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Abstract

This thesis examines various and changing meanings of the concept of ‘heresy’
in mid-seventeenth-century England as a way of deepening our understanding
of religion and culture in early modern society. While the varieties of religious
sects which flourished during and after the English Civil War have been studied
by many historians with differing emphases, there has been little investigation
of the meaning of the label ‘heresy’ which was put upon the sects within the
contemporary religious culture. This thesis critically examines various
seventeenth-century books and writings on religious sects and questions how
the term and the idea of ‘heresy’ functioned within the polemical exchanges
during the Civil War and the Interregnum. Following a detailed study of the
‘heresy controversy’ in the 1640s, the thesis scrutinizes major contemporary
works on the subject. Issues discussed include the languages and imageries
used to describe ‘heresy’ in Thomas Edwards’ Gangrana, the construction of the
‘catalogue of heresies’” as a literary genre in Ephraim Pagitt’s Heresiography, and
the development of encyclopedic study of heterodox religions demonstrated by
Alexander Ross in Pansebeia. It is argued that these works played an important
part in constructing the understanding of proper or desirable form of
Christianity. The thesis further inquires how the debates about ‘heresy’
engaged in a process of redefinition of ‘religion” as an idea. Attention is paid to
the relation between heresiography-writing and religious pluralism as well as
the later seventeenth-century discussion of natural religion. The thesis
concludes that the debates on “heresy’ reveal not only the unique nature of the
Civil War religious politics but also various and changing issues of religion in
seventeenth-century England, from anti-Catholicism to the new experimental

sciences and rational philosophies.
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Notes

Dates are given in the old style, except the year is regarded as beginning on 1

January and not 25 March. In all quotations, I have retained the original
spelling, punctuation and italicization as in the sources, except where modern

i__r’ i 77

edition of seventeenth-centurv books are used. Letters “v” as “u”, and “vv” as
Y /

“w” are all modernized to avoid confusion. Also in some titles of seventeenth-

century books, upper/lower-case usage, capitalization and italicization are

normalized for ease of reference.

Following abbreviations are used in the notes.

DNB Dictionary of National Biography, 19 vols. (Oxford, 1921-2).
ESTC CD  English Short Title Catalogue 1473-1800 on CD-ROM, version 1.08
(London, 1998).

Gang. | Thomas Edwards, Gangreena (London, 1646).*
Gang.II ~ Thomas Edwards, The second Part of Gangrana (London, 1646).*
Gang. Il  Thomas Edwards, The third Part of Gangraena (London, 1646).*

“For Gang. |, Gang. II and Gang. 111, a tacsimile edition by Rota (Exeter, 1977) is used.
OED The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn., 20 vols. (Oxford, 1989).
TRHS T'ransactions of the Royal Historical Society



Chapter 1

Introduction and Literature Review




I well understand that I put my hand into a Hornets nest, and shall raise up
against me all the spirit of separation, schisme and errour thorowout the
Kingdome, from the highest Seeker to the lowest Independent.

Thomas Edwards, Gangrana (1646).!1

1. Introduction

Heresy and history

This thesis is an investigation of the idea of ‘heresy’ in mid-seventeenth-
century England. The sudden explosion of religious sects is one of the best
known features of the Civil War. Following the collapse of the Church of
England’s authority, a considerable number of uneducated ‘mechanic
preachers’ attracted large audiences, inspiring more laymen and laywomen to
put their spiritual gifts into practice. Outside London, religious opinions in the
Army were radicalised, and out of this confusion, Baptists and Quakers started
to organize their own congregational sects. Large sections of society were
increasingly alarmed by these developments, and both Royalist and puritan
conservatives continually attacked such sectarian movements as factional and
schismatic. In London, the war of print became intense in the mid-1640s, and a
considerable number of books, tracts and pamphlets were published criticizing
‘Anabaptists’, ‘Brownists’, ‘Familists’, ‘Antinomians’, ‘Libertines’ and so on.
This thesis is based primarily on a study of such books and writings about
various religious sects published between 1640 and 1660, commonly known as
heresiography.

These sects have long been dismissed by many historians as too trivial or
eccentric a subject to be studied seriously. For ‘serious’ scholars, they seemed a
topic of lesser historical importance, or even bothersome ‘fringes” whose study
would only please occult fiends outside universities. When George Bernard

called them the “nut-cases and fruitcakes of the English Reformation,” he was

voicing a not uncommon response.” Indeed studying seventeenth-century
‘heretics’ has itself been largely “heterodox’ because they do not fit into the
conventional historiography of the English Revolution. Many historians ignore

these sects because they conformed neither to the ideal of ‘Puritanism’, which

I Thomas Edwards, Gangrana (London, 1646), ‘The Preface’, Sig. B2r.
2 G. Bernard, ‘Protestant Country,” London Review of Books, xii (1990), p.11.
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allegedly played a key role in the evolution of the modern intellectual spirit, nor
to their image of whatever ancien régime — Roman Catholicism or “Anglicanism’

— from which English puritans allegedly departed.

Much of the relative neglect of the sects has stemmed from the enduring

legacy of Max Weber’s thesis on the puritan ethic and what he called the spirit
of capitalism. Weber’s thesis was developed in the early twentieth century by
R. H. Tawney, whose work in turn was a major influence upon the

historiography of Christopher Hill and many other British historians of the

1950s and 1960s.3 The relationship between Calvinism and capitalism has been
further explored by a number of scholars, though the empirical validity of the

Weberian scheme is increasingly questioned by historians.# His hypothesis on
the relationship between Calvinism and modernity lies behind much of the
debate about the role of Puritanism either as a religion of the middling sort, or
as a force for social change and discipline. This strong Weberian strand has not
been confined to the historiography of early modern England, nor has it been
influential only among Anglo-American historians. It has greatly narrowed the
understanding of ‘normal’ Protestantism on the Continent. Anabaptists and
Mennonites have been largely marginalized within histories of the European

Reformation, while R. Scribner has convincingly criticized the Weberian

preoccupation in German reformation studies.

Also this framework has had for a long time an immense influence in
Japan, where the ‘Western’” modernization, democracy and economic growth
have been central subjects of enquiry for scholars. With such interests, the role
of ‘Puritanism” has long been a subject of debate among both economic and
intellectual historians in Japan. This was initiated by two influential scholars:
Hideo Otsuka, who, following the first Japanese translation by Tsutomu
Kajimaya (1938), popularized Weberian historiography in Japan, and Hideo
Oki, who took up the moral-philosophical side of the Weber thesis in

3 R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism: A Historical Study (London, etc., 1926);
Christopher Hill, ‘The Industrious sort of People,” in Society and Puritanism in Pre-
Revolutionary England (London, 1964); Hugh Trevor-Roper, ‘Religion, the Reformation

and Social Change’ in H. Trevor-Roper, Religion, the Reformation and Social Change, (3rd
edn., London, 1984, first published in 1967), pp. 1-45.

