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~ Abstract ~
Blasphemy in England, c. 1660-1730

This dissertation investigates the conviction amongst English orthodox Protestants,
living between 1660 and 1730, that certain beliefs and actions were blasphemous. In a
departure from the current historiography of blasphemy, it develops a cultural history of
blasphemy as representation, exploring the nexus between conceptions and perceived
manifestations of blasphemy in a theological context.

By focusing on how

contemporaries used the terminology of blasphemy in a diverse range of printed
polemical literature, this dissertation re-evaluates a series of moral and doctrinal
controversies by attending to the anxiety experienced by those who perceived
fundamental threats to Christian truth and piety. The dissertation is divided into two
parts: chapters on ungodly behaviour, swearing in particular, and attending the theatre
consider

supposed

expressions

of

practical

blasphemy;

then

chapters

on

antitrinitarianism, Quakerism, and the denial of Christ‟s miracles investigate
representations of speculative blasphemy. I argue throughout that contemporary
representations of blasphemy were commensurate with the theological conception of
blasphemy as aggravated unbelief, the greatest sin which brought about an irrevocable
breakdown in the relationship between a human being and God. My thesis reclaims a
specific idea and language of blasphemy from the vague category and context of
irreligion to provide new insights into the depth and breadth of contemporary fears about
spiritual degeneracy and to help illuminate some of the most important theological
controversies of the period.

„But some are ready to cry out, what shall then be don to blasphemie? Them I would
first exhort not thus to terrifie and pose the people with a Greek word: but to teach them
better what it is…‟
(John Milton, A Treatise of Civil Power in Ecclesiastical Causes..., 1659)

„…it is easier to stop the mouth of an Adversary, than to satisfie an Inquisitive mind…‟
(Arthur Bury, A Defence of the Doctrines of the Holy Trinity, 1694)

„Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own masters worthy of all
honour, that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed.‟
(1 Tim. 6:1)
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~ Chapter 1 ~
Introduction

Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own masters worthy of all
honour, that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed.
(1 Tim. 6:1)

Category and Context
In 1675 an anonymous writer published a broadsheet warning the English Parliament
that, since the defeat of Roman Catholicism at home, „A greater danger calls now upon
your Zeal towards God, and Love to your Countrey, even to put a stop to your Wisdom
and Authority, to the growing Disease of Domineering Atheism, and both Actual and
Doctrinal Blasphemy.‟1 This anxiety was formed less by a reaction to specific, tangible
instances of irreligion, but more by an overwhelming perception that the time had come
when people could ask „Whether we must be CHRISTIANS?‟2 The path from
momentary doubt to atheism and blasphemy seemed highly ambiguous; not least
because it was far from clear what was meant by these terms. Yet the author was
unequivocal that, „the grounds of Christianity are… boldly battered with unreasonable
Reasons, and the highest Scorn‟, and that indifference and contempt of religion
constituted the malevolent „Plot of Satan‟.3 It could be suggested that these references to
atheism, blasphemy, and Satan were but the rhetorical slurs of a disgruntled opponent of
the application of reason and ridicule in religious discourse: a flailing attempt to
convince Parliament that certain ideas and actions were intolerable and should be
censured. In much of the historiography of early modern religion, the term blasphemy
1

[Anon.], The Voice of the Nation, or, An Humble Address to the High and Honourable Court of
Parliament, for their Just Severity to Repress the Growing Boldness of Atheism and Prophaneness in the
Land (1675), broadsheet.
2

Ibid.

3

Ibid.

1

has been interpreted and applied in a rather uncontentious way as a label for extreme
(often criminal) heterodoxy or irreligion. I would argue, however, that such a view does
not satisfactorily address the spiritual conviction and anguish expressed by the writer
above. Indeed, scholars have so far neglected to ask themselves how contemporaries
conceived blasphemy and why they perceived it in the world around them in the way
that they did.

This dissertation will investigate the conviction amongst orthodox Protestants, living in
England between 1660 and 1730, that certain beliefs and actions were blasphemous. It
will not only provide the first detailed history of the concept of blasphemy in this period,
but also an understanding of the vexed state of those who perceived blasphemy. Scholars
have long since acknowledged that blasphemy was not a discrete, universally definable
concept; for to say what was blasphemous was to make a judgment not an observation.4
Blasphemy was effectively seen as a particular manifestation of something else and the
terminology of blasphemy reflected the beliefs of its users, rather than actually
describing what it purported to name.5 From these points, scholars have tended to
explore blasphemy as an expression of religious power and authority, an approach which
has grounded an understanding of blasphemy in the actual legal and socio-political
consequences of heterodoxy and irreligion. In contrast, this dissertation will establish a
history of blasphemy as representation, illuminating how and why individuals critiqued
beliefs and actions as blasphemous in the way that they did. In particular, I shall seek to
reclaim a distinct concept of blasphemy from the vague category and context irreligion.
To this end, I shall adopt a method that will analyze how contemporaries used the term
blasphemy and its lexicon in its theological context. I do not wish to claim that every
4

Jeanne Favret-Saada cited in Alain Cabantous, Blasphemy: Impious Speech in the West from the
Seventeenth to the Nineteenth Century, trans., Eric Rauth (New York, 2002), p. 6.
5

On the former point, see: David Lawton, Blasphemy (Philadelphia, PA, 1993), p. 2.

2

time the term blasphemy was used it conveyed deep theological meaning; but, setting
aside the obvious rhetorical force of extraordinary words, I shall show how the
terminology of blasphemy can be contextualized to provide an understanding of
blasphemy as a sin (an offence against God). This dissertation will expand and
invigorate the greatly underdeveloped claim of the French historian Alain Cabantous
that, „to arrive at the category of blasphemy required a complex and elaborate
construction of meanings‟ which were informed by „theological discourse‟.6 Through an
analysis of French theological handbooks from the sixteenth and seventeenth century,
Cabantous suggested that blasphemy‟s theological meaning was bound up with
conceptions of insulting and dishonouring God in speech, but that such meaning all but
disappeared by the mid-seventeenth century. I shall argue, however, that blasphemy was
represented as being manifest in a range of moral and doctrinal transgressions as the
greatest sin, a perception of extreme wickedness (defined as the quality of being
spiritually evil, or demonic) which was commensurate with a theological conception of
blasphemy as aggravated unbelief. What follows is, therefore, not primarily about actual
blasphemers and the actions taken against them, but a conceptual history which has been
drawn into the territory of cultural history, by a lack of definition and the influence of
perception and spiritual fervour.
My use of the word „spiritual‟, instead of the perhaps more predictable term „religious‟,
is a deliberate attempt to be more specific about the phenomenon under review, drawing
attention to those thoughts and feelings that were uniquely exercised by an
understanding of God and the Devil, and their relationship with humankind. It is my
contention that, from a cultural perspective, historians still have much to learn about the
nature of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Protestantism by engaging more
fully with its spiritual raison d'être. The history of representation has the potential to go
6

Cabantous, Blasphemy, p. 6.
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beyond standard confessional and secular approaches to religious history to analyze
belief in a more sophisticated and sensitive manner.7 Yet the explosion in cultural
history has had a remarkably limited impact upon the historiography of religion in this
period.8 Spiritual concepts such as providence now have a history. However, the contrast
between Alexandra Walsham‟s portrayal of a providential culture between the
Reformation and the Civil War, and the view promoted by the likes of John Spurr, Tony
Claydon, and Craig Rose that late seventeenth-century perceptions of providence were
dominated by „Anglican‟ ideology with a political bent, is perhaps symptomatic of the
neglect by scholars of the latter era to explore spirituality distinct from its socio-political
contexts.9 This point seems also to hold true for the recent interest in religious
identities.10 When discussions about personalities and institutions are put aside, there has
been a tendency amongst scholars to investigate progressive change in religious thought

7

Kei Nasu, „Heresiography and the Idea of “Heresy” in Mid-Seventeenth-Century English Religious
Culture‟ (unpublished D. Phil dissertation, University of York, 2000); Ann Hughes, Gangraena and the
Struggle for the English Revolution (Oxford, 2004).
8

B.W. Young, „Religious History and the Eighteenth-Century Historian‟, Historical Journal, 43 (2000), p.
859. See, also: Jonathan Sheehan, „Enlightenment, Religion, and the Enigma of Secularization: A Review
Essay‟, American Historical Review, 108 (2003), pp. 1061-80; Mark Goldie, „Voluntary Anglicans‟ [A
Review Article], Historical Journal, 46 (2003), pp. 977-90; David Nash, „Reconnecting Religion with
Social and Cultural History: Secularization‟s Failure as a Master Narrative‟, Cultural and Social History,
1 (2004), pp. 302-25; Daniel Wickberg, „What Is the History of Sensibilities? On Cultural Histories, Old
and New‟, American Historical Review 112 (2007), pp. 661-84.
9

Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford, 1999); John Spurr, „“Virtue,
Religion and Government”: the Anglican uses of Providence‟, in Tim Harris, Paul Seaward, and Mark
Goldie (eds.), The Politics of Religion in Restoration England (Oxford, 1990), pp. 29-47; Tony Claydon,
William III and the Godly Revolution (Cambridge, 1996); Craig Rose, „Providence, Protestant Union and
Godly Reformation in the 1690s‟, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6th Ser., 3 (1993), pp. 15160. With respect to the latter, more general, point, see: J.C.D. Clark, English Society, 1660-1832: Religion,
Ideology and Politics during the Ancien Regime (2nd edn., Cambridge, 2000).
10

Tony Claydon and Ian McBride (eds.), Protestantism and National Identity: Britain and Ireland, c.
1650-c.1850 (Cambridge, 1998); William Gibson and Robert G. Ingram (eds.), Religious Identities in
Britain, 1660-1832 (Aldershot, Hants., 2005).
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and language,11 to the detriment of understanding an ingrained spiritual culture and its
views on the nature of God, providence, soteriology, eschatology, and demonology. It is
unfortunate that, alongside Walsham‟s work on providence, several other studies that
have addressed aspects of early modern spirituality have focused on pre-1660 history.12
Nevertheless, John Spurr‟s depiction of „Anglican‟ practical piety and Ian Green‟s epic
studies of Protestant devotional literature have been supplemented by work on
apocalypticism and miracles, by Warren Johnston and Jane Shaw respectively, to
provide a valuable, though hitherto under-used, series of reference points for
appreciating Protestant spiritual culture in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
century.13

By spiritual culture I mean an expansive and fluid set of interpretations and expositions
of spiritual life via phenomena and discourse that informed a system of shared
11

Justin Champion, The Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken: The Church of England and its Enemies, 1660-1730
(Cambridge, 1992); J.R. Jones (eds.), Liberty Secured? Britain Before and After 1688 (Stanford, CA,
1992); Philip C. Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England (Cambridge, 1994); Roger D. Lund
(ed.), The Margins of Orthodoxy: Heterodox Writing and Cultural Response, 1660-1750 (Cambridge,
1995); Knud Haakonssen (ed.) Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century
Britain (Cambridge, 1996); B.W. Young, Religion and Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century England:
Theological Debate from Locke to Burke (Oxford, 1998); Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace, and Sentiment: A
Study of Religion and Ethics in England, 1660-1780 (2 vols., Cambridge, 1991-2000).
12

John D. Cox, The Devil and the Sacred in English Drama, 1350-1642 (Cambridge, 2000); Will Coster,
Baptism and Spiritual Kinship in Early Modern England (Aldershot, 2002); Philip C. Almond, Demonic
Possession and Exorcism in Early Modern England: Contemporary Texts and their Cultural Contexts
(Cambridge, 2004); Will Coster and Andrew Spicer (eds.), Sacred Space in Early Modern Europe
(Cambridge, 2005); Nathan Johnstone, The Devil and Demonism in Early Modern England (Cambridge,
2006).
13

John Spurr, The Restoration Church of England, 1646-1689 (New Haven, CT, 1991); Ian Green, The
Christian‟s ABC: Catechisms and Catechizing in England c. 1530-1740 (Oxford, 1996); Ian Green, Print
and Protestantism in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2000); Warren Johnston, „The Anglican Apocalypse
in Restoration England‟, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 55 (2004), pp. 467-501; Warren Johnston,
„Thomas Beverley and the “Late Great Revolution”: English Apocalyptic Expectation in the late 17 th
Century‟, in Ariel Hessayon and Nicholas Keene (eds.), Scripture and Scholarship in Early Modern
England (Aldershot, Hants., 2006), pp. 158-75; Jane Shaw, Miracles in Enlightenment England (New
Haven, CT, 2006).
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meanings, attitudes, and values.14 This would have involved a collective living out of a
theological paradigm, where theology was not conceived narrowly as a scholarly
discipline but was viewed as the spiritual knowledge required for living; or as the
theologian William Perkins (1558-1602) put it, „the science of living blessedly‟.15 The
profound way in which contemporary life was infused with theology means that an
attempt to develop a typology of the contemporary notion of theology would arguably be
as difficult as trying to provide a definitive set of categories for human experience. That
being said, the distinction between the realm of ideas and the realm of actions was used
by contemporaries to differentiate between speculative and practical theology
respectively.16 The relationship between these two forms of theology was markedly
more complex than merely the latter constituting the application of the former. As John
Spurr has noted, „seventeenth-century Protestants presumed that theology was
“practical”‟ precisely because it was about living a „divine life‟ rather than acquiring
„divine knowledge‟; as such „all laymen were familiar with theology, not in the form of
abstruse technical arguments, but as the common scriptural coin of sermons, moral tracts
and devotional manuals‟.17 Here, then, the contemporary notion of theology may be
14

This description is a take on Peter Burke‟s definition of culture in Popular Culture in Early Modern
Europe (London, 1978), p. xi. See, also: Bhiku Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity
and Political Theory (Basingstoke, Hants., 2000), p. 142.
15

William Perkins, A Golden Chaine, or the Description of Theologie, containing the Order of the Causes
of Salvation and Damnation, according to God‟s Word... (1591), p. 1. See, also: John Calvin, Institutes of
the Christian Religion, k. 1, Ch. 2, §1; Bk. 3, Ch. 19, §2; trans., Ford Lewis Battles (The Library of
Christian Classics, vols. 20-1; London, 1961).
16

Perkins, A Golden Chaine, p. 1; Richard Allestree, The Government of the Tongue (Oxford, 1674), p.
36; Richard Fiddes, Theologia Speculativa: Or, the First Part of a Body of Divinity under that Title.
Wherein are Explain‟d the Principles of Natural and Reveal‟d Religion (1718); Richard Fiddes, Theologia
Practica: Or, the Second Part of a Body of Divinity under that Title. Wherein are Explain‟d the Duties of
Natural and Reveal‟d Religion (1720).
17

Spurr, The Restoration Church, pp. 280-1. See, also: Shaw, Miracles in Enlightenment England, pp. 910; See: Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe, „Practical Divinity and Spirituality‟ in, John Coffey and Paul C.H.
Lim (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 191-205.
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understood both generally as a fluid, practical concept, encapsulated by maxims such as
„fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is the whole duty of man‟ (Ecclesiastes
12:13),18 and more specifically via speculative attempts to codify ideas about faith and
piety. In sum, the difference between speculative and practical theology was arguably
more one of focus than category.

Whilst scholars are now aware that theology influenced most aspects of contemporary
life in some way shape or form, it seems to me that the historiography has tended to
structure this view around confessional contradistinctions to the detriment of
understanding other aspects of spiritual culture. That is to say, in discussions about the
contestation for religious truth and authority, the concept of theology often appears to be
conflated with discrete doctrines.19 An alternative model would be to view theology as
the set of building blocks which were used to construct conceptions of faith and piety in
any number of different ways. This more abstract model helps to differentiate between
the spiritual substance of belief and the temporal way it was organized. It also highlights
how confessions of faith were not monolithic and that distinct, even competing,
confessions could share theological components. To demonstrate the purchase of this
interpretation I want to appeal to Ian Green‟s study of Protestantism.

Beyond the ideological distinctions between Calvinists and Arminians, Conformists and
Non-Conformists, High Churchmen and Low Churchmen, Ian Green‟s work has

18

This passage was the inspiration for the title of Richard Allestree‟s seminal devotional work, The
Practice of Christian Graces, or The Whole Duty of Man (1658).
19

This point is not a criticism of any particular study; rather it is an observation of the unintended
historiographical legacy of works such as Gareth Bennett‟s The Tory Crisis in Church and State, 168881730: The Career of Francis Atterbury, Bishop of Rochester (1975), Patrick Collinson‟s Godly People:
Essays on English Puritanism and Protestantism (1984), Nicholas Tyacke‟s Anti-Calvinists (1987),
Margaret Spufford‟s edited volume The World of Rural Dissenters (1995), and Kund Haakonssen‟s edited
volume Enlightenment and Religion: Rational Dissent in Eighteenth-Century Britain (1996).
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revealed three versions of „Protestantism‟ which emerged from what might be viewed as
a cultural relationship between readers and writers of religious texts.20 These three
categories were formed not by intellectual or political contestation, but rather by
contemporaries engaging with those aspects of faith that were not particularly
controversial. This created spheres of theological solidarity based upon similar
approaches to, or assumptions about, the most fundamental aspects of belief. „Orthodox
Protestantism‟ was a broad category which was generally formed by clerical opinion,
both conformist and moderate nonconformist, and was endorsed by the laity that
followed in their wake. This version focused on the „greatest, most certain and necessary
things [that] must be known‟,21 namely: the primacy of the Word; humankind‟s total
dependence upon God for salvation; the importance of Baptism, the Lord‟s Supper, and
personal prayer; and the rejection Roman Catholicism. The second version of
„Protestantism‟ was formed predominantly by lay opinion and focused on moral and
rational approaches to faith. Here, the former tended to emanate from uneducated groups
who understood piety via stories of lived experience, whilst the latter emerged from an
educated conviction that a religious life was governed by one‟s individual God-given
reason. The final version of „Protestantism‟ comprised of worship to a patriarchal God,
generic anti-papist sentiment, and a tendency to live religion through community
affirming activities that were rooted in medieval culture. These „Protestantisms‟
demonstrate that people of ostensibly different confessions could nevertheless find
common ground on uncontested matters of theology. To appreciate these broader
spheres of solidarity I would argue that scholars need to be attuned to the conceptual
distinction between theology and particular manifestations of theology noted above.
20

Green, Print and Protestantism, pp. 553-66.

21

Richard Baxter cited in: Green, Print and Protestantism, p. 563. See, also: N.H. Keeble, „“Take Heed of
Being too Forward in Imposing on Others”: Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Baxterian Tradition‟, in David
Loewenstein and John Marshall (eds.), Heresy, Literature, and Politics in Early Modern English Culture
(Cambridge, 2006), pp. 282-305.
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Moreover, I would suggest that Green‟s „Protestantisms‟ point the way to a hitherto
unexplored set of battle grounds in the contemporary polemical wars for theological
truth.

Scholars of early modern religion now recognize that notions of orthodoxy were
constructed and that they existed via a symbiotic relationship with representations of
heterodoxy and were contingent upon political power.22 It should be noted, however,
that there were certain aspects of Christian belief that were so widely agreed upon that
they might be considered culturally orthodox, that is to say they were grounded in the
major theological assumptions and acceptances of their day. This cultural orthodoxy was
arguably the cumulative, historical realization of the orthodoxy established at the
Council of Nicea (325 CE): the „orthodox theology of Christ‟s divinity..., the Trinity and
Incarnation..., the Athanasian Creed..., the Gospel according to St. John and the doctrine
of the Word made Flesh‟.23 Consequently, it may be suggested that the greatest threats to
„orthodox Protestantism‟ were those ideas and actions that challenged these most
fundamental and common assumptions. Beyond many of the contestations arising from
more specific confessional contradistinction, there were other polemical debates that
pitched „orthodox Protestantism‟ against groups that fell outside this particular sphere of
solidarity. Such conflicts could be highly abstract by being against an impious „other‟, or
they could be specific and tangible by being against antitrinitarian groups such as the
Socinians. More significantly, it can be observed that the terminology of blasphemy was
22

J.G.A. Pocock, „Within the Margins: The Definitions of Orthodoxy‟, in Roger D. Lund (ed.), The
Margins of Orthodoxy: Heterodox Writing and Cultural Response, 1660-1750 (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 3353; David Como, „Puritans, Predestination and the Construction of Orthodoxy in Early SeventeenthCentury England‟, in Peter Lake and Michael Questier (eds.), Conformity and Orthodoxy in the English
Church, c. 1560-1600 (Woodbridge, Suffolk, 2000), pp. 64-87; Justin Champion and Lee McNulty,
„Makin Orthodoxy in Late Restoration England: The Trials of Edmund Hickeringill, 1662-1710‟, in
Michael J. Braddick and John Walter, Negotiating Power in Early Modern Society: Order, Hierarchy and
Subordination in Britain and Ireland (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 227-48.
23

Pocock, „Within the Margins‟, p. 50.
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most readily applied by orthodox Protestants, that is to say adherents to orthodox
Protestantism, against those who appeared to challenge these assumptions. It may be
hypothesized that this was partly because the rhetorical and substantive force of the
accusation of blasphemy drew meaning from within orthodox theology, but also because
of the fundamental nature of the challenge and the anxiety it caused. On this last point, it
is possible to see how the polemical accusation of blasphemy might have been also
symptomatic of a „moral panic‟.
Since Stanley Cohen‟s seminal Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972) and the equally
significant collaborative volume Resistance through Rituals (1976), a „moral panic‟ has
been taken to be a scenario whereby a particular group responds to a perceived threat by
finding a responsible enemy.24 „Moral panic‟ theory stresses how psychological
responses to social change induce fears that are not based upon real, objective threats
but, nevertheless, are seemingly realized in a scapegoat so that tangible action can be
undertaken in the hope of alleviating anxiety. In 1986 Colin Davis notoriously brought
this theory to the attention of seventeenth-century religious historiography in Fear, Myth
and History: The Ranters and the Historians, which argued that the Ranters did not
actually exist but were a media creation that projected an image of the very antithesis of
godliness. Since then, David Hayton has used the idea of a „moral panic‟ less
contentiously to describe the machinations of moral reformers in the 1690s. It would
seem that historians have begun to conceive of a „moral panic‟ more generally, unhinged
from theory, as a phenomenon where fervent actions were taken in response to moral
perceptions rather than observations: the idea of the „witch hunt‟ mentality. 25 A problem
24
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arises, however, when the concept of „moral panic‟ is discussed with respect to religion
because faith cannot be easily substantiated or verified as true via scientific criteria, and
so the distinction between „real‟ and „unreal‟ anxieties, which is so central to moral
panic theory, cannot be readily used to analyze theological fears. Yet, as Ann Hughes
has shown, exploring the subtleties and ramifications of theological anxiety through
polemical discourse, rather than the dichotomy of truth and falsehood, reveals valuable
insights into contemporary religious culture.26 A separate study is probably needed to
provide a theoretical synthesis of theological anxiety and „moral panic‟. In the mean
time, I shall refer to the term „moral panic‟ advisedly as a useful means of describing a
phenomenon whereby perceptive fears wrought tangible actions; whilst jettisoning both
the „witch hunt‟ analogy and the emphasis on the falsifiability of perceptions, in favour
of a sense of panic that emerged from the nexus between percepts and concepts. Indeed,
it was arguably the capacity for perceptions to be interpreted via theology which gave
seemingly subjective views a semblance of objective reality, allowing ideas to spread
amongst people of a similar disposition. A theological worldview would have provided
an affirming context to perceptions of deviance and in this dissertation I shall
demonstrate how blasphemy was a projection of wickedness in the minds of godly folk.

In bringing together the category of orthodox Protestants with an understanding of their
polemic in the context of a „moral panic‟, it must be stressed that a notion of „the godly‟
was a polemical label which was forged in opposition to perceptions of the ungodly.27
For example, the accusation of blasphemy was a judgement which was principally
designed to highlight the wickedness of another, but in another way it also served to
implicitly affirm the status of the accuser as „godly‟. Here I want to move away from the
26
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notion of „the godly‟ as a distinct theologico-political category, as it sometimes appears
with respect to the Puritans,28 and suggest that the term „godly‟ might be used as a loose
but effective cultural cipher for those orthodox protestants who combined missionary
zeal and „moral panic‟ to denounce others as wicked. The theological polemic of the
godly consistently sought to polarize debate and was effectively a form of extreme
apology shot through with conviction and doubt, passion and fear.29 Furthermore, it had
the potential to transcend divisions between Conformity and Nonconformity, clerical
and lay, elite and popular, for in extreme circumstances these were trifling concerns set
against Christ‟s decree that those that were not with Him, were against Him (Matt.
12:30).

The accusation of blasphemy was an act of theological polemic, a contentious
theological claim made as part of an attack upon a person, action or belief. Whilst the
accusation of blasphemy could be legitimately refuted via a combination of counterarguments and counter-rhetorical strategies, the initiative of the debate arguably always
lay with the first to make the accusation, especially if they were orthodox, because of the
power dynamic set up by the initial accusation. The conceptual significance of
blasphemy was tied up with the very act of judgement and the relationship between
accuser and accused was biased in favour of the former on account of their respective
offensive and defensive roles.

Thus, I would suggest that to try and assess the

allegation of blasphemy via criteria such as sincerity or accuracy is more or less futile
28
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and instead scholarly attention should focus on how the accusation of blasphemy
informed the representation of blasphemy.

It is more than possible that accusations of blasphemy were used in inter-confessional
conflict; however this dissertation will show that they were most noticeable in polemical
debates where pious individuals perceived threats to the fundamental theological
assumptions of orthodox Protestantism rather than to the discrete doctrines of a
particular confession. In such circumstances it will be shown how the perceived threat
was often amplified through a phenomenon akin to a „moral panic‟ and substantiated by
theology in such a way as to unintentionally bring people together as orthodox
Protestants. The chapters that follow form a series of case studies of some of the most
feared manifestations of blasphemy. More will be said about the detail of these chapters
later, but at this juncture I wish to make clear that whilst the topics they cover may at
first glance appear somewhat disparate it will be shown that they were all perceived by
orthodox Protestants as giving rise to blasphemy. Put another way, I am claiming that an
understanding of contemporary blasphemy is best achieved through an assessment of
responses to other transgressions (real or imagined). Whilst blasphemy had a rather
polymorphic appearance, I shall argue that the representation of blasphemy as the
greatest sin of aggravated unbelief remained relatively constant.

My proposed cultural history of the theological representation of blasphemy is largely
uncharted territory. With few reference points, it can be easy to unwittingly draw
inspiration from the extensive and often highly emotive discussions of blasphemy in
today‟s society. So before going any further it will be useful to detail the current state of
the historiography of blasphemy and show how it relates to modern preoccupations and
presuppositions about blasphemy.

13

To observe blasphemy in modern, western societies is primarily to consider its practice.
In his Blasphemy in the Christian World: A History (2007), David Nash defined
blasphemy as „the attacking, wounding, and damaging of religious belief‟.30 From this
description the context of blasphemy can be seen as the tension between offender and
the offended, where the former acts with a degree of intention. To say what is
blasphemous is, however, still the preserve of the religious agent, since it is not until an
act has been judged to have inflicted damage does it become blasphemy. Although at a
level of abstraction, blasphemy is considered to be about human relations within society.
According to Nash, blasphemy simultaneously concerns four things: religious identity,
power, crime, and social norms.31 Moreover, blasphemy is politically explosive because
fundamental disagreement over the boundaries of acceptable behaviour can have
profound consequences for liberty and toleration. Thus, for most modern commentators,
an analysis of blasphemy invariably leads to legal and socio-political discussions.

It may be suggested that the subjects of blasphemy can be divided into three main
categories: epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics.32 For the most part, the modern western
experience concerns the latter two. Since the 1970s, there has been a steady stream of
blasphemy scandals, sparking heated debate both within and without academia. The last
successful prosecution for blasphemy came in 1977, when Mary Whitehouse brought
private proceedings against Gay News for publishing the poem „The Love That Dares to
Speak Its Name‟ by James Kirkup. Subsequently, there has been a series of works
denounced as blasphemous by some Christians, including: Monty Python‟s film „Life of
30
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Brian‟, Andres Serrano‟s photograph „Piss Christ‟, Tania Kovats‟s figurine „Virgin in a
Condom‟, and most recently the musical „Jerry Springer: The Opera‟. 33 When
considering such cases, it would appear that Christian activists have reduced blasphemy
to issues of sensibility: acts of irreverence that contravene ethical and aesthetic codes of
decency. In this context, it is easy to appreciate how many people see blasphemy as an
anachronism and those who invoke it as thin-skinned or close-minded conservatives at
best and dangerous extremists, who threaten freedom of expression, at worst. On the
whole, I think it is naive to conflate western Christian blasphemy with Islamic
blasphemy; not least, because to do so presupposes that Muslim communities have the
same taboos as their Christian counterparts. Indeed, despite the propensity for Muslim
spokespeople to use the term blasphemy, Bhikhu Parekh has stated that the modern
Christian notion of blasphemy has „no analogue in Islam‟.34 Nevertheless, the reaction to
the Islamic charges of blasphemy against Salman Rushdie‟s The Satanic Verses (1989)
and the Danish newspaper Jyllands Posten for publishing cartoons of Mohammad in
2005, have only served to further distil the debate about blasphemy to an argument about
freedom of expression in multicultural, democratic societies. Taking these cases
together, I would argue that the modern western notion of blasphemy does not really
consider there to be a concept of blasphemy at all; for blasphemy has become merely a
label, which is quickly peeled away so that the causes and consequences of offence can
be critiqued independently.35 In other words, a secular analysis denies blasphemy an
inherent meaning.

33
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If blasphemy is simply subversive irreverence, then it may be legitimately asked why
scholars persist with investigations which cling to some sense of specificity for the
concept. The initial answer is, I think, twofold. Firstly, the enduring nature of criminal
blasphemy provides both a particular fascination and a link with the past; secondly, there
appears to be a sense in which the power of religion can be „re-examined through the
prism of blasphemy‟.36 Taking the latter first: David Nash makes plain that his work is
about providing an historical context (going back as far as 1500) to a resurgent
phenomenon. He argues that, throughout western Christian history, blasphemy may be
observed in either passive or active states. The former was more characteristic of late
medieval and early modern societies where blasphemy was conceived as an attack on
communities. Passive blasphemy meant that „the offended need not have encountered
the blasphemy themselves…[since] the affront to order and community came from
knowledge that such an event had occurred, without any need to witness or experience
it‟. Active blasphemy, on the other hand, was more a trait of modern societies for it was
identified by particular individuals actively claiming to be offended, despite relative
religious toleration and pluralism within the wider society. Here the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries would appear to be a period of transition; yet, Nash argues that his
categories of blasphemy are ultimately not chronologically specific and that the model
of passive blasphemy is undergoing something of a revival in the twenty-first century.37
Nash revitalizes the topic of blasphemy by exploring the social, cultural, and legal
consequences of religious offence, but in delicately positioning his work as „a history‟
he implicitly acknowledges that there are other histories of blasphemy that may be
written.
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Studies of the criminalization, or persecution, of blasphemy are potentially a much more
politically loaded affair. In his gargantuan Blasphemy: Verbal Offense against the
Sacred from Moses to Salman Rushdie (1993),38 Leonard Levy suggested that
„blasphemy means speaking evil of sacred matters‟.39 From this premise he waded
through vast swaths of Anglo-American history to detail instances where people had
caused offence to the religious institutions of their day, documenting the actions taken
against them. Levy‟s book was a valuable survey of irreligious acts, but it lacked a
critical approach. More problematically, it was a political polemic which sought to lay
bare what Levy saw as the lamentably slow progression of individual freedom. He
concluded that, „the use of the criminal law to assuage affronted religious feelings
imperils liberty… [and] that the feculent odour of persecution for the cause of
conscience, which is the basic principle upon which blasphemy laws rest, has not yet
dissipated‟.40 In the wake of the 1989 fatwa against Salman Rushdie, the temptation to
use historical scholarship to stick the preverbal two fingers up at those who supposedly
threaten exponents of free speech was too much. Levy‟s legal history of blasphemy was
little more than a Whiggish defence of the freedom of speech. Furthermore, the same
charge can be levelled at an altogether different book: David Lawton‟s Blasphemy
(1993).
David Lawton developed a poststructuralist cultural investigation to provide „a
contextualized study of the history of blasphemy as text in the western world‟.41
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Covering a chronology from the late medieval period to Salman Rushdie, he argued that
blasphemy was a form of rhetoric which constituted „a discourse of alterity that is not
fully controlled by its users‟.42 This discourse was made up of a „limited repertory of
types and stereotypes‟, which were employed „unpredictably‟ and changeably with
respect to both „their nature‟ and „that of the entire discourse in the various
permutations‟.43 Such a weak universal description of blasphemy only compounds the
sense that Lawton‟s Blasphemy actually comprises of little more than a series of largely
unconnected case studies into rhetorical responses to irreligion. Furthermore, for what
was evidently a theory based work, Lawton did not offer enough theoretical detail to
adequately ground his methodology, terms, or claims.44 The reason for Lawton‟s
commitment to the concept of blasphemy becomes clearer in his conclusion:
„blasphemy, however defined, does not murder or cause physical wounds, and if it does
not incite them it should go unpunished… what has been frightening is to have realized
the extent to which a violent (and, one might have thought, discredited) discourse of
blasphemy still functions in our world‟.45 For Lawton, the notion of blasphemy was what
united the persecution of radical heterodoxy through history: a view that seemed rooted
in the assumptions of modern, secular liberalism, rather than the terminus of an unbiased
historical investigation.

