterprising
translators could expand Comenius’s project to embrace new
languages.21
16 Jan Amos Comenius, as quoted in David Masson, The Life of John Milton, Narrated in Connexion with the Political, Ecclesiastical, and Literary History of His Time,
7 vols. (London: MacMillan & Co., 1873), 3:200. For an exposition of the larger
Comenian educational project, see Charles Webster, The Great Instauration: Science,
Medicine, and Reform, 1626–1660 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1975), pp. 100–129.
17 Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp. 224–25.
18 Young, Comenius in England, pp. 27, 61.
19 Comenius, as quoted in Masson, Life of John Milton, 3:200.
20 Barbara K. Lewalski, “Milton and the Hartlib Circle: Educational Projects and
Epic Paideia,” in Literary Milton: Text, Pretext, Context, ed. Diana Treviño Benet and
Michael Leib (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1994), pp. 206–7.
21 Johns, The Nature of the Book, pp. 224–25.
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At least one reader has previously noted the similarities between the Key and contemporary linguistic materials popular
in Europe, pointing out that “Williams’s pedagogical thinking . . . suggests acquaintance with the most progressive contemporary thinking about the teaching of foreign languages, such
as that promoted by Jan Comenius in his Janua Linguarum.”
Anne Myles remarks that Williams and Comenius share an approach for teaching language through a “text that discourses
in simple terms on the names of things,” but she interprets
this similarity simply as a sign of Williams’s intellectual sophistication.22 The Key does demonstrate Williams’s awareness of
current intellectual trends, but that awareness has political dimensions as well. And it is Williams’s ability to comprehend
those political dimensions that is of critical importance to him
in his errand to London.
In The Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution Revisited, Christopher Hill names the men who supported Comenius
and his work in the 1630s and 1640s; he then goes on to observe, “It is very nearly a list of members of the Providence
Island Company. It is a list of the leaders of the opposition
in the Long Parliament.”23 As Robert Brenner explains, “many
of the MPs who came in 1640 to form the heart of the Parliamentary leadership [opposed to Charles I] learned to work
together, developed their politico-religious ideas . . . by means
of their joint activities in the Massachusetts Bay, Bermuda
22 Anne G. Myles, “Dissent and the Frontier of Translation: Roger Williams’s A Key
into the Language of America,” in Possible Pasts: Becoming Colonial in Early America,
ed. Robert Blair St. George (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000), p. 96.
23 Christopher Hill, The Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution Revisited
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), p. 90. Hill writes: “When in the sixteen-thirties
Hartlib, Drury and Comenius tried to give effect to Bacon’s plans, their most enthusiastic supporter was John Pym; backed by the Earls of Bedford, Essex, Leicester,
Pembroke, Salisbury and Warwick, by Lord Brooke, Lord Mandeville, Lord Wharton,
Sir Thomas Roe, Sir Benjamin Rudyerd, Sir Thomas Barrington, Sir Nathaniel Rich,
Sir William Waller, Sir Arthur Annesley, Sir John Clotworthy, John Selden, Oliver St.
John.” For the membership of the Providence Island Company, see Karen Ordahl
Kupperman, Providence Island, 1630–1641: The Other Puritan Colony (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 357–60. Among the thirty-three members of
the Providence Island Company are nine of the eighteen men Hill identifies as supporters of Comenius.
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and Providence Island companies during the 1630s.”24 The
group emerges, then, from the nexus of revolutionary leadership Brenner has described as the “aristocratic colonizing opposition.”25 Of more immediate concern to Williams is that the
Committee for Foreign Plantations, the body charged by Parliament with regulating colonial affairs, mirrors the composition
of the Comenians and the Providence Island Company, an illfated Puritan colonizing venture on an island off the coast of
present-day Nicaragua.26 In short, the members of Parliament
charged with weighing Williams’s suit were the same members
who, in 1641, had supported Comenius’s efforts and asked him
to visit England.
As Robert Young explains in his account of Comenius’s 1641–
42 sojourn in the British Isles, “Comenius genuinely believed
that he had been invited by Parliament, but the available evidence suggests that Samuel Hartlib had summoned him on
behalf of . . . Lord Mandeville, Pym, Lord Brooke and others.” The summons proceeded, in fact, from a sermon entitled The Love of Truth and Peace (printed by order of Parliament in early 1641) that John Gauden preached to Parliament
on 29 November 1640 to entreat Comenius to come to England. Gauden would later become the Bishop of Exeter and
of Worcester, but at this moment, he was vicar of Chippenham
and chaplain to Robert Rich, Earl of Warwick, who three years
hence would become the head of the Committee for Foreign
Plantations.27 Comenius arrived in England in September 1641,
and while in London, he composed Via Lucis, which was not
published until 1668. Parliamentary promoters had solicited
his presence and support for a project to establish a college
for scientific research, but it never materialized, likely because
24 Robert Brenner, Merchants and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 1550–1653 (London: Verso, 2003), p. 243.
25 Brenner, Merchants and Revolution, p. 243.
26 English men and women settled on Providence Island in 1630, but after years of
political and economic turmoil, the island fell to the Spanish in 1641. See Kupperman,
Providence Island, passim and p. 338.
27 Young, Comenius in England, pp. 39, 52.
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the struggle between king and Parliament placed other, more
pressing demands on its advocates. In June of 1642, Comenius
returned to Leyden; he remained an influential and peripatetic
scholar until his death in 1670.28
When scholars have drawn connections between the ideas
of Comenius and New England, they have generally done so
in one of two misleading ways. In Comenius and the Indians of New England, Robert Young suggests that the Czech
philosopher’s parliamentary supporters thought “Comenius’s
scheme . . . might in some way be associated with the missionary
and educational work among the natives in New England.”29
Indeed, looking back in his Linguarum Methodus Novissima
(1649), Comenius hoped that his Janua would surpass Bathe’s
in its ability to help those traveling to America to learn native
languages and teach the natives English or Latin.30 But until
after the appearance of New Englands First Fruits in 1643, the
same year Williams arrived in England, there was little missionary and educational work to support. As Kristina Bross notes,
“New Englands First Fruits invents rather than reports a policy
of evangelism.”31 Indeed, a rather defensive tract, which celebrates the successes of the Bay Colony over the first decade of
settlement in the face of metropolitan criticisms of it, New
Englands First Fruits apologizes for the Bay Colony’s slow
progress on that front: “wonder not that wee mention no more
instances [of conversion] at present: but consider, first, their
[the Indians’] infinite distance from Christianity.”32
There are, however, a few traces of Comenius’s work to be
found in early New England: the name of a Native American student, Joel Jacomis, dated 1665, was inscribed in a copy
28 Young,