4 D. Zaret, The Heavenly Contract: Ideology and Organization in Pre-Revolutionary
Puritanisim (Chicago, 1985); Gordon Marshall, Presbyteries and Profits: Calvinism and the
Development of Capitalism in Scotland, 1560-1707 (Oxford, 1981). For critical studies on
the issue, see Paul S. Seaver, Wallington’s World: A Puritan Artisan in Seventeenth-
Century London (London, 1985); P. S. Seaver, ‘The Puritan Work Ethic Revisited,’
Journal of British Studies, 19 (1980), pp. 35-53; C. John Sommerville, ‘The Anti-Puritan
Work Ethic,” Journal of British Studies, 20 (1981), pp. 70-81.

5> Robert . Scribner, ‘The Reformation, Popular Magic, and the “Disenchantment of
the World™’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 33, no. 3 (1993), pp. 475-494.
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Puritanism-no Rinri-Shisou [‘Puritan Ethics’] (Tokyo, 1966). This trend has had
SO an enormous importance in Japanese social sciences, including sociology,
political studies, history, history of ideas, that some recent scholars still seem to

feel they have to explain any ‘new’ theories in history (especially of England
and Scotland) in “Weberian’ terms.®

Thus any religious movements which fail to fit into Weberian hypotheses
have tended to be neglected due to their unclear roles in this kind of story about
‘modernity’. Dissenters who continuously emerged and then disappeared — by
persecution or disintegration — consequently do not appear to be a worthy
topic of research either for orthodox church historians seeking to establish the
genealogy of the ‘true church’, or for recent social historians arguing that
Puritanism was a disciplining tool of social control. In such cases sects are often
treated as a ‘fringe’ phenomenon or as ‘deviations’ from history, although
generally without any deeper consideration of the cultural meaning of
‘deviation’ itself. What [ would stress is that this neglect of ‘heresies’ is not a
simple kind of neglect, the result of careless oversight. The reason historians
have overlooked the Anabaptists and the Ranters was exactly because they were
heretical. The idea of ‘heresy’, as a heterodox object, is already at work in the
historical treatment of religious sects. Part of my object in this thesis is to

examine how this mechanism of understanding functioned and functions.

The existing historiography of religion has further problems in writing
about the sects. When religious sects are historically scrutinized, they tend to be
explained as something else. This is due to the fact that the terms ‘heresy’ (and
‘heretics’) have become taboo words for historians. Only a few church
historians write of ‘heresies’ in a literal sense, as false beliefs, errors to be
eliminated, or crimes against the truth. David Christie-Murray wrote A History
of Heresy to give “answers that the orthodox worked out in opposition to them,”

because he believed that “to write the history of Christian heresy adequately

would be to compile a complete Church history.”” A more popular
historiography of pre-industrial Western society also seems to have adapted

such a ‘straight’ or naive concept of ‘heresy’. In this context, ‘heretics’, together

6 Toshio Tsuneyuki attempted to synthesize the ‘popular culture’ theory into the old
format in Shimin-Kakumei maeno Igirisu Syakai ["English Society before the Revolution’]
(Tokyo, 1990), while Haruki Onishi defends the Weber thesis with a help of the Civil
\War religious sects in Igirisu Kakumei no Sect Undo |’Sectarian movements in the
English Revolution’] (Tokyo, 1995) and in other papers. Onishi’s Japanese translation
of Marshall’s Presbyteries and profits (see above note 4) was entitled Protestantism no
Rinri to Shilion-shugi no Seishin: Scotland m okeru Weber These |'The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism: veritying Weber thesis in Scotland’] (Tokyo, 1996).

7 David Christie-Murrayv, A History of Heresy, (London, 1976), p.Vii.
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with witches and alchemists, illuminates the history of occultism in European
‘dark ages’. Leonard George, the historian of ‘the paranormal’, introduced his
encyclopedia of heresies titled Crimes of Perception in the following way: “Are
you fascinated by the strange cosmologies of the ancient Gnostics? Are you
moved by the medieval French Cathars, many of whom offered themselves to
be burned alive rather than renounce their faith? Does the Holy Inquisition
repulse you, intrigue you, or both? Does some part of you cheer for the false
messiahs? Why? What are the inner orthodoxies and heresies with which you
define yourself and your universe? Read on, learn, enjoy, reflect. [...] From the

vantage point of history, one can glean no assurance that the Burning Times will

never return. Keep one eye on the door.”8 But most historians would
disassociate themselves from both orthodox-minded theologians and mystics.
‘Heresy’, for decent historians, is a term too subjective and dogmatic, and

cannot be trusted at its face value.

Consequently the term has been replaced with other, supposedly less
pejorative and more meaningful, terms, which, of course, have other
connotations. This is particularly evident in the denominational historiography
of English nonconformity, and in the ‘history of ideas’ approach to the
development of toleration. Their studies have often devoted intense efforts to
eliminating this negative image projected onto the sects, and re-evaluating the
hidden significance behind the bias created by their opponents. Indeed it is
interesting to see how historians have carefully chosen different terms, and
blended them in their own historical writings to account for those men and
women who were once called heretics. For instance, the term ‘separatism’ (and
‘separatist’), if not ‘nonconformity’ (‘nonconformist’), is sometimes used as a
substitute for ‘heresy’ (and ‘heretic’), because it is a more positive name. For
denominational historians, ‘separation’ indicates progress, rather than crisis, of
religion. B. R. White’s The English Separatist Tradition, with a subtitle “from the
Marian Martyrs to the Pilgrim Fathers,” emphasized the English ‘separatists’ as
ancestors of American chapel-goers, and as pioneers of evangelism in the
nineteenth century. This line was developed by American Baptist historians,
who, viewed the first Anabaptist ‘separation” from the Church of England as
part of their own history. C. Burrage for instance closed his book The Early

English Dissenters with the puritan immigration to the New World in 1640.°

> Leonard George, Crimes of Perception: An Encyclopedia of Heresies and Heretics (New
York, 1995), p. xx.

