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Damning Bunyan’s Ignorance 
Page references to The Pilgrim’s Progress are to the Penguin English Library edn, 

ed. James Blanton Wharey and Roger Sharrock, 1960, rev. 1968  

  

The test for any non-Calvinist or even anti-Calvinist reading of The 

Pilgrim’s Progress must be the character Ignorance, who in the last 

episode of the book is condemned to Hell: 

        

But he [the King] would not come down to see him; but 

commanded the two Shining Ones that conducted 

Christian and Hopeful to the City to go out and take 

Ignorance and bind him hand and foot, and have him 

away. Then they took him up, and carried him through the 

air to the door that I saw in the side of the hill, and put 

him in there. Then I saw that there was a way to Hell, 

even from the Gates of Heaven, as well as from the City 

of Destruction. (204-5) 

        

This passage and others like it—for example, “… they also thought 

that they heard there a lumbering noise, as of fire, and a cry of some 

tormented, and that they smelt the scent of brimstone” (160)—led 

Leavis, a great admirer of The Pilgrim’s Progress, to remark that he 

“retains a faint sense of knowing some reason for entering a kind of 

protest” and to speak of “Bunyan’s polemical and damnation-

dispensing theology”.[1] Sir Walter Scott finds only Calvinist 

doctrine in “the final condemnation of Ignorance … who is 

consigned to the infernal regions when asking admittance to the 

celestial city, because unable to produce a certificate of his calling.” 

This condemnation, says Scott, “conveys the same severe doctrine of 

fatalism which had well nigh overturned the reason of Bunyan 

himself.” But Scott goes on to say that the work is “not of a 

controversial character— it might be perused without offence by 

sober-minded Christians of all persuasions.”[2] It is just this too easy 

assimilation of Bunyan’s work that Maurice Hussey attacks in his 

essay, “Bunyan’s Mr Ignorance”: 

        

The doctrines that are involved in the interpretation of the 

book are those of Reprobation and Election. To attempt to 

comprehend it without knowing how the original public 

felt about these points is to make a puerile affair of it, to 

fit it for the inattentive reading it must now receive, which 
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sees it as a general account of life and death suitable for 

all creeds. The stages of the journey fit precisely into the 

Calvinist scheme of faith; they are no more than pleasant 

episodes when stripped of it. Christian is not Everyman 

but one of the Lord’s few chosen souls. [3] 

It seems to me that Bunyan did indeed mean the doctrine of 

Reprobation as Hussey says he did and that that doctrine can be seen 

even more clearly in the light of the identity of believing and 

coming. But it also seems to me, as I will try to show, that the 

significance of Ignorance for most of us is not a reinforcement of 

Reprobation but a demonstration of remediable flaws in his 

character, flaws against which Bunyan warns us. Bunyan clearly 

shows Ignorance’s corrupt heart, and he shows it in Ignorance’s own 

speech, not just in allegorized theology. Indeed, I will argue, 

Christian is far closer to being Everyman than Hussey says, and the 

identity of believing and coming reveals this too, though Bunyan 

wouldn’t have wished it so. 

      In this attempt I am grateful for the help James Forrest offers in 

his 1963 essay entitled “Bunyan’s Ignorance and the Flatterer: A 

Study in the Literary Art of Damnation”.[4] Forrest’s essay is the 

best available account of Ignorance, because it presents him in the 

whole context of most of the other characters and events of the last 

one-fourth of the First Part of The Pilgrim’s Progress. Much of what 

I have to say merely adds to Forrest’s account, seen in the light of 

the identity of believing and coming, but I will finally propose, in 

disagreement with Forrest, a non-Calvinist interpretation of 

Bunyan’s significance based also on the fact that believing and 

coming is all one. 

      The break in Bunyan’s narration, where the dreamer awakes and 

then sleeps again, is crucial to this interpretation. Roger Sharrock, in 

his Commentary in the Oxford edition writes, “This break in the 

dream does not correspond to any change in the character of the 

pilgrimage,”[p.333] and in his Introduction is even more emphatic: 

“The break does not correspond with any pause in the journey 

unfolding before the Dreamer; it seems, in fact, somewhat clumsy 

and abrupt.”[p. xxxi] Far from being clumsy and abrupt, the break 

does indicate a change in the character of the pilgrimage. Up to this 

point in the story Christian has met characters and left them behind 

after a brief encounter and conversation. Only Faithful and Hopeful 

accompany Christian in the pilgrimage, Faithful to his martyrdom at 

Vanity Fair and Hopeful all the way to the Celestial City. Bunyan 

presents Christian’s and Hopeful’s encounter with Ignorance in 

stages, the first of these stages occurring immediately after the 

Dreamer again sleeps:  

        

And I slept and dreamed again, and saw the same two 

pilgrims going down the Mountains along the highway 

towards the City. Now a little below these Mountains, on 

the left hand, lieth the Country of Conceit; from which 
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country there comes into the way in which the pilgrims 

walked a little crooked lane. Here therefore they met with 

a very brisk lad, that came out of that country; and his 

name was Ignorance. (162) 

The break serves therefore to introduce Ignorance, and Ignorance is 

the last character we see in the whole book, as he is taken away to 

the door in the hill. Furthermore the last sentence of the book 

reemphasizes the dream: “So I awoke, and behold it was a dream.” 