The only monograph to engage with early modern blasphemy and not seek to provide an
historical context to present day phenomena was inspired by French eighteenth-century
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social and maritime history. In 1998, Alain Cabantous published a book in his native
tongue which was subsequently published in English in 2002 as, Blasphemy: Impious
Speech in the West from the Seventeenth to the Nineteenth Century. The point of
departure for this book was theology: blasphemy was shown to be concerned with the
relationship between divine and human and given specific meaning by theological
discourses. Yet such observations were largely restricted to the introduction of the study,
which was first and foremost a history of mentalities (understood here, without
protracted discussion, as the social history of ideas and attitudes). By concurring with
Jeanne Faveret-Saada that there was „no blasphemy without a jurisdiction‟, Cabantous‟s
investigation was primarily informed by blasphemy prosecutions in France, Spain, and
Italy. His analysis was limited to criminal irreligion, a focus that almost inevitably led to
an assessment of stereotypical groups of men at the margins of society, such as sailors
and drunkards. An impressive wealth of evidence was used to advance the relatively
banal claim that those censured by the authorities as blasphemers „appear increasingly
through the course of the seventeenth century as disturbers of the social order, as
individuals who, above all, reject the shared rules, who live differently from others, and
make this clear by repressible acts and words‟.46 Once again, the problem was that
Cabantous‟s work seemed unable to fashion a convincing case for how and why
blasphemy should be understood as something distinct from irreligion in general, or
profane swearing and cursing in particular, other than a rather vague and arbitrarily
applied rhetoric.47

The attraction of a legal approach to the history of blasphemy is that it appears to offer a
context in which the nature of blasphemy can be qualified. A well documented trial
46
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might supply valuable historical evidence of how blasphemy was conceived at a
particular time and place. In practice, however, it is only those legal systems that clearly
defined and regularly prosecuted blasphemy that provide fertile ground for enquiry and,
as I shall show below, this was certainly not the case in early modern England. Articles
by Maureen Flynn and Fancisca Loetz have, nevertheless, provided valuable studies of
blasphemy prosecutions by the Inquisition in sixteenth-century Spain and blasphemy
cases advanced in the Swiss moral courts of the Zwinglian Reformation respectively.48

One article that provides a chink of light onto a radically different interpretation of
blasphemy, which is much closer to that which I wish to advance, is Edwin Craun‟s
1983 article „“Inordinata Locutio”: Blasphemy in Pastoral Literature, 1200-1500‟. This
work did much more than provide an investigation of late medieval blasphemy, as is
sometimes implied, because it set out a stall for an innovative approach to the study of
blasphemy that has subsequently been all but been ignored. Firstly, and most
significantly, it considered blasphemy as theory. The pastoral literature Craun reviewed
discussed blasphemy „not to denounce a particular type of speech but to expound and to
illustrate the ratio of blasphemy, to define it and then develop the definition with
exemplum and metaphor, with subsidiary argument and sentential, so that confessor and
penitent, catechist and the catechized, preacher and congregation can determine when
speech is blasphemous‟.49 Secondly, in advancing a theory of blasphemy, it provided an
exposition and contextualization of the theology of blasphemy expounded by St.
Thomas Aquinas, the most influential theologian on the subject. Thirdly, it discussed
blasphemy as a sin; that is to say, it placed God at the centre of the debate about
48
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blasphemy by emphasizing how God could be offended and how His law might be
transgressed. Finally, it employed a methodology that was sensitive to what medieval
contemporaries themselves deemed blasphemy by only investigating how the term itself
was used and interpreted at the time. Craun‟s work provides both insight and inspiration
for a conceptual history of blasphemy; but, as Cabantous has intimated, by the midseventeenth century blasphemy was not extensively discussed, let alone theorized, in
pastoral literature.

In summary, I would suggest that the historiography has so far struggled to investigate
the history of the concept of blasphemy because it has overlooked blasphemy as a
category of sin and largely ignored its theological context. Modern presuppositions
about what blasphemy is and was have led to what I consider to be a flawed view that
the history of early modern blasphemy can be satisfactorily explored via the actual
consequences of offence. This approach gives little consideration to the spiritual
component of religious belief and turns any investigation of blasphemy into a study
which is fundamentally about something else (power, social deviance, and so on). Edwin
Craun‟s study has shown that medieval pastoral literature conceived blasphemy in
theological terms, but the sources he used do not easily allow for a similar investigation
in the period I wish to explore. However, through an investigation of theological
polemic, I shall investigate the theory and perception of blasphemy and show how
blasphemy was understood as the most terrible sin by English godly critics between
1660 and 1730.50
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Before discussing the specific scope of my study, it is important to consider the nature of
contemporary criminal blasphemy and the legal approach to the history of blasphemy in
more detail. This is necessary to provide a treatment of events that have often been
referred to in the historiography, but which have never actually been properly
investigated, and to demonstrate the infeasibility of a legal approach to an analysis of the
concept of blasphemy. It will then also be crucial to lay some foundations for my study
by sketching out the main theological conceptions of blasphemy in the western Christian
tradition. I shall now consider each of these matters in turn.

Criminal Blasphemy Considered
It might seem axiomatic that for blasphemy to be a crime there must be a clear legal
understanding of blasphemy: this is not the case. According to modern lawyers, „to say
what constitutes the law of blasphemy [in Britain] is difficult if not impossible‟.51 An
historical analysis of criminal blasphemy is, therefore, problematic. In his remarkably
comprehensive A History of the Crime of Blasphemy (1928), the legal historian Gerald
Nokes suggested that blasphemy was a description of a diverse range of religious
offences, which themselves held no general principles by which other offences could be
judged. He concluded that, at common law, blasphemy was little more than the
„accumulation of convictions for the publication of matter which was assumed to be
criminal by everyone in the court except the defendants and their supporters. Hence it is
not easy to state with any precision what [was] prima facie blasphemous‟.52 In short, the
English legal system has failed to define „blasphemy qua blasphemy‟.53
51
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Nevertheless, the period between 1650 and 1730 played host to three of the most
notorious blasphemy prosecutions in English legal history, as well as the enactment of
two separate pieces of blasphemy legislation. In 1656 the Quaker James Nayler (16181660) was found guilty of blasphemy by the Second Protectorate Parliament. Twentyyears later, a yeoman called John Taylor was successfully prosecuted at the Court of the
King‟s Bench for blasphemous words in a case which modern scholars claim famously
„established that blasphemy was a crime at common law‟, setting an influential
precedent for the next three centuries.54 In 1729, the Church of England theologian
Thomas Woolston (bap. 1668, d. 1733) was found guilty of publishing a blasphemous
book by the same court. At statute law, the 1650 „Act against several Atheistical,
Blasphemous and Execrable Opinions‟ was in force for a decade before being rendered
null and void upon the Restoration. In 1698 the „Act for the more effectual Suppressing
of Blasphemy and Profaneness‟ was passed (and it was not formally repealed until
1967).55 Furthermore, in 1697 Thomas Aikenhead was tried and executed for blasphemy
under Scottish statute law in Edinburgh. It would appear, therefore, that there is a
paradox at the heart of the history of criminal blasphemy: people have been prosecuted
and punished for the crime of blasphemy without the nature of the offence being fully
determined.
To help unravel this paradox, it may be inferred from Nokes‟s comments that a sense of
criminal blasphemy owed much more to representation than previously acknowledged.
In his excellent study of the Aikenhead case, Michael Hunter noted that „much of what
Aikenhead was accused of saying belonged to a standard repertoire of anti-Christian
polemic‟. He also conceded that it may have been „possible that the accusations against
54
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Aikenhead did not comprise of his actual views at all, but rather the smears of people
outraged by the very notion of an assault on Christianity, who embroidered the case
according to their own expectations of what free-thinkers were likely to say‟.56 In the
following chapters of this dissertation, it will become evident that the phenomenon
Hunter described was more powerful and pervasive than he himself acknowledged.
Some scholars might initially baulk at the idea that legal proceedings were at the mercy
of such contingencies; but I would argue that criminal blasphemy was an anomaly in this
respect. Specifically, I want to suggest that, at least in early modern England, there was
no clear precedent of blasphemy that informed a uniformly applied law. The nature of
the crime of blasphemy was, therefore, determined almost on a case-by-case basis by
legal professionals such that the history of criminal blasphemy is effectively about shifts
in jurisdiction over a range of offences rather than a discrete but evolving sense of one
determinable crime. I shall develop this claim in due course, but first I wish to consider
the practical difficulties associated with an investigation of criminal blasphemy.
Nokes‟s study has demonstrated the limitations of collating and analyzing prosecutions
to develop a history of blasphemy as a crime. The lack of a clear legal understanding of
blasphemy meant that Nokes actually covered such a wide range of religious offences
that a specific conception of criminal blasphemy was rendered meaningless. For
example, he referred to the 1698 Act as a statute against „apostasy from Christianity‟,
and presented all the cases he had discussed in his book in a table headed, „some
prosecutions at common law for offences in relation to religious opinion‟.57 Leonard
Levy voiced frustration at Nokes‟s generalizations and alleged that he also conflated
56
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criminal sedition with blasphemy. Yet Levy did not provide an alternative methodology
to delineate blasphemy prosecutions, merely asserting in an endnote that he knew which
cases identified by Nokes were „certainly‟ for blasphemy.58 One feasible approach might
be to analyze only those proceedings that actually referred to the term blasphemy;
although it would be inaccurate to state with any legal authority that such a method
would uncover prosecutions for criminal blasphemy, since it would only reveal those
transgressions that were represented as blasphemous by some party connected with the
proceedings. Even if one did accept such a method, a scholarly survey of prosecutions
pertaining to blasphemy is still extremely difficult.

Before the 1967 Criminal Law Act, crimes were subdivided into two categories: felonies
(serious crimes) and misdemeanours (minor crimes). In the period following the
Restoration, blasphemy was a misdemeanour and as such could be censured by an array
of jurisdictions, from summary prosecution by Justices of the Peace through to the Court
of the King‟s Bench for exceptional cases. The problem of jurisdictional multiplicity is
exacerbated by the fact that court session calendars tend only to list felonies, making it
all but impossible to search misdemeanour cases without going through the original
court rolls one at a time (an activity that also requires a now rare mastery of court-hand
Latin). Moreover, in the surveys of published court rolls, cases that use the terminology
of blasphemy prove to be few and far between, and the quantity and quality of the source
material for individual trials is limited. Here, John Cordy Jeaffreson‟s nineteenthcentury study of the Middlesex County Records provides a useful example. Allowing for
gaps in the records, between 1560 and 1667 Jeaffreson noted only eight cases which
cited the terminology of blasphemy, and even then the records detailed little more than
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the name of the accused and a brief statement of the offence. 59 In sum, both the
feasibility and merit of conducting an archival survey of legal cases to advance an
investigation of the concept of blasphemy in early modern England is highly
questionable.

With recent advances in computer technology, however, one can at least pool together
the findings of existing scholarship, with searches of the Access to Archives and the
Proceedings of the Old Bailey databases. An analysis of these prosecutions would serve
little purpose here because I have yet to provide the context by which they can be
understood; but I have presented the results of just such a search, which yielded
seventeen cases for years between 1660 and 1730, in an appendix to this dissertation.
My findings cover both well known and lesser known cases and initially appear very
diverse and little more than an arbitrary list. Some basic observations can, however, be
made. It is striking that very few examples could be interpreted as merely the products
of jest, rage, or drunkenness. In most cases it was words that appeared to challenge the
conviction that Jesus of Nazareth was the incarnate, Trinitarian Christ that were
prosecuted as criminally blasphemous. Such language took the form of both discrete
utterances like the exclamation of James Boulton of Chatham that „Christ was a
Bastard‟, and more extensive printed claims such as those made in the works of
Lodowick Muggleton (1609-1698), the co-founder of the Unitarian faith which bore his
name.60 In cases of spoken crimes it is all but impossible to accurately establish what the
accused actually said or what their intentions were, either because the evidence is not
extant or because any „report‟ appears to exhibit exaggerations and generic antiChristian slurs that undermine its accuracy in the way that Michael Hunter has
59

John Cordy Jeaffreson (ed.), Middlesex County Records (4 vols.; London, 1886-92), II, p. 227; III, p.
88, p. 197, p. 204, p. 215, p. 296, p. 371; IV, p. 29.
60

William Lamont, „Muggleton, Lodowicke (1609–1698)‟, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford 2004), online edn., www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/19496.

26

described. Even when the charge of blasphemy referred to a published text, it is often
difficult to establish what precise words were deemed to be objectionable because a
standard rhetorical devise was for the prosecutors to claim that they were too
blasphemous to be repeated. In such cases, books were often denounced as prima facie
criminal. It can be strongly inferred that criminal blasphemy was clearly more than a
crude attack against the Church and its doctrines; yet the complexities of the crime
cannot be readily established from the legal records in isolation. Moreover, it is virtually
impossible to explain how and why the particular individuals I have listed were
prosecuted as opposed to others for similar offences.

Throughout the writing of this dissertation, the legal status of blasphemy has been
vigorously debated in Parliament, the criminal courts, and the media. 61 The latest
indication is that all forms of criminal blasphemy will soon be repealed. On 1 January
2008, however, blasphemy was still actionable under common law. Along with
obscenity and sedition, modern lawyers have considered blasphemy to be a form of
criminal libel,62 that is to say a false and defamatory expression made in public which
tends towards the destabilization of civil order.63 Hence whilst the subject of blasphemy
is exclusively religious, its modern legal context has rendered it a secular crime. A clear
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and uniform understanding of blasphemous libel can be traced back to the early
nineteenth century;64 but it is difficult to establish to what extent blasphemy was
considered a form of criminal libel before this time. Rather than try to establish why
individual blasphemy prosecutions occurred, the purpose of this part of the introduction
is to establish how contemporaries understood blasphemy as a crime. My aim is to
demonstrate that modern presuppositions about criminal blasphemy being a distinct
legal concept are flawed and hence further highlight the futility of exclusively legal
approaches to the study of blasphemy. I shall argue that a notion of criminal blasphemy
was essentially the replication of a theological representation of blasphemy by zealous
individuals in a legal context, rather than a distinct legal concept. To advance this claim
I shall first discuss the history of the legal jurisdiction over blasphemy. I shall then
investigate both John Taylor‟s case and the enactment of the 1698 „Act for the more
effectual Suppressing of Blasphemy and Profaneness‟ to address the common and statute
law of blasphemy respectively.

One academic lawyer, J.R. Spencer, has suggested that, during the seventeenth century,
„an attack on the Church or its doctrine might be prosecuted as either a blasphemous or a
seditious libel. What the attack in question was called seems to have depended largely
on the taste in vituperative epithet of the man who drafted the indictment or
information‟.65 This point appears to be little more than an academic hunch based upon a
comparison between his assessment of actual trials for sedition and what a modern
scholar might expect to be criminally blasphemous. Nevertheless, it does advance the
64
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argument that contemporary individual representation, rather than the legal system as
such, may have shaped criminal blasphemy. Subsequent work by Philip Hamburger and
M. Lindsay Kaplan has demonstrated that, whilst the crime of seditious libel existed in
the seventeenth century, there was not a uniform application of the term „libel‟ in legal
proceedings, undermining the extent to which blasphemous libel was recognized by
contemporaries as specific crime.66 In his Commentaries on the Laws of England (17659) the eminent legal scholar Sir William Blackstone (1723-1780) did not refer to
criminal blasphemy as a form of libel, but rather a transgression of divine law,
actionable under common law because „Christianity is part of the laws of England‟ (a
reference to the precedent set by Taylor‟s case).67 The origins of criminal blasphemy are
to be found in canon law, and so it seems evident that Blackstone‟s view reflected a
much older, inherently theological, conception of blasphemy. The influence of canon
law had, however, greatly diminished by the mid-seventeenth century; so it would
appear that in the period I wish to address scholars have hitherto been at a loss how to
understand criminal blasphemy, although there has been a considerable bias towards a
secular interpretation.

The foundations of criminal blasphemy have recently been presented by Richard
Helmholz in The Spirit of Classical Canon Law (1996), and can be summarized as
follows.68 In scripture, the Book of Leviticus (24:16), the Second Book of Samuel
(12:14), and the Book of Daniel (3:29) all related how God sanctioned capital
punishment against blasphemers. Early canonists construed that blasphemy was one of
the very worst sins and that scripture provided them with both precedent and
66
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justification to censure blasphemy. The severity of the sin, coupled with a belief that
blasphemy brought about providential judgement upon the land and its people meant
that canon law understood blasphemy as a crime and allowed it to be prosecuted by both
the temporal and spiritual courts. However, moves towards a definition of criminal
blasphemy were incoherent and protracted. In both modern and medieval criminal law,
„no person should be punished in the absence of an established and ascertainable law,
and that law must not leave the offence so vague that “men of common intelligence must
guess at its meaning and differ as to its application.”‟69 Yet exceptions could be made
for „those things one recognizes readily enough when spoken, even without necessarily
being able to define it exactly.‟70 It would appear that blasphemy was such an exception.
For the legal authorities, there was much to be gained from a broadly conceived law,
especially when living in fear of the Almighty, because it could cover a whole range of
related transgressions. Indeed, medieval jurists seemed content with a general
description of blasphemy as vilifying God: a view influenced by and commensurate with
Thomistic theology. Throughout the medieval period transgressions which may have
fallen into the category of criminal blasphemy such as swearing and cursing continued to
be actionable under both spiritual and temporal law: typically punished by
excommunication, or fine and public penance.71 Offences relating to doctrine were more
complicated.

According to canon law, heresy (unlike swearing and cursing) could only be identified
by the Church; but the 1401 statute De Heretico Comburendo gave secular authorities
jurisdiction to prosecute and execute heretics. The situation appeared to be reversed in
69
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1605 when the Attorney-General Sir Edward Coke (1552-1634) declared that „in causes
ecclesiastical and spiritual, as namely blasphemy, apostasy from Christianity, heresies,
schism and others (the conusance of whereof belongs not to the common laws of
England) the same are to be determined by and decided by ecclesiastical Judges.‟ 72 The
notorious execution of Bartholmew Legatt and Edward Wightman for heresy in 1612
made short shrift of such a suggestion; yet Coke‟s decree had already been undermined
by a judgement made in 1606 at the Court of Star Chamber.
The Star Chamber had evolved as an addition to the King‟s Council in the fourteenth
century and drew its jurisdiction from royal prerogative. By the 1540s it existed as a
separate entity and worked as an extraordinary and supplementary court of law,
operating without a jury. Many crimes, such as perjury and seditious libel were either
created or significantly developed by the Star Chamber in an effort to increase
governmental control over public words and actions.73 In the case Attorney-General v.
Lewis Pickeringe (1606), the broadly civil offence of libel, or slander, was extended to
include a criminal element.74 In what was referred to as de Libellis Famosis, malicious,
injurious or defamatory words or writing, directed at another party, could be construed
as a criminal offence if they were deemed to threaten a breach of the peace, creating the
crime of seditious libel.75 Furthermore, by stipulating that such a libel was a
transgression of divine law, de Libellis Famosis provided a conceptual relationship
between an otherwise secular act of criminal sedition and an affront to God: plausibly
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making way for a direct assault upon the Godhead or divine law to be construed as a
new form of criminal blasphemy.

The early twentieth century legal historian William Holdsworth detailed how, after the
Star Chamber was dissolved in 1641, common law „took over the jurisdiction of the Star
Chamber as a censor morum [censor of morals], and punished gross indecency, ribaldry,
and blasphemy on the same principles as those on which the Star Chamber had
proceeded‟.76 It is difficult to establish whether the Star Chamber actually dealt with
blasphemy prosecutions as I have defined them;77 but Holdsworth describes a
phenomenon that gave the Restoration criminal courts a new mandate to identify and
prosecute offences pertaining to irreligion. At the trial of Sir Charles Sedley (bap. 1639,
d. 1701) for profane and licentious behaviour in 1663, the Court of the King‟s Bench
explicitly declared common law to be a censor morum in cases of irreligion.78 Such a
move would have been seen as unexceptional and, indeed, necessary given the perceived
Christian duty of judges and magistrates to uphold divine law though the employment of
human law.79 In summary, there is evidence to suggest criminal blasphemy was closely
associated with seditious libel, but that this relationship was manifest in the jurisdiction
over offences, rather than the nature of the offences themselves. If one pursues the
hypothesis that common law jurisdiction over blasphemy emerged from that over
76
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seditious libel, an argument can be advanced for why a distinct legal conception of
blasphemy was not formulated after the Restoration.
At common law, „matters of law‟ were separated from „matters of fact‟. The former was
the sole jurisdiction of professional judges and included most decisions relating to the
nature of the offence; the latter was the concern of the lay members of the jury and
addressed the question of whether a specific action had actually occurred. 80 Thomas
Green has demonstrated that juries were not always acquiescent on the key questions of
criminal intent and criminality of action;81 but in instances of seditious libel the jury was
not officially given the power to decide whether an act was a libel or not until the 1792
Libel Act (32 Geo. III c. 60). In cases pertaining to irreligion, it is most likely that the
magistrate or judge would have been the sole determiner of the nature of the offence
given their role as a censor morum. If this was the case, it might then be presumed that
the criterion of intention would have been the deciding factor as to whether irreligious
words or actions were criminal.82 However, Philip Hamburger has suggested that for
seditious libel this was not the case, opening up the possibility that neither was it for
blasphemy. Hamburger has argued that, in prosecutions for seditious libel, the very act
of publication was viewed as proof of malice and criminal intent: at a trial the
criminality of the words were assumed and the only question put before the jury was
80
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whether the defendant had actually published the alleged words. 83 If this procedure was
applied to cases of blasphemy, then it would not only support Nokes‟s observations
above, but also show how the whole concept of criminal blasphemy was contingent
upon the willingness and ability to bring forth prosecutions in the first place. Indeed,
Hale stated that the crime of blasphemy could be prosecuted ex-officio by the Attorney
General, making it not necessary for even a prima facie case to be made against the
accused.84 To develop this idea, I shall now turn to a discussion of John Taylor‟s case.

On 11 May 1675 it was brought to the attention of the House of Lords that a man by the
name of John Taylor had been committed to the Gaol of Guilford by a Justice of the
Peace for „uttering Blasphemous Words‟. Initially, Taylor‟s offensive railings were
assumed to be the product of a disturbed mind and the Lords ordered that Taylor be
confined at Bedlam Hospital on a diet of bread and water in an attempt to induce
„Recovery from the Madness wherewith at present he seems to be possessed‟. Nine days
later it was reported that Taylor „was not mad, and yet persisteth in his Blasphemies‟. In
response, the Lords sanctioned a report by the Chief Justices to consider Taylor‟s fate.85
It seems more than a coincidence that on the very day that news of Taylor‟s case was
first brought before the Lords, the third earl of Northampton, James Compton (16221681), notified the House that a committee of peers was to prepare a „Bill for the
suppression of the horrid sins of Atheism, Prophaneness, and Blasphemy‟.86 With a
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revised title, the Bill gained its first reading on 13 November, but failed to advance any
further.87 Taylor‟s outrage had perhaps galvanized pious Lords to act against the
growing evil of licentious irreligion. On the 17 November the Chief Justice of the Court
of Common Pleas, Francis North (1637-1685), reported that:
We are of the Opinion, That John Taylor may be proceeded against in the King‟s
Ecclesiastical Courts, for the horrid Words mentioned…We are also of the
Opinion, That inasmuch as many of the said Words tend immediately to the
Destruction of all Religion and Government, that the said John Taylor may be
proceeded against, by Way of Indictment or Information, in the King‟s Temporal
Courts, as for an high Misdemeanour.88
A charge was subsequently filed by the Attorney-General, Sir William Jones (bap. 1630,
d. 1682), against Taylor „for uttering of divers blasphemous expressions horrible to hear,
(viz.) that Jesus Christ was a bastard, a whoremaster, religion was a cheat; and that he
neither feared God, the devil, or man‟.89 Due to an absence of further evidence it is
impossible to verify this claim and, as I shall make clear in a moment, it should not
necessarily be viewed as accurate or even genuine. Nevertheless, the trial was held at the
Court of the King‟s Bench in early 1676, where it was reported that the presiding judge,
Chief Justice Sir Matthew Hale (1609-1676), said that,
such kind of wicked blasphemous words were not only an offence to God and
Religion, but a crime against the laws, State and Government, and therefore
punishable in this Court. For to say, religion is a cheat, is to dissolve all those
obligations whereby the civil societies are preserved, and that Christianity is
parcel of the Laws of England; and therefore to reproach the Christian religion is
to speak in subversion of the law.90
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Another contemporary report of Hale‟s words read as follows: „These words though of
ecclesiastical cognisance, yet that religion is a cheat, tends to dissolution of all
government, and therefore punishable here…Christian religion is a part of the law it self,
therefore injuries to God are punishable as to the King, or any common person.‟ 91 In
being found guilty, Taylor was fined £1000, imprisoned until sureties for his good
behaviour could be found, and ordered to stand at the pillory in Guilford (where the
words were spoken), Westminster, Cheapside and the Exchange, with a paper reading
„for horrid blasphemy, tending to subvert all Government‟.92 Taylor‟s case is famous
amongst scholars for Hale‟s „judgement‟.93 Viewed through a post-eighteenth-century
lens of legal precedent, it is seen as both the foundation of criminal blasphemy in its
secular form of blasphemous libel, and a crucial precedent that made common law the
protector of Protestant beliefs.94 However, the immediate historical context of the case
has never been fully analyzed. I want to draw attention to two main points.
Firstly, without further documentary evidence, any suggestion that Taylor‟s indictment
was an accurate assessment of what he actually said must be viewed with extreme
caution. The supposed utterance that „Christ was a bastard‟ might have been part of a
genuine irreligious outburst; however, the phrase too neatly corresponds with a standard
anti-Christian trope: the ancient allegation that Jesus was merely the bastard son of the
Roman soldier Panthera. Moreover, as I shall show in the next chapter, any proclamation
that claimed to neither fear God nor the Devil was such a commonplace representation
of wickedness that it is difficult to accept as being part of an actual utterance. In short, in
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accordance with Michael Hunter‟s suggestions on the Aikenhead case, the alleged words
of Taylor appear too formulaic to be simply accepted as particularly accurate or genuine.
If Taylor had really persisted in some form of verbal tirade against orthodox religion, it
might be surmised that he was either mentally unstable or a resolute believer of a
heterodox faith. One contemporary pamphlet alleged that Taylor was a Muggletonian;
but this cannot be verified.95 It is perhaps an indication of the complexity of the issues
involved that the whole area of non-confessional „religious criminality‟ has yet to
receive scholarly attention.96 In sum, Taylor uttered words deemed to be criminal on
account of their irreligious nature, but further specifics are a matter of conjecture. It may
well have been the case that given the failure of the 1675 Bill zealous protagonists set
about making an example of Taylor irrespective of what he actually said.
Secondly, I would challenge both the view that Hale provided legal „judgement‟ upon
Taylor‟s words and that Taylor‟s case constituted a criminalization of irreligion on
secular grounds. With respect to the former, Hale merely restated and embellished a
consensual view amongst several peers. On the latter, the protestation that malicious
irreligion undermined society and was hence actionable under common law may be
construed as essentially an extension of the state‟s jurisdiction as a censor morum.
Whilst the state‟s need to uphold belief to maintain the social viability of oath taking
was an issue,97 I would suggest that the condemnation of Taylor was principally about
making clear the contemporary belief in the inherent and self-evident relationship
between divine and human law; for it sent out a message to licentious folk that a godly
society would punish ungodly acts within and without ecclesiastical law. For Hale, „the
95
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Law of God hath a double Inscription‟: the lower case was in „Natural Piety and
Religion‟, the upper and „more excellent‟ case was „Divine Will‟.98 Scripture and
providence was a person‟s primary guide to „husband his time in the fear of God; to
observe His Will, and keep His Laws‟, but also to „excite and regulate and direct his fear
of God‟.99 Consequently, I would suggest that the criminalization of Taylor‟s words was
an act based on devout piety. Similarly, the 1675 Bill was expressly concerned with
suppressing profane offences on account that they brought „high dishonour of Almighty
God‟, which provoked His „Judgments upon this Kingdom‟.100 After the writ De
Heretico Comburendo was repealed in 1678, the abject fear of the spiritual
consequences of atheism and blasphemy led the peers to consider a Bill for „the
punishing of Atheism and Blasphemy‟, which not only sought to define blasphemy as
„by Speaking or Writing [to] Curse or condemn or reproach God, or any of the three
persons of the Godhead‟ but also to reintroduce the „Judgement of Death‟.101 The gravity
of the perceived offence of blasphemy cannot be overstated: blasphemy was to be sought
out and punished as a crime on the basis that it was an act of spiritual treason.