Comenius in England, pp. 16, 40.
Fitzgibbon Young, Comenius and the Indians of New England (London:
King’s College, 1929), p. 9.
30 Young, Comenius in England, p. 61. That a form developed by a Jesuit missionary
to teach Latin to Indians could be deployed by Protestants to teach vulgar tongues
suggests the dangerous versatility of the janua genre.
31 Kristina Bross, Dry Bones and Indian Sermons: Praying Indians in Colonial
America (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2004), p. 7.
32 New Englands First Fruits (London, 1643), p. A2.
29 Robert
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of Comenius’s Janua Aurea Linguarum, and a copy of John
Anchoran’s pirated edition of Janua Linguarum was among the
books John Harvard willed to Harvard College in 1638.33 Whatever interest Comenius may have taken in the souls of Native
Americans, then, at the time of his visit to England in 1641–42
and that of Williams in 1643–44, Comenius’s ideas and publications could have exerted little practical influence on New World
Protestant missions. A second New England link, reported by
Cotton Mather, is that Comenius was offered the presidency of
Harvard College in the 1640s but declined, going to Stockholm
instead.34 Will Monroe demonstrates several reasons why this
legend is improbable, but it has persisted nonetheless.35
Such associations, despite their traditional rather than factual bases, have the tendency to orient attention concerning
Comenius’s American context toward these two rather slender
associations with Harvard University and away from the deeper
intellectual engagement Williams, an apostate from the clerical hierarchy that founded Harvard, demonstrated in A Key
into the Language of America. The Janua offered Williams a
powerful vehicle for his appeal to parliamentary leaders, and
it brought him success. In the patent they bestowed on him,
the Committee for Foreign Plantations was explicit in its praise
for Williams’s “printed Indian labours,” leaving no doubt that
they were a receptive audience for the Key. The knowledge we
have of the colonial political concerns and the pansophic intellectual interests of that body helps us properly appreciate the
complexity of Williams’s enterprise. Positioned as a colonist
addressing metropolitan authorities, Williams was obliged to
mediate between the pragmatic and ideological concerns of his
mission even as he shaped his text to move his distinguished
and influential audience.
33 Young,
34 Cotton

Comenius in England, p. 61.
Mather, Magnalia Christii Americana, 2 vols. (Hartford: Silas Andrus,