(205) Not only is the whole of Christian’s story framed by the first 

and last sentences with their explicit reference to the dream, but also 

the whole of Ignorance’s story is framed by two sentences about 

dreaming. This is true of no other character in The Pilgrim’s 

Progress, although dreaming is mentioned here and there in the 

book. The last quarter of the book deals then, it may be said, with 

Ignorance, and it deals with him by a method not used before, the 

method of stages in the other pilgrims’ experience of him. Bunyan 

makes his use of this method clear in a conversation between 

Christian and Hopeful at the end of their first encounter with 

Ignorance. First Christian says:  

        

“What, shall we talk further with him? Or out-go him at 

present, and so leave him to think of what he hath heard 

already, and then stop again for him afterwards, and see if 

by degrees we can do any good of him?” (163) 

        

Hopeful understands Christian’s expression “by degrees”, and 

answers, “It is not good, I think, to say all to him at once; let us pass 

him by, if you will, and talk to him anon, even as he is able to bear 

it.” (163) Bunyan’s method in his narrative treatment of Ignorance is 

“by degrees”, not all at once, and this new method in the book is 

introduced by the break in the dream. 

      Forrest points out that like a similar break in the dream in Piers 

Ploughman this “gap in the vision communicates an impression of 

time-lapse which subconsciously assures the reader that there has 

been time for the Shepherds’ caution to have been forgotten and time 

for spiritual complacency to have grown.”[5] To understand this 

point we need to know who the shepherds are and what their caution 

is. At the Delectable Mountains the four shepherds who entertain 

Christian and Hopeful are Knowledge, Experience, Watchful, and 

Sincere, and they wish to impress upon the pilgrims the qualities of 

character indicated by their names. They show the pilgrims four 

wonders: The Mountain of Error, Mount Caution, the door in the 

side of the hill or the by-way to Hell, and the Gates of the Celestial 

City through a telescope on The Hill Clear. Bunyan treats all four of 

these wonders in terms of the identity of believing and coming. In 

his treatment of the Mountain of Error he makes use as Milton does 

of the easy pun on “err” and “error”, to wander from a path or to 

wander from the path of truth. The men dashed to pieces at the 

bottom of the Mountain have fallen because they “were made to err 
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[wander and deviate from the truth] by hearkening to Hymeneus and 

Philetus as concerning the faith of the resurrection of the body.” In 

his account of Mount Caution Bunyan has the shepherds show the 

pilgrims the blind men wandering among the tombs and quote a 

verse from Proverbs: “He that wandereth out of the way of 

understanding, shall remain in the congregation of the dead.” It is 

astonishing with what ease Bunyan can absorb a biblical text into his 

own powerful scheme of meaning: false coming is false believing 

and it leads to death. In his treatment of the third wonder, the by-way 

to Hell, Bunyan has the shepherds make clear that it is specifically 

hypocrites that go in, and they enforce this point by naming four 

such hypocrites: “such as sell their birthright with Esau, such as sell 

their master with Judas, such as blaspheme the Gospel with 

Alexander, and that lie, and dissemble with Ananias and Sapphira 

his wife.” (160) All these hypocrites make “a show of pilgrimage”; 

that is, hypocrisy, a show of believing, is equivalent to a show of 

coming: false believing is false coming and leads to Hell. The 

absorption of the fourth wonder, seeing the Gates of the city through 

the glass, is made clear by two of the four lines of verse that follow 

the account: “Come to the shepherds then, if you would see / Things 

deep, things hid, and that mysterious be.” (161) That is, if you 

would believe, come. Having seen the four wonders that imply 

believing is coming, the shepherds do for the pilgrims four more 

things that also mean believing is coming:  

        

One of the shepherds gave them a note of the way [the 

way of walking is the way of faith]. Another of them bid 

them “Be-ware of the flatterer” [who will entangle their 

feet or conversation in a net]. The third bid them “Take 

heed that they sleep not upon the Enchanted Ground” [to 

be caught by false magical belief is to fail to come]. And 

the fourth bid them “Godspeed” [another pun, here on 

“speed” meaning both prosper and come quickly]. (161–2) 

        

The marginal gloss on this passage reads “A two-fold caution”. The 

two middle pieces of advice constitute this caution: beware the 

flatterer and sleep not on the Enchanted Ground. The first and fourth 

are not cautions but direct advice, the positive counterparts of the 

twofold caution. The Flatterer and the Enchanted Ground may keep 

them from speeding on the way for which they have the note. The 

two pilgrims have then just met four shepherds, whose names 

indicated the proper attitudes for pilgrims; those shepherds then 

show them four wonders that reveal the different destinations of true 

pilgrims and of hypocrites, and then give them four pieces of advice 

on how to conduct and not conduct themselves on pilgrimage. 