The historiography of blasphemy has hitherto been somewhat naive about the early
modern belief in the nexus between human and divine law.102 In particular there has
been a tendency to assume there was a greater degree of separation between the state and
the divine than Hale and his contemporaries experienced. I would argue that there has
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been a tendency to impute significance to Taylor‟s case which was not evident at the
time, or even in the age of Blackstone a hundred years later. After Taylor‟s case was
published in the legal reports of Sir Peyton Ventris in 1696,103 it did become a reference
point for legal practitioners. However, for contemporaries the notion that Christianity
was part of the law would have been little more than stating the obvious. I would concur
with Alan Cromartie that, in Taylor‟s case, a focus on Hale has drawn „disproportionate
attention to quite commonplace opinions‟.104 In summary, the criminality of and
jurisdiction over Taylor‟s words were assumed (not adjudged) in accordance with pious
principles; furthermore, Hale‟s personal agency in the proceedings was not nearly as
significant as previously thought. Far from establishing blasphemy as a secular crime,
Taylor‟s case reflected an ancient conception of blasphemy which jeopardized the
relationship between God and humankind. Shortly after Taylor‟s case, the distinguished
lawyer John Godolphin (1617-1678) described a blasphemer as, „one who injureth God
with contumelious words, which is when men detract from God the honour due unto
him, or attribute any evil to him‟.105 As will be shown in a moment, this view was a
theological description that dated back centuries. Indeed, Godolphin‟s work on
ecclesiastical law informed contemporaries of patristic and scholastic conceptions of
blasphemy and argued a case for their relevance to the post-Restoration era. Having
considered blasphemy at common law and its historical relationship with ecclesiastical
law, I shall now turn to statute law.
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The „Act for the more effectual Suppressing of Blasphemy and Profaneness‟ (9 & 10
Guill III. c.35), generally referred to by historians as the „Blasphemy Act‟, was given
royal assent on 5 July 1698. A transcription of the Act is provided as an appendix to this
dissertation, but the essence of the legislation was to censure any denial of God, or the
persons of the Trinity, or the scriptures. The punishments were relatively mild, the worst
being a three-year prison sentence, and were aimed at ensuring orthodox Protestant
belief throughout the social and political hierarchy. Between its enactment and 1730, I
am not aware of a single case where the Act was definitely invoked. It may well have
become a point of reference in subsequent polemical debates, but the reality was that the
common law provided a much more effective defence against blasphemers. The
historical significance of the Blasphemy Act is, therefore, primarily in its very existence;
and so it is important to understand exactly how it came to be on the statute books in the
first place.

Scholars have hitherto considered the Blasphemy Act only in passing. Some have
assumed it was created in an attempt to suppress the publication of Unitarian texts after
the lapse of the 1695 Licensing Act.106 However, when close attention is given to the
Parliamentary debates surrounding the enactment of the Blasphemy Act, an alternative
view emerges which situates it amongst attempts to pass moral reform legislation.107 The
latter interpretation would appear to be more accurate; yet a satisfactory explanation for
the discrepancy between the substance of the Act and its supposed origins remains
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illusive. By focusing solely on the development of the Blasphemy Act a clearer picture
can be established.

At the opening session of Parliament on 3 December 1697, King William III made a
personal commitment to „rectify such Corruptions and Abuses as may have crept into
any part of the Administration during the War, and effectually to discourage Profaneness
and Immorality‟.108 On the 17 February 1698, the King heard an address by a committee
of MPs „to suppress Profaneness and Immorality, and all Books which endeavour to
undermine the Fundamentals of the Christian Religion; and to punish the Authors.‟ 109 It
would appear that a version of this speech was then subsequently published as a royal
proclamation „For preventing and punishing immorality and profaneness‟ on 24
February 1698. Unlike the 1692 proclamation against profaneness, 110 this was a
comprehensive document. It called for those in authority to be „vigilant‟ and „effectual‟
in discovering and prosecuting „all manner of vice, immorality and profaneness‟, such as
„excessive drinking, blasphemy, profane swearing and cursing, lewdness, profanation of
the Lord‟s day‟ and called for the censuring „impious doctrines against the holy Trinity,
and other fundamental articles of our faith, tending to the subversion of the Christian
religion‟.111 Despite the reference to blasphemy in this proclamation, the issue of moral
reform can be shown to be only a backdrop to the Blasphemy Act.
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On the same day the royal proclamation was published, a Bill entitled, „for the more
effectual suppressing of Atheism, Blasphemy, and Prophaneness‟ gained a first reading
in the House of Lords, and a separate order was made for Sir John Powell (1645-1713)
to prepare a Bill to „restrain the Licentiousness of the Press‟. 112 Whilst the issues of
blasphemy and press censorship were most likely considered to be related, the Lords, at
least, sought to address them separately. Secondary sources have suggested that the two
architects of the former Bill were the archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Tension (16361715), and the bishop of London, Henry Compton (1632-1713).113 The documentary
evidence does not exist to establish precisely how the wording of the Bill was crafted;
but it is more than plausible that both divines, being well into their sixties, would have
been aware of and consulted earlier draft bills against atheism and blasphemy. A draft
copy of the 1698 Bill, catalogued under the date of 24 February, reveals that it was
essentially set up to censure the denial of God, or the Trinity of divine persons, or the
scriptures in either the written or spoken word.114 By comparing this draft with the Act
that was finally passed, it is clear that this Bill was the genesis of the 1698 Blasphemy
Act. The Bill did not make specific reference to Unitarianism, and the inclusion of
spoken transgressions seemingly signified a broader concern than written expressions of
antitrinitarianism. If the Bill had been drafted principally to stem the flow of Unitarian
texts, such a conclusion cannot be easily drawn from the document itself. When one
considers that there was no need to make reference to swearing and cursing because they
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had been legislated against in 1694,115 the core subject of the document makes it the heir
to the three previous failed Bills against atheistical irreligion since the Restoration.116 On
the 28 February, the Bill passed to the Commons and was subsequently committed to a
Committee of the Whole House on 3 March.117 However, at this point the trail of the Bill
goes cold: Julian Hoppit has noted that it officially failed, so what happened?118

Back on 26 February, the House of Commons had given leave for Sir John Phillips (c.
1666-1737) and Edward Harley (1664-1735) to prepare a Bill „for the more effectual
suppressing Profaneness, Immorality and Debauchery‟. 119 On 7 March, Phillips
presented a Bill to the Commons that was entitled „for the more effectual Suppressing
Blasphemy and Profaneness‟.120 Scholars have hitherto assumed that this Bill was
distinct from the failed Lord‟s Bill, presumably on account of both the Common‟s notice
of the 26 of February and the reputation of both men to be supporters of moral reform.121
Phillips‟s Bill was passed after its third reading in the Commons on 30 March and then
turned over to the Lords.122 The House of Lords tabled a series of amendments over the
following months, but did not insist upon changes, clearing the way for Phillips‟s Bill to
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become law on 5 July 1698.123 The historiographical conundrum has, therefore, been to
explain how a Bill that apparently started life with a bias towards debauchery ended up
being exclusively concerned with heterodoxy. The answer is now clear: Phillips‟s „Bill
about Religion‟ was only ever „against Atheism and denying the Trinity‟.124 Despite title
changes and the misleading declaration in the Commons on the 26 February, the
substance of the Bill first read in the Lords on 24 February, was subsequently revived by
Phillips in the Commons on 7 March, and then passed into law. The fears and
preoccupations of Parliamentarians in 1697-8, so well described by David Hayton as
amounting to a „moral panic‟,125 brought the Blasphemy Act into being, but they did not
wholly shape the substance Act. In seeking to suppress those who sought to „overthrow
the Fundamentals of Christianity‟,126 the Blasphemy Act showed that a response to the
perceived theological implications of denying God could transcend all other more
worldly, practical attempts to legislate against heterodox publications or immoral
behaviour.

In summary, it may be advanced that the history of early modern criminal blasphemy
was more about jurisdiction over a theological conception of blasphemy than the
development of a distinct crime of blasphemy. To illustrate this point, one needs to look
no further than Giles Jacob‟s A New Law Dictionary (1729). The entry for blasphemy
read as follows.
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Blasphemy, (Blasphemia) Is an Injury offered to God, by Denying that which is
due and belonging to him, or attributing to him what is not agreeable to his
Nature. Lyndw. c. I. And Blasphemies of God, as Denying his Being, or
Providence, and all contumelious Reproaches of Jesus Christ, &c. are Offences
at Common Law, punished by Fine, Imprisonment, Pillory, &c. I Hawk. P.C.87
And by Statute, if any one shall by Writing, Speaking, &c. deny any of the
Persons in the Trinity to be God; assert there are more Gods but one, &c. he shall
be incapable of Office; and for the second Offence, be disabled to sue any
Action, to be Executor, &c. and suffer three Years Imprisonment: But retracting
Opinions in open Court discharges the Penalties for the first Offence. 9 & 10
W.3.c.32127
Here a theological description of blasphemy, given by the medieval ecclesiastical lawyer
William Lyndwood (c.1375-1446), heads references to both the punishment given to
Taylor, presumably reported by William Hawkins (1682-1750), and the Blasphemy Act.
Legal manuals for law enforcers were little different; typically citing blasphemy as a
crime by referring to Taylor‟s case and the Blasphemy Act, but providing little further
detail.128 Furthermore, Thomas Wood (1661-1722), Doctor of Law, referred to
blasphemy as a public crime but described blasphemy in the same theological terms that
were so common to contemporaries, stipulating censure for those who denied God.129
Blasphemy was an offence against God, not the Church of England; it was conceived to
threaten society, not in secular terms, but due to the perceived consequences of a
127
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breakdown in the relationship between humankind and God. The crime of blasphemy
was inspired by divine law, described by canon law, and implemented by criminal law.
It is this relationship that has rendered both the implementation and understanding of the
crime of blasphemy problematic ever since.

Theological Conceptions of Blasphemy
The conception of blasphemy as a transgression is grounded in the etymology of the
term, which has its origins in ancient Greek. βλασυημία (blasphemy) was derived from
two root words: βλάπτω, meaning to damage, and υήμη, meaning spoken reputation or,
in a wider sense, a public speech or report.130 In strict accordance with this etymological
meaning, the subject of blasphemy need not necessarily be the divine. According to
Joseph Caryl‟s 1661 Greek-English lexicon, βλασυημέω (to blaspheme) meant „to speak
wickedly‟, or „to curse‟, or „to revile or reproach‟, with no specific reference to God. 131
Such descriptions notwithstanding, the terminology of blasphemy has, since ancient
times, been viewed almost exclusively in a religious context: a view no doubt largely
influenced by references to blasphemy in the scriptures. David Lawton, amongst others,
has claimed that the introduction of the term blasphemy into scripture occurred in the
writing of the Septuagint, and that this can most readily be observed in Leviticus 24:11,
when the verb blaspheme was used to translate the juxtaposed Hebrew verbs „nakob‟
meaning „to pronounce‟, and „quillel‟ meaning „to curse‟.132 This claim is difficult to
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verify. Versions of the Septuagint I have looked at do not refer to the terminology of
blasphemy in this crucial passage.133 Further investigation should probably be left to
specialists, but the terminology of blasphemy is definitely present in the Vulgate.

It is not surprising that, on close inspection, the specific meaning of blasphemy in
Leviticus 24:11 is stricken with ambiguities arising from interpretations of vocabulary,
syntax, and translation.134 Nevertheless, a cursory assessment of the reference to
blasphemy in this passage can provide an insight into the development of the sin of
blasphemy. In the King James Bible, the passage in question reads as follows: „And the
Israelitish woman‟s son blasphemed the name of the LORD, and cursed‟. Henry
Ainsworth‟s Annotations Upon the Five Books of Moses (1639) concluded that in this
passage the word „blasphemed‟ was „translateth‟ as „named‟ in Greek, „expressed‟ in
Chaldee, and „Nakab‟ in Hebrew.135 It would appear that in ancient translations of
Leviticus 24:11, the primary sin was the Tetragrammaton, that is to say the act of
naming God („Jehovah‟). This can be confirmed by an English translation of the passage
in the Septuagint according to the Vatican text, which reads: „And the son of the
Israelitish woman named THE NAME and cursed‟.136 Comparing the Septuagint with
the King James Bible it is possible to see the distinction between the rabbinical sin of the
Tetragrammaton and the more complex and amorphous sin of blasphemy, and how the

133

Cohn‟s Hexaglot Bible; Comprising the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments in their
Original Tongues…, ed., Edward Riches de Levante (6 vols.; London, 1874), II, pp. 360-1; The Septuagint
Version of the Old Testament: According to the Vatican Text, trans., Lancelot Charles Lee Brenton (2
vols.; London, 1844), I, p. 133.
134

Rodney R. Hutton, „The Case of the Blasphemer Revisited (Lev. XXIV 10-23)‟, Vetus Testamentum,
49 (1999), pp. 532-41.
135

Henry Ainsworth, Annotations vpon the Five Bookes of Moses, the Booke of the Psalmes and the Song
of Songs, or Canticles… (1639), p. 149.
136

The Septuagint, I, p. 133.

47

language and conception of the latter may have entered into Christian thought through
the rewriting of the Old Testament.

For early modern biblical exegetes such as Simon Patrick (1626-1707), bishop of Ely,
the main difficulty that arose from reading Leviticus 24:11 was whether there was a
conceptual difference between blasphemy and cursing; that is to say whether the passage
referred to one sin or two?137 The dilemma was exacerbated by a subsequent verse from
the same chapter which stipulated that, „he that blasphemeth the name of the Lord, he
shall surely be put to death‟ (Lev. 24:16). It seemed unsatisfactory to suggest that
blasphemy and cursing were one and the same sin, for then every curser was in danger
of divinely sanctioned execution, yet it was equally problematic to claim they were
separate types of utterances because that then left the nature of blasphemy unspecified.
The apparently irreconcilable nature of this matter suggests that a systematic Christian
typology of sinful speech was more or less impossible, although such ambiguity would
have provided fertile ground for polemists. Furthermore, there were many other
references to blasphemy in the scriptures by which contemporaries could develop a
conception of blasphemy. It is unnecessary to consider them all here, but the key
passages can be observed in figure one below.
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Scripture was hugely influential in the wider theological development of the concept of
blasphemy. Some early theologians struggled to reconcile scriptural passages that
identified a form of blasphemy as the only unpardonable sin with a conception of divine
mercy and the doctrine of salvation. St. Matthew had decreed that, „All manner of sin
and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: but the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost
shall not be forgiven unto men‟ (Matt. 12:31). Similarly, St. Mark had stated, „he that
shall blaspheme against the Holy Ghost hath never forgiveness, but is in danger of
eternal damnation: Because they said, He hath an unclean spirit‟ (Mark 3:29-30) and St.
Luke had declared, „whosoever shall speak a word against the Son of man, it shall be
forgiven him: but unto him that blasphemeth against the holy Ghost it shall not be
forgiven‟ (Luke 12:10). St. Augustine was convinced that no sin was beyond the
forgiveness of Christ, since God‟s mercy and power of redemption were absolute.
Consequently, he stressed that sinners had to be willing to repent before God could
forgive; hence, the responsibility and initiation of salvation ultimately lay with humans
and not the Almighty. In a sermon dedicated to an exposition of Matthew 12:31
Augustine argued that blasphemy against the Holy Ghost was not a specific
transgression, but a mode or state of being characterized by impenitence of the heart
against God. For Augustine, „This impenitence…[was] some one general name… we
call both this blasphemy and the word against the Holy Ghost which hath no forgiveness
for ever; this impenitence is, I say, against which both the herald and the Judge cried out,
saying “Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”‟ (Matt. 4:17).139 Yet
Augustine was adamant that the sin against the Holy Ghost could not be pronounced „as
long as a man lives in the flesh‟; for until death there was always time to repent.140 The
message was this, whosoever „stands out as an enemy to [God‟s gift of redemption], so
139
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as not in repentance to seek it, but by impenitence to gainsay it, his sin is unpardonable;
not sin of any one specific kind, but contempt, or even opposing of the remission of sins
itself.‟ For Augustine, extreme blasphemy was an unpardonable sin by default: the sin
was defined by the failure to seek forgiveness such that forgiveness could never be
given.

The theology of blasphemy was significantly advanced by St. Thomas Aquinas in his
Summa Theologica.141 In discussing both general blasphemy and blasphemy against the
Holy Ghost, Aquinas observed that the former was a species of disbelief commonly
understood via a threefold description. Blasphemy was: when something was attributed
to God which was not His; or when God was denied something that was His; or when an
attribute of God was bestowed upon a creature. Aquinas did not actually own this
threefold description, although he was one of the first theologians to give such an
exposition. Instead, he preferred to conceive blasphemy more abstractly as denying God
via the two processes of (erroneous) affirmation or negation. Seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century contemporaries were, nevertheless, often more aware of the threefold
description of blasphemy and sometimes attributed it to Aquinas. According to
Thomistic theology, blasphemy was a form of disbelief characterized by an intentional
denial of God, „not just from the futility of mind, but also from wickedness of will and
striving to contravene God‟s honour‟.142 To commit blasphemy required an awareness of
the significance of blasphemy; and so it was implicitly a sin of the corrupted believer,
rather than that of the infidel who had never believed. Blasphemy was the very antithesis
of belief: not merely a state of unbelief, but aggravated unbelief. By this nature, Aquinas
understood blasphemy to be the worst mortal sin „foreasmuch as it made any sin
141
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greater‟.143 The implication was that, contrary to Augustine, the sin of blasphemy was a
sin of the living and was actually confirmed by a divinely sanctioned death sentence.
The scholastic method of Aquinas was able to develop a sense of blasphemy that was
not wholly reliant on esoteric scriptural passages. Aquinas combined a discussion of the
practical means by which one could blaspheme God with a more abstract positioning of
the sin‟s meaning. Moreover, the Thomistic theology of blasphemy seemed to reduce the
primary distinctions between blasphemy and blasphemy against the Holy Ghost to mere
semantics. Whilst many theologians maintained that blasphemy varied in severity, the
sin was seemingly only ever discussed in its extreme form. Since blasphemy was
conceived as a state of being and a sin which was conducted through other more tangible
transgressions, it was largely left to interpretation to determine how blasphemy became
manifest, allowing for the possibility that it could always be perceived in its worst form.

Aquinas identified blasphemy as a distinct concept of aggravated unbelief. Thus by
considering the Thomistic description of blasphemy it was possible to delineate
blasphemy from apparently similar sins such as profanity, impiety, and heresy. At this
juncture, I wish to quickly sketch working definitions of these three concepts, so as to
provide clarity for the rest of this dissertation. Profanity was to be unholy in the active
sense, „they shall not profane the holy things of the children of Israel‟ (Lev. 22:15), but
was only a general classification which was the binary opposite of the sacred. As the
world was divided into the sacred and profane, so it was between the pious and the
impious. Impiety was to be ungodly, to lack devotion or duty to God. Blasphemy was
obviously both a type of profanity and impiety, but it would be a mistake to reduce
blasphemy to either category. Heresy was to make a deliberate choice of faith which
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formed a deviation, or sect, from the doctrines of the accepted orthodoxy. 144 According
to scripture, heresy constituted the doctrines of false prophets (2 Pet. 2:1).145 The charge
of heresy was a function of doctrinal dispute. The 1559 Act of Supremacy stated that
heresy was determined by the express word of the canonical scriptures or by the first
four general councils.146 Blasphemy was potentially manifest in heresy, but whereas the
former was about the denial of God, the latter was principally concerned with the
political tensions between unity and disunity within organized religion.

Moving on to Reformed theology: it its hardly surprising to find that Calvinist theology
overlooked Aquinas and returned to an assessment of scripture and the early Fathers to
develop an understanding of blasphemy. Baird Tipson has argued that John Calvin
interpreted the Gospel passages about blasphemy against the Holy Ghost through the
following words in St. Paul‟s Epistle to the Hebrews.
It is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted of the
heavenly gift, and were made partakers of the Holy Ghost, And have tasted the
good word of God, and the powers of the world to come, If they shall fall away,
to renew them again unto repentance; seeing they crucify to themselves the Son
of God afresh, and put him to an open shame (Heb. 6:4-6).
For Calvin, the unpardonable sin, contrary to Augustine, was not the final impenitency
but a sin of those living souls who wilfully broke their covenant with God.147
Consequently, like Aquinas, there is a sense in which Calvin blurred the conceptual
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boundary between general blasphemy and the specific blasphemy against the Holy
Ghost. For Calvin, the scriptural passage „He who speaks against the Son of man will be
forgiven; but he who blasphemes against the Spirit will not be forgiven‟ (Vg. Matt.
12:32), provided a critique of intentional blasphemy.

For Calvin, reproachful words against the Father and Son were remissible if they were
done in ignorance; that is to say by those to whom the truth of God had not yet been
revealed. „But they whose consciences, though convinced that what they repudiate and
impugn is the Word of God, yet cease not to impugn it – these are said to blaspheme
against the Spirit, since they strive against the illumination that is the work of the Holy
Spirit.‟148 Though not stated in the Institutes, this interpretation may have been
influenced by the notion that, „if we sin wilfully after that we have received the
knowledge of the truth, there remaineth no more sacrifice for sins, But a certain fearful
looking for of judgement and fiery indignation‟ (Heb. 10:26-7). Calvin‟s conclusion
provides a basis for understanding intentional blasphemy in a spiritual dimension:
unintentional blasphemy was a sign of unbelief and intentional blasphemy was an
aggravated attack upon God and the greatest abomination.149 From this interpretation,
two points may be made. One, spiritual intention was judged on the criterion of spiritual
knowledge of God rather than premeditation. Two, Calvin provided a theoretical
framework for interpreting any utterance by a believer against God as intentional. Once
the grace of God had been revealed, any attack on God had to be malicious, an act which
constituted spiritual hypocrisy and betrayal, and, in its most extreme form, blasphemy.
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In summary, Calvin‟s discussion of intentional blasphemy transcended „carnal‟
utterances which resulted from „rash anger or desire of revenge in reference to any
particular hurt or injury‟, and rested upon those words that were perceived to directly
target the „Spiritual and Divine‟ nature of God.150

By assessing how the sin of blasphemy against the Holy Ghost was expounded in
sermons and treatises of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, Tipson has argued
that „fear of committing this unpardonable sin lay close to the heart of the English
Calvinist experience‟.151 Whilst Tipson focused on pre-1660 history, it can be shown
that there was concern about the notion of unpardonable blasphemy well in to the
eighteenth century. The subject was not only covered in sermons by John Tillotson
(1630-1694), Gilbert Burnet (1643-1715) and other clergymen, but it was also discussed
in The Athenian Mercury.152 These specific debates were perhaps stimulated by the
radical notion of an unpardonable sin rather than the topic of blasphemy as such.
Furthermore, the extent to which the specific Calvinist position of blasphemy against the
Holy Ghost gave rise to a Reformed theological view of blasphemy in general is almost
impossible to establish, for Calvin did not discuss how the two were related or whether,
under his interpretation, they were one in the same sin.

Putting the intractable issue of unpardonable sin to one side, I would argue that the
meaning of blasphemy was essentially understood as aggravated unbelief in the most
150
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formative theological discussions on the subject from biblical times to the Reformation.
It should not be assumed that Protestant theologians arrived at a markedly different
notion of blasphemy to their scholastic Roman Catholic predecessors merely on the
grounds of their respective intellectual traditions; for it would appear that theologians
and clerics did not develop confessionary specific concepts of blasphemy because the
dominant notion of blasphemy was abstract and malleable to different contexts and
subjects. Blasphemy was a profound topic, but the formulation of most doctrines did not
require an understanding of the concept. Blasphemy was not part of mainstream
theological discourse and due to its complexity and exceptional nature, few but the most
highly accomplished theologians sought to engage with the notion of blasphemy in a
considered way. It was primarily through attempts to provide a systematic exposition of
unbelief that theologians approached the issue. Scriptural and patristic sources presented
blasphemy as a very grave sin which concerned the process by which Christians ended
up denying God. Whilst there were variations in approach and emphasis amongst
theologians, this underlying meaning of blasphemy was difficult to ignore. Indeed, I
would assert that the theme of aggravated unbelief runs through the Augustinian notion
of failing to repent, the Thomistic conception of lying about God‟s nature or character,
and Calvin‟s idea of reneging upon acquired spiritual knowledge to deny God.

Thomistic blasphemy may well have had particular historical significance for two
reasons. First, it was (and is) one of the most comprehensive and sophisticated
interpretations of blasphemy in the history of western Christian thought. Two, it was
influential in formulating an understanding of blasphemy in English ecclesiastical law.
The descriptions of blasphemy by the medieval lawyer William Lyndwood and his early
modern counterpart John Godolphin, noted above, show clear similarities with the
observations and claims of Aquinas. It may be hypothesized that the Thomistic sense of
blasphemy permeated medieval and then early modern theological culture through the
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theological manuals highlighted by Cabantous and that this was not fundamentally
challenged after the Reformation although there was, in the early seventeenth century, a
shift in emphasis towards the unpardonable nature of the sin in Calvinist discourse as
discussed by Tipson. In this dissertation I do not wish to imply that contemporary
polemists read particular theological texts to formulate their opinions; nevertheless, I
shall demonstrate that perceptions of blasphemy articulated by orthodox Protestants
were commensurate with a theological conception of aggravated unbelief.

The Scope of the Study
Investigating contemporary blasphemy means exploring theological anxiety, theological
polemic, and conceptions and perceptions of wickedness. In this dissertation I shall
focus on demonstrating how the activities of Sabbath breaking, drunkenness, swearing,
and attending the theatre, as well as the heterodox positions of antitrinitarianism,
Quakerism, and denying Christ‟s miracles were all represented as blasphemous. As
already intimated, these practical and speculative undertakings were not intrinsically
blasphemous, but were some of the key actions and beliefs through which blasphemy
was perceived to be manifest on account of further theological reasons.

I shall,

therefore, re-evaluate these subjects via an analysis of contemporary spiritual critiques.
The primary motif of this dissertation will be to identify and explore the theological gap
between socio-political and intellectual interpretations of moral and doctrinal uncertainty
and change. I shall argue throughout that blasphemy was represented by orthodox
Protestants as a sin in a way that corresponded most readily with a conception of
blasphemy as an aggravated form of unbelief which was either understood modally or
substantially. In sum, I shall present a theological conception of blasphemy that was
worse than atheism and show how this view was perceived to be manifest. Whilst my
work concentrates on ideas, I have ensured that they are never divorced from the people
who owned them. Thus the subtext of this dissertation provides a picture of a group of
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otherwise often unconnected and sometimes dissimilar individuals who shared a
common bond by identifying the substance of blasphemy.153

The topics through which I shall explore blasphemy were initially chosen after a
keyword search of the English Short Title Catalogue revealed that texts pertaining to
them had the highest number of references to blasphemy. Taking each subject in turn, I
then narrowed the scope of my enquiry by settling upon a relatively discrete controversy
or series of debates which not only provided a focus for each respective chapter, but also
the extra primary source material I needed to make such a study possible. The decision
to consider both actions and ideas was informed by the contemporary view that
blasphemy was understood through a dichotomy between practice and speculation, in a
way that reflected the two sides of paradigmatic theology. Thus far, blasphemy has
generally been subdivided into „common blasphemy‟ and „heretical blasphemy‟: the
former typically understood as impious speech, but often reduced to profane swearing;
the latter rarely expounded upon by scholars beyond the reasonable assumption that
heresy also constituted blasphemy, but hardly ever seen as applicable to the postmedieval era. Yet it is most striking how the reference to „actual and doctrinal
blasphemy‟ by the anonymous broadsheet writer at the very beginning of my
introduction corresponds to St. Paul‟s decree that neither God‟s name, nor doctrine
should be blasphemed. Here, an act of reproach is juxtaposed with a more abstract
notion of contravening a principle or belief, giving a sense of blasphemy with respect to
both actions and ideas. Two quick examples may be drawn upon to fix this claim in
place and provide a valuable prologue to my thesis. With respect to the former, Thomas
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Manton (bap. 1620, d. 1677), Doctor of Divinity and Nonconformist minister, observed
that,
The Heart is… [God‟s] Chair of State, and Chamber of Presence; but Hypocrites
and wicked Men rob God of his Dominion over the Conscience, therefore
Hypocrisy is practical Blasphemy; Rev. 2.9. I Know the Blasphemy of them that
say they are Jews, and are not, but are the Synagogue of Satan. Men pretend to
obey God, yet blaspheme him in their Heart, and refuse the Power of that to
which they pretend.154
According to Manton, the blasphemy of action lay in purporting to be a Christian, but
reneging on that position through words and deeds, rendering faith but a pretence. With
regard to speculative blasphemy, the nonjuring clergyman Richard Welton (1672-1726)
stated that, „by Renouncing any Doctrine, which… [God] hath reveal‟d, and
commanded; we do not only betray our Faith, and Trust; But we, in Effect,
BLASPHEME his VERACITY, his Revealed Truth‟.155 Blasphemy was also, therefore,
manifest in heterodox ideas that were perceived to deny the truth of God.

The main historical trajectory of the contemporary discourse of blasphemy was formed
by the post-Reformation attempts to identify and defend „true‟ Christianity. In this
respect manifestations of blasphemy identified by orthodox Protestants of the postRestoration era echoed those of previous decades, but whilst they may not have been as
politically potent, they were much less blurred by sectarian divisions in a way that
makes them more accessible for historical analysis. Puritan polemic made much noise
about blasphemy and the „moral panics‟ of the 1640s and 1650s, induced by media
representations of „the sprawling, endless mass of contemporary sects, blasphemies, and
heresies in all their immediate, monstrous horror‟, form a valuable prequel to the history
154
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of post-Restoration representations of blasphemy.156 Yet their import is general rather
than specific, for such polemic was highly rhetorical in construction and invariably used
concepts such a blasphemy, heresy, and error interchangeably, and influenced by
powerful socio-political forces that were somewhat unique to the time.157 The entangled
discourses of heresiological works such as Thomas Edward‟s Gangraena (1646), as well
as the so-called Blasphemy Act of 1650 and to a lesser extent the case of James Nayler,
all provide insights into the representation of religious heterodoxy, but their potential
value as sources in an investigation of the concept of blasphemy specifically is more
questionable. Whilst they are clearly relevant to a discussion of blasphemy, their
particular contexts arguably make them problematic cases for a tightly focused
conceptual investigation which has to be undertaken within the constraints of a doctoral
study.

The chronological limits of my dissertation are, therefore, a reflection of practical
concerns. My decision to restrict this dissertation to the years between approximately
1660 and 1730 was made by selecting the 1698 Blasphemy Act as an historical reference
point and extending the timeline in both directions. Since it is not my aim to provide a
historical narrative of blasphemy, a long chronology is not necessary. A study that spans
both Puritan and post-Restoration culture seems needlessly complex. Moreover, the type
of investigation I have outlined is less feasible if applied to the period between the
Reformation and the Restoration because of the greater multiplicity and inseparability of
the interweaving arguments and contexts within the religious polemic of that era.
Consequently, the year 1660 is a reasonable and sensible starting point for my study.
The end date of about 1730 was prompted by a desire to finish my dissertation with a re156
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evaluation of the controversy surrounding Thomas Woolston‟s denial and ridicule of
Christ‟s miracles because Woolston was arguably the most notorious criminal
blasphemer of the eighteenth century. Furthermore, from a historiographical perspective,
a study of blasphemy between 1660 and 1730 offers a valuable opportunity to explore
theological anxieties that are often overlooked due to an interest in the early
Enlightenment.

Printed polemical texts will provide the vast majority of the primary source material for
my investigation. Such sources are still an undervalued and under-used genre of
evidence in the historiography of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century religion.
Due to the particular characteristics of blasphemy, the way in which I have set about
researching the topic might be seen as akin to extracting a metal from its ore. Very rarely
were whole texts given over to a specific discussion of blasphemy. Instead, the
terminology of blasphemy usually formed a small but potent element in a polemical
mixture of description, conjecture, analysis, argument, and rhetoric about a particular
transgression, which ranged across socio-political, ethical, and theological contexts. I
have, therefore, used a large and diverse body of source material to produce this
dissertation, sifting through hundreds of texts to recover enough evidence to support my
thesis. The process of finding and analyzing relevant sources would not have been
possible without the computer databases and search facilities provided by the English
Short Title Catalogue, Early English Books Online, and Eighteenth-Century Collections
Online. Sermons, pamphlets, and tracts form the mainstay of my study, but they are
supplemented with a variety of other sources including, diaries, poems, broadsheets,
newspapers and periodicals.