1853), 2:14.
35 Will S. Monroe, Comenius and the Beginnings of Educational Reform (New York:
Scribners, 1900), pp. 78–81; for the legend’s persistence, see, esp., J. B. Conant,
“Comenius and Harvard,” in The Teacher of Nations (Cambridge: The University
Press, 1942), p. 40.
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The Form of Translation
It is no accident that the title that Williams selected for his
work evokes the language of doors opening. Rendered in the
familiar form of pansophic linguistic manuals, the Key works to
disrupt a traditional ideology of conquest and conversion and
to instill, in its stead, Williams’s version of the New World.
If Williams’s claim that he purchased the Narragansett region
were to carry weight, he had to convince Englishmen of his
radical notion that Native Americans could and did possess
land and that, therefore, they could dispose of it as they chose.36
Despite its didactic structure, the goal of the Key is, then, not
so much to teach Londoners how to speak to Native Americans
but rather to teach them how to think about America.
Although it takes the unassuming form of a linguistic and
anthropological work, the Key is a tremendously subversive
document. The most radical aspect of Williams’s Indian lexicon is found in its title: A Key into the Language of America: or
an help to the language of the Natives in that part of America,
called New-England.37 Boldly the title asserts that the “language of America” is the language of its native inhabitants, not
that of any of its European conquerors. Myra Jehlen stresses
this point when she observes that the Key’s “anomaly lies in
the implication that Indians are human beings with whom it
is important to speak.”38 Like the English, Dutch, or Swedes,
Williams affirms, the Narragansett and their neighbors are autonomous peoples, who have, like their European counterparts,
sovereignty over their land. In basing the legitimacy of his
colony at Providence Plantations on an Indian deed of sale
rather than on royal fiat, Williams inverts the usual process of
36 One of the premises underlying the English appropriation of American lands was
a notion that Native Americans could hold no title to land because they did not settle
and inhabit it in ways that were recognizable to English observers. See William Cronon,
Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1983), chaps. 2–3.
37 Roger Williams, A Key into the Language of America. . . . (London: Gregory
Dexter, 1643; reprinted, Bedford, Mass.: Applewood Books, 1997). Further references
to the Key will be to this edition and will be cited in the text.
38 Myra Jehlen, “Three Writers of Early America,” in The Cambridge History of
American Literature, ed. Sacvan Bercovitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), p. 77.
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colonial settlement. Thus, he must present the Narragansetts
as competent to convey and alienate land if his claim to the
Narragansett Bay is to have merit.
The form of the Key is well suited to the task of rhetorically
communicating the existence of a civil American Indian society.
Each chapter of the volume is composed of a vocabulary, social
and cultural observations, and a poem, almost always conveying a didactic religious theme. By means of the vocabulary, the
prose observations, and the religious verse, Williams imbues
his London readers with a sense of the Narragansetts’ humanity. Each section of the text affords him a different rhetorical
opportunity to do so.
For many scholars, especially those of a literary orientation,
the principal interest of the Key lies in its poetic sections. Ivy
Schweitzer, for example, devotes a chapter to the Key in her
study of the lyric poetry of colonial New England.39 This desire to treat Williams as a poet may be motivated, in part, by
the paucity of verse productions among the sermons and tracts
of seventeenth-century New England; however, Williams did
not return to this genre, and on the strength of the poetic
sections of the Key, even the most charitable reader would
be hard pressed to regard him as a rival of Anne Bradstreet
or Edward Taylor. In their critical edition of the Key, John
Teunessen and Evelyn Hinz argue for an integrated reading
of each chapter, which, they insist, establishes the work’s similarity to medieval emblem books. Although Williams scholars
owe a debt to Teunessen and Hinz for their editorial work,
their generic claim is not entirely persuasive, resting as it does
on an assertion that Williams’s dialogues replace the emblems
(drawings or pictures expressing a moral fable or allegory) that
are the central feature of emblem books, a literary form popular in England from its introduction in 1586 until after the
Restoration in 1660.40
39 Ivy Schweitzer, The Work of Self-Representation: Lyric Poetry in Colonial New
England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991), pp. 181–228.
40 See Roger Williams, A Key into the Language of America, ed. John J. Teunessen
and Evelyn J. Hinz (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1973), pp. 14–23. For a
survey of the structure and function of emblem books in this era, see Peter M. Daly,
Literature in Light of the Emblem: Structural Parallels between the Emblem and
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If Williams’s poetry has attracted the most sustained scholarly attention, his dialogues, which appear to be the most inert
and normative aspect of his text, have generated the greatest
puzzlement. In “Directions for the use of the language,” his
account of the form he chose, Williams allows, “A dictionary or
Grammer Way I had consideration of, but purposely avoided,
as not so accommodate to the Benefit of all, as I hope this
Forme is.” He goes on, explaining that “A Dialogue also I had
thoughts of but avoided for brevities sake, and yet (with no
small paines) I have so framed every Chapter of it, as I may
call it an Implicite Dialogue” (preface). The layout of these
“implicit dialogues” seems to privilege Narragansett, for the
text flows from Narragansett into English, in contrast to John
Eliot’s translation of the Bible, which flows from English into
Algonkian. The salient feature of Williams’s lexicon, however, is
its bilateral quality. “Translate” etymologically means “to carry
across.” Eliot’s translation, for example, carries the Gospel to
the Indians but finds nothing in their language worth carrying
back. Jehlen comments that Eliot’s works are “true to the purpose of the catechism, which is to repeat verbatim what one has
been taught.”41 The Key, by comparison, can be used to open
the door from either side. While Eliot’s Bible, in other words,
is an instrument deployed to christianize and thus regulate the
Indian frontier, the Key is more the artifact of a transcultural
“contact zone.”42
Williams’s notion of an implicit dialogue helps us understand
how English readers would have read the linguistic portions of
the Key. Indeed, two understandings of the word implicit extend Williams’s meaning. Obviously, the dialogue is “implicite”
in the sense that it runs both horizontally (translating) and vertically (conversing) on each page of text—the vertical reading
Literature in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1998). See also Rosemary Freeman, English Emblem Books (New York:
Octagon Books, 1966), p. 9; and OED online, s.v. “emblem.”
41 Jehlen, “Three Writers of Early America,” p. 79.
42 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London:
Routledge, 1992), p. 6.