Though there seems to obtain no strict parallelism in these three sets 

of four, they all add up to the most compact spiritual guidance for 

both believing and coming on pilgrimage that Bunyan’s book offers. 

The shepherds point to the future more emphatically than anyone 

else in the book. 
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      And just here the dreamer at once awakes. Forrest may be right 

that the gap in the vision communicates a time-lapse, but we should 

note that the lapse cannot be a very long one since when he dreams 

again the dreamer sees the two pilgrims going down the mountain, 

the top of which they have just left. More important, then, than the 

time-lapse is the fact that the future foretold by the shepherds is at 

once made impossible (by the dreamer’s waking up) and then 

immediately fulfilled in detail (by the dreamer’s returning to his 

dream). The shepherds offer to the pilgrims prophecies, visions, and 

cautions about what is to come: the present for a moment goes 

completely blank, and then returns with prophecies, visions, and 

cautions brought back into vivid actuality. Insofar as the dreamer 

fulfils visions and prophecies, his dream itself becomes insight, the 

typological prefiguring of divine truth. We know that the last quarter 

of the book must deal with threats to pilgrimage, specifically with 

the show of pilgrimage, flattery, and enchanted ground, and at once 

Ignorance steps into the story. We therefore know exactly what to 

think of him, but our knowledge derives far more from the shepherds 

than it does from the few facts we first learn about the character, 

that, for example, he comes from Conceit down a little crooked lane 

on the left, or that he is a brisk lad, or that he is named Ignorance. 

These facts indeed Bunyan can now economically present as the 

immediate fulfilment of our momentarily burked but elaborately 

prepared forebodings. The rest of Bunyan’s dream, interrupted and 

then completed, is about the contrast between ignorance and 

knowledge, what they mean, and how they shape one’s eternal life. 

      Bunyan has worked this last quarter of his book very subtly and 

carefully, presenting a number of characters, from a number of 

points of view, to communicate a complex understanding of the 

bearing ignorance and knowledge have on coming and believing. He 

presents some characters speaking directly in person, some others 

narrating their own experiences, still others appear either specifically 

named or treated in general terms only in the conversations of the 

pilgrims. Characters both debate their beliefs and act upon them, and 

even enact them in their debates. 

      The pilgrims’ first encounter with Ignorance is quite short, but 

Bunyan manages to establish in it Ignorance’s characteristic mode of 

speech, a mode that betrays his character both to the pilgrims and to 

us. That Ignorance is ignorant is only hinted at in this encounter; for 

us to know that he deserves his name we must be alert to a certain 

kind and range of ignorance that we can hear in remarks like “I am 

going to the Celestial City,” “As other good people do,” “I know my 

lord’s will, and I have been a good liver, I pay every man his own; I 

pray, fast, pay tithes, and give alms, and have left my country, for 

whither I am going,” “be content to follow the religion of your 

country, and I will follow the religion of mine. I hope all will be 

well.” (162) The remarks of self-praise come a bit too quickly—even 

briskly—and don’t sound sincere (we remember two of the 

shepherds were named Knowledge and Sincere). What Ignorance 

thinks of himself is that he is good. We don’t need to invoke a 

doctrine of salvation by faith alone for us to realize that this is a 
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dangerously ignorant attitude for any man to have. As Christian 

thinks to himself, Ignorance is a “man wise in his own conceit” and 

therefore a fool. (163) The poem that partitions off this first entrance 

of Ignorance uses the word “ignorant” of him: “Still ignorant of 

what’s the chiefest gain”. (163) 

      The paragraph that follows does not deal directly with Ignorance 

at all, but is a powerful foreshadowing of his fate:  

        

… they entered into a very dark lane where they met a 

man whom seven devils had bound with seven strong 

cords, and were carrying of him back to the door that they 

saw in the side of the hill. Now good Christian began to 

tremble, and so did Hopeful his companion. Yet as the 

devils led away the man, Christian looked to see if he 

knew him, and he thought it might be one Turn-away that 

dwelt in the town of Apostacy. But he did not perfectly 

see his face, for he did hang his head like a thief that is 

found: but being gone past, Hopeful looked after him, and 

espied on his back a paper with this inscription, Wanton 

professor, and damnable apostate. (163–4) 

        

The connection with Ignorance is established in two ways: first, like 

Ignorance, Turn-away is wanton in his professions, and second, 

Turnaway hangs his head like a thief and Christian has already told 

Ignorance that at the reckoning day it will be laid to his charge that 

he is a thief and a robber. Bunyan is aware, however, that the 

damning of Ignorance will seem much too harsh on the basis of what 

we have seen, so he gives us only these hints that Ignorance is 

damned and will persuade us of his point by degrees. 