The limitations of this dissertation are largely shaped by the parameters I have set for the
focus and method of my work. It could be said that I cover many complex topics too
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quickly and in too little detail, and that I do not adequately discuss how my findings
relate to other inter-related issues and contexts. I would argue, however, that any
concession on these points would have compromised my ability to provide a study of
blasphemy in the first place. It will be the task of separate further studies to provide an
all-encompassing revaluation of any of the controversies I cover. The aim and method of
this dissertation have also inevitably meant that some themes which intuitively seem to
be of great relevance to a discussion of blasphemy have, lamentably, received little
coverage. The concepts of dishonour, irreverence, and sacrilege are all victims here.
Anecdotally,

Calvinist

theology

provided

contemporaries

with

comfort

that

„blasphemies‟ against heaven did not actually injury the Almighty; 158 but the implication
was that dishonour placed the relationship between humankind and God in great peril.159
To provide an adequate treatment of the concept of dishonour, or irreverence, or
sacrilege, would risk either diluting the potency of a method which focuses on the usage
of the term blasphemy, or digressing from the fires of controversial debate to explore
more sober expositions.

There are also many subjects which may well further enrich an understanding of
contemporary blasphemy but did not reveal themselves in the source material in a way
that made it possible for me to explore them effectively during the course of my
research. As intimated at the very beginning of my introduction, the consternation about
blasphemy was not primarily driven by fears of Roman Catholicism. Nevertheless,
works such as George Pressick‟s A Plain Discovery of the Apostasie, Superstition,
Blasphemy, and Idolatry of the Present Church of Rome (1663) demonstrate that there
were some post-Restoration anti-Catholic writers convinced of Rome‟s blasphemy.
158
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Although I was able to find only a handful of similar sources, it might yet be possible to
elaborate on the conceptual relationship between blasphemy and idolatry, as well as
explore the extent to which theological anxiety contributed to the polemic against
Catholic France, but this would be another investigation altogether. It would also seem
reasonable to suggest that there is scope for an investigation of the representation of
blasphemy in responses to contemporary anti-clericalism, from the notorious arguments
of freethinkers such as Matthew Tindal (1653-1733) to the more carping comments of
the Whig press.160 However, teasing out a sense of blasphemy from the tangled ball of
interconnected discourses about Church authority and corruption is perhaps a too much
of an undertaking without shifting the focus of my proposed study. Furthermore, since
my work does not particularly address responses to radical texts as such, the issue of
press censorship falls out of focus; but it will no doubt be greatly illuminated by Alex
Barber‟s forthcoming doctoral dissertation.161 Insights into the perception of blasphemy
might also be gained by more sensitively considering the spiritual reactions to sodomy,
whoring, and antinomianism: all of which receive scant coverage in this dissertation due
to the dominance of other themes. Furthermore, the world of poetry and drama seems to
offer both a wealth of valuable source material and the possibility of employing the
same aim and method as my present scheme to understand perceptions of blasphemy;
but due to a preference for other topics this work is yet to be done.

The outline of my dissertation is as follows. The next three chapters will address
perceived manifestations of practical blasphemy, an aggravated form of practical
160
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atheism (i.e. acting as if one did not believe in God) which was usually viewed as a
malicious denial of God‟s providence or law. Chapter two explains this description in
detail through a deliberately wide ranging discussion that provides the foundations for
chapters three and four. I begin chapter two by considering the relationship between
speculative and practical atheism through an analysis of the perceived nexus between the
philosophy of Thomas Hobbes and dissolute behaviour. I then go on to describe the way
in which the immoral actions of Sabbath breaking, drunkenness, and profane utterances
were represented as blasphemous and how a fear of such wicked actions permeated
spiritual culture. My exploration of the spiritual dimension to moral outrage concludes
with a re-evaluation of the blasphemous „Hell-Fire clubs‟ of the early 1720s. Chapter
three is given over exclusively to the issue of profane swearing. In a move away from a
socio-political analysis of speech acts, it develops an understanding of a spiritual critique
of swearing and shows how blasphemy was depicted through godly representions of the
unbridled tongue. In chapter four I use a case study of what has become known to
literary scholars as „the stage debate‟, a controversy about the viability of the theatre in a
religious society, to explore the notion of „anti-providentialism‟ as blasphemy; that is to
say the view that raillery against the majesty of God‟s providence constituted an
aggravated form of unbelief. This chapter investigates the acute sensitivity of godly
critics to perceived instances of anti-providentialism and illuminates a genuine belief
that the theatre was a place of demonic activity. In short, the section on practical
blasphemy explores the struggle to reconcile notions of piety with the non-religious
activities of the bustling populous, and demonstrates that contemporary representations
of blasphemy were legitimated by profound theological discourses.

Chapters five, six, and seven consider speculative blasphemy, those instances of
heterodox thought that were perceived to be totally wicked. In the realm of speculative
theology, the application of reason was a highly contentious issue, forever threatening to
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usurp God by placing the human faculty at the centre of religious understanding.
Chapter five re-evaluates the Trinitarian controversy of the 1690s in its theological
context. I demonstrate how the rational repudiation of the Trinity described in the
Athanasian Creed by Socinians, Arians, and „latitudinarians‟ was represented as
blasphemy on account that it constituted a lie against God Himself and an exemplary
manifestation of the sin of human pride. These themes are further developed in chapter
six, which offers an analysis of post-Restoration anti-Quaker polemic. I demonstrate
how the Quakers‟ theological capitulation to Protestantism was not universally accepted
as genuine or complete. I argue that many orthodox Protestants continued to harbour
deep fears that the theology of Quakerism was blasphemous on account of its
antitrinitarianism and that the Quakers were little more than false prophets. Finally,
chapter seven presents a radical re-interpretation of the infamous work of Thomas
Woolston and the controversy that ensued. I argue that Woolston‟s ridicule of Christ‟s
miracles was deemed to be both speculatively and practically blasphemous in a way that
was commensurate with a conception of aggravated unbelief. In sum, the section on
speculative blasphemy will show how some forms of heterodox thought were critiqued
via an established and complex spiritual ethic to be represented as blasphemous.
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~ Chapter 2 ~
Practical Atheism
Equal your Folly, equal your Mistake,
As Atheist they, so you wou'd Rebels make,
Whore, swear, blaspheme, be damn'd, do what you will
Your onely Comfort is, you're Loyal still.
(Daniel Defoe, 1691) 1

To be clear from the outset, atheism defined as a belief in the non-existence of God was
seen as a virtually impossible position by most seventeenth-century English
contemporaries.2 The idea of the non-existence of God was usually dismissed as a
delusion, the product of a mind that had been corrupted by sensual sins. For as Francis
Bacon (1561-1626) had noted, „None deny there is a God but those for whom it maketh
that there were no God‟.3 In 1691, a letter to The Athenian Mercury asked whether there
had ever been a „real Atheist‟, to which the response stated that, „there may be a drunken
injudicious Atheist, but not a sober thinking Atheist!‟4 Indeed, conceptions of atheism
were less associated with an explicit denial of God‟s existence than with an imprecise and
expansive view concerning irreligious heterodoxy, and the denial of God‟s law and
1
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providence.5 In this context, two types of atheism were identified: „speculative atheism‟,
concerning matters of heterodox thought, and „practical atheism‟, regarding forms of
dissolute behaviour. These categories were well established by 1650;6 although
contemporaries often omitted the adjectives, relying on wider contexts to communicate
the particular character of the atheism under discussion. With respect to the relationship
between the two forms of atheism, David Wootton has observed that, „it was almost
universally assumed that anyone who denied God‟s providence must be immoral, and
that, for the most part, immoral people were unbelievers.‟7 This was not, however, merely
an assumption but, as Richard Bentley (1662-1742) noted in the inaugural Boyle Lecture
of 1692, a reflection of the words of Psalm 14:1: „The fool hath said in his heart, There is
no God. They are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth
good‟.8 In a sermon delivered before Queen Mary in 1692, Thomas Tenison (1636-1715),
later archbishop of Canterbury, stated that, „Immorality is the beginning of atheism, and
Atheism is the strengthening of Immorality…For Atheism begins not from the
Arguments of a sound Mind in a sober Temper, but in a sensual Disposition‟.9 Similarly,
the clergyman John Edwards (1637-1716) concurred, „As Atheism is the highway of
Wickedness… so ‟tis as true that Wickedness is the original of Atheism.‟10 Furthermore,
as this chapter will attest, contemporaries tended to conceive of a circular relationship
5
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between the two types of atheism,11 so that they mutually enhanced one another to allow
for either one to be conceived of as progressively wicked. This chapter will show that this
relationship was the basis for an understanding of atheism as a state of wickedness, which
in aggravated form was viewed as blasphemy.

Practical atheism was effectively a perception of a way of life, which developed from a
fear of dissolute people who behaved as if they denied God.12 One could be construed as
a practical atheist through involvement in even mundane sins, such as drunkenness,
swearing, and gambling if these acts were interpreted in a way that corresponded with a
notion of what it was to deny the divine rewards and punishments that governed human
behaviour.13 In this regard, habitual or unabashed sinners were identified as practical
atheists because they were seen to flout God‟s law in a manner which signalled a total
disregard for divine punishment. As one commentator put it, „That man that can be drunk
to day, and swear to morrow, and cheat the next day and commit one sin after another…is
a very Atheist‟.14 One Doctor of Divinity, Thomas Wise (c.1670-1726), explained
Practical Atheists, or such as in plainer English we might as well term ungodly
Men, in that they live without God in the World, and have him not in their
Thoughts; and who, tho not pretending, on rational Grounds, to deny the
Existence of God, yet do presume to lead their Lives as if there was none.15
11
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In citing the proclamation of St. Paul that, „the name of God is blasphemed among the
Gentiles through you‟ (Rom 2:23-4), the Church of England clergyman and well-known
religious writer Richard Allestree (1622-1681) reminded his readers that, „there is also a
blasphemy of actions, that is, when men who profess to be the servants of God, live so
wickedly that they bring an evil report on him‟.16 Comparing these sentiments with those
of Thomas Wise, it is striking how the concept of practical atheism overlapped with a
conception of blaspheming God through wicked actions. Indeed, for clergyman such as
John Norris (1657-1712), blasphemy was a form of vice that constituted more than an
„ordinary Denial of God‟ because it could lead sinners to life long and unrepentant
wickedness.17

Whilst scholars such as David Wootton, Michael Hunter, and John Spurr have
acknowledged the close relationship between speculative and practical atheism and the
contemporary anxiety caused by a fear of the latter, there has yet to be any sustained
scholarly investigation into early modern practical atheism. Furthermore, The Cambridge
Companion to Atheism (2007) does not even broach the subject. In early modern
historiography, at least, it would appear that the matter of practical atheism has fallen
between two stools. On the one hand, the legacy of Lucien Febvre‟s thesis, which argued
that the religious paradigm of the early modern period rendered unbelief impossible,18
has been for scholars to conceive of atheism almost exclusively within the realm of
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ideas.19 This has been to a large extent perpetuated by the historiographical interest in a
„radical Enlightenment‟ and heterodox thought in general. Such an approach has
circumvented the issue of practical atheism because ill-living did not explicitly or
objectively equate to unbelief and to pursue such an idea could be seen as creating
atheists without atheism.20 On the other hand, socio-cultural studies into seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century immorality have not sufficiently grasped the extent to which
immorality was perceived by contemporaries to constitute practical atheism.21 This
observation reflects a wider historiographical weakness in so far as it would appear that
historians have yet to satisfactorily bridge the gap between intellectual and socio-cultural
histories to provide a more rounded history of morality and immorality in early modern
England.

This chapter will explore the relationship between practical atheism and blasphemy to
develop a sense of practical blasphemy. I shall argue that a perception of the blasphemer
and the blasphemous act developed from within wider anxieties about practical atheism
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to represent blasphemy as the quintessential form of wickedness, which corresponded
with the theology of blasphemy as aggravated unbelief. I shall also argue that this
representation was sometimes so strong that blasphemy was represented as a concrete and
specific action. The first part of this chapter will develop a greater understanding of the
relationship between speculative and practical atheism by assessing the influence of the
perceived atheism of the philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) on wider
representations of wicked conduct. To complement this analysis, there will then follow an
investigation into how specific sins were depicted in contemporary spiritual culture,
before considering the role of blasphemy in popular perceptions of Protestant soteriology.
To cement these findings, and to allow for an assessment of what tangible consequences
resulted from the representation of blasphemy, the final part of the chapter will be
devoted to a case study of reactions to a high profile „moral panic‟ in 1720-1, which
concerned supposed dissolute, blasphemous societies known as the „Hell-fire clubs‟.

I

Historians have tended to overlook the extent to which the intellectual and cultural
climate of the Restoration influenced an intensification of anti-atheist sentiment. I do not
wish to imply, however, that the 1660s were particularly special in the history of early
modern practical atheism. During the religious ferment of the 1640s, for example,
accusations abounded of antinomian enthusiasts rejecting the notion of hell and eternal
torment,22 whilst at least one group of irreligious radicals were charged with blasphemy
for enacting mock-baptisms on farm animals.23 The so-called Blasphemy Act of 1650
appears to be a clear case of legislators acting against the threat of both speculative and
22
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practical atheism, and the manifest blasphemy therein.24 The Act laid emphasis on the
danger of not accepting actions as diverse as drunkenness, sodomy, and murder as
wicked in themselves for to do so was tantamount to denying God‟s law. The implication
being, if these and other sins were conducted boldly, publicly or with unflinching zeal
then the sinner could be considered to be a practical atheist. 25 Despite the annulment of
the Act in 1660 this sense of practical atheism continued to hold currency well into the
early eighteenth century. In his brief comments on the matter, David Wootton has
suggested that, „the quintessence of atheism was believed to be a combination of
Epicureanism and Machiavellism: the pursuit of pleasure and power without fear of
divine retribution.‟26 However, historians have yet to test such a view or account for how
contemporaries might have arrived at such a belief. An assessment of the perceived
relationship between Thomas Hobbes‟s supposed atheism and the apparently dissolute
behaviour of Charles II‟s court provides an opportunity to do just that, and hence provide
a more detailed account of the relationship between speculative and practical atheism.
After the trauma of plague and fire (1665-6) and desperate cries of „lord have mercy on
us‟27 from doomed Londoners, there was a rapid and anxious re-evaluation of the moral
and spiritual state of the nation. The prevalence of vices such as whoredom, profaning the
Lord‟s Day, and blasphemy were cited as being among the main reasons for the terrible
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events, which were universally assumed to be acts of God‟s vengeance. 28 Seemingly in
response to this anxiety, the House of Commons brought forward a Bill against „Atheism,
Profaneness, and Swearing‟, which gained its first reading on 9 October 1666, the day
before the fast-day to commemorate the Great Fire.29 On the fast-day itself, Edward
Stillingfleet (1635-1699) made it clear in a sermon to the Commons that the sins of
London, like those of Sodom and Gomorrah, were vices associated with sensual
pleasures, covetousness and contempt of God‟s laws: atheism was manifest in those
wicked actions which amounted to „scoffs and raillery‟ against God.30 Whilst, it cannot
be proved that parliamentarians saw this as the only perception of atheism, it would
appear that that the mood of the time was not primarily concerned with speculative
atheism.31 Nevertheless, after the second reading of the Bill, it was ordered that
discussions should indeed include speculative atheistical texts such as Thomas Hobbes‟s
Leviathan (1651) and Thomas White‟s The Middle State of Souls (1659). At this point,
the parliamentary debate on atheism became much more complex.
Despite being described as „a most poisonous piece of atheism‟ at a committee of the
House of Commons in 1657,32 Leviathan had not been formally censured by parliament.
28
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In the immediate context of 1666, however, it may be suggested that in an attempt to
purge the nation of atheism Hobbes provided a high profile target for a wide reaching
campaign. The Bill, which moved to the Lords at the end of January 1667, was a
comprehensive document proposing to legislate against those who „profanely swear by
any of the names or Attributes of God… or, profanely curse or imprecate Damnation or
any Plague or Judgement‟ as well as a whole raft of measures against denying or deriding
the Trinity, Scripture, God‟s omnipotence and God‟s providence.33 The Bill failed to
gain a final reading before the end of the parliamentary session; but it was revived by the
second earl of Bridgewater, John Egerton (1623-1686), on the 14 October, two weeks
after Clarendon resigned as Lord Chancellor. After Clarendon‟s fall, tensions between
court and country interests resurfaced and this was only exacerbated by the growing
licentiousness of the court, which was also known to be sheltering Hobbes from
ecclesiastical censure.34 Richard Tuck has argued that perceptions of Hobbes‟s atheism
mainly concerned his ecclesiology, which reduced Christianity to a civil religion. 35
Within this interpretation, I would argue that particular weight should be placed upon
Hobbes‟s open denial of divine rewards and punishments, because such a conviction
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would have been deemed atheistical in a direct and immediate sense.36 Little scholarly
attention has been given to this element of Hobbes‟s perceived atheism, and without
further investigation one must be careful of pushing the evidence too far. It is striking,
however, that the Bill revived by Bridgewater, a notable supporter of country interests,
included several additions; one of which censured the denial of, „the eternal rewards in
Heaven, and the eternal torments in Hell‟.37 If this was indeed a sharpening of the lance
aimed at Hobbes, then it would appear that such machinations took account of a wide
variety of concerns including Hobbes‟s degradation of Christian eschatology and his
proximity to the court. It may be suggested that through the combined factors of being a
target of the atheism Bill and receiving succour from the court, Hobbes‟s speculative
atheism was implicated with the practical atheism of both the London streets and the
court, creating a sense of „practical Hobbism‟. In this regard, a passing reference in a
contemporary poem which depicted Hobbes as more wretched than the Roman emperor
Nero reflects a phenomenon that has yet to be fully investigated by historians.38An
assessment of the relationship between Hobbesian thought and court libertinism can help
demonstrate how contemporaries understood practical atheism as a mode of wickedness,
which will provide a foundation for the rest of the chapter. In particular I want to draw
attention to two observations.
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Representations of the immorality of wayward aristocrates were often informed by art.39
By the beginning of the „cabal‟ ministries, the licentiousness of the court appeared similar
to literary sketches of sensual excess which had given some expression to Hobbes‟s
secular moral relativism. Harold Weber has argued that the „Hobbesian libertine-rake‟
formed an identifiable type of character in plays, such as William Wycherely‟s The
Country Wife (1675) and Sir George Etherege‟s The Man of Mode (1676), and was the
„first type of rake to pursue his lusts on the Restoration stage‟. 40 The personification of
Hobbesian moral relativism provided a medium for playwrights who wished to create
dastardly characters, but particular characterizations were often also informed by the
wayward antics of contemporary wits. For example, Etherage, himself a member of
Charles II‟s inner circle, was widely regarded to have modelled the fictional rake
Dorimant in The Man of Mode on his friend and fellow member of court the second earl
of Rochester, John Wilmot (1647-1680); who was notorious for his obscene poetry,
drunken frolics and his many mistresses.41 Simon Hampton has demonstrated that a direct
correlation, vice for vice, between Dorimant and Rochester cannot be established;
nevertheless, with respect to the immorality of the court, it is important for scholars to
recognize the extent to which life informed art and how art may have exaggerated
contemporary perceptions of reality. With other members of the court, such as George
Villiers (1628-1687), second duke of Buckingham, and Sir Charles Sedley (bap. 1639, d.
1701), dabbling in literary projections of the „libertine‟ as well as sensual excess in real
life, it is certainly the case that an understanding of what it was to be an aristocratic „rake‟
or „libertine‟ in Restoration England was inextricably linked to artistic representations.
Moreover, accounts of the court‟s libertinism have all too often been described and
39
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analyzed with respect to broadly secular, intellectual notions of moral relativism without
giving due consideration to the influence of the immediate antinomianism that followed
Hobbes‟s atheistical rejection of Christian eschatology.42 Indeed, according to Clarendon,
Hobbes „was the first man (since Virgil accompanied Ǽneas thither) that hath taken pains
so accurately to reduce and vindicate Hell from the prejudice that men have to it‟.43

Secondly, then, perceptions of Hobbesian inspired libertinism also had an atheistical
dimension, but scholars have so far not considered the explicit link between speculative
and practical atheism which was clearly in evidence to contemporaries. As one poet
wrote:

Let the Court swarm with Pimps, Rogues, Bawds and Whores
And honest men be all turn‟d out of doors;
Let Atheism and prophaneness there abound
And not an upright man (God save the King) befound.44
The libertinism of one the most notorious members of court, Sir Charles Sedley, did not
stop with sexual exploits. At Covent Garden in 1663, Sedley had got drunk, stripped
naked, and reportedly „preached blasphemy to the people‟.45 Such incidents were
embellished by his poetry, which confirmed the sense in which speculative atheism gave
rise to such actions:
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Thou art an Atheist, Quintus, and a Wit
Thinkst all was of self-moving Attoms made,
Religion only for the Vulgar fit,
Priests Rogues, and Preaching their deceitful Trade
Wilt drink, whore, fight, blaspheme, damn, curse and swear:46
Similarly, Rochester‟s apparent denial of the torments of hell in poems such as „Senecas
Troas‟, gave credence to contemporary fears that his libertinism was a manifestation of
Hobbes‟s speculative atheism.47 The antiquarian Anthony à Wood (1632-1695) claimed
that the court had not only debauched Rochester, but made him a „perfect Hobbist‟. 48 In
his Political History of the Devil (1726) Daniel Defoe juxtaposed Rochester with Hobbes
in providing examples of those individuals who were coaxed by the Devil to „blaspheme‟
against God with malevolent „wit‟ and „reason‟.49 The representation of Rochester‟s
irreligion arguably has much to do with his repentance shortly before his untimely death
in 1680. For, subsequently, all manner of writers saw the value in continuing to represent
Rochester as a champion of irreligion so as to use his story to exemplify the folly of
unbelief. Works like Gilbert Burnet‟s Some Passages of the Life and Death of the Right
Honourable John, Earl of Rochester who Died the 26th of July, 1680 (1680), which
significantly went through eighteen editions between 1680 and 1797, as well as a plethora
of teasing grub-street texts like Tom Durfey‟s „A Lash at Atheists‟ (1690), ensured that
the legend of Rochester‟s irreligion quickly became ingrained in English religious
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culture.50 Whilst there is still some debate about the exact nature of Rochester‟s beliefs
and actions with respect to religion, scholars such as Germaine Greer and Sarah
Ellenzweig have developed a convincing interpretation of Rochester as a „freethinker‟
who agonized over complex matters of faith and morality to challenge what he believed
to be the corruptions and flaws of the Church and its leaders. 51

Libertine scoffers of religion were believed to have an intellectual programme to bring
down religion and Hobbes‟s speculative atheism previously expressed only in ink was
perceived to have become manifest in the actions of „Fanatical atheists‟.52 The poet
Abraham Cowley (1618-1667), who was held in great regard by both the King and
Rochester, was, nevertheless, incensed by such degeneracy:

What! Hobbes, and Nature thus to parallel!
What‟s this but to confront Bright Heaven with Hell!
So doth the Poets wit suit this Theme:
He that will Hobbes Applaud must first Blaspheme.53
Away from the court, commentators also bemoaned the apparent realization of Hobbes‟s
atheist principles amongst a new generation of wealthy debauchees and coffee house
wits. Hobbes‟s Of Liberty and Necessity (1654) contained many of the arguments of
Leviathan including the denial of hell‟s torments, but was shorter, cheaper, and more
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portable; allowing it to be read in coffee houses. 54 Hack writers and serious critics alike
appeared to have a conception of what it was to be an atheist in the Hobbesian mould,
and they used this with relish in their critiques of dissolute behaviour. Hobbes‟s name
became a byword for practical atheists, with all manner of despicable „gallants‟ described
as „Disciples of Mr. Hobbs‟.55 The assumption was that vice riddled sinners mocked the
„eternal flames‟ as a result of holding to the „gospel‟ of Hobbes. 56 With „Mr Hobbs, and
his Atheistical Gallants‟,57 there was no break in the circular relationship between
speculative and practical atheism. Indeed, years after Hobbes‟s death, moralistic tracts
such as The Gentleman Instructed (1704) told the tale of a young man turning atheist
after reading Hobbes and in being „without Religion… [was] by Consequence without
Morality‟.58 In summary, the representation of wickedness with respect to Hobbism
provides a fascinating insight into some of the perceived manifestations of practical and
speculative atheism, which in turn provides a valuable basis for understanding how
practical blasphemy was represented.

II

To investigate some tangible consequences of these views on practical atheism and to
start to develop an understanding of how they related to a conception of blasphemy, I
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shall now briefly consider the notorious recantations of two very different supposed
„Hobbists‟: Daniel Scargill and the Earl of Rochester.

Daniel Scargill (1647-1721) became a fellow of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, on
30 August 1667. Little over a year later he was suspended for professing Hobbist,
atheistical ideas during a public disputation. Scargill saved his position by recanting his
views; however, the college could not be seen to be harbouring a proponent of Hobbes
and so set about an alternative way of getting rid of him. Jon Parkin has detailed how a
number of the College fellows provided testimony that Scargill maintained a dissolute
lifestyle and upon this charge he was suspended once again. Parkin concluded that this
was a calculated smear campaign by Scargill‟s enemies, for the fellows‟ testimony had
little basis in truth and was „more importantly unrelated to his philosophical position‟.59
To modern scholars the latter point might appear axiomatic; yet in the light of this
chapter it seems reasonable that contemporaries would indeed have seen a connection
between wayward philosophy and ill-living. Therefore, even without direct proof, the
allegations of Scargill‟s drunkenness and lewdness would arguably have been believed to
be evidently true on account of his Hobbesian speculative atheism. Contemporary sins
were not systematically interpreted via Hobbism. Nonetheless, Hobbes was perhaps one
of the principal scapegoats for a wide range perceived anti-religious offences in late
Stuart England and the resulting „moral panic‟ extended to anyone who was seen to be an
advocate of Hobbes.
It may therefore be suggested that Scargill‟s second suspension resulted primarily from
the powerful, and hitherto overlooked, belief in the nexus between speculative and
practical atheism. This observation has implications for how historians should interpret
Scargill‟s second recantation, which secured his full re-instatement. It may be argued that
59
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such a recantation would not have been deemed legitimate or genuine unless Scargill
accepted his atheism in its totality: this necessitated acknowledging his Hobbist atheism
in both speculative and practical forms. In his recantation, Scargill dutifully noted that he
had held „wicked, blasphemous, and atheistical positions‟ and had „gloried to be an
Hobbist and an Atheist… swearing rashly, [and] drinking intemperately‟.60 It is difficult
to dismiss these comments in the way Parkin suggests as formulaic confessions with
baroque flourishes of self-condemnation,61 for I would argue that they were deemed
integral to the recantation of an atheist. Furthermore, the seriousness of the charge was
reflected in Scargill‟s final appeal to God. In referring to God‟s declaration on blasphemy
in St. Matthew‟s Gospel, Scargill declared, „I humbly hope… that He who hath promised
that all sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men (excepting only that resolved
malicious blasphemy against the Holy Ghost) will be graciously pleased to glorifie his
mercy in the most detestable errors, and abominable sins.‟62 This plea provides an insight
into the contemporary spiritual critique of Scargill‟s transgression, demonstrating that a
fear of God was an important context to the proceedings. Scargill had been made to
recant not just his Hobbist views but the manifest wickedness they were believed to
contain.
By the summer of 1680, Rochester‟s life of excess had caught up with him. Already
suffering from acute ill-health, he developed an ulcer and realized that he did not have
long to live. In the final weeks of his life the notoriously irreligious Rochester returned to
the faith he had not experienced since his childhood. Shortly before he died recanted the
wicked practices of his life, an event that was often heralded in subsequent godly
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propaganda (see figure two below).63 This formative period was watched over and
documented by Robert Parsons, chaplain to Rochester‟s mother, and Gilbert Burnet
(1643-1715), later bishop of Salisbury. After Rochester‟s conversion, Burnet remarked
that, „wherein the presence of his Mind appeared most, was in the total change of an ill
habit‟.64 On his death-bed, Rochester went on to affirm that Hobbes‟s work had indeed
been the cause of his ruin, and in repentance denounced it as an „absurd and foolish
Philosophy‟.65 Furthermore, Rochester‟s dying request was „to burn all his profane and
lewd Writings… by which he had so highly offended God, and shamed and blasphemed
that Holy Religion into which he had been Baptiz‟d‟.66 In a reversal of the Scargill case,
Rochester, renowned for his practical atheism, was represented as recanting his
speculative atheism too: once again demonstrating the circular relationship between the
two forms of atheism. The sense in which Rochester had been a blasphemer was marked
at his funeral; but in the light of his recantation, the chaplain drew upon the example of
St. Paul to demonstrate God‟s mercy, even upon blasphemers (1 Tim. 1:13).67

In the case of both Scargill and Rochester, final reconciliation with God was achieved via
an acknowledgement of their blasphemy, rather than just their atheism. From this, it may
be tentatively suggested that blasphemy was a particular manifestation of atheism which
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required greater forgiveness. The extent to which this was so will now be pursued
through analysis of other literature

Figure 2: Josiah Woodward, Fair Warnings to a Careless World, or the Practice of Religion Recommended
by the Admonitions of Dying Men… (2nd edn., 1712), frontispiece.

III

Seventeenth-century England was home to an established chapbook culture that
supplemented sermons and catechisms with other forms of spiritual and moral
instruction.68 Religious manuals, prodigies, death-bed scenes, satires, ballads, plays, and
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recantations often used, to a greater or lesser extent, the powerful format of narrative to
communicate how wicked actions would surely bring about providential punishment.
Some of this literature no doubt had its origins in medieval folklore („The Pardoner‟s
Tale‟ from Geoffrey Chaucer‟s The Canterbury Tales is one pertinent example), but after
the Reformation it had become more dynamic to make the demise of men such as the
Italian Francis Spira an urgent reality. Spira had renounced his Protestant beliefs in 1548
and shortly after reportedly died in despair, convinced of his own damnation. The story
was told in many different ways, but the core message was accepted as truth: apostates
and atheists would die in pain and anguish. Spira was held up as personifying wickedness
and his name was invoked in subsequent centuries to facilitate the castigation of others
who were represented as replicating his sin.69 Heresiographers of the 1640s had clearly
been influenced by, and applied themselves to, a polymorphous literary culture infused
with religious anxiety, to demonstrate the consequences of atheistical beliefs and actions.
After the Restoration, a variety of literature continued to retell old narratives and add new
ones. The tale of Spira was reinterpreted for a new generation by Richard Sault (d. 1702),
an associate of the famous journalist and publisher John Dunton (1659-1732). Stories
from Thomas Beard‟s The Theatre of God‟s Judgements (1597) were quarried and added
to by men such as Nathaniel Crouch (c. 1640-1725), a bookseller and historian noted for
his sensationalized texts,70 to form large compendia of short narratives which detailed the
life and death of sinners. Satirists such as Richard Ames (d. 1692) exposed the deplorable
acts of libertines in verse; whilst clergyman such as Richard Allestree published religious
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manuals that went on to become some of the most popular religious texts of the period (it
has been suggested that The Whole Duty of Man was owned by one in ten households).71
In these and many other similar works, a notion of practical atheism was sustained and
developed both implicitly and explicitly. Far from being the preserve of educated clergy
in obscure religious tracts, a critique of atheism was developed by journalists,
commentators, and satirists vexed by perceived wayward behaviour.