?B. R. White, The English Separatist Tradition (Oxtford, 1971); Champlin Burrage, The
Early English Disscuters (Cambridge, 1912). See Murray Tolmie’s discussion in The
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The term ‘dissenter’, used by Burrage, is another common epithet for the
Civil War religious sects. But, like ‘nonconformist’, it was not commonly used
by contemporaries to describe those sects. The term ‘Dissent’ was initially used
to describe the puritan protest against the episcopalian Church of England after
the Restoration, and did not necessarily mean a range of radical religious
movements as it does today. Nevertheless, the word “dissenter’ has tended to
present an idealized image of religious sects, the image of the simple piety of
the ‘common people’, who were determined to defend their causes. Thus
Edward Thompson wrote when comparing artisan ‘dissenters’ with more
prosperous but less socially active Methodists: “Puritanism — Dissent —
Nonconformity: the decline collapses into a surrender. Dissent still carries the

sound of resistance |...] Nonconformity is self-effacing and apologetic: it asks to

be left alone.”1Y Likewise, in the recent collection of essays, The World of Rural
Dissenters, efforts are made to prove how sixteenth- to eighteenth-century
‘dissenters’ successfully recruited their members from a wide range of social

classes, and how they answered certain spiritual and social needs among

ordinary people, needs the established church could not satisfy.ll Here, the
choice of the word “dissenter” diminishes the sensational and scandalous aspects
of religious sectarianism, and causes one to overlook the period when religious
affiliation was much more complex and was always subject to controversy. It
may seem more meaningful to study the history of those who ‘dissented’ than
to write a history which is a list of those who simply erred; but giving too
positive an image to the ‘dissenters’ seems to run a risk of committing
historiographical teleology, and of neglecting what it meant to be called a

‘heretic’ in early modern society.

Similar to the discussion of ‘dissent’ is the study of the ‘development of

toleration” during the English Revolution, in which religious sects allegedly

took part in the establishment of religious liberty.1¢ William Haller emphasized
the puritan debates on the ‘liberty of conscience’ in the 1640s, and Murray

Tolmie argued that the political achievement of the Civil War ‘saints’ was the

Triumph of the Saints: The Separate Churches of London 1616-1649 (Cambridge, 1977), p. x;
also W. M. Patterson, Baptist Successionisim (Vally Forge, 1969).

I0E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London, 2nd edn,1968),
p.385. Italics by Thompson.

IT Nargaret Spuftord (ed.), The World of Rural Dissenters, 1520-1725 (Cambridge, 1995),
esp.chs. 1,5, 8, 9.

I2Jordan, W. K., The Development of Religious Toleration in England: From the Convention

of the Long Parliament to the Restoration, 1040-1660, 4 vols. (Gloucester, Mass., 1965, first
published in 1932-1940), esp. vol. 3.
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creation of English nonconformity based on religious pluralism.> However, it
is still open to question whether the period between 1640 and 1660 truly saw a
‘rise” of religious toleration in England. For many of the godly in the 1640s,

‘toleration” meant granting freedom to ‘heresy’, and as Blair Worden puts, it

was not “an edifying principle but [...] an impious policy.”!* After 1649,
Independents and sects showed little interest in advocating the principle of

toleration once they saw the de facto establishment of their own congregations.

What emerged, Worden argued, was relativism, rather than toleration.1> Other

scholars have emphasized the effect of ‘Arminianism’, instead of Puritanism, on

the enlightenment concept of religious pluralism.1®  Arguably there are

limitations in equating religious sects with ‘tolerationists’.

Some social historians by contrast seem to prefer the adjective ‘radical’ and
the label ‘radicals’ to describe the Civil War sects. These words imply that sects
were extreme, yet at the same time innovative. ‘Radicals’ do not conform either to
the genealogy of ‘congregational orthodoxy’ or to naive ‘popular piety’; instead
this designation chimes with the history of political ideas. This therefore is a
useful term with which to locate sects within the model of the English
‘Revolution’, in which a large-scale socio-political change allegedly took place.
Christopher Hill happily found ‘radical’ political ideas in “all these groups” —
Diggers, Fifth Monarchists, Seekers, Ranters and Quakers — who shared
common “democratic political objectives.” For Hill, sects were the seventeenth-

century proletariat who fought for a Marxist revolution, “which never

happened.”l” Hill was right in illuminating the political nature of the religious
matters in the seventeenth century, but by equating ‘radical’ religious ideas
with socialism (that would have to, according to Hill, abolish religion
altogether), he too failed to examine the meaning of the “heresy’ accusations

made against his sects.

Were those who were called ‘heretics’ in the seventeenth century
‘separatists’, ‘dissenters” or ‘radicals’? In their attempts to disassociate their

work from both theological inquisition and occultism, historians sympathetic to

I3 William Haller, Liberty and Reformation in the Puritan Revolution (New York, 1955);
Tolmie, Triumph of the Saints, ch. 8.

14 Blair Worden, ‘Toleration and the Cromwellian protectorate’, in W. J. Sheils (ed.),
Persecution and Toleration (Oxford, 1984), p. 200.

15 ibid., p. 206n29. “[T]he distinction between essentials and inessentials, the puritan
version of the concept ot adiaphora, played a significant part in the politics of the
Protectorate.” p. 216.

16 Hugh Trevor-Roper, ‘“The religious origins of the Enlightenment’, in H. Trevor-
Roper, Religion, the Reformation and Social Change (London, 1984), pp. 193-236.
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the Civil War religious sects have consciously reacted against the slanderous
term ‘heresy’, and tried to re-evaluate the religious sects for their own purposes,
with varying terminology. Their principal aim has been to re-discover the
identities and the historical significance of those sects, which otherwise would
remain obscured by the misleading label of ‘heresy’. “If we are to use ... the
comments of hostile contemporaries,” asserted Murray Tolmie, “we must learn

to distinguish the blur in the mind of the percipient from the sectarian activities

we are attempting to reconstruct.”18 Fair enough; with the help of historians
like Tolmie and White, the nutcases and fruitcakes have greatly recovered their
dignity in history. But at the same time, by introducing various terms and
concepts with which to rename ‘heresy’, historians have been drawn into
utilitarian perspectives, which contain the assumption that religion has to have
something to do with progressive historical change. They have thus failed to
question the contemporary meaning of the concept of ‘heresy’ itself. These
sympathetic historians have, ironically, like conventional historians, ignored the

‘heretics’.

Yet further more, there is an interesting and important aspect of the very
practice of historiographical explanation, which parallels the problems of
seventeenth-century heresiographies. It is important to notice that historians’
trait of explaining ‘heresies’ is largely a legacy of seventeenth-century writings
on the subject. In 1646, listing all the heresies he knew of, Thomas Edwards
warned his readers how the spread of such erroneous ideas could lead to the
destruction of the nation, and potentially, to atheism. Christopher Hill, echoing
Edwards, with his line-up of radical sects in The World Turned Upside Down

(1972), told his readers that religious sects stood up to overturn the ‘pre-

revolutionary’ society, and could have brought, potentially, a socialist nation.!”
Radical Religion in the English Revolution, edited by J. F. McGregor and B. Reay in
1984, is a collection of studies of various Civil War sects, from Baptists to the
Fifth Monarchists; but the book’s format, with each name of religious sects
constituting chapter headings, strikingly resembles Ephraim Pagitt’s catalogue
of heresies, Heresiography (1645). The diagram illustrating ‘the evolution of old
dissent’ in Michael R. Watts’ Dissenters (1978) is in fact a product of the Ramist

dialectic and early modern encyclopedism, which fashioned Alexander Ross’s

17 Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down (London, 1972), pp.72, 15. See also
N ichael Mullett, Radical Religious Movements in Early Modern Europe (London, 1980).