      The story of Little-faith that follows at once, narrated by 

Christian, is a contrast to the story of Ignorance. Little-faith, 

according to Christian’s account, is robbed by Faint-heart, Mistrust, 

and Guilt of his spending money but not of his most precious things, 

his jewels, by which Bunyan means to symbolize his birthright. The 

slight quarrel between Christian and Hopeful serves to introduce the 

comparison of Esau and Little-faith. We should remember that Esau 

was one of the examples of hypocrites on the by-way to Hell that the 

shepherds mentioned to the pilgrims at the Delectable Mountain. In 

the course of Christian’s narration and the argument with Hopeful 

the name Littlefaith changes its meaning from “not enough faith” to 

“just enough faith”. As Christian says, “Though faithless ones [like 

Esau] can for carnal lusts, pawn, or mortgage, or sell what they have, 

and themselves outright to boot; yet they that have faith, saving faith, 

though but a little of it, cannot do so.” (167–8) (By the way, Bunyan 

in the same way changes the meaning of the name Mr Fearing and 

the word “troublesome” in the Second Part: the account of Mr 

Fearing changes in tone from clear disapproval (“most 

troublesome”) to approval (“fear of God is the beginning of 

wisdom”).) With Little-faith as with Mr Fearing we see step by step 

what the issue really is. If in their argument Christian and Hopeful 
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have for a moment swaggered in vain-confidence, the conclusion 

that Christian finally draws is quite the opposite: “Let us never desire 

to meet with an enemy, nor vaunt as if we could do better, when we 

hear of others that they have been foiled, nor be tickled at the 

thoughts of our own manhood.” (170) Though these remarks are 

directed mainly at Hopeful, they also clearly diagnose Ignorance’s 

spiritual condition. Christian’s summary, after asserting the need to 

go harnessed and to have a convoy, is clearly directed at Ignorance 

as he repeats (in slightly different order) the three points he has just 

made: “Though (through the goodness of him that is best) I am as 

you see alive, yet I cannot boast of my manhood. Glad shall I be if I 

meet with no more such brunts.” (171) Ignorance does “vaunt as if 

[he] could do better” and trusts in his own goodness, not in the 

goodness of him that is best. The contrast then of Little-faith and 

Ignorance helps establish Ignorance as like the two hypocrites 

headed for Hell, Esau and Turn-away. 

      We at first think that Little-faith will not make it to the Celestial 

City, but as Christian completes his story we see that Little-faith, 

unlike Esau, has faith sufficient for arrival. Christian and Hopeful 

now meet in direct encounter on the way Flatterer and Atheist, two 

more characters who, like Turn-away, Esau, and Ignorance, will not 

reach the Celestial City, even though they have upon them “the show 

of pilgrimage”. Moreover, Flatterer and Atheist are direct threats to 

successful pilgrimage, two kinds of false believing that make coming 

impossible. It has looked to some as though Flatterer does not flatter 

and that therefore the episode cannot be dealing with false believing. 

We must see then exactly what happens and, more important, what is 

said. The only remark by Flatterer quoted in direct address in the text 

is this passage: “They answered they were going to the Celestial 

City, but knew not which of these ways to take. ’Follow me’ said the 

man, ’it is thither that I am going.’” The pilgrims then follow the 

man down one of the ways even though after a while their faces are 

turned away from the city. When the Shining One with the whip 

releases them from the net in which they have become entangled, he 

asks them if they had not been warned to beware of the Flatterer. 

“They answered, ’Yes. But we did not imagine … that this fine-

spoken man had been he.’” (173) Bunyan has made it quite obvious 

that Flatterer, a false apostle, may be thought fine-spoken simply 

because he says he is going to the Celestial City. Again we see that 

not all who say they are going to the Celestial City will arrive; we 

recall that in his own very first speech in the book Ignorance also 

says, “I am going to the Celestial City” (162); and we register that he 

too may be a false apostle. Flatterer has flattered the pilgrims not by 

pleasing or winning favour by obsequious speech or conduct or by 

praising and complimenting them unduly or insincerely (senses 2 

and 3 of “flatter” in the OED) but by gratifying their vanity or self-

esteem thereby making them complacent, and by playing upon their 

vanity and impressionableness (senses 4 and 5 in the OED), and by 

encouraging or cheering with hopeful or pleasing representations 

(sense 7 in the OED). Ignorance flatters himself in these senses, 

gratifying his own self-esteem (“like other good people”) and 
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cheering himself with pleasing representations (“I am going to the 

Celestial City”; “I hope all will be well”). 