The nature of this literature was complicated. Written to warn, instruct, expose and give
example; but also in many cases to entertain, satirize, and importantly sell the medium
through which the perception of practical atheism developed was a fertile ground for
rumour and intrigue because descriptions of deviancy were consistently exaggerated and
enriched by fantasy. As Colin Davis has noted, when assessing what actions were
deemed atheistical in the seventeenth century, historians must be attuned to the difference
between the acceptance of certain activities as deviant and „the manufacture of the
chimaera of the existence of those activities‟.72 Nevertheless, as will be shown, examples
of the latter can still provide significant historical insights into the perception of deviance
and its consequences. Anti-atheist narratives may well have presented blasphemy in such
a way as to create „the personification of ungodliness in an extreme form [as] a means of
frightening the pious‟.73 Specifically, I want to argue that these narratives had a tendency
to represent the blasphemer as one whose actions aggravated their denial of God.

The composition and character of some of the most striking narratives cannot be fully
appreciated unless quoted in full and so, as a starting point to this section, it is worth
71
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considering two extracts. The first from an anonymous text, Dreadful Warnings, With
Seasonable Advice to Atheists and Blasphemers (1703) reads as follows:

At Albin, on a Sabbath-day, three wicked blaspheming Wretches were got to
Dice behind the Church on a Tombstone, one of them having a Cast that
pleased him not, fell to cursing and swearing, that unless the next was luckier,
he would stick his Dagder [sic] in God‟s Heart, which succeeding no better, he
(in a Rage) drew it out and threw it towards Heaven, at which time it vanished,
and several drops of Blood fell down, when immediately (by God‟s
permission) the Devil in a Tempest of Thunder and Lightening, snatched him
into the Air, & with horrible Roarings, to the Affright of the people, tore him
to pieces… [the other two] Confessing how all had happened, the Magistrates
(to appease God‟s Wrath) caused them to be Executed for their horrid
Blasphemy.74
The second is from Nathaniel Crouch‟s Wonderful Prodigies of Judgment and Mercy
(1682):
A certain Blasphemous Wretch being drinking and merry at a Common Inn,
among his Companions…swore, He did not believe the Soul did survive the
Body, but that Heaven and Hell were meer Fables…Then one of his
Companions took up the Cup, and said, sell me thy Soul for this cup of Wine,
which he consented to and drank it off: Now the Devil himself was there in
the shape of a man (as he is commonly not far from such Debauchees) who
bought it again off the other man at the same price; and soon after
peremptorily demanded his Soul…But on a sudden this Infernal Merchant
laid hold of this wretched Soul-Seller and carried him into the air…and was
never after heard of…75
To be clear, my investigation does not concern the extent to which contemporaries
considered such tales to be true, but rather how the reports and stories themselves
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contributed to a perception of what it was to be a blasphemer and commit a blasphemous
act. To this end, I shall briefly consider the treatment of Sabbath breaking, drinking, and
impious speech in anti-atheist narratives.
The Sabbath was a day devoted to godly duties. Normal work and business engagements
were suspended to give time for church, prayer, and public works. The sanctity of the day
was enmeshed into the fabric of society and defended by statute. 76 Despite these
dominant forces, the Restoration marked a considerable relaxation in the attitudes to
„Puritan taboos‟ such as Sabbath breaking, particularly in London.77 According to David
Wykes, strict Sabbath observance was one of the defining characteristics of the godly.78
Therefore, by inversion, this set up Sabbath breaking as a particular trait of the ungodly.
John Smail has noted that some Nonconformist critiques of Church of England
shortcomings had a propensity to claim that parishioners defected from the church to the
alehouses.79 In most cases, such claims would probably have been untrue because it was a
condition of every licensee‟s recognizance that taverns were to be closed during times of
church service.80 Here, then, the act of Sabbath breaking (i.e. church non-attendance) was
exaggerated by the sinful act of drinking to make the former appear totally wicked.
Through a similar technique of embellishment, anti-atheist narratives often made specific
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note that the blasphemer committed sinful acts on a Sunday.81 I want to suggest that this
detail in a narrative provided the means for an abstract idea of unbelief to become
manifest in an act which was perceived as a deliberate perversion of God‟s holy day, and
hence an affront to God himself.

The Presbyterian minister John Flavel (bap. 1630, d. 1691) attested that those who did
not observe the Sabbath „doth but too much resemble the Devil, who is a restless Spirit,
seeking rest, but finding none.‟82 The severity of such action was burned into the
conscience of the public by reports that acts of Sabbath breaking started a process of
spiritual and temporal degeneracy.83 One godly critic noted that, to „make a mock of
Religious Assemblies‟ was to blaspheme God.84 It may be suggested that an extension of
the sin of Sabbath breaking was a sense of doing it blasphemously: mocking God by
deliberately engaging in sin instead of worshiping the Lord, a wicked act that would
bring about despair and death.

Drunkenness was one of the most consistently demonized vices; it was perceived as
sinful and a social menace.85 Compared with the previous century, however, the
Restoration marked a growing civic toleration of the urban tavern and of largely
81
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innocuous individual drunkards.86 Yet the conception that drunkenness was a dangerous
vice that led to other more serious sins remained widespread amongst godly observers,
who held tight to the words of scripture that drunkards would not be permitted to enter
the kingdom of God (1Cor. 6:10). A key signifier of ill-living, drunkenness was not only
believed to be a vice of pleasure, for it also led to a looseness of the tongue. As one
commentator wrote, „where Drunkenness Reigns, Reason is an Exile, Virtue a Stranger,
and God an Enemy: Blasphemy is Wit, Oaths are Rhetorick, and Secrets are
Proclamations‟.87 Satan conveyed his „Poison in wines and pleasing Liquors‟.88 As
Richard Allestree commented, „Those that will by no means meet at the Church, know
not when to part at the Tavern, and though they will not joyntly partake of the Cup of the
Lord, are yet very sociable at the Cup of Devils‟.89 Drink, it appeared, was a medium by
which the Devil brought about temptation.90 In demonstrating the circular relationship of
speculative and practical sin, one critic claimed that, „The Drunkard is like Julian the
Apostate [Roman emperor from 361-3], who never did a man courtesie, but it was to
damn his Soul‟.91
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According to the Presbyterian minister Edward Bury (1616-1700), drunkards were
commonly „Blasphemers, flying out in their Cups at the very Face of God‟.92 In many
anti-atheist narratives, blasphemers were depicted as drunkards, or their sins were
committed whilst drunk, or in a tavern.93 Drunkenness facilitated evil and, hence, it was a
common component in the representation of blasphemy, providing the aggravating factor
that tipped the mere sin of excessive drinking into blasphemy. Many anti-atheist
narratives suggested the final end of drunkenness lay in the drinking of a blasphemous
health (usually to the Devil):94 an act that induced „Blasphemy and Atheism‟ rather than a
proper fear of God.95

The next chapter will provide a full investigation of blasphemous swearing, but at this
juncture I wish to briefly comment upon the representation of blasphemous speech. In
anti-atheist narratives, the prime sinner was often noted as „a known blasphemer of God‟s
name by oaths and curses‟.96 In general terms, godly observers took objection to casual
swearing for being too frequent and without reason, a phenomenon that was perceived as
symptomatic of a fundamental laxity in religion. In some anti-atheist narratives the
blasphemous utterance extended beyond swearing and cursing to vent a specific verbal
92
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confirmation of an agent‟s denial of Heaven and Hell.97 One extract from a broadside
ballad read as follows:

Therefore let me have pleasure
while hear I do remain
I fear not God‟s displeasure
Nor hell‟s tormenting pain:
So sooner had he spoken
This foul blasphemous thing
But that a heady judgement
Upon him God did bring.98
Similarly, the summary title of another ballad read:

The Punished Atheist: or, The Miserable End of a North Country Gentleman,
who, to obtain his lewd Desires on a Lady, his own Sister, deny‟d that there
was either Heaven or Hell, GOD or Devil; when at the same time of his
uttering those Blasphemous Expressions, he was made a sad example of God‟s
Justice.99
These descriptions of blasphemous words and their consequences stand distinct from
treatments of swearing or more general irreverent words because they existed within the
genre of anti-atheist narratives. Consequently, they represented blasphemy as a verbal
affirmation of the denial of God which constituted an aggravated from of atheism that
then brought about a divinely sanctioned death sentence. The act of divine vengeance
often appeared as the main criterion for visual depictions of practical blasphemy: for
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example, see figures three and four below. Given the way in which anti-atheist narratives
were constantly borrowed from a range of earlier sources and reworked for each new
generation, such images may well have been recycled from earlier works. Pictures were
obviously an important medium for the semi-literate, but they would also have served as
a tool of propaganda to fix „the moral of the story‟ with a dramatic and profound image in
the minds of audiences. It is difficult to assess how audiences might have responded to
such images of blasphemy, but it would seem sensible to suggest that they were viewed
in a similar way to the texts themselves. If this was the case, then the issue of reception
concerns entertainment and fantasy as much as theology and history. That being said, a
resonance with scriptural narratives of providential punishments for blasphemy would
have been apparent to many and the principal message that blasphemy was fatal would
have not been lost on anyone.

In summary, chapbook narratives detailing fantastical, metaphysical, and pseudohistorical consequences of practical atheism presented the blasphemous Sabbath breaker,
the blasphemous drunkard, and the verbal blasphemer as markedly more abhorrent and
evil than other sinners. In being closer to diabolism, their blasphemy was often viewed as
the final transgression which brought about fatal divine justice. This projection of
blasphemy was of aggravated atheism, the greatest sin and the quintessence of
wickedness. To examine one further component of this perception, I shall briefly consider
blasphemy vis-à-vis soteriology.
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Figure 4: [Crouch], Wonderful Prodigies, p. 20

IV

Whilst many of the anti-atheist narratives depicted sinners coming to a sudden and
untimely end, some contemporaries dwelt upon how unrepentant sinners would
experience the agonies of loss and despair shortly before death. In 1681, Humphrey
Prideaux (1648-1724) commented upon the events leading up to the suicide of William
Cardonnel, one time Fellow of Merton College, Oxford: „having been poisoned by Hobs,
on his return hither blasphemy and atheisme was his most frequent talk; of the guilt

96

which being at last sensible, this, its supposed, precipitated him into despair.‟ 100 These
feelings were understood to be a result of the agent‟s realization that Christ had forsaken
them and of the fear of Hell‟s torments that would surely follow. In such cases, it was
generally believed that, „the Subtility of Satan and Corruption of… [one‟s] own Heart‟
brought about the „aggravated‟ state which confirmed the blasphemy.101 The sense of
despair was also depicted as a symptom of diabolism. After being abandoned by God, it
was Satan who attacked the blasphemer with „his fiery Darts without intermission;
aggravating sin; filling the Mind with despairing, hard Thoughts of God; representing
Him inexorable, sin unpardonable, Hell and endless Torment insupportable and
unavoidable‟.102 An anonymous pamphlet described the sad demise of a church warden
from Lancashire in the autumn of 1694. After detailing transgressions of both thought
and deed, the narrator noted that, „it pleased God so to leave him to the Devil and
himself, that he became guilty of such horrid Blasphemy as procur‟d (it is to be fear‟d)
his Ruine in both Worlds.‟103 Such sentiments were far from mere fantasy; they were
rooted in primitive Christian theology. The lawyer John Ayliffe (1676-1732) noted that,
„In the Primitive Times‟, blasphemy had been „punish‟d by delivering the Offender over
to Satan, which was an Ecclesiastical Censure of the greater Excommunication‟.104
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The concept of blasphemy was not just significant to a description of sinners awaiting
death, but was also a characteristic of the damned in Hell. In a poem by Samuel Pordage
(c. 1633-1691), Hell was a place:

Where howling Devils spitting fire, and flame,
In Wrath, and fury 'gainst bright Heav'n blaspheme;
Where nought but Sulphur, Fire, and brimstone hurld
About, gives light unto that impious World: 105
One religious writer claimed that Hell was a place where there were „terrible Revilings of
undone Souls, and blasphemous Out-cries of Spirits confin‟d in Chains of Ruin‟.106
Whilst in a sermon, William Dawes (1671-1724), later archbishop of York, stated his
belief „that in Hell the wicked shall go on to sin, to bear an ill will to God and to
blaspheme him… and consequently shall very justly suffer eternal Torments, for sinning
actually to all eternity‟107 This notion that the damned in Hell blasphemed, was more than
fanciful speculation, for once again it resembled the Thomistic position on blasphemy.
According to Aquinas,
…those in hell will keep a perverse will turned against God‟s justice, as being
still attached to the things for which they are being punished, wishing to enjoy
them if they could, and hating the punishments inflicted because of them. They
sorrow for their past sins, not because they regret them, but because they are
punished for them. Accordingly this detestation of divine justice is in them an
interior blasphemy of the heart…108

105

Samuel Pordage, Mundorum Explicatio, or the Explanation of an Hieroglyphical Figure, shewing the
Mysteries of the External, Internal and external worlds… (1661), p. 124.
106

[Anon], The Divine Soul: Or the Christians Guide… (1703), p. 613.
William Dawes, Sermons Preach‟d upon Several Occasions before King William, and Queen Anne
(1709), p. 72.
107

108

Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 2a. 2æ. 13. 4.

98

The damned in Hell were the worst sinners and their absolute wickedness was confirmed
by their continued blasphemy against God: even under the tortures of Hell-fire they still
blasphemed. In Richard Sault‟s Second Spira, which had reached its thirteenth edition by
1719 and continued to be reprinted well into the late eighteenth century both in England
and colonial America, the character of the doomed sinner made this final appeal to God:
„be not Angry with me that I thus Expostulate with thee; ‟twill be but a little time but thy
Wrath will force the Dreadfullest Blasphemies from me, except thou prevent them‟.109
The tale of Spira was presented as a nightmarish vision of unpardonable sin (depicted in
figure five below): God had the ability to punish blasphemers providentially, by casting
them into Hell and forcing them to perpetuate their blasphemies such that he would never
be redeemed.
Figure 5: B[enjamin] Keach, War with the Devil: Or, the Young-Man‟s Conflict with the Powers of
Darkness… (1728), p. 31
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So far, I have sought to demonstrate the vivid and powerful ways in which spiritual
culture was infused with a sense of how divine punishment was enacted upon people
who, by their actions, implicitly denied the fundamental precepts of good and evil,
heaven and hell. In the day to day lives of contemporaries there were but Sabbath
breakers, drunkards, and swearers; yet there was the potent fear that, if unchecked, these
sins would take on exaggerated and aggravated forms to rise into blasphemies, with
devastating consequences for both individuals and the whole nation. In the final section
of this chapter, I shall use a case study of the supposed „Hell-fire clubs‟ to assess the
extent and impact of that fear.

V

From January 1720, rumours began to spread, in private as well as in the press, that
certain dissolute persons were deliberately holding meetings to blaspheme God.110
Suspicion quickly translated to tangible concern and on 28 April 1721 the Privy Council
published an edict on behalf of the King to root out and punish, „Scandalous Clubs or
Societies of Young Persons, Who meet together, and in the most impious and
blasphemous Manner; [to] insult the most Sacred Principles of our Holy Religion, affront
Almighty God himself, and corrupt the Minds and Morals of one another‟.111 On 2 May,
the Lord Chancellor instructed Justices of the Peace from Westminster and Middlesex to
find and prosecute these blasphemers.112 Not long afterwards, the archbishop of
Canterbury, William Wake (1657-1737), received a letter imploring him to act against the
„Blasphemie‟ of „wicked Wretches‟ who met together in, what had become known as,
110
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„Hell-Fire Club[s]‟.113 For a few short months after the royal decree there was an
explosion of editorials, exposés, and satires that seemed to reveal the full horror of the
activities of such „incarnate Devils, or,… HELL-FIRE MEN‟.114 Despite a lack of hard
evidence for the actual existence of these degenerate meetings, both the authorities and
godly commentators were seriously worried, not only from a moral compunction that
society had lost its way, but also from a genuine fear that such „clubs‟ would bring „the
Vengeance of God upon this Nation‟.115
The „Hell-fire clubs‟ of 1720-21 appear to be an enigma in modern scholarship. The
historiography is split between two positions: on the one hand, scholars such as Peter
Clark have expressed little interest in investigating the „clubs‟ on the grounds that they
did not actually exist;116 whilst on the other, long held rumours and assumptions about
the „clubs‟ have gained tacit acceptance amongst some scholars as historical fact. Many
of the contemporary second-hand references to the „clubs‟ were cited in two separate
studies of eighteenth-century club culture over sixty years ago, unquestioningly presented
as evidence for the existence of the „clubs‟.117 Partly as a result, the ODNB entry for
Philip duke of Wharton (1698-1731) states that he was the founding member of a „Hell-
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fire club‟, when there is no sound evidence that he was, or that the „club‟ existed.118
Indeed, the „clubs‟ were most likely fictitious; nevertheless, I would suggest that there is
still value in investigating the phenomenon of the „Hell-fire clubs‟.
I want to start by suggesting that the „Hell-fire club‟ phenomenon should be placed
primarily within two contexts. One, a critique of practical blasphemy; and two,
contemporary satirical views on both urban vice and club culture. From this basis, I shall
explore the development of, belief in, and reaction to, a powerful myth to investigate how
wickedness was imputed upon forms of deviance. I shall argue that the „Hell-fire clubs‟
were a satirical creation, which unwittingly sparked a phenomenon that was, to a large
extent, a tangible consequence of a belief in an abstract representation of blasphemy as
the quintessence wickedness: a theological manifestation of what scholars would call a
„moral panic‟.
Despite Roger Lund‟s excellent article on contemporary hostility to political clubs,119
historians have yet to fully appreciate the extent to which a representation of practical
blasphemy permeated satirical exaggerations of club culture. In 1708, the High Church
Tory Thomas Hearne (bap. 1678, d. 1735) wrote with dismay of a London club called
„the Blaspheming Club & the Devil‟s Light-House Club‟;120 yet with little other evidence
to support the existence of this club, it would appear that Hearne had fallen victim to his
own party‟s propaganda which portrayed private Whig clubs as „atheist cabals‟. Two
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years later, the satirist Edward Ward (1667-1731) lampooned London‟s club culture in
his Satirical Reflections on Clubs (1710). In one chapter devoted to a fictitious
„Atheistical Club‟, which seemingly set out to satirize sensual excess and irreligiosity,
Ward mischievously presented a narrative of providential vengeance enacted upon
members of the club who met in a tavern in Westminster to drink the health of the devil
and make „a mock of what was Good and Holy‟.121 Not only was Ward‟s depiction
strikingly similar to that in Crouch‟s Wonderful Prodigies; but, in formulating the notion
of organized deviance in the form of a club, it also arguably provided the satirical blueprint for the „Hell-fire clubs‟ ten years later.

In 1719, there had been an attempt to pass legislation to limit the rise of new peerages in
order to „reserve the dignity of the peerage‟.122 Although the Peerage Bill failed, Clyve
Jones has shown that there was considerable disquiet about undesirable characters
gaining seats in the House of Lords.123 When considering Philip Wharton, it is clear he
was a young man of great sensual excess; but what brought his lifestyle into sharp relief
was the fact that, in 1718, he had been made a duke nearly two years before the age of
majority.124 It would seem reasonable to hypothesize that this set of circumstances made
Wharton a target for journalists and satirists who wanted to attack the licentiousness of
wayward members of the aristocracy: this was probably the beginning of the myth.
121

[Edward Ward], Satirical Reflections on Clubs in XXIX Chapters… (1710), pp. 68-78 (p. 72). See, also:
Howard William Troyer, Ned Ward of Grubstreet: A Study of Sub-literary London in the Eighteenth
Century (Cambridge, MA, 1942), pp. 151-168.
122

William Cobbett (1763-1835) cited in Colin Brooks, „The Debate on the Peerage Bill, 1719‟, in H.W.
Blom, W.P. Blockmans, and H. de Schepper (eds.), Bicameralisme: Tweekamerstelsel vroeger en nu (The
Hague, 1992), p. 262.
123

Clyve Jones, „“Venice Preserv‟d: Or a Plot Discovered”: The Political and Social Context of the Peerage
Bill of 1719‟, in Clyve Jones (ed.), The Pillar of the Constitution: The House of Lords in British Politics,
1640-1784 (London, 1989), pp. 79-112.
124

Despite being given the peerage by George I to secure his allegiance to the Court, Wharton actually
allied himself with the opposition and later developed Jacobite sympathies.

103

The first references to blasphemous „Hell-fire clubs‟ were published as part of a thinly
veiled attack on the court party in the bullish Jacobite editorials of Nathaniel Mists‟s The
Weekly Journal, or, Saturday‟s Post.125 Mist‟s Journal was also the first to implicate the
duke of Wharton as a member of one of the „clubs‟. In this case the intention of the satire
was made clear by a pointed jibe that Wharton‟s „illustrious Predecessors‟ had not gained
their „Titles by abandoning the Society of Men, and herding with Beasts‟. 126 The Weekly
Journal even went on to detail Wharton‟s weekend guests, possibly hoping that readers
would make the necessary assumptions as to the membership of the „Hell-fire club‟.127
The satirical illusion of organized deviance was, however, more wide reaching than
merely an attack on Wharton‟s circle. One anonymous broadside implicated the royal
residence of Somerset House in its account of the „clubs‟ and included a pictorial
depiction of one demonic meeting, see figure six below.128 Similarly, Mist‟s Journal also
drew attention to Somerset House in a lurid print exposing the devilish excesses of the
„Hell-fire club‟, see figure seven below.129 Another broadside pronounced that the
membership of the „Hell-fire clubs‟ consisted of „Persons of Quality‟ and then went on to
detail the first and last letters of the names of key members, making clear that over half
those listed held titles and that many of them were women.130 These reports were further
embellished in the published journal of John Applebee (c. 1690-1750), a Tory journalist
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and hack writer who had a side-line in writing popularist narratives of the lives and
deaths of criminals.
The political biases of the principal instigators of the „Hell-Fire club‟ ruse certainly helps
to place them within the tradition of vicious anti-Whig satire discussed by Roger Lund;
however, it would perhaps be problematic to speculate whether the „Hell-fire club‟
phenomenon had an explicit political dimension. The duke of Wharton was brought up to
take a place amongst the Whig elite, but his politics was notoriously complex (he openly
became a Jacobite sympathizer in 1723) and so it is difficult to ally anti-Wharton
sentiment with a particular political outlook. There was obviously disquiet about the
conduct of the Court, but this seems to have concerned the religious and moral suitability
of the next generation of the aristocracy rather than directly implicating Court politics
with spiritual degeneracy.

Figure 6: [Anon.], A True and Exact List of All the Blasphemous Names and Persons that are Us‟d by the
Chairman, Presidents and Masters of those Impious and Wicked Clubs call‟d by the several Names of the
Hell-Fir‟d Club… (1721), broadsheet, printed by Thomas Robert.
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Figure 7: [Anon], The Diabolical Maskquerade, or the Dragon‟s-Feast as Acted by the Hell-Fire-Club, at
Somerset House in the Strand [1721]; cited in Robert J. Allen, The Clubs of Augustan London (Cambridge,
MA, 1933), p. 120.

It is worth noting that these two images arguably provided a general critique of the
sensual pleasures of sex, dance, food and drink by depicting them as demonic rather than
confirming or embellishing the textual descriptions of the blasphemous activities specific
to the „Hell-fire clubs‟. Figure six is a rather basic print of twenty-three men, dressed
alike in plain coats, dancing in smaller clusters in an otherwise empty hall. The only
woman in the room stands in a central position and appears to be directing or overseeing
the dance; yet she has a demon standing intimately behind her as if guiding her in her
work. Some of the dancers have their arms in the air, displaying a level of energy and
excitement, whilst the faces of many of the participants offer either a slight smile or a
somewhat blank expression. It is perfectly plausible that this image was not made
specifically for the broadsheet in which it appeared. This would certainly explain the
discrepancy between the detail of the image and the textual description of the „Hell-fire
club‟ beneath it. In a previous composition the picture might have been intended as a
satirical depiction of a female preacher at a Quaker meeting; alternatively, it might have
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acted as a warning against idle pastimes, especially in the company of women. In its
„Hell-fire club‟ context, figure six appears to work as a foil to the text of the broadsheet
by just helping the reader to visualize a group of irreligious men who were controlled by
the devil through their own debauched lusts.

Figure seven is quite different: it is much more elaborate and sophisticated in both
production and detail; it is a picture which has either no accompanying text, or else it has
been separated from its text; and it is first and foremost a satire of „masquerade‟ culture.
The picture shows seventeen characters (two of whom are women) clustered around a
banqueting table adorned with food and drink. The scene appears to be set inside a garden
temple in the classical style and thus situates the revelry in a quasi-pagan context. Most
of the people are depicted as having animal heads, which serves as a grotesque
exaggeration of the „mask‟ and a sign of the bestial degradation of the participants. It is a
little unclear, but there would seem as if there is a demonic presence behind the person at
the far right corner of the table. The standing figure at the other end of the table has his
glass raised, presumably for a diabolical toast. To the far right of the picture, sitting on a
raised platform, there is a couple with crowns on their heads; above them a winged beast;
and the figure lurking behind the woman might be another devil. The only character to be
ostensibly human lies prostrate on the floor with his mask at his side. For pious
contemporaries, seeing such an illustration may have emboldened the imagination to
think about the diabolic and bestial nature of masquerades and similar revelries, in turn
enforcing moral, political, and religious fears. Once again, I would suggest that there is
little evidence within the image to tie it specifically to the „Hell-fire clubs‟, but this did
not necessarily matter because it still communicated the broader concern about the moral
degeneracy of the aristocracy. To show how the notion of the „Hell-fire clubs‟ may have
derived from the representation of practical blasphemy, I shall briefly consider two
aspects: the representations of vice; and the significance of the „Hell-fire club‟ name and
the names of its members.
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The exaggeration and embellishment of the supposed vices of the „Hell-fire clubs‟ drew
heavily from previous literary traditions epitomized by Crouch and Ward. Chapbook
narratives had demonstrated that it was sheer blasphemy to engage in sinful acts on a
Sunday. It was unsurprising, therefore, that Mist reported that „Hell-fires‟ were
particularly disposed to play „Cards and Dice on Sundays‟; 131 whilst Applebee claimed
that the debauchees specifically „caused Musick to be plaid in Time of Divine Service‟.132
With respect to drink, anti-atheist narratives had demonstrated that drunkenness could
lead to blasphemous utterances and diabolism. In the case of the „Hell-fires‟ one
journalist claimed that they drank an „impious Health to the Devil their Master‟;133 whilst
another reporter went on to relate how members of the „Hell-fire club‟ had „toasted such
a Blasphemous Health as was certainly never heard before, in Age or Nation‟.
Furthermore, reports of the „Hell-fires‟ were, like earlier narratives, also at pains to
describe how many of the lives of such accursed people were „cut off by the Hand of
Divine Justice‟.134 In short, mundane sensual excess such as gambling and drinking were
represented as blasphemously wicked and the protagonists of such actions were cast as
worse than murderers because they „endeavour to take away from Men something much
dearer than life [i.e. their faith]; They are therefore in the Class with Dæmons‟.135
The specific claim that the „Hell-fires‟ denied or mocked the persons of the Trinity placed
the activities of the „Hell-fire club‟ in an acute theological context which resonated with
contemporary concerns about heterodox thought, particularly the antitrinitarian Arian
heresy. This gave credence to the view that the „Hell-fires‟ were a serious threat to
131

The Weekly Journal, or Saturday‟s Post, no. 64 (20 Feb 1720).

132

[Anon.], True and Exact List.

133

Ibid.

134

Gentleman‟s Journal and Tradesman‟s Companion, no. 6 (6 May 1721).

135

The London Journal, no. 44 (13 May 1721).

108

society and enforced a common view amongst godly commentators that blasphemous
actions were expressions of unbelief. In his exposé on the „Hell-fire clubs‟, Crouch noted
that:
They go upon the diabolick Theme
Of striving who their God shall most blaspheme,
From whence the Arrians we suppose to be
Deriv‟d, to ridicule the Trinity.136
Mist‟s Journal claimed that the „Hell-fires‟ particularly set out to rail against the Holy
Ghost and laid forth an example of one debauchee making a „Blasphemous Jest‟ by
„Calling for a H―y G―t Pye at the Tavern‟.137 The way in which this transgression was
a vulgar take on the unpardonable sin described in St. Matthew‟s Gospel probably reveals
its satirical and polemical design; and yet it would have caused wide spread horror
amongst godly folk.138
The very label „Hell-fire club‟, which appears to have been created by mischievous critics
rather than owed by actual debauchees, was hugely significant to both the development of
and belief in the myth. It emphasized the extent to which the supposed vices of its
members were forms of behaviour that denied and mocked God‟s punishments of Hellfire: the very signature of practical blasphemy. One pamphleteer stated that the name
„Hell-fire club‟ was „very suitable to their Diabolical Manners‟.139 Furthermore, the
notion of a club was also important, for the vices undertaken by the „Hell-fires‟ were not
presented as the spontaneous acts of individuals, but as the deliberate, organized, and
136

R.B. [Nathaniel Crouch?], The Hell-Fire-Club: Kept by a Society of Blasphemers. A satyr… (1721), p.
20.
137

The Weekly Journal, or Saturday‟s Post, no. 64 (20 Feb 1720).

138

Robert Russel, A Sermon Preach‟d on the Unpardonable Sin against the Holy Ghost: Or, the Sin unto
Death… (Bristol, 1720).
139

R.B. [Nathaniel Crouch?], The Hell-Fire-Club: Kept by a Society of Blasphemers. A satyr… (1721),
unpaginated epistle dedicatory, [p. ii].