15 Tolmie, The Triuumph of the Saints, p. xi.

19 Gang. 1, pp.81-2; Hill, World Turned Upside Down, pp. 182-3 and passim. See also
Nigel Smith’s critical discussion in “The Charge of Atheism and the Language of
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massive and definitive history of religious sects, Pansebeia (1653).20  Although
historians have attempted to interpret and translate the historical significance of
religious sects in new terms, they have scarcely stepped out of the seventeenth-
century framework of representation, in which conservative authors explained
what they saw as ‘heresies’. Instead of questioning the very mechanism of
conceptualizing ‘heresy’, historians have uncritically repeated and reproduced

the genre of literature created by early modern heresiographers.

This thesis tries to escape from these historiographical traps and to explore
the problems surrounding the understanding of ‘heresies’ and ‘heretics’ of the
mid-seventeenth century. The ambiguity and anxiety these terms produce
today, and the ways in which one desires to clarify their identities, are exactly
what I hope to investigate. The thesis thus concentrates on examining the
contemporary studies of ‘heresy’, rather than studying various religious sects
themselves and/or their ideas. It inquires how ‘heresy’ was discussed and
related to contemporary problems during the Civil War and the Interregnum.
In this thesis therefore, I will try neither to take what the term “heresy’ signifies
at its face value, nor to replace this term with other words, for doing so would

only confine our perspective within the theoretical structure of heresiography.

It may be objected at this point that ‘heresy’ is only an empty name, or an
exaggerated rhetoric at best, and thus can not make a substantial subject of its
own. Certainly there is a considerable degree of artificiality about the term
‘heresy’ in early modern writings. It would also be superficial to discuss a wide
range of issues surrounding religious sects by simply picking up such a
‘keyword’. Besides, the meaning of the word ‘heresy’ in the seventeenth
century was by no means monolithic. Not all religious sects were called
‘heretics’, and “heresy’ could be discussed in contexts irrelevant to Anabaptists
and Quakers. Still, by focusing on the term and concept, ‘heresy’, I hope to take
advantage of recent work in the textual analysis of the seventeenth-century
print culture. In what is often called ‘the linguistic turn’ of historiography in the
last decades, a number of scholars have scrutinized the role of discourse in

politics, and demonstrated that it is through (only through) language that the

understanding of self and of the world is constituted.?! Even though ‘heresy’

Radical Speculation, 1640-1660°, in Michael Hunter and David Wootton (eds.), Atheism
from the Reformation to the Enlightenment (Oxford, 1992), pp. 131-2.

20 J. F. McGregor and B. Reay (eds.), Radical Religion in the English Revolution (Oxford,
1984); Michael R. Watts, The Dissenters, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1978), p. 6. For Watts” diagram,
see also Kristen Poole, Radical Religion from Shakespeare to Milton (Cambridge, 2000),
pp. 132-3.

21 Works from this trend in early modern English historiography include: Kevin Sharpe
and Peter Lake (eds.), Culture and Politics in Early Stuart England (London, 1994); Kevin
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appears to us as a term which is rhetorical or unsound, it is worth considering
the mechanism by which the term appeared plausible and was used by
seventeenth-century men and women. I will endeavour to conduct a structural
analysis of the mental world of early modern society in which the nature of, and

attitude toward, ‘heresy’ was determined.

T'o focus on language, or to accept the artificial or even fictional nature of

early modern heresiographies, is not to deny the actuality and originality of

some truly radical groups and individuals that existed during the Revolution.
While commending J. C. Davis’ Fear, Myth and History (1986) that studied the

fictional nature of the Ranters, Nigel Smith warned that “exposing the operation

of stereotypes” in heresiographies would complete only half of the picture.??
‘Heresy’ as a representation and that as actual radicalism were different things.
The Family of Love, for example, was one of the popular ‘heretics’ during the
Civil War, frequently appearing in the pamphlet literature. Yet we cannot deny
the fact that the works of Hendrik Niclaes, the guru of the sect, were being

printed, translated and published right in the middle of the Interregnum.?

Likewise scholars have recently discussed various aspects of John Milton’s ideas

in relation with traditional Christian heresies.?4 These radical ideas, whether
theological or political, might have been simply incomprehensible to the
authors of the heresiographies we are going to study. It is questionable, Smith
points out, whether conservative theologians like Daniel Featley, Thomas

Edwards and Ephraim Pagitt were actually able to understand the radical

Sharpe, Remapping Early Modern England: The Culture of Seventeenth-Century Politics
(Cambridge, 2000); idem, Reading Revolution: The Politics of Reading in Early Modern
Europe (New Haven and London, 2000); R. Malcolm Smuts, Culture and Power in
England, c. 1585-1685 (Basingstoke, 1999); S. D. Amussen and M. A. Kishlansky (eds.),
Political Culture and Cultural Politics in Early Modern England (Manchester and New
York, 1995); Nigel Smith, Literature and Revolution in England 1640-1660 (New Haven
and London, 1994). For critical discussion on the ‘linguistic turn’, see Patrick Joyce,
‘History and post-modernism’, Past and Present, 133 (1991), pp, 217-18; M. Jay, ‘Should
intellectual history take a linguistic turn?’, in D. LaCapra and S, L. Kaplan (eds.),
NModern European intellectual history : reappraisals and new perspectives (Ithaca and
London, 1982); Gérard Noiriel, Sur la “crise” de I'histoire (Paris, 1996).

22 “Sceptical historians (Davis) seem to think that exposing the operation of stereotypes
is sufficient, without attempting to probe further in order to discover whether there is
anything behind the veil cast by the stereotype that might enable us to see a genuine,
as opposed to an imaginary, connection between atheism and radicalism.” Smith,
‘Charge of Atheism’, p. 133.

23 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion
1640-1660 (Oxford, 1989), pp. 144-184.

24 Stephen B. Dobranski and John P. Rumrich (eds.), Milton and Heresy (Cambridge,
1998); A. D. Nuttall, The Alternative Trinity: Gnostic Heresy in Marlowe, Milton, and Blake
(Oxford, 1998); Poole, Radical Religion from Shakespeare to \lilton.
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political philosophy of Levellers like William Walwyn and Richard Overton.®
Nevertheless, as is demonstrated in chapter 2 of this thesis, research into the
number of publications in the seventeenth century shows that ‘heresy’ was
indeed a term frequently mentioned in the 1640s and the 1650s — especially the
mid-1640s — exactly when the issue of religious sects was highly controversial.
Not all those who discussed sectarianism equated it with ‘heresy’, but certainly
the idea and the term seem to have played a role in shaping the issue. Although
this thesis is not a comprehensive and thorough survey of what ‘heresy’ meant
in the seventeenth century, it is hoped that it will supplement our

understanding of the religious and political issues of the period.