      But the episode also characterizes Christian and Hopeful as 

having a character very different from that of Ignorance. To see this 

we need to note that this short episode falls into two quite distinct 

halves, the first half involving Flatterer and the second involving the 

Shining One with the whip. In the second part the Shining One 

examines the pilgrims and draws from them explicit 

acknowledgement of their sins of commission and omission: they 

admit that they did follow a Flatterer against whom the Shepherds 

had warned them, and that they forgot to pluck out and read their 

note of the way that the Shepherds also gave them. But these are the 

very acknowledgements that the two pilgrims had already made to 

one another before the Shining One comes to them. First,  

        

     Christian. Then said Christian to his fellow, Now do I 

see myself in an error; did not the shepherds bid us 

beware of the flatterers? As is the saying of the wise man, 

so we have found it this day: A man that flattereth his 

neighbour, spreadeth a net for his feet. (172)  

        

Bunyan has already established feet as a symbol for conversation or 

conduct of life, and here he combines that meaning with his pun on 

“error” by quoting a verse from Proverbs. A false belief about 

oneself impairs or even precludes one’s ability to come. Hopeful 

completes the confession, making even clearer that believing is 

coming:  

        

     Hopeful. They also gave us a note of directions about 

the way for our more sure finding thereof: but therein we 

have also forgotten to read, and have not kept ourselves 

from the paths of the destroyer. Here David was wiser 

than we; for saith he, “Concerning the works of men, by 

the word of thy lips, I have kept me from the paths of the 

destroyer.” (172) 

        

Both Christian and Hopeful shape their confessions in accordance 

with Bunyan’s major theme. The trait of character that Christian and 

Hopeful manifest, the trait that Ignorance lacks, is the willingness to 

acknowledge their sins, and willingly to take chastisement for them: 

“He chastised them sore, to teach them the good way wherein they 

should walk; and as he chastised them, he said, ’As many as I love, I 

rebuke and chasten; be zealous therefore and repent’.” (173) The 

trait of character that the episode by contrast shows in Ignorance is 

his failure to acknowledge that he must repent his sins. 

     The episode with Atheist that immediately follows is shorter than 

the episode with Flatterer (it takes only 57 lines in the Oxford 

edition) but even more packed with meaning: it must be the most 

densely symbolic and allusive passage in Bunyan’s book, bringing 

together the themes of flattery, ignorance, knowledge, error, and 
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belief, all governed by the identity of believing and coming, which 

Atheist himself ironically states. Atheist makes only four brief 

speeches, in the first three of which he first laughs at the pilgrims for 

being ignorant persons, then denies the existence of Mount Sion in 

this world, and then explains that having heard of the world to come 

he has "been seeking this City this twenty years, but find no more of 

it, than I did the first day I set out." (174) To Christian’s reply that 

the pilgrims believe such a place is to be found, Atheist utters his 

climactic speech containing the whole of his philosophical argument, 

and opening with Bunyan’s two crucial terms: Had he not believed, 

he had not come.  

        

     Atheist. Had not I, when at home, believed, I had not 

come thus far to seek: but finding none (and yet I should, 

had there been such a place to be found, for I have gone to 

seek it further than you), I am going back again, and will 

seek to refresh myself with the things that I then cast away 

for hopes of that which I now see is not. (174–5) 

        

      Hopeful can immediately identify Atheist as one of the 

Flatterers, because he attempts to coax, beguile, or persuade with 

artful blandishments. But the blandishment here is a fallacious 

argument. Atheist claims for himself extraordinary intellectual 

powers: that because he has not found something, it does not exist. 

But not to have seen that something is, is not to see that it is not; that 

is, to have failed to see that something is, is not to have discovered 

that it is not. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Bacon 

makes the point well: "They are discoverers that think there is no 

land, when they can see nothing but sea."[6] Atheist is just such an 

ill discoverer, and atheists will have to grant that he is. But Atheist is 

not totally without a god. He does not believe in the saving God of 

Christian and Hopeful because he cannot see him, though he can say 

that he sees he is not. He cannot see because he is, as Christian says, 

"blinded by the god of this world". (175) Atheist had admitted as 

much himself: "I … will seek to refresh myself with the things that I 

then cast away [that is, the world] for hopes of that which I now see 

is not [God]." Like Ignorance, Atheist is a Flatterer because he 

flatters himself that his search is enough. Bunyan captures very well 

this self-complacency not just in the laugh (though that helps) but in 

the boasting tone of voice: "I laugh to see what ignorant persons you 

are;" "I have been seeking this City this twenty years;" "for I have 

gone to seek it further than you." Ignorance boasts that he is going to 

the Celestial City; Atheist boasts that he is not; neither will enter it. 