109

frequent behaviour of a group. This view was only embellished further by claims that the
members of the „Hell-fire clubs‟ adopted „blasphemous names‟ whilst meetings were in
session. Some allegedly adopted biblical names, besmirching the holy reputation of
prophets and apostles, whilst others supposedly took on titles with demonic connotations,
such as „Queen of Hell‟ and „Beelzebub‟.140

The similitude between these claims and the possibilities etched into the public
consciousness by anti-atheist narratives was not the only reason that some
contemporaries accepted the reality of the „Hell-fire clubs‟. The reception to the „reports‟
was crucial. For I want to suggest that it was an inability, and perhaps an unwillingness,
to read such claims as satire that made them „true‟ by default, sparking a „moral panic‟.
This idea can be quickly discussed by comparing Edward Ward‟s „atheistical club‟ with
the „Hell-fire club‟. Ward‟s treatment was contained within a discrete chapter of a book
nearly four-hundred pages long. If considered in isolation, this chapter could have been
seen as a genuine account, but its paradious nature was rudely exposed by the fact that it
was presented between chapters on „the surly club‟ and „the club of ugly faces‟. Ward‟s
consideration of practical atheism supplied enough detail to be playfully convincing,
touching upon all the events that a pious contemporary might expect to happen, whilst
simultaneously paying a debt to the genre of anti-atheist narratives and designing a
satirical vehicle against „whimsical Physicans‟, „crackbrain‟d Phylosophers‟ and
„Concieted Libertines‟. There was never enough precise detail to mimic actual reporting
and a teasing, targeted commentary helped to lead the reader to the crux of the story. „It is
a pretty Comedy‟ noted Ward, „that such [an atheistical] Society, who have not Gratitude
enough to own Him that Made them, should set themselves up for State Directors, and
Pious Instructors of Morality‟.141 It seems clear, therefore, that Ward‟s „atheistical club‟
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was a satirical creation set out to highlight the intellectual and moral duplicity of certain
representatives of Church and State. The very act of engaging a book of such content,
length, and relative expense would have meant that the vast majority of its readers would
have been attuned to its satire.
In contrast, the publication and reception of the „Hell-fire club‟ claims were quite
different. Allegations about the „Hell-fire clubs‟ appeared in the form of quasi-reports in
newspapers and were all but devoid of the signposts and commentaries employed by
Ward. Although it is impossible to lay claim to the intentions of Mist and the other
authors of the „Hell-fire‟ club „reports‟, it is plausible that they would have been at least
indifferent to inducing a „moral panic‟ since this indirectly furthered the principal aim of
their work, which was to highlight the need to bring wayward members of the aristocracy
into line. When considering reception it should be noted that the intellectual engagement
with a book before it is read (the act of acquisition, being aware of the author and their
other works, considering the title, and so on) was rarely replicated with newspapers,
particularly due to their composite and changing content. There was arguably a much
greater chance that a consumer of a news item may not have had the correct bias or
knowledge to interpret it in the way the author intended, potentially causing consternation
or offence. Hence, given that the allegations about the „Hell-fire clubs‟ were published in
newspapers they might have been difficult to interpret. The depiction of the „Hell-fire
clubs‟ certainly conveyed a level of detail, particularly with regards to dates and places,
which gave an impression of genuine reporting. Moreover, whilst printed news could
often be entertaining, sensationalist, and suffused with political and religious propaganda,
the work of Susannah Randall has emphasized that the average newspaper reader would
have had a certain amount of trust in the credibility of information provided by
newspapers.142 Yet, crucially, I would suggest that it was this trust coupled with an
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interpretative process particular to newspapers that led a diverse readership to
misinterpret fictitious satire as truth.
Without a wholly clear or discrete context to the satirical creation of the „Hell-fire clubs‟,
there was always a risk that the satire would be misconstrued by godly observers as
genuine reporting. One commentator noted that: „We have been strangely alarmed here,
of late, at the monstrous Accounts…[of] certain abominable Assemblies of Persons of
Figure, who have taken a kind of Pride to commit the most shocking Practices, and the
most blasphemous Enormities… and have excited Horrour in every sober Mind.‟143
References to the „Hell-fire clubs‟ also began to crop up in sermons as evidence of a
prodigious growth in evil: God was being blasphemed in a new and terrible way. 144 In
documenting what he believed to be visible evidence for the Second Coming, Joseph
Perry (of Thorpe) played „Witness [to] that horrible impiety broke out of late in the great
City‟ and described how the „Hell fires‟ had thrown „the Reins of Wickedness loose…in
Defiance to God‟.145 When these reactions are added to those expressed by the Privy
Council there can be little doubt that the reports of the „Hell-fire clubs‟ had been taken
seriously by significant sections of society, sparking a „moral panic‟. Indeed, such
spiritual anxiety contrasted sharply with the actual findings of constables sent out to find
and prosecute the „Hell-fires‟.
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On 2 May 1721, the Lord Chancellor, Thomas Parker (1667-1732), held a meeting with
Justices of the Peace to discuss how to implement the royal edict on the „Hell-fire clubs‟.
Parker was a distinguished character who had previously been Lord Chief justice and
friend to the duke of Wharton‟s father. However, his „latitudinarian‟ sympathies and his
friendship to men such as John Toland „gave him an “atheistical” reputation‟.146 Hence, it
might be argued that it was men like Parker who were the principal targets of the „HellFire club‟ satires; although there is no evidence to suggest that Parker acknowledged this
and any further discussion of Parker‟s influence in subsequent proceedings would be a
matter of mere speculation. Indeed, it appears that he quickly entrusted responsibility to
others and little attention was given to the potential corruption of supposed enemies. The
meeting was originally set to be held at Parker‟s house at Lincoln‟s Inn Fields; however,
it actually took place in the nearby Bull Road Tavern, and the minutes of the meeting
reveal that the discussion was as casual as the location. Little more took place than a
verbal affirmation of the King‟s order and an agreement to delegate enquiries to local
constables. It was arranged that information relating to blasphemous clubs would be
received by constables at Hicks Hall and the Bell Tavern.147 On 11 May Justices and
Constables met at Hicks Hall to review what progress had been made: enquiries into the
much feared „Hell-fire clubs‟ had resulted in one notice against the publishing of
„scandalous books‟ and a call to censure a brandy house.148 Nevertheless, they continued
with their enquires and ordered that petty sessions should be set up in church vestries
across the city, operating once a week from the second week in May to the second week
in June, specifically to receive charges against blasphemous clubs.149
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The records for the sessions held at St. James‟s Church survive and confirm the lack of
information and the rather lacklustre approach of constables. On the 16 May the sessions
were adjourned with no comments being minuted. A week later it was noted that the
constables should make diligent enquiries to find the „scandalous and profane clubs‟ and
„blasphemous persons‟ and make their presentments the following week. When they met
on the 30 May, however, it was noted that they had „not any thing to present‟ and the
same was noted a week later.150 Furthermore, a second review meeting held at Hicks Hall
failed to mention the blasphemous „Hell-fire clubs‟ at all, and instead gave way to a
general lament, criticising brandy shops, masquerades, music booths, playhouses, gaming
houses, and bawdy houses.151 In a letter dated 23 June the Justices wrote to the Lord
Chancellor confirming that the King‟s order had been carried out, glossing over the fact
that, unsurprisingly, no „Hell-fire clubs‟ or blasphemous persons had been found.152
Whilst I have argued that the „Hell-fire clubs‟ of 1720-21 did not exist, the surrounding
phenomenon demonstrates the importance of understanding the nexus between
representations of wickedness and temporal moral anxieties. Blasphemy was construed as
both a theological mode of wickedness and a tangible reality, providing a fertile ground
for both pious propagandists and satirists alike; however, it also created the conditions for
confusion and consternation amongst the authorities and the godly public, sparking a type
of „moral panic‟.

VI
In drawing to a conclusion, this chapter has sought to provide an insight into how
contemporaries represented particular vices as blasphemous via a conception of practical
150

LMA WJ/SP/1721 July/11.

151

LMA MJ/SP/1721 Ap/10.

152

LMA WJ/SP/1721 July/6.
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atheism. Between complex theology and the banal realities of vice, it would appear that
contemporaries expressed considerable anxiety about the correlation between actions
recognized as immoral and more abstract notions of wickedness that induced divine
punishment. This was a consequence of a spiritual culture that could not accept that
extreme sin could be controlled by ecclesiastical or civil laws. There was a cultural
capacity, even a desire, to play witness to practical blasphemers (real or imagined) to
affirm the theological distinctions between good and evil and worship God‟s providential
power to punish the most wicked people on earth. Those who were in a position to
articulate such concerns in print, did so in a manner that invariably intensified the extent
to which certain vices were perceived to be wicked. Particular sins that were habitual or
brazen could be construed as a form of practical atheism; in turn these sins could then be
implicated with forms of heterodox thought to give them both an intellectual foundation
and an ultimate purpose. Whilst some commentators may well have alluded to
Machiavelli and Epicurus in their descriptions of atheism, the evidence of this chapter
demonstrates that such intellectually precise models were far from the minds of many
godly critics. Pseudo-histories worked within both a religious paradigm that believed in
the power of God‟s providences and an age old literary culture which exuded this belief.
Narratives of sinners complemented more standard forms of religious critique to both
express and reflect concerns about atheism. In this context I have argued that the notion
of blasphemy as aggravated atheism was represented in such a way as to give credence to
the severity of particular sins. Perceptions of vice as blasphemously wicked were not
fanciful nor, in relative terms, wholly disproportional, for it has been demonstrated that
they were often grounded in theology. Through a conception of practical blasphemy as
the most extreme expression of practical atheism, generations of godly observers were
able to draw a line between the alehouse and the deepest depths of hell, perpetuating their
fear of both.
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~ Chapter 3 ~
Wicked Swearing
„…the Blasphemies of licentious Tongues…‟
(Josiah Woodward, 1698)1

For religious writers, impious speech was predominately understood within the context of
practical theology. Sins of the tongue were intimately connected with the fundamental
precepts of faith, for, „If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his
tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man‟s religion is vain‟ (James 1:26).2 The
contemporary belief in a relationship between sinful speech and unbelief was arguably a
manifestation of the perceived circular relationship between practical and speculative
atheism. Indeed, there was interpretative flexibility as to whether wicked speech
constituted the beginning or end of a process of spiritual degeneracy, for it could be either
the medium of temptation and hence the spur to wickedness, or a final and public
confirmation of evil thoughts or deeds. On the one hand, original sin was believed to
have come „first out at the mouth by speaking‟;3 however, it was also widely
acknowledged that „The Tongue is the Heart‟s servant‟4 and so „impieties of the tongue

1

Josiah Woodward, An Account of the Rise and Progress of the Religious Societies in the City of London,
&c. And of the Endeavours for Reformation of Manners which Have Been Made Therein (2nd edn., 1698),
p. 86.
2

Cited in, amongst others: William Gearing, A Bridle for the Tongue; or a Treatise of Ten Sins of the
Tongue… (1663), p. 1; Richard Allestree, The Government of the Tongue (Oxford, 1674), unpaginated
preface, [p. vi]; Henry Hooton, A Bridle for the Tongue: Or, some Practical Discourses under These
Following Heads, viz. of Prophane, or Atheistical Discourse. Of Blasphemy. Of Rash and Vain Swearing…
(1709), p. 1.
3

Allestree, Government of the Tongue, p. 7.

4

R[obert] Boreman, An Antidote Against Swearing…Also a Short Catalogue of some Remarkable
Judgements from God upon Blasphemers, &c. (1662), p. 70. The quotation was Boreman‟s interpretation of
the scriptural passage, „for out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh‟ (Matt. 12:34).
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[were] the evidences of Prophaneness in the speakers heart‟.5 Within the rubric of
practical theology, many religious writers considered blasphemy to be a verbal sin of
„speaking any evil Thing of God‟.6 As one chapbook poet wrote, „A man that stares and
swears blasphemously, / Becomes brim-full of vile iniquity‟.7 „Blasphemous oaths‟ and
„curses‟ formed the „badge‟ of John Bunyan‟s Mr. Badman;8 and in a sermon delivered in
1688, William Wake (1657-1737) noted that even ill-disciplined and irreverent language
could be „little less than Blasphemy‟.9 In their anguish, clergymen invoked the words of
Isaiah, lamenting how the name of the Lord „continually every day is blasphemed‟ (Isa.
52: 5).10 In such cases, blasphemy was widely conceived as a transgression of the Third
Commandment, „thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain‟ (Exod. 20:7,
Deut. 5:11), and of having a close affinity with the sins of swearing and cursing. The
specific nature of blasphemy in this context was, as will be shown, rather fluid and open
to interpretation; yet it seems clear that the perceived nexus between speech and evil was

5

Richard Baxter, The Vain Religion of the Formal Hypocrite, and the Mischief of an Unbridled Tongue
(Against Religion, Rulers, or Dissenters) Described, in several Sermons Preached at the Abby in
Westminster, before many Members of the Honourable House of Commons. 1660… (1660), pp. 177-8.
6

Hooton, Bridle for the Tongue, p. 9.

7

[Thomas Jordan], A Cure for the Tongue-Evill. Or, a Receipt against Vain Oaths. Being a Plain and
Profitable Poem. Shewing the Hainousness of Common Swearing, with Reasons against it, and Remedies
for it (1662), p. 7.
8

John Bunyan, The Life and Death of Mr. Badman, Presented to the World in a Familiar Dialogue
Between Mr. Wiseman, and Mr. Attentive (1680), p. 33, 37. For a useful guide to literary and moral context
of this work, see: Roger Sharrock, „The Life and Death of Mr. Badman: Facts and Problems‟, Modern
Language Review, 82 (1987), pp. 15-29. Sharrock‟s observation that the life of Mr. Badman forms an
antithesis to those lives constructed in conduct books (p. 22), highlights how concern about immorality was
principally formed by representation, rather than actual occurrences.
9

William Wake, Sermons and Discourses on Several Occasions (1690), p. 504; quotation cited in sermon
twelve, based upon Luke 1:48-9 (place unspecified, delivered on „Lady Day‟, 25 March, 1688).
10

Samuel Clarke, Sermons on the Following Subjects… (10 vols., 1730-1), II, p. 21; quotation cited in
sermon one, „of the glory of God‟, based on 1 Cor. 10:31 (place and date unspecified). See, also: William
Bisset, More Plain English. In Two Sermons Preach‟d for Reformation of Manners: In the Year 1701. The
First at St. Catherine‟s by the Tower; the Other at St. Matthew Friday-Street… (1704), p. 11.
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one of the primary foundations for both a religious critique of sinful speech in general
and a notion of blasphemy as a verbal sin in particular.

By the 1690s, many pious critics believed that the blasphemous language of the street
was approaching critical mass. „Horrid Swearing, rash Oaths, frightful Cursing and
abominable Blasphemies; [were] enough to make a man think, he‟s encompass‟d rather
with wicked Spirits and Fiends than Men, who profess themselves Christians‟.11 This
practical blasphemy was one of the „Rebellions against the LORD himself‟, which
threatened to bring about catastrophic divine vengeance.12 Archbishop John Tillotson
noted that, „a man can hardly pass the streets without having his ears grated and pierced
with such horrid and blasphemous oaths and curses as are enough, if we were guilty of no
other sin, to sink a Nation.‟13 The „street‟ was seemingly a general metaphor for the
growing areas of secular public space that had become a minefield of impiety between
the confines home and church.14 It was believed that taverns, playhouses, gaming houses,
and fairs not only offered their own vices, but provided consummate venues for loose and
even blasphemous language.

In the context of the 1690s, the campaign against blasphemous speech ran alongside, and
was to some extent subsumed by, a reformation of manners spearheaded by the regime of

11

[Anon.], The Friendly Monitor, Laying Open the Crying Sins of Cursing, Swearing, Drinking, Gaming,
Detraction, and Luxury or Immodesty… (1692). Josiah Woodward signed himself off as „the monitor‟ in
the dedicatory epistle in his An Account of the Rise and Progress of the Religious Societies…for
Reformation of Manners (2nd edn., 1698), so it is plausible that he was the anonymous author of The
Friendly Monitor.
12

[Anon.], Proposals for a National Reformation of Manners, Humbly Offered to the Consideration of Our
Magistrates & Clergy… (1694), p. 5.
13

John Tilloston, The Works of the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson… (1696), p. 49; quotation cited in
sermon three, „the advantage of religion to societies‟, based on Prov. 14:34 (place and date unspecified).
14

A critique of sinful speech in the work place is a curious omission.
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William III and the Societies for Reformation of Manners (SRMs).15 A reformation of
manners was essentially an attempt to correct public immorality by legal means, and
constituted a „multifarious phenomenon‟ throughout the early modern period.16 The
particular movement that began in the 1690s and followed on until the 1730s, was
distinct from previous incarnations (the last ending just before the Restoration)17 on
account of the volunteer activism of the SRMs, and reformers‟ overwhelming reliance on
civil law rather than its ecclesiastical counterpart.18

It is striking how the historiography of the SRMs has been dominated by socio-political
approaches. Tina Isaacs and Andrew Gordon Craig have both investigated the
composition of the SRMs and how they related to society, as well as their aims, methods,
successes, and failures.19 Shelley Burtt has suggested that the providentialism of the
15

This point is alluded to by Jonathan Barry in his article, „Bristol as a “Reformation City” c. 1640-1780‟,
in Nicholas Tyacke (ed.), England‟s Long Reformation, 1500-1800 (London, 1998), p. 272.
16

For an excellent overview, see: Martin Ingram, „Reformation of Manners in Early Modern England‟, in
Paul Griffiths, Adam Fox, and Steve Hindle (eds.), The Experience of Authority in Early Modern England
(Basingstoke, Hants., 1996), pp. 47-88, (p. 80).
17

For details, see: Keith Wrightson, „The Puritan Reformation of Manners with Special Reference to the
Counties of Lancashire and Essex, 1640-1660‟ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Cambridge,
1974).
18

It is an over-simplification to suggest that this is evidence for the SRMs being a relatively secular
movement. Reformers maintained a strong belief in the Christian duty of magistrates and in their role as
part of a divine hierarchy of law enforcement. See: Roger Farbrother, The Magistrates Concern in Christ‟s
Kingdom. A sermon Preached at the Assizes at Winchester. July 14 1697 (1698); Samuel Wesley, A
Sermon Concerning Reformation of Manners, Preached at St. James‟s Church, Westminster, Feb. 13. And
afterwards at St. Brides, to One of the Religious Societies (1698), p. 35; Richard Banks, A Sermon
Preach‟d at St. Trinity‟s in Kingston, upon Hull. To a Society there for Reformation of Manners, September
20 1699 (1700), p. 2.
19

A.G. Craig, „The Movement for the Reformation of Manners, 1688-1715‟ (unpublished PhD dissertation,
University of Edinburgh, 1980); Tina Isaacs, „Moral Crime, Moral Reform, and the State in Early
Eighteenth Century England: A Study of Piety and Politics‟ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of
Rochester, NY, 1979: 1985 facsimile). For a discussion of moral reform through voluntary association in
the Church of England, see: John Spurr, „The Church, the Societies and the Moral Revolution of 1688‟, in
John Walsh, Colin Haydon, and Stephen Taylor (eds.), The Church of England c. 1689-1833: From
Toleration to Tractarianism (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 127-42.
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SRMs was often coupled with a more secular discourse of civic virtue designed to
promote public order;20 and that proponents of both the Church of England and Nonconformity „showed considerable reluctance to offer theocentric justifications for the
enforcement of moral legislation (despite the avowedly religious nature of their overall
aims)‟.21 It was certainly the case that providentialism was highly politicized.22 However,
scholars should be careful not to overlook the extent to which providentialism went
beyond the politics of religion to influence representations of personal and collective
wickedness in a way that affected moral discourse. As stated earlier, David Hayton has
argued that the political intervention by parliament to effect a reformation of manners in
the 1690s constituted a „moral panic‟.23 Yet identifying a phenomenon is somewhat
different to understanding the components that created it. In sum, it may be suggested
that scholars have so far presented the SRMs as unduly non-religious, because they have
focused almost exclusively on the moral activism that actually occurred,24 without
investigating the theological foundations of moral reform, or accommodating the
discussions of divine law and wickedness that were so evident in contemporary literature.

20

Shelley Burtt, „The Societies for the Reformation of Manners: Between John Locke and the Devil in
Augustan England‟, in Roger Lund (ed.), The Margins of Orthodoxy: Heterodox Writing and Cultural
Response, 1660-1750 (Cambridge, 1995), p. 153. See, also: Robert B. Shoemaker, „Reforming the City:
The Reformation of Manners Campaign in London, 1690-1738‟, in Lee Davidson, Tim Hitchcock, Tim
Keirn, and Robert B. Shoemaker (eds.), Stilling the Grumbling Hive: The Response to Social and Economic
Problems in England, 1689-1750 (Stroud, Gloucestershire, 1992), pp. 99-120.
21

Shelley Burtt, Virtue Transformed: Political Argument in England, 1688-1740 (Cambridge, 1992), p. 53.

22

[Anon.], Proposals for a National Reformation of Manners, pp. 1-6; Craig Rose, „Providence, Protestant
Union and Godly Reformation in the 1690s‟, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th Ser., 3
(1993), pp. 151-60; William E. Burns, An Age of Wonders: Prodigies, Politics and Providence in England
1657-1727 (Manchester, 2002), pp, 125-48.
23

David Hayton, „Moral Reform and County Politics in Late Seventeenth-Century House of Commons‟,
Past and Present, 128 (1990), pp. 48-91.
24

For arguably the most sophisticated investigation, see: Faramerz Dabhoiwala, „Sex and Societies for
Moral Reform, 1688-1800‟, Journal of British Studies, 46 (2007), pp. 290-319.
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By removing the spotlight on moral activism, a hitherto largely ignored context is
revealed: practical theology.

A focus on practical theology opens up a new and complementary approach to an
analysis of contemporary critiques of sinful speech and in so doing allows for a reevaluation of blasphemous utterances. It frees discussion from socio-political concerns to
concentrate on the appeals to theology that were rooted in sermons and a diverse array of
other literature, which were fashioned by a Puritan legacy and the post-Restoration
interest in practical piety, as well as more immediate responses to perceived degeneracy.
In this chapter I want to suggest that some utterances were not only feared because they
were socially subversive, or provoked collective divine vengeance, but because they
transgressed the principles of practical theology and were believed to be wicked.
Specifically, I shall argue that pious contemporaries developed a spiritual critique of
sinful speech which represented some forms of profane swearing as blasphemy. It is my
contention that, far from being merely instances of impiety and irreverence, the practical
blasphemy of wicked swearing was implicitly understood as aggravated unbelief. By
arguing that contemporary conceptions of blasphemous swearing were more
sophisticated and dangerous than hitherto acknowledged this chapter will help to
understand why there was so much fear of profane swearing. I shall first demonstrate that
blasphemous swearing was a representation in the minds of pious critics, rather than a
particular type of crime actionable under civil law. Next, I shall review the relevant
contemporary literature, discuss the typology of profane swearing, and present the case
for a spiritual critique of profane swearing. I shall then, finally, turn to an investigation of
how both the matter and manner of profane oaths were represented as forms of
blasphemy and assess the implications of this critique.
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I

A useful starting point to an investigation into the critique of wicked swearing is to
observe the disparity between the professed concerns of interested parties and the actual
measures taken to alleviate them.25 Nowhere was this more acute than with respect to
practical blasphemy, particularly utterances that were perceived as blasphemous but were
viewed as distinct from substantial or explicit theological, epistemological, or exegetical
claims. In 1689, William III had instructed that clergymen should, after their Sunday
sermon, regularly „Read to their People such Statute-Law or Laws as are provided against
that Vice or Sin, which is their Subject on that Day; as namely, against Blasphemy,
Swearing and Cursing; Against Perjury; Against Drunkenness; and against Prophanation
of the Lord‟s Day‟.26 The belief that there should be a more effectual observance and
implementation of the laws of the land against pernicious sins such as practical
blasphemy was echoed by many of the country‟s most prominent bishops in 1691,27 and
further supported in a royal proclamation against profane persons on 21 January 1692.28
On 24 February 1698, the King issued a further proclamation which again called for „the
effectual prosecution and punishment‟ of „blasphemy‟, amongst other „immoral‟

25

For the only significant work to tackle this issue, see: T.C. Curtis and W.A. Speck, „The Societies for the
Reformation of Manners: A Case Study in the Theory and Practice of Moral Reform‟, Literature and
History, 3 (1976), pp. 45-64.
26

William III, His Majesties Letter to the Lord Bishop of London, to be Communicated to the Two
Provinces of Canterbury and York (1689), p.4.
27

British Library Add. MSS 70015. f. 276.

28

William III and Queen Mary, A Proclamation against Vicious, Debauched, and Profane Persons (1692),
broadsheet. This document is similar, though not identical, to a proclamation by the same title decreed by
Charles II in 1660; furthermore, it is likely that it served as a blueprint for the subsequent 1698
proclamation.
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practices, under pain of civil censure and judgement by „almighty God‟.29 This decree
was repeated in several further proclamations against immorality up to 1727,30 and its
sentiments were espoused in the literature of the SRMs.31 There was nothing new about
attempts to censure vice by royal decree. Charles II had issued a proclamation in 1660
against profane persons which included a call for laws to be enacted against blasphemous
swearers.32 Similarly, two years later, the Church of England clergyman Robert Boreman
(d. 1675) had appealed for the „more lively and active execution of the Statute against
those who… blaspheme, by taking God‟s most holy Name in vain‟.33 The problem for
law enforcers, however, was that there was no statute that actually referred to practical
blasphemy specifically. Even at common law there was apparently no post-Restoration
precedent for prosecuting instances of profane swearing as blasphemy, without explicit
reference to unbelief or a heretical position. The widespread appeal for practical
blasphemy to be prosecuted as either a separate but associated sin of swearing and
cursing, or a particular manifestation of these sins, was not reflected in the prosecutions
of the SRMs, nor in the wider actions of the state legal apparatus. T.C. Curtis and W.A.
Speck have conducted an investigation of 10,500 prosecutions for vice by the SRMs
29

William III, „A Proclamation, for Preventing and Punishing Immorality and Prophaneness‟, in [Anon.], A
Help to a National Reformation. An Abstract of the Penal-Laws against Prophaneness and Vice… (1700),
unpaginated, [pp. 3-6]. The proclamation was advertised in The London Gazette, no. 3371.
30

A royal proclamation for the „preventing and punishing immorality and profaneness‟ was issued on 27
February 1698 and re-issued on 9 December 1699. The text was then subtly re-drafted and published under
the title „for the encouragement of piety and virtue, and for the preventing and punishment of vice,
prophaneness and immorality‟ on 26 March 1702 and then re-issued on 25 February 1702, 18 August 1708,
5 January 1714, 5 July 1727, see: James Ludovic Lindsey (ed.), A Bibliography of Royal Proclamations of
Tudor and Stuart Sovereigns… (Bibliotheca Lindesiana, vol. 6; Oxford, 1910); James Ludovic Lindsey
(ed.), Handlist of Proclamations Issued by Royal and Other Constitutional Authorities, 1714-1910…
(Bibliotheca Lindesiana, vol. 8; Wigan, 1913).
31

For example, see: Jeremiah Gill, A Sermon Preach‟d Before the Society for the Reformation of Manners,
in Kingston upon Hull; September the 25th, M.DCC (1701), p. 26.
32

Charles II, A Proclamation against Vicious, Debauch‟d, and Prophane Persons (1660), broadsheet.

33

Boreman, Antidote, unpaginated dedicatory epistle, [p. vii].
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between 1704 and 1716 and their work fails to refer to the category of blasphemy. 34 It
would appear, therefore, that whilst the SRMs spoke about the necessity to prosecute
blasphemy, their own records demonstrated that they did not prosecute any form of
transgression as blasphemy. In reality, the legal system recognized swearing and cursing,
but not practical blasphemy. Nevertheless, the public consternation about blasphemous
speech in particular, hints at a representation worthy of further investigation.
The statute cited by William III as being applicable to the prosecution of „blasphemy,
swearing and cursing‟ was the 1624 „Acte agaynst Swearing and Cursing‟ (21 Jac. I. c.
20), which actually made no reference to the term blasphemy at all; and this was also true
for the 1694 „Act for the more effectuall suppressing of prophane Cursing and Swearing‟
(6 & 7 Gul. & Mar. c. 11).35 Furthermore, the 1698 Blasphemy Act contained no
provision for the prosecution of the practical blasphemy of swearing; yet pamphlets such
as A Help to a National Reformation of Manners: An Abstract of the Penal-Laws against
Prophaneness and Vice (1700), seemed to refer to the Act as being effectual in the

34

Curtis and Speck, „The Societies for the Reformation of Manners‟, p. 58. See, also: Shoemaker,
„Reforming City‟, pp. 104-5. According to Andrew Craig, „the standard penalty for convicted swearers and
cursers was 1s for each offence… failing that the offender could be set in the stocks for three hours‟
(„Reformation of Manners‟, p. 97), this punishment was clearly not for any form of blasphemy, which
would have been treated more severely. For further instances where blasphemy was omitted from legal
guidelines relating to swearing, see: [Anon.], A Blacklist of the Names, or Reputed names, of Seven
Hundred Fifty Two Lewd and Scandalous Persons, Who, by the Endeavours of a Society set up for a
Reformation of Manners…Have Been Legally Prosecuted and Convicted…(1698), broadsheet; [Anon.], An
Abstract of Those Laws Commanded by the Queen‟s most Excellent Majesty, to be Put into Speedy
Execution by Her Majesty‟s Most Gracious and Pious Letter (lately set to the Justices of the Peace in the
County of Middlesex) met at their General Quarter-Sessions by Adjournment, Friday the 10th of July,
1691… (1691), broadsheet; J.P., A New Guide for Constables, Head-Boroughs, Tythingmen,
Churchwardens…Containing, Not Only Whatsoever May be Useful to them in the Execution of Their
Several Offices… (1705), pp. 69-71.
35

The reference to 21 Jac. I. c. 20 was made in William III, Letter to the Lord Bishop of London, p. 4. For
details of the two statutes, see: Statutes of the Realm (11 vols.; London, 1963), IV, pp. 1229-30; VI, pp.
591-2. Both Acts were repealed, and replaced, by 19 Geo. II. c. 21 s. 15, see: Notes & Queries (1852), p.
367.
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prosecution of blasphemy in its practical guise.36 It would appear that there was an
interpretation of blasphemous speech vis-à-vis the law which was understood and
propagated by reformers, but was not comprehensible from reading any statute and,
hence, not actually actionable. This observation also covered interpretations of divine
law. For example, moral reformers espoused the view that „the Third Commandment God
forbids the Blasphemy of false Swearing‟,37 despite the lack of any reference to the
terminology of blasphemy in the relevant scriptural passages. It may therefore be
suggested that the concept of practical blasphemy did not extend beyond its religious
representation. This claim is significant because it sets English post-Restoration notions
of practical blasphemy apart from those countries where the legal system did define and
prosecute impious speech as blasphemy. Maureen Flynn has looked at the blasphemy
prosecutions of the Spanish Inquisition; Alain Cabantous, the French seigniorial courts;
Fancisca Loetz, the Swiss moral courts of the Zwinglian Reformation; Robert St. George
and Jane Kamensky, the Puritan courts of New England; and in each case swearing and
other forms of impious speech were prosecuted as blasphemy.38 This chapter will,
however, investigate polemical literature to argue that pious contemporaries did, in their
representations of blasphemy, perceive a conceptual difference between swearing and
blasphemous swearing. Before proceeding any further, it is necessary to provide a sketch
of the contemporary literature that critiqued sinful utterance
36

[Anon.], A Help to a National Reformation of Manners, unpaginated [p. 19].

37

John Jeffery, Proposals Made to the Reverend Clergy of the Arch-Deaconry of Norwich, Concerning the
Reformation of Manners… (1700), p. 6.
38

Maureen Flynn, „Blasphemy and the Play of Anger in Sixteenth-Century Spain‟, Past and Present, 149
(1995), pp. 29-56; Alain Cabantous, Blasphemy: Impious Speech in the West from the Seventeenth to the
Nineteenth Century, trans. by Eric Rauth (New York, 2002), passim; Francisca Loetz , „How to do Things
with God: Blasphemy in Early Modern Switzerland‟, in Mary Lindemann (ed.), Ways of Knowing: Ten
Interdisciplinary Essays (Boston, MA, 2004), pp. 137-51. For a discussion of the use of the courts against
sinful speech in New England, see: Robert St. George, „“Heated” Speech and Literacy in SeventeenthCentury New England‟, in David D. Hall and David Grayson Allen (eds.), Seventeenth-Century New
England: A Conference Held by the Colonial Society of Massachusetts June 18 and 19, 1982 (Boston, MA,
1984), pp. 275-322; Jane Kamensky, Governing the Tongue: The Politics of Speech in Early New England
(Oxford, 1997).
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II

Wicked speech was both a long-standing problem and an issue of immediate concern, and
this was reflected in the literature which broached the subject. It is difficult to divide the
relevant sources into neatly defined categories, but three clusters stand out. The first, and
most obvious, might best be described as single issue campaign literature, which
included: open letters, „publish‟d, in order to be Serviceable, to put a stop to so
Epidemical or Publick a Sin‟;39 printed sermons, such as Several Sermons Against Evil
Speaking (1678) by Isaac Barrow (1613-1680), bishop of St. Asaph; as well as treatises
by the likes of the Presbyterian minister John Brinsley (1660-1665) and the Church of
England clergyman Richard Allestree (1622-1680). Secondly, there were various works,
ranging from sensational broadsheets and pamphlets through to printed sermons and
treatises, which drew different vices together, primarily to highlight their interconnected
wickedness, and were „Piously intended for Correcting Errors of this Vicious Age‟: 40 in
these texts a treatment of evil speech was a near perennial. This category has already
been substantially detailed in the previous chapter; but it should also be noted that many
works associated with the SRMs were of this type. Thirdly, there were various
explanatory commentaries on scripture as well as more specific treatments of divine and
human laws, which dealt with evil speech as part of their coverage. These texts, which
ranged from Divine Poems (by Way of Paraphrase) on The Ten Commandments (1688)
by George Wither (1588-1667) to Joseph Bingham‟s Origines Ecclesiasticæ (1710-22),
were fewer in number and of a catechizing quality. Despite the wealth of criticism
against sinful speech, the particular attention given to swearing as blasphemy was often
both meagre and opaque. Printed sermons to the SRMs, for example, often attacked every
conceivable vice in the space of around forty pages and rarely strayed from the banal
39

Edward Wells, A Letter to a Friend Concerning the Great Sin of Taking God‟s Name in Vain. Whereto
are Added, One or Two Remarks Concerning Vain or Common Swearing (2nd edn., 1710), p. 8.
40

[Anon.], Friendly Monitor, title page.
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polemic that vices of swearing, drunkenness and Sabbath breaking were evil and should
be punished. Consequently, the task of understanding how pious critics represented
practical blasphemy requires much searching to find small fragments of valuable material
that can then be contextualized and pieced together to gain inferences and insights.