ROGER WILLIAMS

369

implying a conversation taking place on the horizontal axis as
well. There is also an obsolete use of the word meaning entangled, entwined, or overlapping.43 In this sense, readers were
able to translate the language of England into the language of
America or vice versa as they read across the page in one direction or the other. Only the most patient reader, though, would
have read down the Indian language column, carefully sounding out each Indian phrase before translating it. Thus, readers
in seventeenth-century London, like readers today, would have
been inclined to run their eyes down the column of English. As
they did so, they would have eavesdropped on a putative conversation between an Englishman and an Indian, each equally
engaged in the formalities of civil discourse, whether that discourse was proceeding in English (as read by Williams’s audience) or in Narragansett (as depicted for them). An excerpt
from the first chapter, “Of Salutation,” indicates the effect,
which recurs throughout the text (see fig. 1). Literally as well
as figuratively, the Londoner and the Narragansett are on the
same page, just as the Moravian, Roman, and Turk could share
the pages of a Janua (see fig. 2).
The form of the dialogue allows Williams to conjure two
characters with extraordinary abilities—the English speaker of
Narragansett, and the Narragansett writer of English. As the
passage above shows, the text provides elaborate diacritical
guides to pronunciation. If Williams had intended his Indian
vocabulary to be simply “decorative,” to use Murray’s term, it
is unlikely that he would have been so precise.44 In fact, as his
“Directions for the use of the language” indicate, his intention
was not decorative but functional. “Because the life of all
languages is in the Pronuntiation,” he declares, “I have been at
the paines and charges to Cause the Accents, Tones or sounds
43 OED,

online, s.v. “implicit.”
“Vocabularies of Native American Languages,” p. 594; see also Karen
Ordahl Kupperman, Indians and English: Facing off in Early America (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 2000), p. 81, who observes that Williams took great pains to
include diacritical marks to guide the English reader in the correct pronunciation of
the Indian language.
44 Murray,
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Fig 1.—[Jan Amos Comenius], The Gate of Tonques Unlocked and Opened, 2nd ed.,
enlarged by John Anchoran (London: Tho. Coates for Thomas Slater, 1633),
pp. 24–25. Courtesy Houghton Library, Harvard University. Image source: Early
English Books Online.

to be affixed.” He specifically mentions the “Acutes, Graves,
Circumflexes” he has employed and offers several examples of
their importance, such as in “the word Ewò He: the sound or
tone must not be put on E, but wò where the grave Accent is”
(n.p.).
Just as he instructs English speakers on the idiosyncrasies of
Narragansett speech, Williams simultaneously bestows the gift
of writing on a people who reputedly resorted to pictograms
to represent their signatures on deeds. European observers repeatedly cited Indians’ lack of a written language as evidence of
their uncivilized state. But, as Gordon Sayre shows, generations
of European ethnographers stubbornly refused to acknowledge
that Indian systems of graphic communication were legitimate
forms of writing. Jean-Jacques Rousseau would later insist, “the
depicting of objects is appropriate to a savage people; signs of
words and propositions to a barbaric people, and the alphabet
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Fig 2.—Roger Williams, A Key into the Language of America (London: Gregory
Dexter, 1643), pp. 98–99. Courtesy Clements Library, University of Michigan. Image
source: Early English Books Online.