      In this passage, then, Bunyan compares Ignorance’s stupid 

confidence in his goodness and Atheist’s blind confidence in his 

intellect, and contrasts them both with the pilgrims’ reliance on their 

faith and belief. Hopeful knows he has seen the Celestial City from 

the Delectable Mountains and that they must walk by faith. In 

quoting from Proverbs he reasserts the pun on "err": "Cease, my son, 

to hear the instruction that causeth to err from the words of 
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knowledge." (175) Christian’s next remark concludes, "Let thee and I 

go on knowing that we have belief of the truth, and no lie is of the 

truth;" that is, let us come believing. Finally, with these remarks 

Bunyan keeps before us allusions to the names of the four 

shepherds—Knowledge, Experience, Watchful, and Sincere. 

      These names, or at least two of them, figure prominently in the 

next long episode of the Enchanted Ground. As Christian recalls to 

Hopeful the shepherd’s caution warning them not to sleep on the 

Enchanted Ground, he alludes to the last two shepherds’ names (by 

quoting a verse from Thessalonians): "wherefore let us not sleep as 

do others, but let us watch and be sober." (176) Christian suggests to 

Hopeful that to prevent drowsiness, they enter into good discourse 

(the corresponding passage in Part Two obviously glosses this 

remark as "to feel for one another by words"). (356) But what is the 

allegorical significance of the Enchanted Ground? Sharrock’s 

commentary is hard to understand. He says "the Enchanted Ground 

represents a period of peace and toleration for the faithful when 

moral and spiritual effort might be relaxed." (336) If he means that 

such a period might dangerously lull pilgrims into a state of 

insufficient watchfulness, I think he is right, but I don’t see the 

necessity for finding a contemporary political meaning for the 

symbol. Bunyan himself gives us the necessary clue in his treatment 

of the Enchanted Ground in Part Two. He there makes quite clear 

that "this Enchanted Ground is one of the last refuges that the enemy 

to pilgrims has," (358) and has Great-heart explain that the Ground is 

enchanted by the sorceries of a witch named Madame Bubble. 

Enchantment is "preferring the excellencies of this life"; for "She has 

given it out in some places that she is a goddess, and therefore some 

do worship her." (362) That is, the Enchanted Ground is this world, 

the god of which Atheist, for one, worships. The good discourse then 

that Christian proposes to Hopeful to keep them awake and watchful 

must be itself a conversation on how to avoid being caught by the 

world. What the conversation makes clear, of course, is that the way 

to escape the enticements of life in this world is to choose the life 

eternal, and that means to make this world the way of pilgrimage. 

And we are now back at the point at which Hopeful explains to 

Christian how he began to look after the good of his soul, to do as he 

is doing now, that is, to come on pilgrimage. 

      Bunyan’s long account of Hopeful’s character and conversion— 

narrated by Hopeful himself in response to Christian’s questions— 

provides the most detailed contrast to the account of Ignorance. To 

identify, then, Hopeful’s major characteristics is to identify by 

contrast Ignorance’s. Hopeful’s conversion takes place at one 

moment in his life, the moment, as we have seen, when he 

recognizes for the first time that believing and coming is all one. But 

we also need to see what leads up to this moment.The autobiography 

that Hopeful narrates tells of a man at first lost in the delights of 

Vanity Fair, in the treasures and riches of the world. But like 

Christian himself, Hopeful begins to believe "That the end of these 

things is death," but he will not submit to the power of this 

conviction because (as he puts it), he "was not willing presently to 
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know the evil of sin." (177; emphasis added) That is, he shuts his 

eyes against the light because he was, as he says, "ignorant that this 

was the work of God upon me. I never thought that by awakenings 

for sin, God at first begins the conversion of a sinner." (177; 

emphasis added) But Hopeful’s conviction of sin is strengthened by 

his recognition that new sin mixes itself with the best that he does, 

that sin cleaves to his best performance. Bunyan’s theological point 

is that until Hopeful can obtain by imputation the righteousness of a 

man who never sinned, he is condemned to death. As we have seen, 

the actual conversion takes place when Hopeful’s sadness is greater 

than ever before "through a fresh sight of the greatness and vileness 

of [his] sins". (182) Even after his conversion Hopeful says that the 

love of Jesus Christ made him "greatly ashamed of the vileness of 

my former life, and confounded me with the sense of my own 

ignorance." (183) This is the end of Hopeful’s narration of his 

conversion, and just at this point, having confessed to his ignorance, 

"Hopeful looked back and saw Ignorance, whom they had left 

behind, coming after." (184) 

      Bunyan has now brought into very close proximity the two 

contrasted uses of his crucial term "ignorance," and we can now see 

that Ignorance is indeed ignorant of all the spiritual stages through 

which Hopeful has passed. Ignorance is the exact opposite of 

Hopeful. A few examples should make this clear. Hopeful knows 

what justifying righteousness is; he knows how to secure the soul 

from God’s wrath; he knows the true effects of saving grace; he 

knows his affections run over with love, to the name, people, and 

ways of Jesus Christ. Contrast with this knowledge what Christian 

says in condemnation of Ignorance:  