Having commented upon texts and their authors, it is worth finally mentioning who was
considered to be the primary target of this literature. It was widely feared that taking the
Lord‟s name in vain was commonplace amongst „Persons of all Ranks and Orders‟. 41 In a
published letter to William Bromley (bap. 1663, d. 1732), the Tory M.P. for the
University of Oxford, one clergyman stated that „tho‟ there be several Kinds of
Blasphemy, which loudly call for the Censure and Animadversion of our Governors; yet
do I know of none more provoking in the Sight of God, because none more common
among all Ranks, and even all Ages of Men… than profane Cursing and Swearing.‟42
Whilst there were occasions when soldiers, aristocrats, and other specific social groups
were highlighted as being of particular cause for concern;43 it would appear that
consternation about sinful speech was informed by a perception of the ungodly across
society, rather than misdemeanours of a clichéd group of men of low social status.

When taken together, the literature that critiqued sinful speech did not particularly
concern casuistry, but blurred the boundaries between didactic exposition of practical
theology and a polemic which sought to sound an alarm against the danger of wicked
speech. It is more than plausible that they followed the general trajectory of earlier
Puritan works, such as William Perkins‟s A Direction for the Government of the Tongue
41
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(1593) and Lewis Bayly‟s The Practice of Piety (1619).44 For example, one of the most
zealous proponents of the SRMs, Josiah Woodward (1657-1712), claimed that, ‘But wicked Men,
and damned Devils, blaspheme the Name of the most High God’,
Perkin’s view,

45

which corresponded well with

„Custome in blasphemies sheweth a man to bee the childe of the Divell‟.46

Whilst there clearly was a strong sense of a Puritan legacy in many of the works under
investigation in this chapter, this should not detract from the more significant point that
they appealed to a particular type of piety that had a much broader appeal after 1660. Neil
Lettinga has shown that, through an ostensibly „Anglican‟ contractual understanding of
covenant theology, which imbued human responsibility for moral duty with soteriological
significance, Puritan moral texts could be re-interpreted and re-appropriated for a wider
Restoration audience of orthodox Protestants.47 Moreover, John Spurr has argued that
works of piety were „grounded in the major acceptances of their day and that they
therefore often transcend denominational boundaries‟.48 This claim is certainly
substantiated by the evidence. For example, Bayly‟s Practice of Piety was reprinted
several times a decade until the 1750s; Allestree‟s The Government of the Tongue went
through eight editions between 1674 and 1724; and Woodward‟s A Kind Caution to
Profane Swearers, which was much fierier than the title suggests, was reprinted twentyone times between 1701 and 1790.
44
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In all, the call for moral reform in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century was
part of a much longer and complex phenomenon, which was in no way divorced from
theology. An acute belief in the temptations of the Devil and God‟s providential
vengeance against wickedness were points of solidarity amongst orthodox Protestants.
The call for moral reform was widespread and, largely irrespective of other doctrinal
beliefs, a piety that was practical, God-fearing, and strictly observant of God‟s moral law,
was widely considered to be the most conducive to saving souls and preventing divine
judgement.

The appeal to practical piety was fundamental to practical theology and may have been
partly a consequence of what Michael Heyd has recently described as „the rise of moral
individualism‟. Heyd has argued that after the Restoration there was considerable concern
that the reformed doctrine of original sin left little incentive for people to abide by moral
laws, divine or human. In the midst of tangible fears about antinomianism, many pious
critics sought to play down metaphysical critiques of sin in favour of practical instruction
guided by moral law.49 As this chapter will attest, however, Heyd‟s thesis seems to break
down at the extremes; for blasphemy was very much a metaphysical concept which was
grounded in the perceptions of collective piety rather than moral individualism.
Furthermore, as both John Bossy and Ian Green have demonstrated, the Decalogue was a
resurgent force in Protestant ethics and moral instruction in the seventeenth century,50
which helped clergymen to forcefully demonstrate, via practical theology, how
immorality could constitute implicit unbelief.
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III
Sins of the tongue could be generally classified into three groups against, God, one‟s
neighbour, and one‟s self.51 According to Richard Baxter (1615-1691), the first class
included, „Blasphemy, Perjury, rash swearing, swearing by creatures, light and irreverent
using of Gods Name, and attributes, and Word and works pleading for false doctrine, or
false worship: disputing against truth and duty: scorning at godliness or reasoning against
it.‟52 This list of examples shows how writers of practical theology brought together
discrete utterances with more substantial doctrinal claims under the umbrella of evil
speech against God.53 Nevertheless, when it came to detailed exposition and analysis, the
vast majority of critics kept their focus firmly fixed on sinful speech as commonly
expressed: the blasphemy of the street was not the same as the blasphemy of theological
speculation.
Baxter‟s list of examples also had the effect of implicitly differentiating among sins of
the tongue. This was not uncommon for religious writers demonstrated a propensity to
subdivide the transgression of evil speech against God. The ejected minister Thomas
Watson (d. 1686) identified twelve different ways in which God‟s name could be taken in
vain and on the specific act of profane swearing noted a further three sub-categories:
„vain swearing‟, that is to say swearing in ordinary discourse; „vile swearing‟, which
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included blasphemy; and „false swearing‟.54 Similarly, William Gearing (fl. 1659-1688)
identified ten sins of the tongue on the title page of his work A Bridle for the Tongue
(1663);55 differentiating between swearing and cursing by attributing separate chapters to
each and the former was subdivided into common swearing, idolatrous swearing, and
perjury or false swearing. Gearing then went on to offer a further treatment of evil
speech against God under the heading of slander, wherein he made minor references to
blasphemy. By contrast, Henry Hooton (c. 1664-1722?) identified blasphemy as a
category of sinful speech in itself, differentiating it from „atheistical discourse‟, „rash and
vain swearing‟, and „imprecation or cursing‟ by attributing different chapters to each.56
On closer inspection, however, many of the expositions under these headings blurred
with one another.57 In all, what at first glance appears to be a systematic typology of
sinful speech turns out to be a series of labels that belie rather more complex
relationships amongst perceived types of wickedness. One of the challenges for modern
scholars, therefore, is to contextualize the idiosyncratic typology of sinful speech, which
was seemingly used for polemic effect rather than objective comparison, in a manner that
reveals how contemporaries may have actually understood certain utterances as
blasphemous.
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To be clear, pious critics perceived swearing in its strict etymological sense as those
particular utterances (i.e. oaths) which appealed to divine witness. Coarse words and
obscenities, such as those from Billingsgate or the pornographic pens of poets and
playwrights, were rarely discussed with respect to swearing, for they were not generally
considered to fall under the category of sinful speech against God, which was the only
group to concern blasphemy. There were two somewhat different but overlapping
discourses relating to swearing. The first concerned the temporal appropriation and usage
of swearing and swear words; whilst the second, was part of a wider discussion of evil
speech within the rubric of practical theology. The former has most notably been
illuminated by John Spurr;58 nevertheless a few points need to be made here.

For many contemporaries, swearing a solemn, sacred oath, for example by God or to
God, was a legitimate and deeply religious act which invoked God to witness a promise
or testimony. In these and similar instances, an oath seemed to bridge the gap between
human and divine law by confirming a commitment under a threat of divine sanction: an
oath was effectively a provisional self-curse.59 A curse was an utterance that consigned
someone, or something, to the fate of a spiritual power. It is necessary to distinguish
between cursing as profane swearing, that is to say an inappropriate self-curse which calls
upon God‟s vengeance, and cursing as explicit imprecation of evil spirits. Whilst the
latter was considered „near a-kin to prophane Swearing… [and] the common Companion
of it‟,60 I wish, for the sake of focus, to concentrate solely on the former (reference to
imprecation will be made in the next chapter). In accordance with John Austin‟s seminal
theory, an oath was a speech act, a series of words that actually did something and had
58

John Spurr, „A Profane History of Early Modern Oaths‟, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 6th
Ser., 11 (2001), pp. 37-63.
59

Ashley Montagu, The Anatomy of Swearing (London, 1968), p. 35.

60

[Anon.], A Check to an Ungovern‟d Tongue (1705), p. 15. This work also appears as the fourth part of
another anonymous work, Four Discourses against Vice and Immorality (1705).

132

the potential for tangible consequences.61 Sermons at church and the assizes affirmed the
words of scripture that „thou shalt swear, The Lord liveth, in truth in judgement, and in
righteousness‟ (Jer. 4:2) and that „men verily swear by the greater: an oath for
confirmation is to them an end to strife‟ (Heb. 6:16).62 Swearing in a manner that
perverted these central functions or contexts was widely considered to be an act of
profanity, that is to say something that detracted from, or worked in opposition to, the
sacred. Profane swearing was usually adjudged to be swearing in a flippant manner or in
inappropriate circumstances, or to cover a lie, or any other form of sin.

It is not necessary to delve into the expansive literature on socio-linguistics to appreciate
that profane swearing had the potential to subvert and destabilize socio-political and
ecclesiastical norms and hierarchies. Speech act theory has, perhaps inadvertently,
dominated scholarly enquiry into profane swearing. Jane Kamensky‟s Governing the
Tongue: the Politics of Speech in Early Modern New England (1997), concentrates on the
„bonds linking speech, piety, and power‟ in a manner that presents sins of the tongue as
„generically human‟.63 The studies by Maureen Flynn and Fancisca Loetz, noted above,
also made use of speech act theory and it is striking how both focus on linguistic agency.
Flynn persuasively argues that those charged with blasphemy for sinful speech by the
Spanish Inquisition understood their transgressions as excusable lapses of anger or
61

J.L. Austin, How to do Things with Words: The William James Lectures Delivered at Harvard University
in 1955 (Oxford, 1962). See, also: Spurr, „A Profane History of Early Modern Oaths‟, p. 38. For a guide to
the full extent of the role of oaths and oath taking in early modern England, see: [Anon.], A History of
Publick and Solemn State Oaths… (1716).
62

John Pierce, Mercy and Truth, Righteousness and Peace; Treated of as the Glory and Interest of Nations:
in an Assize-Sermon Preached at Northampton, July the 26th, 1704 (1704), p.14. See, also: John Tillotson,
The Works of the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson, Late Lord Archbishop of Canterbury: Containing Fifty
Four Sermons and Discourse, on Several Occasions… (1696), pp. 225-37; sermon twenty-two, „the
lawfulness and obligation of oaths‟ (place and date unspecified).
63

Kamensky, Governing the Tongue, p. 181, p. 19. For Kamensky, early seventeenth-century Puritans
expanded a „definition‟ of blasphemy and incorporated this into law as a means of political and ecclesiastic
control (pp. 36-8).

133

fantasy.64 Loetz, on the other hand, suggests that blasphemy was more than „merely a
momentary release of tension‟, but the means by which individuals could pursue social
provocation, entertainment, or religious discussion.65

The second and hitherto largely unexplored discourse on swearing overlooked
immediate, temporal consequences of profane oaths for fear of their wickedness: for as
Richard Allestree put it, „damning is so much worse than hanging‟.66 „Vice and
Immorality‟ were coupled with „Atheism and Blasphemy‟ to create the greatest evils
against „God‟s true Religion and Virtue‟.67 Practical theology allowed immoral actions,
especially those highlighted by divine law, to be interpreted as inherently connected to
the rise of unbelief. Transgressing the Third Commandment was „the highest Point of
Irreligious Custom, even Practical Atheism‟.68 According to Allestree, profane swearing
had „made a shift to twist it self with the… sin of Atheism‟, and that such „Atheistical
Discourse‟ was a type of blasphemy that attacked God‟s „very being‟.69

In a spiritual context, it would appear that many critics seemed to think that swearing and
blasphemy lay on a continuum of taking the Lord‟s name in vain, with the latter being
more severe than the former. Such an interpretation allowed blasphemy to be conceived
of as a particular manifestation of swearing, whereby one „blaspheme[d] by horrid
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Oaths‟.70 This had been made plain in Charles II‟s proclamation of 1660,71 and was
further reiterated in sermons to the SRMs, such as that by Daniel Chadwick (fl. 1698) at
Nottingham in 1698: the „Holy and Fearful Name of GOD [was] blasphemed by
Swearing (and perhaps by Forswearing too) by horrible Cursings and hellish
Execrations?‟72 For Allestree, blasphemy was the greatest sin against the honour of God‟s
name, followed by swearing;73 and the notable magistrate and clergyman John Disney
(1677-1730) described swearing as „a lower species of Blasphemy against God‟.74 In a
sermon to the SRMs in Kingston upon Hull, Richard Banks (fl. 1688-1700) declared that
the „puny‟ sin of swearing had been superseded by „Cursings and Blasphemies‟, which
constituted a „flat Denial…of that Invincible Power… that made us.‟75 This distinction
was invariably supported by both scripture and histories of God‟s judgements.

It was seen as most evident that, unlike profane swearing, blasphemy was one of the most
heinous sins, for scripture decreed, „he that blasphemeth the name of the Lord, shall
surely be put to death‟ (Lev. 24:16). Further affirmation could easily be sought by
reading the Second Book of Samuel, „the child also that is born unto thee shall surely die‟
(2 Sam. 12:14); or, the First Book of Kings, „Naboth did blaspheme God and the king
then they carried him forth out of the city and stoned him with stones, that he died‟ (1
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Kings (21:13).76 Whilst the severity of blasphemy was laid bare, scripture provided
virtually no detail on the nature of the words spoken that brought about a divinely
sanctioned death sentence. With more polemical astuteness than sound theology, it would
seem that the etymology of blasphemy in conjunction with a reading of Leviticus was
enough for pious critics to represent blasphemy as the worst manifestation of taking the
Lord‟s name in vain. For example, in George Wither‟s poetical illumination of the
Decalogue, the section on the Third Commandment was headed by a picture of a man
being stoned to death (see figure eight below) and the first lines read as follows:

If thou wilt free be kept from blame;
Take not in vain, GOD‟s holy NAME.
To fright Blasphemers, we present them with
An Emblem, of the Son of Shelomith:
(Who worthily, condemned was to dye,
And, Stoned for his daring Blasphemy:) 77
It may be suggested that such representations of blasphemy implicitly gave credence to a
perception that the most extreme form of profane swearing could constitute blasphemy:
giving rise to the notion of blasphemous profane swearing.
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Figure 8: George Wither, Divine Poems (By Way of Paraphrase) on the Ten Commandments… (1688), p. 2.

Scriptural exempla were supplemented by the pseudo-historical descriptions of God‟s
punishments against blasphemers, which seemed to further the view that there was an
interpretative distinction between excusable instances of profane swearing and forms of
blasphemous swearing, punishable by death. I have already demonstrated the vitality and
influence of such „histories‟ within spiritual culture; what I want to make clear here is
that they were also highly important to clergymen in developing critiques of sinful
speech. To pick just one example, Robert Boreman‟s An Antidote against Swearing
(1662) contained „a short catalogue of some remarkable judgements from God upon
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blasphemers‟.78 One narrative from the catalogue, supposedly supplied by the Earl of
Oxford, related how a Dutch merchant, on his way to Lorretto in 1648, „did swear and
blaspheme in that horrid manner‟ and despite rebuke from his companions „proceeded
still in his swearing upon every light occasion‟ (the significance of such details will be
discussed later). The conclusion of the tale is now all too predictable: the Devil appeared
and „by God‟s command…stopped the blasphemer‟s throat‟ and the sinner was found
dead, „his face with his whole body as black as Cole‟.79 Boreman was no chapbook
writer, or sensational propagandist, but a Doctor of Divinity; Fellow of Trinity College,
Cambridge; and the rector of St Giles-in-the-Fields, Westminster. It was Boreman‟s
contention that reports of God‟s judgements upon wicked swearers provided legitimate
evidence of the consequences of this sin and were thus presented so that people may
„learn by them to forsake and abhor swearing, lest the same or worser Judgments fall
upon them.‟80 Boreman was not alone in this view: Richard Ward (1601?-1684), a
Nonconformist minister from Hertfordshire, and George Meriton (c.1634-1711), a legal
writer from Yorkshire, also documented God‟s judgments against blasphemous swearers
as part of their treatments of sinful speech.81

So far I have sought to demonstrate that an understanding of blasphemous swearing was
based upon a perception of the relative wickedness of a given expression. Blasphemous
swearing was not a temporal category of impious utterance, but, a representation of the
extreme affects profane swearing could have on a human‟s relationship with God. I shall
now turn to an investigation of precisely what instances of profane swearing were
represented as being so wicked they were blasphemous and why.
78
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IV

In 1690, the prominent exponent of practical theology William Assheton (bap. 1642, d.
1711) wrote that, „Blasphemous Mouths shall revile [God‟s] Nature; Burlesque his Laws;
Despise his Promises; Contemn his Threatings; Laugh at his Terrors‟.82 What at first
glance appears to be a rather amorphous grouping of irreverent behaviours may well have
been influenced by the notion of blasphemy as aggravated unbelief, which I want to
suggest provided contemporaries with a means of representing certain forms of profane
swearing as blasphemy. Indeed, in his Antidote against Swearing, Boreman reminded his
readers of the nature of blasphemy as described by Aquinas: „First, when we attribute or
ascribe to God what he is not. Secondly, when we detract from him what he is and
Thirdly, when we ascribe or give what is due to him to creatures‟.83 With reference to a
similar description of blasphemy, The Gentleman‟s Magazine attested in 1731 that,
„Against one or other of these Species, every common Swearer lifts up his Tongue‟.84
Whilst, by modern scholarly standards, the conception of blasphemy is perhaps no
clearer; it would seem that contemporaries at least gave the impression that such specifics
were intuitively understood. By focussing on what words either attributed unwarranted
things unto God or detracted from God that which was believed to be His, it may be
suggested that critics perceived some form of speech act theory in a spiritual context.
Extreme profane swearing was believed to undermine humankind‟s relationship with
God, which in turn made those utterances blasphemous. I shall now turn to consider the
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matter of wicked swearing with respect to the erroneous attribution and negation of
divine qualities.
The oldest conception of swearing believed to „properly partake of the Nature of
Blasphemy‟, was arguably swearing by God‟s „Heart, Head, Hand, or Foot, or any other
bodily Member‟; for such utterances were „erroneously supposed, and blasphemously
ascribed to God, who is a spirit and has no Body‟.85 According to Joseph Bingham‟s
ecclesiastical history, „blasphemous oaths‟ of this kind were first forbidden by Pope Pius
I (d. c.154) on pain of excommunication.86 Buried in Thomas Hobbes‟s appendix to the
Latin edition of Leviathan (1668), it was noted that the Roman Emperor Justinian I (52765) had commented in Novella 77 that „Blasphemies are, for example, “by the hair of
God” and “by His head,” and words like them‟, for which „the penalty established is
capital punishment‟.87 The contemporary writers who invoked these ancient definitions
and punishments did so primarily to suit their own propaganda. In writing his View of
Ancient Laws, against Immorality and Profaneness (1729), for example, John Disney
demonstrated that he was all for a return to the punitive measures of old in order to rid the
land of blasphemy. Yet despite different authorial intentions and reader responses to such
historical reflection, the concept of blasphemous swearing by the physical, human
features of God was given exposure in a way that ensured that it would not have been
viewed with indifference by contemporaries. To swear by “God‟s Head” might have been
viewed by some as nothing more than an irreverent exclamation, but to many others it
was a wicked and dangerous utterance which attributed mortality to God. The latter view
was somewhat detached from contemporary polemic against blasphemous swearing;
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however, it is clear that it was ingrained in the history of theology and was far from an
antiquated conviction in the late seventeenth century.

Moving on to the issue of negation: contemporaries rarely suggested that profane
swearing was blasphemous because it degraded a perception of God explicitly.
Nevertheless, I want to suggest two ways in which pious critics implicitly believed that
the very act of profane swearing detracted from God‟s divinity: one concerned the
degradation of worship, the other divine law.

Whilst the tongue was often associated with evil, it was also interpreted as the organ that
could give greatest witness to God and His glory. As Richard Ward explained, „the
tongue is a Symbol of the Holy Ghost proceeding from God the Father for as the tongue
hath the greatest cognation, and nearest affinity with the Word, and is moved by the
Word of the heart, to express the same by the sound of the voice‟. 88 Despite the
individual failings of sinners, treatises and popular broadsheets alike attested to how the
rightful purpose of a Christian tongue was, as the Lord‟s Prayer stipulated, to hallow
God‟s name. „The Tongue of Man was never made to swear / But to adore and praise that
blessed Name‟.89 As Gearing noted, „The Tongue in Scripture is called Mans Glory‟, but
by taking God‟s name in vain the „Foolish man turneth his glory unto shame‟.90 Profane
swearing was believed to ‘pervert the use of so Divine a Gift’,91 and this view seemed, perhaps
more intuitively than anything else,
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„diametrically opposed to divine Praise‟.92 With some polemists suggesting that all
conversation may be understood via a dichotomy of good and evil, the very act of profane
swearing was forced into the latter camp, making it potentially blasphemous. Such a view
may have been fuelled by a strict interpretation of the words of St. Paul, „Let no corrupt
communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying,
that it may minister grace unto the hearers‟ (Eph. 4:29).93 Josiah Woodward stated,
„consider how wonderful a Thing the Speech of Man is… Now, to abuse such an
excellent Faculty, is much worse than be wholly deprived of it; so that the Blasphemer is
viler than the very Beasts… Is it not ridiculous Folly to fall on your Knees to God on
Hour, and to Blaspheme him the next?‟94 For Bingham, the Tongue was „dyed with the
Purple of… precious Blood, and made a golden Sword‟ of God‟s glory; any corruption of
the tongue constituted a „vile Practice of Railing and Reviling‟ against God, and was
sheer „Blasphemy‟.95

Quakers denied swearing sacred oaths altogether on the belief that such a practice was
transcended by their covenant with God.96 What the Church of England defined as sacred
oaths were at best unnecessary carnal expressions and at worst open blasphemy. 97 In one
of the primary sources of New Testament moral law, the Sermon on the Mount, Christ
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decreed, „Swear not at all‟ (Matt. 5:34). Similarly, St. James stated, „But above all things
my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath‟
(Jam. 5:12).98 A problem for theologians was that against these clear declarations against
any form of swearing lay instances of legitimated swearing, for as St. Paul said, „Wherein
God, willing more abundantly to shew unto the heirs of promise the immutability of his
council, confirmed it by an oath‟ (Heb. 6:17).99 The tension was resolved
straightforwardly enough by developing a notion of sacred swearing in opposition to
profane swearing. For many clergymen this division was represented as being self
evidently true from reading scripture, rather than being made by theological argument.
In declaring that Christ had ratified the law of the Third Commandment, the ejected
minister Thomas Doolittle (c.1630-1707) stated, without qualification, „that Men should
not Swear (thus profanely) at all‟.100 With the confidence of orthodoxy, one rector from
Devon, John Rost (d. 1713), asserted that „the Apostle [James] doth not forbid such
Oaths… used in matters of Weight and Importance, for the maintenance of truth and
Justice‟.101 However, by subscribing to a scriptural exegesis which gave primacy to the
New Testament, Quakers were able to support their position by a literal and steadfast
commitment to Christ‟s decree to „Swear not at all‟ (circumventing the example of God
swearing oaths, by arguing that this was an act unique to God, as his Almighty
prerogative). To reject the word of Christ, as set forth in scripture, was seen as
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„blasphemy‟ because it was a flagrant denial of truth of the Gospel. 102 For the Quaker
Francis Howgill (1618?-1669), who had been incarcerated for refusing to swear the oath
of allegiance, it was clear that one should „abide in Christ‟s Doctrine and walk after the
Primitive Christians example to testifie the truth and not to swear‟.103 In his 1675 treatise
on oaths, one of the principal Quaker leaders William Penn (1644-1718) affirmed the
views of earlier Quakers by quoting St. Jerome: „we are Forbidden by the Law of our
Lord to Swear‟ and that to do so is to „Blaspheme in this‟.104 For Quakers, the blasphemy
of oaths lay in their very act of uttering them, because they were interpreted as flagrant
transgressions of a divine law, which were explicitly set forth by Christ.
For the Presbyterian minister Joseph Boyse (1660-1728), „Some Swearing [was] in it self
sinful and profane, and can never be lawfully used on any occasion, As the Swearing by a
false God‟.105 Idolatrous swearing, whether by pagan gods or Roman Catholic saints, was
not directly concerned with taking the Lord‟s name in vain, but with the abstract idea of
an oath being an appeal to a divine witness. It was believed that „To terminate an Oath in
a Creature, is to put the stamp of Divinity on it, to make an Idol in God‟s stead‟.106 It may
be suggested that such an act was not merely idolatry, but an aggravated form of this sin
102
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because the creature was not just worshiped like a god, but called upon to act like a god,
displacing the true Christian God to an even greater extent. Those that swore by false
idols were considered „less than men, or at least than true Christians‟107 and some critics
interpreted this idolatrous swearing as a „high degree of Blasphemy‟ because it attributed
divine „perfections of the only true God to a contemptible Idol‟.108 As Boreman
concurred, one form of blasphemy was when „we ascribe or give what is due to him to
creatures and this we do when we swear by them‟.109 So far, I have discussed the
substance of utterances pious critics represented as blasphemous and demonstrated that
they were in accordance with Thomistic theology. It transpires, however, that many
representations of blasphemous swearing were concerned with the supposed manner of
swearing.

V

Godly critics represented the accompanying temperament with which utterances were
delivered as communicative of the spiritual state of the person who spoke them. In the
first instance, this critique began with an assessment of how one might react to evil
thoughts, before they were given expression by the mouth. Thomas Watson noted that, „If
when Blasphemous thoughts are injected you tremble at them, and are in cold sweat, they
are not yours, Satan shall answer for them. Let him that plots the treason suffer.‟110
Trembling and sweating were two of the symptoms of one‟s inner and successful fight
with the devil: confirming any evil thoughts to be merely external and fleeting. Those
that failed to tremble when „they swore a little Oath‟, were all but certain to „swear at the
107
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bloodiest rate, and add Blasphemy and Cursing to their Oaths!‟111 A profane oath
delivered unaffected from physical trauma was a sure sign that it was connected with a
wicked thought, aggravating the utterance to a form of blasphemy. Robert Boreman
stated that, „If the heart abound with sinful lustful thoughts, the tongue will froth and lash
out into blasphemy and unchaste Speeches‟.112 Another commentator wrote:

So by an outward gesture we may finde
The secret indignation of the minde:
And he that doth blaspheme his God, doth broach
Designs to cast upon him all reproach113
In accordance with the Aristotelian position that words were symbols of mental states,114
but nevertheless explained via the words of St. Matthew‟s Gospel, „for out of the
abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh‟ (Matt. 12:34), pious critics focused on the
tongue for its capacity to give outward expression to internal beliefs. A common
perception that „Blasphemies‟ were „by unhallowed mouths… daily belched out‟,115
provides a vivid metaphor of how blasphemous swearing was seen to be the
uncontrollable consequence of internal disagreement. In a sense, then, it would appear
that the notion of whether utterances constituted blasphemy was determined by a
presupposition as whether they were the product of internal evil. The mere fact that the
profane swearing of the street did not cause bodily revulsion amongst the very people
111

Daniel Williams, The Vanity of Childhood & Youth, wherein the Depraved Nature of Young People is
Represented, and Means for their Reformation Proposed. Being some Sermons Preached in Hand-Alley…
(1691), p. 91.
112

Boreman, Antidote, p. 96. The quotation refers to Luke 6:45.

113

Samuel Speed, Prison-Pietie: Or, Meditations Divine and Moral. Digested into Poetical Heads, on Mixt
and Various Subjects… (1667), p. 166.
114

Aristotle, De Interpretatione, I.16.a.3, trans., J.L. Ackrill (Clarendon Aristotle Series, Oxford, 1963).

115

John Brinsley, ΓΛΩΣΣΟ-ΧΑΛΙΝΩΣΙΣ. Or, a Bridle for the Tongue…. (1664), unpaginated epistle
dedicatory, [p. iii].

146

who produced it would have been an ominous sign for pious commentators. In a sermon
to the SRMs, John Billingsley (1657-1722) proclaimed, „It is a dreadful thing to behold
Sin with an unconcerned indifferency of Spirit, or to hear the Name of God blasphemed
without being moved with inward Horror and Remorse.‟116

Secondly, in representing the potential for blasphemy in profane swearing, pious critics
gave attention to the manner and the circumstances with which utterances were perceived
to be delivered. With respect to evil speech, one writer noted, „Blasphemy [is] nothing,
unless it is seconded with blows, to make what was too bad before, much worse‟.117 A
notion that blasphemy was an aggravating sin, embedded in the way a transgression such
as profane swearing was committed, may have been inferred from the words of scripture:
„But now ye also put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication
out of your mouth‟ (Colossians 3:8).118 In the following section, I wish to suggest that
intention and anger, as well as habituation and boldness, were crucial to representing
profane swearing as blasphemy, a modal form of aggravated unbelief. I shall now attend
to each of these in turn.

A loose tongue was not necessarily damned from the moment it let fly profanities.
Richard Baxter noted that „By an unbridled tongue is not meant all the sins of our
speech… Every unwarrantable jest, or angry word, or hasty rash expression, is not
enough to prove a man‟s Religion to be vain.‟119 In citing Tertullian‟s De Pudicitia,
Bingham noted that, „every rash and vain Oath did not bring a Man under the Discipline

116

John Billingsley, A Sermon Preach‟d to the Society for Reformation of Manners, in Kingston upon Hull;
on Wednesday, January the 10th 1700 (1700), p. 36.
117

[Anon.], A Special Mediation Concerning Good Letters and Good Manners (1703), p. 37.

118

Cited in, amongst others: Hooton, Bridle for the Tongue, p. 132.

119

Baxter, Vain Religion, pp. 175-6.