Rethinking religion in seventeenth-century England

Focusing on the concept of ‘heresy’ enables us to question the concept of
‘religion’ in the seventeenth century from a fresh perspective. ‘Heresy’ as an
idea and ‘religion” as culture constitute a twofold theme in the course of our
investigation. It is generally agreed by historians that ‘religion” had an

enormous influence on early modern society. Its central importance during the

period of the Civil War has been long discussed.® Unlike the French

Revolution whose political character is known to have been secular and anti-

clerical,?” the English Revolution is said to have centred ‘religion’ in the political
upheaval. = Historians, whether ecclesiastical, social or economic, have
investigated how ‘religion’ affected the characters and the changes of English

society. Indeed, ‘religion and society’ has been one of the common phrases we

find in the titles of seventeenth-century studies.?® Such an interest in the role of

‘religion’ in the history of England itself has a long history. Even before Max

25 Smith, ‘Charge of Atheism’, p. 158.

26 Christopher Hill, “The Necessity of Religion,” in The Collected Essays of Christopher Hill:
vol. 2: Religion and Politics in 17th Century England (Brighton, 1986), pp.11-18; Margaret
Spufford, ‘The Importance of Religion in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries’ in
Spufford (ed.), The World of Rural Dissenters, pp.1-102; John Morrill, “The religious
context of the English Civil War’, TRHS, Fifth Series, 34 (1984), pp. 155-178; B. Reay,
‘Radicalism and Religion in the English Revolution: an Introduction’, in McGregor &
Reay (eds.), Radical Religion in the English Revolution, p.1.

27 Suzanne Desan, Reclaiming the Sacred: Lay Religion and Popular Politics in Revolutionary
France (London, 1990); Timothy Tackett, Religion, Revolution, and Regional Culture in
Eighteenth-Century France: The Ecclesiastical Oath of 1791 (Princeton, 1986).

=5 For instance, Dagmar Freist, Governed by Opinion: Politics, Religion and the Dynamics of
Communication in Stuart London 1637-1645 (London, 1997); William Lamont and Sybil
Oldfield (eds.), Politics, Religion and Literature in the Seventeentl Century (London, 1975)
W. A. Hunt, The Puritan Moment (Cambridge, Mass., 1983); Chrlst0pher Hill,
Puritanism and Revolution (1958); idem, Society and Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary |
England (London, 1964). .
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Weber, for instance, the French historian Elie Halévy observed that among all
nations England was “the most free from revolution, violent crisis, and sudden

changes,” and linked this to “a kind of religiosity,” that made England remain

“a puritan nation.”?® The idea was echoed sixty years later by Edward
Thompson. In his The Making of the English Working Class, he argued it was the
political conservatism that dwelled in English Methodism which suppressed the
plebeian radicalism of English people. It caused the “psychic ordeal in which

the character-structure of the rebellious pre-industrial labourer or artisan was

violently recast into that of the submissive industrial worker.”30 In these ways,

‘religion’ is understood as “a source of ‘supernatural blinkers’,” as an agent of

cultural change, a determiner of people’s social and political behaviour.>!

However, these studies have used the term ‘religion” in quite problematic
and unreflective ways. Perhaps, as C. J. Sommerville points out, our notion of

‘religion’ is largely an adaptation of “the Puritans’ view of what is acceptable in

religion.” 3% Ecclesiastical history has remained largely unaffected by the new
cultural history. Although since the 1970s many scholars have adapted
anthropological concepts of ‘culture’ and provided fresh approaches to various
historical issues — such as popular culture, political culture, gender and
sexuality, visual and material representations — there has not been much
discussion of how ‘religion” was constituted not as a cultural background but as
a cultural object, how it was continuously made and remade, and even
challenged by members of society. In many studies of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries ‘religion’ is treated as a discipline that influenced, if not
dominated, politics (or science, art, etc.), and so the political nature of ‘religior’,
as well as religious aspects of ‘politics’ are neglected. This thesis aims to
demonstrate that early modern ‘religion” and the idea of ‘heresy’ had a mutual

and conceptual relationship, in which they defined and redefined each other.

I hope to make these points clearer by reviewing the existing
historiography of Protestantism in early and mid seventeenth-century England.
This review is by no means exhaustive. 1 have decided to focus on the

theoretical problems in the historiography, rather than keeping track of every

29 Elie Halévy, The Birth of Methodism in England, trans. B. Semmel (Chicago, 1971, first
published in French, 1906); ].D. Walsh, ‘Elie Halévy and the Birth of Methodism,’
TRHS, Fifth Series, 25 (1974), pp.35, 39. See also Halévy, A Histroy of The English People,
vol. 1 (London, 1949).

30 Thompson, Alaking of the English Working Class, p. 404.
31 The quote is trom Michael Hill, A Sociology of Religion (London, 1973), p. 187.

32 “It is worth emphasizing that we have been considering ‘generic’ rather than
‘normative’ definitions of religion.” C. John Sommerville, The Secularization of Early
\lodern England: From Religious Culture to Religious Faith (Oxford, 1992), p. 8.
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historical piece written about Puritanism, or about any religious sect, not to
mention the English Revolution in general. The following three sections will
examine historians that seem to represent different theoretical approaches,
ranging from the history of political ideas to the history of ‘popular culture’.
Again the list is never a complete one, nor does my categorization of historians
necessarily correspond with the variety of discussion made by these scholars.
Nevertheless I hope this selection will help to bring out some important issues

to be examined in this thesis.

2. Literature Review

Heretics as ‘nonconformists’, or ‘revolutionaries’?

Historical discussion of the Civil War religious sects became especially
lively in the 1970s, and included works such as A. L. Morton’s The World of the Ranters
(1970), B. S. Capp’s The Fifth Monarchy Men (1972) and later Michael R. Watts’ first part

of The Dissenters (1978).33 But the most influential general treatments of the topic

were written by Christopher Hill and Murray Tolmie.

For those who study religious radicalism during the English Revolution,
Hill remains one of the first places to start from. His most famous book, The
World Turned Upside Down (1972) is indeed a landmark in the historiography of
religious sects. The work not only covered diverse sects that had hitherto been
largely neglected, such as the Seekers, Ranters and Diggers, but also
contextualized them within the wider geographical, intellectual, political and
economic background of seventeenth-century England. The motivation of Hill’s
attention to those sects was clearly stated; “if we dismiss such ideas because
they seem irrational to us,” Hill wrote, “we may be depriving ourselves of
valuable insights into the society,” because “historians are interested in ideas

not only because they influence societies, but because they reveal the societies

which give rise to them.”>* Hill showed how adherents of radical movements
shared the same beliefs and characteristics, like the ‘spirit of prophecy’ and a

preoccupation with ‘sin and hell.” These were, Hill explained, part of a longer

33 A. L. Morton, The World of the Ranters: Radical religion in the English Revolution
(London, 1970); B. S. Capp, The Fifth AMonarchy Men (1972); Watts, op. cit. Others
include J. F. McGregor, ‘Ranterism and the development of early Quakerism’, Journal
of Religious History, 9 (1977); Mark A. Kishlansky, The Rise of the New Model Army
(Cambridge, 1979).

M Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. 17.
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tradition of English heresy from the sixteenth century.3> “There was then a long
tradition of popular materialist scepticism and anti-clericalism; there was the
Familist tradition that Christ was within every believer; there was the sectarian
tradition of opposition to a state church, to the tithes which paid for its
ministers and to the patronage system which ensured that its clergy were

appointed by the ruling class. There were also the millenarian hopes built up

by the Puritan preachers.”3¢ The tension was rising; the outbreak of radical

sects in the 1640s was, for Hill, hardly surprising.

Therefore, for Hill, ‘heresy’ was a form of social protest against an
oppressive regime, which likewise took a form of orthodox Christianity. Sects

were participants in the “popular revolt” against “property and social

subordination.”3 They united and fought against their prosperous rulers in
order to achieve their political objectives, namely “communal property, a far

wider democracy in political and legal institutions,” rejection of the state church

and even of the Protestant ethic.3® Thus Quakers gathered against “oppressive

royalist landlords,” and shared ideas with the New Model Army which was a

“short-lived school of political democracy.”3” Even the Ranters could be
explained as “negative reaction to nascent capitalism, a cry for human

brotherhood, freedom and unity against the divisive forces of a harsh ethic,

enforced by the harsh discipline of the market.” 40
While Hill rightly stressed that religious issues affected the very foundation

of the social order in early modern England and that theology could become a
highly political issue, it is questionable whether the seventeenth-century writers
who condemned the sects understood Anabaptists, Quakers and Ranters in the

way that Hill did. Blair Worden argued that the conservative puritans’
objection to the toleration of heresies could not be fully explained in terms of
social oppression. Such an interpretation of religious sectarianism is largely
based on the “supposition that theological statements can be read as if they

were merely the seventeenth-century’s way of talking about the twentieth-

century’s sociological concerns.”4! Hill’s model of class conflict also contains

33 ibid., p.91; ch. 8, passim; pp. 25-35. For the continuity of English heresies, see Hill,
‘From Lollards to Levellers,” in Collected Essays, vol. 2, pp. 89-116.

36 Hill, World Turned Upside Down, p. 35.

37 ibid., pp. 13, 161.

38 ibid., p. 15.

39 ibid., pp. 79, 128.

ibid., p. 340.

+1 \WWorden, “Toleration and the Cromwellian protectorate’, pp. 201-2, n11. Here

\Worden is, however, reterring to Henry Noel Brailsford, The Levellers and the English
Revolution, (ed.) Christopher Hill (London and Stanford, 1961).
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problems. He emphasized that those who engaged in radical religious sects
were poor men and women from “lower classes,” and were hostile to the
“protestant ethics” of the better sort. A clear dichotomy was drawn between
“traditional southern English middle-class Puritanism” and the “Lollard

tradition” in the north; between “middle-class Presbyterian Puritanism” and the

separatists talented in “mechanic preaching.”42 The impression given here was
a three-layered hierarchical society, with ‘royalists’ on top, ‘Puritans’ in the
middle and the adherents of the radical sects at the bottom. Yet it is highly
debatable if the divide between ‘Puritans’ and ‘sects’ reflected the gap between
middle and lower socio-economic orders. As will be discussed later, careful
analysis of membership of various sects shows that they contained many gentry

and clerics, while historians have shown that there was much attachment to the

Church of England among very humble people.43

However, the main problem with Hill’s perspective lies in his
understanding of the meaning of ‘religion’. In his work, ‘religion’ is per se
something irrational and unnatural, and something which should, rationally
and naturally, invite the dissolution of itself. When Hill argued that the biblical
doctrines of sin, the Fall and the hell were “vital” for the “ruling classes,” he
implied not only that ‘religion” was an instrument of dominion but also that this

situation contained a structural and theoretical weakness which should and

would require a revolution as an inevitable solution.#* The rise of religious
sects in the seventeenth century is explained within this logic of historical

necessity. Thus it was “not surprising” that at the heart of radical religions

during the Revolution was the abolition of ‘religion’ altogether.*> What Hill
propounded was a narrative of seventeenth-century England heading
inexorably towards democratic atheism. After the authority of the Bible was
“destroyed,” Hill argued, “what should take its place? ‘All comes by nature’ is
not a creed for those who wish to turn the world upside down. Until men had

worked out a much stronger sense of history, of evolution, atheism could only

42 Hill, World Turned Upside Down, pp. 77-8.

43 John Morrill, “The Church in England, 1642-9’, in Morrill (ed.), Reactions to the English
Civil War 1642-1649 (London, 1982), p. 90; Margaret Spufford, ‘Can We Count the

“Godly” and the “Conformable” in the Seventeenth Century?’, Journal of Ecclesiastical

History, vol.36, no.3 (1985), pp. 428-438; Spufford (ed.), World of Rural Dissenters,
passim; Patrick Collinson, The Religion of Protestants (Oxtord, 1982), pp. 191-2.

H Hill, World Turned Upside Down, pp. 151-7.

45 “ As the lower classes were set free to discuss what they were interested in, the social
function of sin and hell was increasingly emphasized. But it was easier to demolish
than to reconstruct — to suggest that wicked politician had invented sin, or that sin
was the product of a competitive society, than to agree on how to organize a society in
which sin was no longer a plausible concept.” ibid., p. 182. Italics by the Hill.
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be a negative, epicurean creed in a static universe.” But it was his own quasi-
Darwinian expectation that anticipated the forthcoming materialism in, for

Instance, Gerrard Winstanley “who among the radicals came nearest” to a

modern man.% As Patrick Collinson puts, “Progressive fissiparation {...] is seen

as virtually a law of Protestantism, somewhat resembling the biological law of

evolution from simple to more complex forms: Bossuet subsumed in Darwin.” 4’
This teleology to seek the impetus of change within Protestantism dominated
Hill's argument. For instance, he maintained, “Antinomianism 1is a
democratization of the Calvinist doctrine of election, a logical extension of
protestant individualism.” The Quakers’ ‘inner light” was interpreted not only

as an attempt to terminate the authority of institutionalized religious discipline

but also as a movement leading people to scepticism.4® This line is further
developed in another essay titled ‘Irreligion in the “Puritan” Revolution,” in
which Hill claims that “sectarian religion drove Winstanley, Clarkson, and
many others, to the verge of denying Christianity altogether,” and even that

“the roots of irreligious ideas of the English revolutionaries can be traced back

to the Lollards.”4” Despite his insights into the variety of radical religious ideas
and movements in the seventeenth century, much damage seems to have been
done by Hill’s imposition of a twentieth-century view of ‘religion” as something
arbitrary, unscientificc and unreasonable, as well as his assumption that
‘heretics’ were, like “atheists’, necessarily democratic and reasonable. As he
employed his radical sects for the could-have-been Marxist revolution in

England, Hill dismissed the meanings of concepts such as ‘heresy” and ‘atheism’

within seventeenth-century culture.””