        

Ignorance is thy name, and as thy name is, so art thou; 

even this thy answer demonstrateth what I say. Ignorant 

thou art of what justifying righteousness is, and as 

ignorant how to secure thy soul through the faith of it 

from the heavy wrath of God. Yea, thou also art ignorant 

of the true effects of saving faith in this righteousness of 

Christ, which is to bow and win over the heart to God in 

Christ to love his name, his word, ways and people, and 

not as thou ignorantly imaginest. (188–9) 

        

Just before Ignorance withdraws from the two pilgrims, Christian 

sums up Hopeful’s whole spiritual biography by again contrasting it 

point by point with Ignorance’s:  

        

The working of … faith, I perceive, poor Ignorance, thou 

art ignorant of. Be awakened then, see thine own 

wretchedness, and fly to the Lord Jesus, and by his 

righteousness, which is the righteousness of God (for he 

himself is God), thou shalt be delivered from 

condemnation. (189) 

        



WORDS IN EDGEWAYS - 10 

     All of this analysis I have offered is in support of what I have 

called Bunyan’s meaning, the theological position he wishes to 

enforce with his allegorical narrative. If this were all we found in 

The Pilgrim’s Progress, we might admire it for the extraordinary 

clarity of its exposition and for the admirable neatness of its 

patterning, but we (especially those of us who reject the theology) 

would not be inclined to call it great art. 

     To see why The Pilgrim’s Progress is more than a Calvinist tract, 

to see indeed why it is at one and the same time at its crucial position 

in the lth Century both the beneficiary of a great mediaeval tradition 

and a source of the greatest English novels, we may examine the 

conversational exchange between Christian and Ignorance, an 

exchange that without doubt supports Bunyan’s Calvinist point but 

also shows that a great artist who thinks himself a Calvinist may, in 

the grip of his theme, be but expressing traditional wisdom. 

Bunyan’s great success as an artist is to put into the mouth of 

Ignorance speeches that any one of us, whatever religion he 

professes, will at once recognize as complacently selfsatisfied to a 

degree that will make whoever speaks them surely a danger to others 

and very likely to himself. The achievement is that of the dramatic 

novelist—I say "dramatic" because the speeches follow one another 

with almost no narration or moralization:  

        

     Then Christian said to him, "Come away man, why do 

you stay so behind?" 

     Ignorance. I take my pleasure in walking alone, even 

more a great deal than in company, unless I like it the 

better. 

Then said Christian to Hopeful (but softly), "Did I not tell 

you he cared not for our company? But however, come up 

and let us talk away the time in this solitary place." Then 

directing his speech to Ignorance, he said, "Come, how do 

you? How stands it between God and your soul now?" 

     Ignorance. I hope well, for I am always full of good 

motions, that come into my mind to comfort me as I walk. 

     Christian. What good motions? Pray tell us. 

     Ignorance. Why, I think of God and Heaven. 

     Christian. So do the devils and damned souls. 

     Ignorance. But I think of them and desire them. 

     Christian. So do many that are never like to come 

there: The soul of the sluggard desires and hath nothing. 

     Ignorance. But I think of them, and leave all for them. 

     Christian. That I doubt, for leaving of all is an hard 

matter, yea, a harder matter than many are aware of. But 

why or by what art thou persuaded that thou hast left all 

for God and Heaven? 

     Ignorance. My heart tells me so. 

     Christian. The wise man says, He that trusts his own 

heart is a fool. Ignorance. That is spoken of an evil heart, 

but mine is a good one. Christian. But how dost thou 
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prove that? 

     Ignorance. It comforts me in the hopes of Heaven. 

     Christian.That may be through its deceitfulness, for a 

man’s heart may minister comfort to him in the hopes of 

that thing for which he yet has no ground to hope. 

     Ignorance. But my heart and life agree together, and 

therefore my hope is well grounded. 

     Christian. Who told thee that thy heart and life agrees 

together? 

(184–5) 

The note this passage strikes is unmistakable: "I am always full of 

good motions. My heart is a good one. My heart and life agree 

together: my heart tells me so." Forrest tells us that "Ignorance is the 

personification of mulish unbelief, whose ignorance being willful is 

irrevocable, hence unforgivable. Thus the sequel, discovery of the 

grim reality that selfachieved righteousness is an illusion, is 

inevitable."[7] Yes, this is Bunyan’s meaning, but Forrest derives it 

from the theological frame of the story, not from its art. This is a 

mistake, because the art will work even on those who reject the 

theology; the art, since at this point it is congruent with the theology 

may even lead some of us to respect the theology. 