to civilized peoples.”45 Patiently transcribing the Narragansetts’
spoken language into roman characters as if that writing were
in fact their own, Williams constructs a civil Indian interlocutor,
one who possesses equal standing with his English partner.
The didactic options Williams rejected as he composed his
implicit dialogues further clarify his text’s political intentions.
He had considered presenting his material in a “dictionary or
Grammer Way,” he informs the reader, but he declined to do
so in favor of the dialogue-driven model. Thus, if one imagines the Key in terms of contemporary approaches to language
teaching, Williams’s text is more like a tourist’s phrasebook than
45 Rousseau, quoted in Gordon Sayre, Les Sauvages Americains: Representations
of Native Americans in French and English Colonial Literature (Chapel Hill, N.C.:
University of North Carolina Press, 1997), p. 198.
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a comprehensive textbook, which builds a student’s ability to
communicate in a foreign language step by step as it progressively introduces the fundamentals of grammar and vocabulary.
The chapters of the Key correspond to given situations, edify
the reader on particulars of Indian culture, and provide appropriate phrases for “Salutation . . . Travell . . . Sports and Gaming”
and so on. They do not, however, offer the reader the requisite
tools to construct phrases for situations not found in the book.
By insisting that a dictionary or grammar would not lend itself
to “the benefit of all,” then, Williams dissembles; in fact, it is
his own purposes that would not be advanced by a lexicon or
grammar of the Narragansett language. As anyone can attest
who has attempted to communicate in a foreign language with
the sole aid of a phrasebook, the idioms one requires are seldom at hand, and so the traveler is forced into the role of a
reluctant actor, reciting a series of only tangentially relevant
scripts that have been prepared by the text’s author. In providing prescribed phrases for prescribed situations, Williams
deliberately shapes the character of the discourse the English
can conduct with the Indians in New England—or about them
in England. The phrases he composes are for the traveler or
trader, not for the soldier or evangelist. Substituting conversation for catechism, Williams regulates how the English language
will be applied to foreign subjects by teaching English subjects
a foreign language.
Williams’s dialogues allow English readers to conceive of
a conversation with a far-off, fascinating people, just as his
protoanthropological observations conjure an image of them as
members of a civil, humane, and well-ordered society. Thus, in
the first chapter on salutation, Williams predisposes his readers
to approach the Indians respectfully. “From these courteous
Salutations Observe in generall: There is a savour of civility
and courtesie even amongst these wild Americans both amongst
themselves and towards strangers” (pp. 9–10).
Williams’s depiction of the civil Indian is at odds with prevailing representations that were issuing from New England,
the most nearly contemporaneous being New Englands First
Fruits, which was published in early 1643. The Indians are at an
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“infinite distance from Christianity,” the author of First Fruits
asserts, because they have “never been prepared there unto
by any civility at all.”46 Given his millennial beliefs, Williams,
however, denounced the notion of universal “Christendom”
and, therefore, did not see the civility of his Native American neighbors as contingent upon their being Christianized. If
Christianity and civility are not coextensive, in other words, it
is possible to be civil without being Christian.
In ensuing chapters of the Key, Williams extends this idea.
He labors to construct an image of Narragansett society that
is, in many respects, like that of London: “They are of two
sorts, (as the English are) rude and clownish . . . or sober and
grave” (p. 1). And elsewhere: “their Desire of, and delight
in newes, is great, as the Athenians, and all men” (p. 54).
Thus does Williams seek to narrow the difference between
the English and the Narragansetts, observing “Nature knowes
no difference between Europe and Americans in blood, birth,
bodies. . . . God having of one blood made all mankind, Acts 17,
and all by nature being children of wrath, Ephes 2” (p. 53).
Williams repeatedly offers evidence of his Narragansett
neighbors’ probity, civility, and worthiness. Describing Indian
timekeeping, he comments, “They are punctuall in their
promises of keeping time, and sometimes have charged mee
with a lye for not punctually keeping time, though hindred”
(p. 64). On a moral issue of moment, he observes, in contrast
to Thomas Morton’s salty images of “lasses in beaver coats,” that
“Their Virgins are distinguished by a bashfull falling downe of
haire over their eyes” (p. 29).47 The positive images multiply
until the reader cannot help but view the Indians as civil beings
46 New Englands First Fruits, p. A2. This comment is one of many examples that
one might furnish of the automatic equation of Christianity and civilization, which
persists into our own time. More recently, Alden Vaughn describes early missionary
efforts thusly: “James, sagamore of the Lynn and Marblehead region, appeared willing
to be civilized and converted” (New England Frontier, 3rd ed. [Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1995], p. 241). Today, one imagines, most scholars of Native Americans would not make this kind of mistake, but the persistent conflation of Christianity
and civilization in the historiography can obscure the possibility of their separation, as
Williams was able to do.
47 Thomas Morton, New English Canaan (London, 1631), p. 135.
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rather than savage creatures. Even in the matter of their money,
Williams stresses the Indians’ capacity for cultural exchange. In
describing their “coyne,” not only does he use an English word
instead of “peage,” or “wampum,” but his translations also serve
to establish equivalencies between Indian shell-money and English pence and shillings.
Having rhetorically clothed Indians with the civil virtues of,
among others, punctuality, modesty, and economy, Williams
can proceed to what is, for him, the heart of the matter. In “Of
the Earth and the fruits thereof,” he declares that “The Natives
are very exact and punctuall, in the bounds of their Lands, belonging to this or that Prince or People. . . . And I have knowne
them to make bargaine and sale amongst themselves for a small
piece, or quantity of ground” (p. 95). Maintaining an objective
distance, Williams does not mention his own purchase; rather,
he obliquely challenges the familiar notion of vacuum domicilium as articulated by Winthrop from the deck of the Arbella and later defended by John Cotton. Calling the standard
view “a sinfull opinion amongst many that Christians have right
to Heathens lands” (p. 95), he refers the reader to another
of his works for a fuller explication of his position. But this
pamphlet, Christenings Make Not Christians, did not appear
until 1645, after Williams had returned to Providence. While
pressing his suit to Parliament, Williams apparently wanted to
suppress, or at least set aside, his attitudes on evangelizing
Indians.
Considering his pessimism on the subject, it is no wonder
that Williams chose to withhold his beliefs from London readers until he was safely back home with his patent in hand.
Indeed, Christenings Make Not Christians expands on the millennial concerns that are present in the concluding poem of
each chapter of the Key and that grow increasingly more insistent as it draws to a close. Initially, the poems work to elevate the Indians by posing them against their callous Puritan
neighbors:
If natures sons both wild and tame,
Humane and Courteous be:
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How ill becomes the Sonnes of God
To want Humanity?
[P. 10]