Murray Tolmie, on the other hand, presented a completely different strand
of the historiography of religious sects. While Christopher Hill saw the period
as the beginning of the collapse of English Christianity, Tolmie maintained quite

46 ibid., pp. 182, 183.

47 Patrick Collinson, ‘Sects and the Evolution of Puritanism’, in Francis J. Bremer (ed.),

Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Faith
(Boston, 1994), p. 147.

18 ibid., pp. 267, 336.

49 C. Hill, ‘Irreligion in the ‘Puritan” Revolution,” in McGregor and Reay (eds.), Radical
Religion in the English Revolution, pp. 206, 210.

50 This is a fatal problem in Hill’s historiography, as he applies the same framework to
‘politics’; convinced that early modern politics was all about ‘ruling,” ‘power” and
‘subordination’ (that is, everything an-socialistic), he is less interested in what
constituted early modern political culture than how it was endangered. For discussion
in the seventeenth-century concepts of ‘atheism’, see Hunter, ‘The Problem of
‘Atheism”, pp. 135-157; G. E. Aylmer, “Unbelief in Seventeenth-Century England’, in
D. Pennington and K. Thomas (eds.), Puritans and Revolutionaries (Oxford, 1978), pp.
22-46.
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the contrary. For the congregational historian, the 1640s was the great opening
of a new phase of English church history. His work, The Triumph of the Saints
(1977), is clearly a remarkably detailed study of Independent, Separatist and
Baptist sects, and can now be found in the footnotes of almost every historical
work on religious sectarianism during the Revolution, though it is less
discussed in the body of their texts. Tolmie’s stress was on how these sects
contributed to the foundation of English nonconformity, Protestant pluralism,
toleration and liberty of conscience. When Hill and other historians emphasized
‘radicals’” like the Ranters, Levellers and Fifth Monarchists, they neglected,

Tolmie argued, the well-organized “respectable nonconformity” maintained by

the separatist congregations during the 1640s.51 Equally Tolmie criticized
“whig historians,” that is, “often Low Churchmen, admirers of Bunyan, tolerant
but slightly condescending towards nonconformists,” who regard “protestant
nonconformity in England as the result of the failure of the puritan revolution

and of the consequent ejection of the puritan clergy from the established church

in 1662.”°2 It was the ‘separatist churches’ of those who were falsely branded as
Anabaptists and Brownists, and not the puritan clergy who left the Church of
England after the Restoration, asserted Tolmie, that became the first generation

of English nonconformity.

With his rich cache of information from manuscript and printed sources
Tolmie drew clear outlines of the activities and networks of the London
‘separatists’, who were documented by hostile heresiographers like Thomas
Edwards. Especial attention was paid to the problem of separation from the
Church of England. Although professed separatists were always in the
minority, Tolmie pointed out that there was a considerable tendency towards
separation, shared by the godly puritans, both radical and moderate, and even

by the laity who were dissatisfied with their parish communion. “This diversity

of de facto separation served to blur the issue of separation.”>> Various issues
surrounding the sectaries were explained in this context. The practice of lay
preaching was one of the points on which sects were fiercely attacked by

conservatives. Samuel How, for example, preached in a tavern in 1639 and

51 Tolmie, Triumph of the Saints, p. ix.

52 jbid., p. x.

53 “Exile and emigration were also forms of separation, of withdrawal from the parish
churches and episcopal jurisdiction of the Church of England, even if those who thus
left England loudly professed their rejection of separatism in principle.” ibid., p. 43.
Patrick Collinson in his comment on the ‘non-separating Congregationalists’ suggests
“strong inbuilt tendency towards Independency in puritan circles.” Collinson,

‘Towards a Broader Understanding of the Early Dissenting Tradition,” in C. R. Cole
and M. E. Moodv(eds.), The Dissenting Tradition (Athens, 1975), pp. 3-38.
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became a notorious ‘tub-preacher’. But Tolmie explained this as an expression

of lay religious impulse against the “monopoly of university-educated

preachers.”>* Perhaps no other historian examined more closely than Tolmie,
the dilemma those separatists faced when they risked the notorious label of
'‘Anabaptists” by rejecting the infant baptism and accepting the doctrine of
believers’ baptism. Sectaries were fully aware of what this implied: it meant the
rejection of the very idea of the compulsory state church. Sectaries were
coherent in stance, well-organized and determined in their objectives. By what

Tolmie called the ‘anti-episcopal alliance’, separatists united together with the

Independents to abolish the state church system.>> They were no longer the

‘lunatic fringe” of the English revolution, but playing a central role in it.

While Tolmie established the origin and history of the ‘separate churches’
in revolutionary London, it has to be noted that he excluded other groups of
religious sects in the same period who did not necessarily form such ‘separate
churches’ yet whose existence and ideas equally troubled Thomas Edwards, the
author of Gangrena, whom Tolmie heavily relied upon as a source of

information. Tolmie did stress that his study was not meant to account for “the

Antinomians, the Seekers, and the Ranters.”®¢ But as he extracted the
genealogy of the spirit of ‘pure’ nonconformity from contemporary writings
that were written as accounts of ‘heretics’, it is difficult to get a general view

from his book of the controversies that surrounded these sectaries.

The limitation of such genealogical approach is also apparent in Tolmie’s
use of the terms ‘church’ (and ‘churches’) instead of ‘sect’. Is the term ‘churches’
appropriate when talking about religious sects in the 1630s and 40s? Tolmie
claimed this to be a “denominationally neutral” term, substitution for late
seventeenth-century  denominational categories like Congregationalist,

Particular Baptists and General Baptist, noting that “it is the church that makes

the denomination, not the denomination the church.”>” But in addition to the
problem of omitting other non-churchly groups and individuals, it is also
questionable whether the sectarian problem of the mid-seventeenth century was
understood by contemporaries in terms of a proliferation of various ‘churches’
in the way Tolmie described. The true catholic church — meaning the universal
Christian communion which the Church of England was supposed to represent
— was always at the centre of debates whenever conservative theologians wrote

against the separatists, from the Jacobean minister John Paget to the Civil War

54 Tolmie, op. cit., p. 36.
°5 ibid., p. 46.
0 ibid., p. 5
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heresiographer Ephraim Pagitt.38 But what they problematized was the

separatists’ separation from the Church, and not their creation of a church.