     The supreme moment in this conversation comes with 

Ignorance’s reply to a rather long speech of Christian’s, containing 

three quotations from scripture. Our thoughts of ourselves agree with 

the word of God, says Christian,  

        

When we pass the same judgement upon ourselves which 

the Word passes. To explain myself, the Word of God 

saith of persons in a natural condition, there is none 

righteous, there is none that doth good. It saith also, that 

every imagination of the heart of man is only evil, and that 

continually. And again, the imagination of man’s heart is 

evil from his youth. Now then, when we think thus of 

ourselves, having sense thereof, then are our thoughts 

good ones, because according to the Word of God. (186) 

        

To this, Ignorance’s answer is: "I will never believe that my heart is 

thus bad." Bunyan’s sentence is a stroke of genius: it is a sentence 

impossible to utter in any tone other than the tone of smugly 

unaware selfsatisfaction that Bunyan intends, a tone of willful and 

determined refusal to believe anything but the best of oneself: "I will 

never believe that my heart is thus bad." 

     The passage that clinches the interrelationships of all the 

characters, conversations, and episodes that constitute the last 

quarter of the book occurs just after the pilgrims part from Ignorance 

for the last time. Christian asks the crucial question about men such 

as Ignorance: "Have they at no time, think you, convictions of sin, 

and so consequently fears that their state is dangerous?" and then 

answers it himself as follows:  
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… they may, but they being naturally ignorant, understand 

not that such convictions tend to their good; and therefore 

they do desperately seek to stifle them, and 

presumptuously continue to flatter themselves in the way 

of their own hearts. (186) 

        

Ignorance flatters himself in the way of his own heart by refusing to 

believe his heart could possibly be bad, and thereby deprives himself 

of the other way, the way of pilgrimage. Believing himself to be 

good, why should he treat life as a difficult, danger-fraught 

pilgrimage? His false belief about himself prevents his coming. To 

put the point now in my own non-Calvinist terms, Ignorance’s false 

belief about himself makes impossible his life’s being a testimony to 

the eternal: his life is testimony only to himself. We all know he is 

lost. 

      Ignorance is the absence of knowledge. The character Ignorance 

believes he is good; not believing himself bad, he is worse. The 

knowledge Ignorance lacks is the knowledge of badness, his 

badness. Bunyan uses his character Ignorance to force us to arrive at 

the understanding that knowledge is acknowledgement of sin. The 

last fourth of The Pilgrim’s Progress enforces exactly the same 

theme as The Summoning of Everyman (also, by the way, explicitly a 

pilgrimage) in which Good Deeds are bound and helpless until 

Knowledge, or acknowledgment of sin, frees them. Everyman is lost 

to the death of his soul until he acknowledges his sins, just as is 

Ignorance. Another late mediaeval work establishes the importance 

of acknowledgement even more poignantly. I am emboldened to 

make this point about Sir Gawain and the Green Knight by one of J. 

A. W. Bennett’s notes to the poem 

(specifically to ll. 2499–500):  

        

Gawain voluntarily reveals his mortifying fault in an 

agony of remorse. Such public admission and acceptance 

of fault belongs to the specific Christian tradition that had 

developed out of the Penitential Psalms. … Inasmuch as 

the theme of self-awareness emerges so strongly in the 

closing stanzas the poem may be said to foreshadow a 

main concern of later English novelists in a way that 

Chaucer’s Troilus hardly does: such writers as Jane 

Austen, George Eliot and Henry James were to develop 

the analysis of motive, conduct and conscience.[8] 

        

Bennett goes on to compare Gawain’s remorse with Bulstrode’s in 

Chapter 61 of Middlemarch; to my mind, however, an even more 

telling comparison with both Sir Gawain and The Pilgrim’s Progress 

is Gwendolen’s confession to Daniel Deronda, because it retains 

more of the religious language appropriate to confession than does 

the Bulstrode episode. After Gwendolen’s confession—that, at the 

moment of her husband’s drowning, she felt the criminal desire of a 

murderous thought—George Eliot makes this comment:  
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Her remorse was the precious sign of a recoverable 

nature; it was the culmination of that self-disapproval 

which had been the awakening of a new life within her; it 

marked her off from the criminals whose only regret is 

failure in securing their evil wish. Deronda could not utter 

one word to diminish that sacred aversion to her worst 

self— that thorn-pressure which must come with the 

crowning of the sorrowful Better, suffering because of the 

Worse.[9] 

        

 

This wonderfully compact and iterative statement captures perfectly 

Bennett’s point about Sir Gawain and mine about The Pilgrim’s 

Progress. It attests to a powerful tradition, exemplified in various 

literary forms over the centuries, identifying the requisite first step in 

living the proper moral life. Bunyan, in one of the masterworks in 

this tradition, shows in intricate—and intricately organized—detail 

how to live our earthly life as a pilgrimage, step by step, 

conversation by conversation, in this world but not of it. 
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