As the Key progresses, though, this moral calculus gives way
to an understanding that Indian and Englishman are similarly
vulnerable before the coming Judgment:
How many millions now alive,
Within few yeeres shall rot?
O Blest that soule whose portion is,
That Rock that changeth not.
[P. 85]

By the end of the Key, the millennial rhetoric of Williams’s
verses has become strident. The final two stanzas explicate the
nature of the coming Judgment:
Two Worlds of men shall rise and stand
’Fore Christs most dreadfull barre;
Indians, and English naked too
That now most gallant are.
True Christ most glorious then shall make
New Earth and Heavens New
False Christs, false Christians then shall quake,
O blessed then the True.
[P. 204]

More than manners, customs, or civility, then, the impending wrath of God erases worldly distinctions between English
subject and savage Indian.
With the Key, Williams legitimated himself as the proprietor
of a plantation he had acquired by means of a civil transaction with a civil people. Inscribing the Narragansett Indians
within a Comenian linguistic framework, he extended the European Janua, and through that gate, he found a transatlantic
means to connect his political aims with the intellectual interests of the parliamentary overseers of colonization. His “printed
Indian Labours,” as the Committee for Foreign Plantations
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called them, had succeeded in securing the political autonomy
of Providence.

The Act of Translation
When he returned to America, Williams’s prestige with Parliament was at a high point. Landing at Boston, he presented,
in addition to the patent he had received, his letter of safe
passage through the Bay Colony. Addressed to the “Right Worshipful the Governour and Assistants . . . in the Plantation of
Massachusetts Bay, in New England,” the letter was signed
by several members of Parliament, including his former patron William Masham as well as Cornelius Holland and Miles
Corbet, and it informed Bay officials of Parliament’s regard
for Williams, “Having taken notice, some of us long time, of
Mr. Roger Williams his good affections and conscience, and of
his sufferings by our common enemies, the prelates.” 48 This description of Williams’s sufferings is curious, for most of his travails had been endured in New England, far from Bishop Laud
and his henchmen. Those who signed the letter, then, may have
been issuing either a call to solidarity against a common foe or
a tacit reproof to the clerical leaders of Massachusetts.
The letter goes on to praise Williams’s “great industry and travail in his printed Indian Labours, the like whereof we have not
seen extant from any part of America.” Indeed, these “printed
Indian Labours” had prompted “both houses of Parliament to
grant unto him and his friends with him a free and absolute
charter of civil government for those parts of his abode,” thus
48 Howard M. Chapin, A Documentary History of Rhode Island, 2 vols. (Providence:
Preston and Rounds, 1916), 1:217, 212; The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630–1649, ed.
Richard S. Dunn, James Savage, and Laetitia Yeandle (Cambridge: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 1996), pp. 540–41. The date of Williams’s departure is
necessarily an approximation because the vagaries of weather and shipping could dramatically affect the duration of a passage. David Cressy pegs the typical cross-Atlantic
voyage at “eight to twelve weeks or more” (Coming Over: Migration and Communication between England and New England in the Seventeenth Century [Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987], p. 151). Given those estimates, even if Williams’s
passage were particularly uneventful, he could not have hung around London for long
after the appearance of the Bloudy Tenent, and he may well have been gone before it
appeared.
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rebuffing the claims advanced by Weld and Peter.49 Moreover,
the patent, conferred specifically for the establishment of a
“civil government,” includes no provisos about religion. In the
patent, if not in England at large, Williams’s cries against state
religion had been heeded.
The letter to the governor of the Bay Colony concludes with
a reference to New England’s contentious atmosphere, stating
that “amongst good men, driven to the ends of the world, exercised with the trialls of a wilderness . . . there should be such a
distance; we thought it fit . . . to express our great desires of both
your utmost endeavours of nearer closing and of ready expressing of those good affections . . . in the actual performance of all
your friendly offices.”50 In the immediate context, the statement guarantees Williams safe passage home to Providence; in
a larger sense, it proclaims that the government of Providence
Plantations will enjoy equal status with that of Massachusetts,
an announcement that surely would have humiliated Bay officials.
The patent carefully delineates Providence’s legitimacy.51
Following a preamble detailing the authority of the Committee for Foreign Plantations in this matter—that Parliamentary