Moreover, the conceptual transformation of the idea of ‘church” needs
explanation. It is debatable whether such a large conceptual change, from the
unitary and catholic ‘Church’ to the ‘churches’ of free and conscientious
believers, can be explained within the experiences of small numbers of

underground congregations in the 1640s.

Social history: ‘popular culture’ or ‘rural dissenters’?

As we have observed, Christopher Hill’s political history and Murray
Tolmie’s congregational history interpret religious sectarianism during the
English Revolution in quite contrasting ways; one finds in the sects the seeds of
modern political philosophy, while the other sees them as marking the origin of
nonconformity and modern religious conscience. Nigel Smith rightly pointed
out that such a difference, which is not uncommon, is due to a “modern
ideological conflict between commentators sympathetic to the emergence of
secular society and others sympathetic to radical Christianity, sometimes
because it constitutes a root of their own faith.”>® However, in that they both
seek the origin of certain modern philosophies within the early modern “daring
thinkers’, these conflicting interpretations still show an interesting similarity.
“A series of primary, secondary, and tertiary processes from Protestantism
through Puritanism to Separatism/Sectarianism” is “more or less true to what
in fact happened,” Patrick Collinson admitted. But Collinson reminds us how
such teleological historiography of English Protestantism has served various
denominational or ideological identities to justify their genealogy, which may
be “an entirely legitimate, but restricted motive.” What is wanted is, in

Collinson’s words, “the horizontal and lateral” approach to the sectarian

problem, instead of “vertical, or linear treatment.”

As historians became more aware of the limitation of progressive
historiography, a new approach to the history of seventeenth-century religion
came from social historians. From the 1970s to the 1980s, many scholars’
interest shifted towards what may be called the study of popular culture or

history from below. Influenced by scholars like Natalie Zemon Davis and Peter
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Burke, historians of early modern Europe started to apply anthropological

approaches to religion and society, without having to give priority to political

necessities and ideological concerns.®! Among them, Keith Thomas’ Religion
and the Decline of Magic (1971) had unparalleled influence on the study of early
modern England. Thomas defined ‘religion’ in the pre-industrial world as a

system of understanding and of order, a system which maintained both the

spiritual and the social.®? To this system, Thomas argued, the Church had
reserved a considerable power (“magical power”), until the new ‘religion’ of
Protestantism began to impose a new scheme, deliberately attempting to
eliminate the ‘magical’ elements from Christianity. This is how the sixteenth
and seventeenth century English Reformers found themselves being confronted
with various rival systems of belief: popular magic, astrology and witchcraft.
Thomas revealed that the majority of early modern people remained largely
ignorant about, or uninterested in, the Reformed religion of letters. Instead
what they maintained was a die-hard world of ‘popular religion” which, in

many cases, could hardly be called Christian.

Thomas’ thesis had an immense impact. Scholars, frequently quoting
Thomas’ work, stressed that the traditional customs, beliefs and ritualistic
modes of religious life of ‘common people’” were in conflict with the official
Christian doctrine advanced by ecclesiastical authority and Reformers. With a
‘wider’ scope towards non-Christian beliefs and ‘folk religions,” ‘popular
religion” was seen to have enjoyed plebeian autonomy. “If popular religion is

any guide,” wrote Barry Reay, “there never was (in Marxist terms)

incorporation of the subordinate classes.”®3 On the other hand, the status of
Protestantism was revised, and was seen as being considerably unpopular. The
statistical study of absence from church was conducted with great interest,

while university-educated Protestant clergymen were described as being alien
to their illiterate flock who dwelled in, in Peter Clark’s words, the “Third
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World.”®4  Whereas Christopher Hill stressed the democratic nature of

Protestant translations of the Bible, many others argued that the Protestant

culture of godliness was elitist and suppressive.®> This trend was further
developed into another theory of the relation between Puritanism and ‘social
control’. Just as Peter Burke emphasized the growing divide between elite and
popular culture, and just as economic and social historians stressed the growing
divide between rich and poor, so ‘religion” was treated in the same dichotomous
manner, as dividing into elite and popular religion. Keith Wrightson extended
Thomas’ thesis into a socio-economic study of English rural society, and
presented the rise of Puritanism as a powerful manifestation of the move
towards the suppression of traditional popular culture. Wrightson, together
with David Levine, argued that Puritanism promoted a philosophical

foundation on which the rich ‘middling sort” of the community disciplined ‘the

poor’ to maintain the social and moral order.®® This view fashioned
Wrightson’s English Society 1580-1680 (1982) in which ‘the godly and the

multitude” were separated in politics, economy and culture.®’

Whether the English Reformation really ‘failed” has been, and still is, much
debated by historians.®® But from the late 1980s to the 1990s, the limitations of

this bi-polar model of “elite-Puritan” and ‘“popular culture” division started to be
highlighted by scholars, who stressed the complex structure of English society.
C. J. Sommerville warned that church attendance did not necessarily indicate
the decline of people’s religious interest, while Martin Ingram concluded that

the neglect of the ‘consensus’ shared by a wide variety of social groups of
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people was misleading, especially when speaking of ‘religion’.6” But for our
purpose, it is equally important to note that the outbreak of religious
sectarianism in the seventeenth century does not fit into the binary history of
two cultures: ‘middling sort’ and the ‘multitude’. In this framework religious
sects are sometimes given awkward positions. Keith Thomas, though with

some ambiguity, made reference to sects in the context of traditional miracle-

working and popular prophecy.”? But when Keith Wrightson emphasized the

religious apathy of the lower classes, he more or less counted the sects in the

‘elite” wing.”! The impression given is that the sectarianization of the ‘godly’
and the detaching of ‘common people’ from English Protestantism were two
separate but parallel processes. Obviously more radical, and hardly ‘godly’,
sects like the Antinomians and the Ranters are neglected in this model. Nor
does Wrightson consider how many “denominations and sects” faced large-
scale condemnation by the ‘godly’ as well as by the public for their ‘heresy’.
Such a description of sects as one part of a range of sophisticated and
‘unpopular’ elite movements curiously coincides with the conventional

historiography of nonconformity, which has constantly and consciously tried to

disassociate English separatism from continental Anabaptists.”? So J. F.
McGregor stated that the English sects who were tarred with the notorious label

of Anabaptists were in fact “essentially a product of native English

Puritanism.””3 But those who read Thomas Edwards Gangrana would soon
notice how sects were often associated with ‘rudeness’, ‘drunkenness’ and
‘superstition” — all those qualities which, according to social historians, were

marked features of the so-called popular ungodliness.

That religious sectarianism in early modern England indicated not popular

irreligion, but popular piety, has been advanced by another group of historians.
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