49 Chapin,

Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:212.
Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:212–13.
51 The Committee for Foreign Plantations was composed of the following men.
Names appearing on the Williams charter are underlined, those on the Weld-Peter
charter, which was never granted, are italicized:
Lords: Robert, Earl of Warwick, Governor-in Chief ; Philip Earl of Pembroke; Edward, Earl of Manchester; William, Viscount Saye and Seale; Philip, Lord Wharton;
John, Lord Roberts.
Peers: Sir Gilbert Gerard, Baronet; Sir Arthur Hasselrige, Baronet; Sir Henry Vane,
Jr. Knight; Sir Benjamin Rudyer, Knight.
Commons: (John Pym, Dec’d); Oliver Cromwell; Dennis Bond; Miles Corbet;
Cornelius Holland; Samuel Vassal, John Rolle, William Spurstow. Some members appear to have signed both documents, but since many aspects of the validity of the
Weld-Peter charter are in question, it is hard to be sure that the signatures are authentic (see Raymond Stearns, “The Weld-Peter Mission to England,” Publications of
the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, vol. 32 [Boston: The Society, 1937], pp. 221–23,
233–36). In his biography of Williams, Samuel Brockunier observes, “The influence of
Vane, Wharton, and Saye was probably decisive in winning over Sir Arthur Hasselrige,
and the Earl of Warwick, who had previously signed the Weld patent” (The Irrepressible Democrat, Roger Williams [New York: Ronald Press, 1940], p. 88).
50 Chapin,
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body had, in fact, recently secured this power from the king—
the patent opens with an act of translation:
And whereas there is a tract of land in the Continent of America aforesaid, called by the name of Narragansetts Bay Bordering
North and North East on the Pattent of the Massachusetts East and
South East on Plymouth Pattent South on the Ocean and on the
West and North West Inhabited by Indians Called Nahigganzuks
alias Narragansetts. . . . 52

With these words, Parliament translates Williams’s purchase
of “the lands and meadowes, upon the two fresh rivers called
Mooshawsuck and Wanassquatucket” into English law. Against
the natural landmarks of the Indian deed, the patent inscribes
Providence into an English colonial juridiscape that also includes Massachusetts and Plymouth. That redefined juridiscape
also now acknowledges, possibly for the first time in English
law, the ongoing presence and property of American Indians,
and in doing so it represents a conception of native property
rights quite different from that, just fifteen years before, which
had established Massachusetts as a “tracte of lande . . . not then
actualie possessed by any other Christian Prince or State.”53
Indeed, in a later provision, it even authorizes the Providence
inhabitants to purchase amongst the said Natives some other
places, which may be convenient both for Plantations, and also
for the Building of Ships.”54 In this way, Parliament not only
legitimates Williams’s original acquisitions but also empowers
him and his fellows to treat with the Indians to obtain more.
The second “whereas” (the word introducing each warrant
for the patent) details Williams’s peculiar engagement with the
Indians. He and other “divers well affected and industrious English inhabitants of the Townes of Providence, Portsmouth and
Newport . . . have adventured to make a neerer neighborhood
and sociaty with that great body of Narragansetts which may
in time by the blessing of God upon theire endeavours Lay a
52 Chapin,

Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:215.
Massachusetts Bay Records, 1:3.
54 Chapin, Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:215–16.
53 Shurtleff,
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surer foundation of happiness to all America.”55 The “neerer
neighborhood and sociaty” the patent commends conforms to
the cultural exchange Williams describes in the Key; and the
mutual “endeavours” it envisions are not evangelical but, with
the “blessing of God,” may foster Anglo-Indian amity in such a
way as to advance the welfare of all in America. The absence of
any evangelical charge is striking, considering the Bay Colony’s
recently resurgent interest in the field, not to mention its charter’s stipulation that the “People were to be so governed as to
win the natives to the Christian faith, which is the principal
end of the plantation.”56
The patent’s final provision explicitly acknowledges Williams’s suit and alludes to Weld and Peter’s competing claim:
And whereas the said English have represented their desire to the said
Earle and commissioners to have theire hopefull beginnings aprooved
and confirmed, by granteing unto them a free charter of civill incorporation and Government . . . they may order and governe themselves
in such manner as to maintaine Justice and peace both amongst themselves and towards all men with whome they shall have to doe.57

“[A]ll men with whome they have to doe” would mean, of
course, the residents of Plymouth and Massachusetts. Given
the hostility that persisted toward their “hopefull beginnings,” it
behooved Providence Plantations to obtain a sanction to “maintaine justice.” Also of note is the latitude afforded the government of Providence Plantations, which Parliament “doe give,
grant and confirme to the aforesaid Inhabitants,” defined as
“full power and authoritie to govern and rule themselves . . . by
such a form of civil government as by voluntary consent of all
or the greatest part of them shall be found most suitable to
theire estates and conditions.”58
Previous charters had been drawn up for colonies not yet
extant and given a royal seal, but Providence Plantations had
55 Chapin,

Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:216.
Massachusetts Bay Records, 1:17.
57 Chapin, Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:216.
58 Chapin, Documentary History of Rhode Island, 1:216.
56 Shurtleff,
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already designed a frame of government. Thus, on one hand,
Parliament would have felt no need to delineate the administration of power. On the other hand, however, “voluntary
consent of all or the greatest part of them” is a broad franchise
for 1644, and the government so warranted had announced, in
one of its first actions, that “Wee agree, as formerly hath bin
the liberties of the town, so still, to hould forth liberty of Conscience.”59 Williams’s flight through the wilderness, the principles for which he was forced to flee, and his refuge among the
Narragansetts are rewarded with “A free and absolute Charter
of Civill incorporation to be knowne by the name of the Incorporacion of Providence Plantacions in the Narragansetts Bay in
New England.” In its confirmation of an Indian land transfer
and its guarantee of liberty of conscience, the patent echoes the
arguments Williams retailed in London, distilled into a form he
could carry back to America.

The Power of Translation
Williams had to be patient, but he ultimately secured political sanction for his religious principles. The physical space he
created on the shore of Narragansett Bay became the ground
from which further religious dissent could be promulgated. The
Key, as well as other documents Williams composed, is an unwieldy medium of appeal, but it realized its end. His dissenting
message did not alter church and state in England, but Parliament did give him the opportunity to implement his reforms
in America. In the context of colonial New England, Williams’s
larger accomplishment was to open up an alternate channel for
transatlantic discourse.
Rereading Williams’s early writings as part of an integrated
political campaign to preserve Providence Plantations from the
Bay Colony’s territorial ambitions does more than simply clarify his efforts on behalf of his colony; it must change the way
we read collateral documents from Massachusetts. Williams’s
achievement reminds us that his more orthodox neighbors were
59 Bartlett,

Rhode Island Records, 1:28.
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never “left alone with America” but faced ongoing challenges to
the polity, ecclesiology, and survival of their colony.60 In particular, New Englands First Fruits appears much more apologetic
and defensive in the context of the Key.
Considering the geographic stakes of Williams’s ideological
work also challenges the notion that the Massachusetts Bay
Colony was a hegemonic entity able to fortify itself by feasting
on dissent.61 Following Williams’s 1644 appeal to Parliament,
a range of heterogeneous views of New England competed
for metropolitan attention and credit, and those ideological
contests shaped the physical boundaries of colonies as well as
the latitude they enjoyed within their precincts. The success
that Williams realized with his published appeal to London’s
metropolitan authorities, and that Samuel Gorton and John
Clarke did later, demonstrates that considering narratives of
New England that do not issue from Boston can enrich and
complicate our understanding of New England in the seventeenth century.
Williams’s millennial politics inaugurated a genre of colonial
dissent that shaped life in New England for generations. From
a historiographic perspective, his accomplishment also extends
Sharon Achinstein’s concept of the “revolutionary reader” to
embrace a colonial framework. As a participant in the print
culture of revolutionary London, Williams shared with the radical pamphleteer John Lilburne the “idea of public opinion as
the collective consciences of English citizens in designating his
own readership as a national jury.”62 Unlike Lilburne, Williams
was not on trial, and the judicial imagery is not as pronounced
in his work, but he frames his appeals as addresses to a deliberative body rather than as petitions to patrons. In a similar vein,
60 Perry Miller, “Errand into the Wilderness,” in Errand into the Wilderness
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1956), p. 15.
61 See Philip Gura, A Glimpse of Sion’s Glory: Puritan Radicalism in New England,
1620–1660 (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1984), p. 303; Stephen
Foster, The Long Argument: English Puritanism and the Shaping of New England
Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, 1991), p. 189.
62 Sharon Achinstein, Milton and the Revolutionary Reader (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994), p. 57.
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Williams’s triumph also suggests a seventeenth-century prelude to the eighteenth-century American Habermasian models
of discursive action that Michael Warner sketches in Letters of
the Republic.63
That this discursive network spans the Atlantic Ocean makes
it harder to identify but no less important. The Atlantic has
emerged as a popular rubric for scholars in recent years, and
this heuristic has offered important insights into the history and
culture of populations on both sides of the ocean. While the
Atlantic links the disparate communities on its shores, the physical and temporal barrier this body of water imposed shaped
the discourse that circulated among far-flung members of the
Atlantic world. Williams’s success in London shows the peculiar importance of the physical presence of the Atlantic Ocean
in the middle of the Atlantic world. Writing from America for
London readers presented both challenges and opportunities
for New England colonists. In Williams’s case, a presence in
person on one side of the Atlantic, and a presence in print on
the other, was essential to his effort to serve both his colony and
his conscience. Using Old World literary forms, he rendered
the New World comprehensible to London readers, and in
making the civility, and thus the autonomy, of heathen Indians
legible to the Parliamentary leadership, he secured an English
patent for the land he purchased from Indians. Providence,
the nucleus of colonial Rhode Island and the present-day state
capital, remains as testimony to Roger Williams’s intellectual
acumen and political guile.
63 Michael Warner, Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public Sphere in
Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990).
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