147

of publick Penance, but was reckoned amongst the Sins of daily Incursion‟.120 The
Presbyterian minister Thomas Hall (1610-1665) noted that, „every unadvised speech or
act against God, doth not presently denominate a man a Blasphemer‟.121 Religious writers
were clearly sympathetic when it came to what might be called reflexive swearing, where
an utterance was an unintended reflex action against momentary injury.122
Contemporaries may have referred to such acts as profane exclamations or interjections
as a means of distancing this lesser sin from the more profound implications of profane
swearing. A distinction was, therefore, made between reflexive and premeditated
profanities; for as Hall stated, „Blasphemy properly taken, is ever joined with an intention
to cast reproach upon God.‟123 This demonstrates that the view, pressed by Maureen
Flynn and others, of blasphemous swearing being a phenomenon of momentary
expression does not correspond well with the theological view that „a sudden movement
of passion breaking out into words‟ was considered a „venial sin‟ which lacked the
„especial character of blasphemy‟.124

Despite this rather pragmatic approach to the inevitable foibles of day to day experience,
contemporary critics were also at pains to remind their readers that, ‘every idle word that
men shall speak, they shall give account thereof in the day of judgement’ (Matt. 12:36).

A strict

adherence to practical theology made it difficult to interpret unpremeditated utterances as
excusable. As Christopher Wilson (fl. 1699-1701), a clergyman at St. Margaret‟s Church,
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Westminster, made clear, „every thing we say, must have a meaning; it will have a
meaning whether we will or no‟ and that this meaning would be judged at „the Great Day
of Judgement‟.125 This view of licentious speech seems at odds with the previous view just
outlined. As I noted in my introduction, however, the criterion of premeditation was not as
influential to the theology of blasphemy as modern readers might surmise. To recapitulate, it was
a perception of believers acting in contravention of their belief which was the central criterion for
judging blasphemy to be intentional.

Commentators, such as the clergyman Matthew Killiray (fl. 1665-74), lamented how it
was the very people who had been christened and taken the Lord‟s Supper that were
blaspheming the name God.126 William Bisset proclaimed, „Now that Blasphemy is HighTreason with a Witness… there can be no dispute; nor can the Devils themselves go a
step beyond it.‟127 Similarly, Henry Hooton confirmed that „blasphemy is, as it were,
speaking Treason against the Glorious Majesty of Heaven‟.128 The application of the
terminology of blasphemy to denote spiritual treason against God was highlighted by
Thomas Wagstaffe (1645-1712): „words that are but a Scandal, or a threatening against a
Common Man, may be Treason, when spoke against the King, and Blasphemy when
against God‟.129 The notion of treason provides a valuable insight into how blasphemy
was conceived. The crux of the matter was that blasphemy, like temporal treason (and
arguably perjury), reneged a solemn covenant. Blasphemy was a betrayal of one‟s
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spiritual knowledge of God and a perverse attack upon the Almighty, for how else could
one assault a being infinitely good? Killiray affirmed that swearing out of such „malice‟
demonstrated „contempt of God; which is most fearful, and (as a man would think)
should make it unpardonable‟.130 The one question that remained was how, in practical
terms, might such a rejection of spiritual knowledge manifest itself? I now finally want to
suggest that, in accordance the notion of aggravated unbelief, the representation of
blasphemous swearing lay in the habitual, or angry, or bold manner in which profane
swearing was perceived to be uttered.

Othodox Protestants believed that blasphemy was so corruptible that it was effectively
contagious. One risked infection merely by hearing wicked words and as Gearing stated,
it was „a note of evil-minded men, not only willing to speak evil, but gladly hear evil‟.131
It was feared that „the vilest abuses of speech (even Blasphemy, Treason and Slander
themselves) may be safely whispered into ears, which will receive them with pleasure
and commendation‟.132 The process of spiritual degeneracy could, therefore, start by
regular exposure to and an acquiescence of profane swearing. The Lincolnshire vicar
Samuel Walker (b. 1675?) claimed, „Those that hear… Speaking of Wicked Blasphemy
and Talking against the most High, will be too effectually Instructed and Taught to do the
same themselves‟.133 Similarly, Woodward feared that those „partaking in other Mens
Sins, but are in great Danger of Learning to lisp after them, till they commence Teachers
of Blasphemy themselves.‟134
130

131

[Killiray], The Swearer, p. 11.
Gearing, Bridle for the Tongue, pp. 134-5.

132

Barrow, Sermons against Evil Speaking, p. 13; quotation cited in sermon one, based upon James 3:2
(place and date unspecified).
133

Samuel Walker, Reformation of Manners Promoted by Argument, in Several Essays… (1711), p. 241.

134

[Woodward], Kind Caution, p. 3.

150

Once proficiency had been gained, habit quickly followed. The Church of England
clergyman and educational writer Edward Wells (1667-1727) noted that, uttering an oath
unknowingly was „so far from lessening, that it aggravates the Crime to an High Degree;
it being certain, that a Person must be arriv‟d to an Habitual Practice of a Sin, before He
can be guilty of Committing it Unawares or Unknown to himself.‟135 In a discussion of
profane swearing, Bishop Gilbert Burnet (1643-1715) stated, „it aggravates the Sin when
a Man is so habituated to it, that he falls into it without reflection, or so much as knowing
that he had so transgressed.‟136 To engage in habitual profane swearing was seen as a
consequence of desensitization to the threat of God‟s vengeance and a distancing from
knowledge of God. As Richard Baxter warned: „if you willfully cast yourself ordinarily
into… [blaspheming] Company, by degrees your sense and tenderness will be gone‟.137
Habitual profane swearing was the slippery slope to wickedness, for „NOTHING can be
more piercing to the Heart of a Christian, than to hear the Multitudes of Oaths and
prophane Speeches which proceed out of the Mouths of many People, without any Sense
of the Evil they do, or fear of any thing they must suffer for so doing‟. 138 As the zealous
moral reformer and clergyman Thomas Bray (bap. 1658, d. 1730) observed, „a Course or
Habit in any Sin obstinately persisted in… is a Rebellion against God‟. 139 For John Rost
(d. 1713), „A common and customary Swearer that owns there is a God, and who hath
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strictly forbidden men to take his name in vain, must needs be the most wilful, Perverse
and Reprobate Sinner on this side [of] Hell‟.140

Turning to anger: Linda Pollock has recently commented that early modern Christian
thought held a plurality of views on the subject of human anger;141 yet her assessment
related to civil interactions and broadly overlooked spiritual critiques.142 Whilst
contemporary attitudes towards the latter may have been no less diverse, there was a
strand of thought which construed outward anger as evidence of inward distemper.143 For,
„He that hath no rule over his own Spirit is like a city that is broken down, and without
walls‟ (Prov. 25:28).144 It was perhaps with such sentiments in mind that the Church of
England clergyman John Trapp (1601-1669) reminded his readers that, according to St
Chrysostom, „Anger is a short devil…[and] the fury of the unclean spirit‟.145 So corrosive
was this type of anger that clergymen such as Lancelot Blackburne (1658-1743)
interpreted it as „Murther of the Tongue‟.146 In the telling words of a prayer, John
Tillotson wrote, „I have offended against thee by Anger…by neglecting to govern my
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Passions… [by] evil Speaking… Lord, what can I say unto thee for these and
innumerable other provocations of my Life?‟147
If profane swearing was considered „a symptom of Hatred against God‟, 148 then it may be
suggested that swearing in anger confirmed that wickedness lay deep in the agent‟s soul,
elevating the words uttered to blasphemy. Anger was no excuse for sinful words; 149 on
the contrary, it was said that „Foolish men void of understanding are spiritually slain by
Anger and Wrath: for that by not restraining with the curb of reason the eruption or
breaking forth of this unruly Passion, they fall into some deadly sins, as Blasphemy
against God‟.150 As The Athenian Mercury affirmed, anger was a „Fire in the Heart‟
causing „oaths and Blasphemies‟ to rise from the mouth like smoke.151 For Thomas
Watson, „Swearers like Mad Dogs, fly in the Face of Heaven, and when they are
Nonconformist Samuel Cradock (1621-1726), anger „disarms the Soul of its chief defence
which is reason and consideration. It sets the tongue on fire, causing it to vent it self in
swearing, cursing, railing, reviling, and sometimes it flies out even in to Blasphemy.‟152
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Maureen Flynn has recently reminded scholars that according to Gregorian theology
blasphemy was the „daughter of wrath‟. She has shown that in Spanish medieval and
renaissance moral literature, blasphemy was often understood as speech which, „related
not to people‟s rational and volitional powers, but to their imaginative capacities, their
passionate nature, and their physiological humours‟.153 Yet, in seventeenth-century
England, blasphemy was no mere by-product of a deadly sin. As the Presbyterian
minister Daniel Burgess (1646-1713) asserted, „Anger made Jonah blaspheme God, and
ask his own Death‟ (Jona. 4:1-11).154 Wrath was the stimulus to blasphemy, and it was
the latter which was understood as the deadly sin. Despite the extent to which
contemporaries appealed to the Decalogue to give structure to their critique of
immorality, it would appear that the sin of wrath against God had been recast as an
opposite to the „meaknesse‟ with which Christians should receive and administer the
word of God,155 signalling internal hatred of Him. It was this sense of anger that allowed
pious critics to represent an aggravated form of profane swearing, which constituted
blasphemy.

Finally, the bold aggressor against God was arguable the antithesis of a God-fearing
Christian. For Robert Boyle (1627-1691), „boldness that men personate against their
Maker (were it real) would not be the effect of their resolution, but either of their
inconsiderateness, or their unbelief‟.156 When such boldness was used to swear profanely,
the result was sheer blasphemy. Indeed, Calvin stated that, „the spirit of blasphemy [is]
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when man‟s boldness deliberately leaps into reproach of divine name.‟157 William Bisset
declared that, „every Presumptuous Sinner is a Rebel and a Traytor, and that against the
Supreme Majesty of Heaven… [is] one Species of High-Treason‟.158 Pious critics
believed that it was only those emboldened persons, swollen with spiritual pride in their
erroneous lives, who would dare shrug off belief in God, His laws, and His vengeance, to
set down a gauntlet to the Almighty in a torrent of wicked swearing, to fly „in the very
Face of God‟159. It is striking how a notion of pride facilitated a critique of profane
swearing as blasphemy, showing how representations of wickedness complemented
divine moral law. It was, as John Yate (fl. 1702) explained in his sermon to the SRMs in
Buckinghamshire, „the Boldness of Man in Wickedness‟ that enabled „that confidence
and Security‟ to „Blaspheme the Name of God… as if authorized by a Law‟. 160 The
perceived mentality of the wicked swearer was described in one broadsheet as follows:

Behold the wretched Swearer void of Shame,
He values not how he blasphemes the Name
Or that Good God that gave him Life and Breath,
And soon can strike him with the Darts of Death.161
A lack of shame, or guilt, demonstrated spiritual bankruptcy: one clear hallmark of
blasphemy. In swearing without shame a person demonstrated that they were immune to
the knowledge and fear of God, and resolute in an unabashed manner to attack God.
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VI

Figure 9: [Anon.], A Thundering Poem to the Swearer… (1707), broadsheet.

By way of a conclusion, I want to dwell for a moment on one particularly sensationalist
broadsheet against swearing: A Thundering Poem to the Swearer: Or, a Dreadful
Warning to all Wicked and Presumptuous Blasphemers; with a Lively Description of
Divine Vengeance, Prepar‟d for the Punishment of Such Impenitent and Obstinate
Sinners (1707). I have underlined the words which at first glance might appear mere
hyperbole; but which, as this chapter has demonstrated, would have actually resonated
with a set of theological anxieties amongst godly contemporaries. What is so striking
about this particular broadsheet is the way that the title and the image complement each
other to cover the different manifestations of wicked swearing as blasphemy. In the title,
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one is presented with a sense in which the blasphemy of swearing rested upon
conceptions of pride and wrath, recast from their deadly states by early modern practical
theology, as well as intention and habituation. For the Presbyterian minister John Barret
(1631-1713), „There are no Sins so small, but the deliberate, licentious, resolved practice
of them, is sufficient to prove a Man in a graceless and damnable Estate. Thus a Man
may be condemned even for idle words‟.162 The depiction of blasphemous swearing in the
image is quite different. Here, God‟s vengeance is inflicted, both directly from Heaven
and via devils at God‟s command, against men who profanely swear by „GOD‟S
BLOOD‟ and „GOD DAMN‟. The blasphemy is in the substance of the swearing and
confirmed by the enactment of a divinely sanctioned death sentence. The picture most
likely dates from an earlier work, but its placement in A Thundering Poem neatly draws
together two representations of profane swearing as blasphemy in early modern England.

In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate that the great consternation about the
blasphemy of „the street‟ lay less with the substance of profane swearing and more with a
representation of the wicked manner in which it was believed profane swearing was
being made manifest. For godly commentators, the temporal concerns of profane
swearing gave way to a series of theological anxieties about how profane swearing could
provide implicit evidence for the renouncing of one‟s belief in God and an attack upon
Him. These concerns were real and theologically cogent; yet, like the sins of Mr.
Badman, they were also mainly the culmination of a series of opposite traits to godly
living. If there was a belief in such a godly maxim as „the love of God is the true ground
of hatred of sin‟,163 then, by inversion, the love of sin proved the hatred of God.
Blasphemous swearing was principally understood as a perceived love of profane
swearing, evidenced by intentional, habitual, angry, or bold expressions of profane
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swearing. Fear did not emanate from actual observations, but from distorted
representations and a pious preoccupation with terrible spiritual ends. In finishing this
chapter where I began, in the words of Woodward it was „licentious tongues‟ that
blasphemed. The unbridled tongue, like a devil free from God‟s providential leash,
propagated evil, whereas a tongue whose bridle had merely slipped for a moment did not.
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~ Chapter 4 ~
Anti-Providentialism: A Case Study of ‘the Stage Debate’

The Divine Providence is not justly chargeable with any thing, that is utterly inconsistent
and irreconcilable with the Holiness of Government… the least thought and imagination
of this is a very great Blasphemy, and the greater and more unpardonable Blasphemy,
because there is no temptation to suspect any such thing of God.
(William Sherlock, 1694)

1

For orthodox Protestants, one of the most public and institutionalized centres of
immorality was the playhouse, for it had a „natural and unavoidable tendency to that
which [was] sinful and unlawful‟.2 Unlike the tavern or the whore-house, the theatre
stimulated the minds of attendees to form the antithesis of holy worship. The foundations
for such a view appeared to come from primitive Christianity. As the fiery Church of
England clergyman Thomas Bray (bap. 1658, d.1730) noted, „the Primitive Bishops and
Fathers of the Church strictly enjoin‟d all Christians at their Baptism, not to frequent, or
so much as to be once present‟ at the theatre.3 Passages by, amongst others, Tertullian (b.
c.160), St. Cyprian (bap. c.246), St. Chrysostom (b. c.347), and St. Augustine (b. 354)
confirmed that the theatre was a place of fundamental evil. 4 In 1684, the Church of
1
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3

Thomas Bray, Short Discourse Upon the Doctrines of our Baptismal Covenant, (2nd edn., 1698), p. 118.
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England clergyman Anthony Horneck (1641-1697), declared that those Christians who
attended the playhouse destroyed all meaning given by the Eucharist. 5 For the Societies
for the Reformation of Manners (SRMs), the output of the stage was nothing but a
„superlative degree of Atheistical Prophaneness‟, which had a „direct tendency… to
corrupt and vitiate the minds of the generality of all sorts‟.6

Such sentiments had last been raised during the Puritan antitheatrical controversy which
raged between the 1570s to the 1630s.7 Then it had been the irascible and unrelenting pen
of William Prynne (1600-1669) that had sought to publish every conceivable reason why
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1660-1900‟, in Traditon im Luthertum und Anglikanismus (Oecumenica; Mohn, 1972), pp. 63-85; Eamon
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Renaissance and Renewal (Studies in Church History, 14; Oxford, 1977), pp. 287-300; Jean-Louis Quantin,
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the theatre was evil and should be suppressed. Yet, Prynne‟s infamous Histrio-mastix
(1633) had not been circumspect when it came to criticizing royal patronage of the
theatre: an indiscretion which Archbishop Laud was able to use to bring about a
prosecution for seditious libel at the Court of the Star Chamber. Prynne was subsequently
found guilty and sentenced to have his ears cut off, pay a fine of £5000, and imprisoned
for life. Although he faced a further prosecution for sedition in 1637, he was later freed
and exiled, only to return in 1640.8 The memory of Prynne‟s punishment would have
been a stark warning to those critical of the theatre to be wary of making their case
overtly political. That being said, by the 1690s the diminished threat of such a violent fate
and a growing unease about the supposed immorality of the theatre made the time ripe for
public condemnation of the playhouse. Pious people believed that vices on stage were not
merely represented and then imitated by vulnerable members of the audience, 9 but that
the theatre was a place where playwright, player, and spectator met to collude in sin. In a
sermon delivered in 1698, Samuel Wesley (bap. 1662, d. 1735) lamented, „our Infamous
Theatres… seem to have done more Mischief, than Hobes himself or our new Atheistical
Clubs, to the Faith and Morals or our Nation.‟10 In a sermon to the SRMs, William
Bisset (1670-1747) later concurred, that the two permanent theatres in London, at Drury

8
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Lane and Lincoln‟s Inn Fields, were the very „Academies of Hell‟ that formed „Satan‟s
seat‟ on earth.11
In 1698, at the height of the „moral panic‟, the nonjuring clergyman Jeremy Collier
(1650-1726) published A Short View of the Immorality, and Profaneness of the English
Stage.12 With this work, Collier, almost single-handedly, turned what had hitherto been a
series of pious snipes against the theatre into a full scale controversy about the very
existence of the playhouse in society. A Short View and the controversy it sparked, known
to literary scholars as „the stage debate‟, ranged across drama, politics, culture, and
religion. The substance and coverage of A Short View was, in some ways, similar to that
of Prynne‟s Histrio-mastix: both works pressed a diverse range of virulent anti-stage
arguments in a wider reformation of manners context; and both appealed to patristic
sources and supposedly primitive Christian ideals to bolster their claims. C.D.A.
Leighton has recently argued that the intellectual distinctiveness of most non-jurors was a
tendency for a historically imbued theological method that ran counter to developments
in philosophical theology and extended to a mindset that showed an „unwillingness to
accommodate... the fashions of the age‟.13 This description complements an historical
understanding of the non-jurors as anti-Erastian schismatics in the context of postReformation and Restoration politics.14 More significantly it helps explain the apparent
11
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similarity between the anti-theatre views of Collier and Prynne. Whilst Collier was a
staunch critic of Prynne‟s interpretation of history; 15 when it came to denouncing the
stage as evil, commentators such as the political writer James Drake (bap. 1666, d. 1707)
identified Prynne as Collier‟s „famous Predecessor... whose Arguments and way of
Reasoning Mr Collier inherits as well as quarrel, with a double portion of his Spirit‟.16
On the specific topic of the theatre, a common belief in diabolism, coupled with a zeal for
reinstalling primitive Christian virtue through a reformation of manners, seemingly had
the potential to transcend confessional differences.

The most stinging criticism of A Short View was that plays were not only immoral and
profane, but blasphemous; and that appreciation of such plays was tantamount to
worshipping the Devil.17 Significantly, however, this view was not formulated in
Collier‟s treatment of how the stage abused the clergy. Collier rallied against the „gross‟
and „clumsy‟ representations of clergymen on stage. He lamented that such „abuses‟ were
the product of „wretched‟ manners which made „unthinking People‟ treat the clergy with
contempt and view religion as nothing but a „Fiction‟. Collier appealed for change and
reminded readers that plays could be morally edifying and full of praise for religion, but
he stopped short of identifying attacks against the clergy as a form of blasphemy.18
Instead, Collier‟s descriptions of blasphemy appeared in a more abstract consideration of
profane language. This chapter will argue that Collier‟s cries of „blasphemy‟ were neither
rhetorical hyperbole, nor an over zealous response to profane swear words such as „egad‟
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on stage, but primarily due to a complex representation of anti-providentialism as
blasphemy: the belief that blasphemy consisted of a denial, explicit or implicit, of God‟s
providence. For an introduction to this idea one cannot do much better than to take
account of the historical events that followed the publication of A Short View. But before
continuing, it is worth noting the extent to which previous scholarship has so far avoided
placing the stage debate in its theological context.

Studies into the stage debate have hitherto been dominated by literary and socio-political
approaches which have focused overwhelmingly on Collier and the published replies he
provoked up until 1702. This is not surprising: A Short View was the most popular and
comprehensive anti-theatre tract of the period and it provoked bitter feuds with two of the
most prominent playwrights of the age, Sir John Vanbrugh (1664-1726) and William
Congreve (1670-1729). Since the early twentieth century, literary scholars have debated
the influence of A Short View on contemporary playwrights, dramatic genre, and moral
sensibilities.19 Such work has been fruitful; however, the historiography has tended to
portray Collier rather one-dimensionally as a dogmatic Christian moralizer.20 Mark
Dawson has suggested that a failure to seek a more rounded context has perpetuated a
view that the „debate over the stage was one of “morality”; that explanation of opposition
to the theatre can be found in ethical-religious scruple of a vaguely defined (because

19
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seldom questioned) sort‟.21 In an attempt to revitalize the debate, J. Hopes argued that
anti-stage writers were united by their political allegiance to Country ideals and that, in
part, their writings formed a critique of the debauched, theatre going Court party.22
Alternatively, Dawson suggested that Collier and other anti-stage critics, such as the
journalist George Ridpath (d. 1726), were principally concerned with the threat the
theatre posed as a socio-political „leveller‟, stressing its iconoclastic potential and
tendency to subvert order.23 Such arguments still avoided placing moral consternation in
its theological context and scholars have also seemed reluctant to give due consideration
to the work of anti-stage writers after 1702. Consequently, an historical understanding of
the stage debate, which actually continued into the 1730s, remains unbalanced. Indeed, I
would suggest that the propensity to sideline theology and insist instead upon the
ubiquity of social-political anti-stage critiques needs to be resisted. Whilst much would
be gained from a comprehensive reappraisal of the stage debate, such an enquiry must
rest with another study. It must also be noted that the stage debate defies a single reading
due to its multifarious nature. It is, therefore, not the intention of this chapter to challenge
other work on the stage debate, but to focus on one unexplored aspect to develop a case
study that will illuminate how anti-stage critics represented blasphemy.

In the five years immediately after the publication of A Short View, there was significant
support for Collier‟s call to reform the stage, but few critics gave much attention to his
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specific charges of blasphemy. Most contemporaries would probably have forgotten all
about them had it not been for an act of divine providence and an astonishing historical
accident. On 26 and 27 November 1703, a great storm hit England causing widespread
damage and thousands of deaths.24 The event was universally acknowledged by the
nation‟s Protestants as a sign of God‟s providential wrath and to mark of the severity of
the situation Queen Anne declared that a general fast be observed as public penance on
19 January 1704.25 It was a nervous time for pious folk who had witnessed a frightening
series of providential warnings against public and private sin since the 1692 earthquake.26
Amidst the national distress, it was reported that a group of actors had, only days after the
storm, performed versions of both Shakespeare‟s Macbeth and The Tempest.27 The failure
of the theatre to cancel these productions was quickly represented by pious critics as an
act of blasphemous impudence, ignoring and mocking the providential judgement
inflicted by the storm. The mere fact that a „mock tempest‟ had been played soon after a
24
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real, divinely sanctioned tempest provided the catalyst and context for a renewed
campaign against the profanity and blasphemy of the theatre, this time with a clear
mandate from the Almighty.28

On 10 December 1703, Collier completed a fifteen-page summation of A Short View,
which highlighted how the „Incorrigibleness of the Stage‟ exposed its „Blasphemy‟. 29 To
underscore this point, Collier claimed that during the notorious production of Macbeth,
the „Audience were pleas‟d to clap at an unusual Length of Pleasure and Approbation‟ at
the mention of chimneys being blown down. For Collier, such an act was evidence of
practical atheism signifying that „the Storm was nothing but an Eruption of Epicurus‟s
Atoms‟.30 Moreover, the theatre was not just atheistical, but a reprobate manufacturer of
blasphemous „Sins of Defyance‟, which risked inducing unprecedented divine
punishment equal to that against the biblical city of Sodom.31 The SRMs‟ chief polemist
Josiah Woodward (1657-1712) followed Collier‟s lead a month later with Some Thoughts
Concerning the Stage in a Letter to a Lady (1704).32 Woodward denounced the actions of
the theatre as „a downright Rebellion against God…and an Attempt upon his
Government‟; and went on to warn that the stage was home to „a Disease which may, in
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time, prove Fatal to the whole Nation.‟33 The prominent Nonconformist Whig journalist
John Tutchin (c.1660-1707) complained that the production of Macbeth had been
„design‟d to mock the Almighty Power of God‟ and that the players were „Impious and
Blasphemous Wretches‟ who had „Ridicule[d] that Amazing and Stupendous
Judgment‟.34 When the day of national penance arrived, the Bishop of Oxford told the
Lords gathered at Westminster Abbey that the playing of The Tempest shortly after the
storm was an „unprecedented piece of Profaneness‟ that was an „affront to God,
unparalleled by any civilized nation‟.35 At a simultaneous sermon in Cambridge, the
Congregationalist Minister Joseph Hussey (d. 1726) took the opportunity to attack the
„blasphemies‟ of the playhouse, and in citing Eusebius‟s De Vita Constantini denounced
the stage as the „Temples and Schools of the Devil‟.36 In reaction to the widespread
condemnation, the Lord Chamberlain ordered the Master of Revels to be more careful in
granting play licences.37 As far as the Privy Council was concerned, this action seemed to
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put an end to the matter;38 however, a significant propaganda campaign by pious critics
against the theatre continued for a further four years.39

In the following months John Tutchin continued to attack the stage in his newspaper The
Observator, and Daniel Defoe (1660?-1731), another notable Nonconformist, also joined
the fray by attacking the stage in his Review. Furthermore, the anti-stage works of Collier
and Woodward, along with reprinted sections of a sermon against the stage by
Archbishop John Tillotson and a critical essay by the clergyman Richard Willis (bap.
1664, d. 1734),40 were bought and distributed to churches across London by the newly
formed Society for Promoting of Christian Knowledge (SPCK). 41 Sir John Philipps
(c.1666-1737), a leading member of the SPCK and a Whig MP, penned A Short Account
of the Impiety and Immorality of the Stage (1703, i.e. 1704), which was also circulated by
the SPCK.42 Further papers against the theatre were written by the Society‟s own Thomas
Bray and Robert Nelson (1656-1715), and were distributed across London in their
38
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thousands.43 Arthur Bedford (bap. 1668, d.1745), a fervent moralizer and nonjuring
clergyman from Bristol, capitalized on the momentum of the renewed campaign by
publishing The Evil and Danger of Stage-Plays (1706), which claimed to list
approximately 1400 examples of „Swearing, Cursing and Blasphemy‟ in the play scripts
published in the years 1704 and 1705 alone.44 The SPCK promptly bought and distributed
151 copies of the book,45 which was the most zealous attack on the stage since William
Prynne‟s Histrio-Mastix of 1633. Despite the significant ideological gap that would have
existed between lay, Nonconformist Whigs and staunch nonjuring clergymen, these men
were united in their view that the stage was profane and blasphemous. In short, it would
appear that the polemical charge of blasphemy against the theatre was less the hyperbole
of religious extremism, and more a polemical view amongst a wide cross-section of Godfearing orthodox Protestants who had been shocked by the failure of the theatre to pay
attention to God‟s providence. This was arguably symptomatic of the „non-partisan
stance of the SPCK in an intensely partisan era‟ and such solidarity highlights the extent
to which religious anxieties of the first decade of the eighteenth century were not totally
framed by the partisan politics surrounding the Convocation controversy and the debates
about the „Church in danger‟.46

Assessing the stage debate with respect to the aftermath of the 1703 storm provides a
very vivid account of how anti-providentialism was conceived in general terms. When
one turns to assess the substance of anti-stage writings, it transpires that a fear of anti43
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providentialism lay much deeper than the public consternation against the notorious
productions of Macbeth and The Tempest. In A Short View, Collier had devoted a chapter
to „the Prophaneness of the Stage‟, which was subdivided into two sections: „Cursing and
Swearing‟ and „Abuse of Religion and the Holy Scripture‟. Collier noted that the latter,
though less common than the former, was the more dangerous of the two principally
because sometimes it did not „stop short of Blasphemy‟.47 For Collier, swearing and
„making bold with the Name of God… [was] the least part of the Charge‟, because the
players and playwrights had „attempted as it were to scale the sky, and attack the seat of
omnipotence: they have blasphemed the attributes of God, ridiculed his providence‟.48
Collier lamented that „the Jews used to rend their Cloaths at the hearing of Blasphemy,
and is it now become the Entertainment of Christians… To see Men defy the Almighty,
and play with Thunder, one would think should be far from Diversion.‟ 49 In The Evil and
Danger of Stage-Plays, Bedford produced a chapter entitled „The Stage guilty of
Swearing, and Blasphemy‟ which was remarkably similar in structure to Collier‟s
chapter. Profane swearing such as „e Gad‟ or „Lard‟, 50 was quickly covered to give
prominence to offences which were deemed blasphemous, particularly those that seemed
to corrupt the doctrine of providence. In exposing the fundamental evil of the stage,
Tutchin and Philipps tended to cite many different quotes together and describe all of
them as profane, blasphemous, or both; but they too showed a preoccupation with anti47

Collier, Short View, p. 60.

48

[Collier], Mr Collier‟s Dissuasive, p. 6.

49

Jeremy Collier, A Defence of the Short View of the Profaneness and Immorality of the English Stage.
(1699), p. 15. In the Jewish tradition, tearing one‟s garments was a powerful sign of mourning, see: E.P.
Sanders, The Historical Figure of Jesus (London, 1993), p. 271.
50

Switching the vowel in the word „God‟ appears to have been a technique used by playwrights and actors
to avoid infringement of the 1605 Act „For the Preventing and Avoiding of the Great Abuse of the Holy
Name of God, in Stage-Plays‟ (3 Jac. I c. 21). It is interesting to note that a similar technique is still
employed today to circumvent censure for obscene words. For example, in the British television sitcom
Father Ted, the word „fuck‟ is replaced with „feck‟ to allow for a pre-watershed broadcast.

171

providential themes. I do not wish to suggest that the conception of blasphemy amongst
anti-stage writers was monolithic; however, it would appear that on the whole they did
not consider profane oaths, in isolation, as particularly blasphemous,51 whilst words that
were construed as anti-providential were. Differentiating between these two types of
profanity provide an insight into how the low level profanity and lewdness of
Bartholomew Fair, for example, was a very different concern to the charge that
professional, and in other ways respectable, theatres exuded practical blasphemy.52

This chapter will investigate why certain plays were deemed blasphemous by anti-stage
writers and what significance this belief held. I shall argue that anti-stage writers
seriously believed that particular dramatic passages constituted an attack upon God‟s
providence and represented anti-providentialism as a mode of blasphemy as aggravated
unbelief. I shall first sketch out the doctrine of providence, so as to provide a reference
point for later analysis. Next, I shall discuss what approach anti-stage writers would have
probably adopted in critiquing play scripts. I shall then turn to an analysis of some key
instances where plays were condemned by anti-stage critics as blasphemous.

I
God‟s providence can be understood as divine governance of the world, drawing upon
His omnipresence, omnipotence, omniscience, and infinite goodness. For John Calvin,
the most influential reformed theologian on the doctrine of providence, God‟s general
providence constituted an overriding plan for the world and its creatures, whilst His
particular providence concerned divine intervention in the form of mercies and
51
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judgements.53 Even though God‟s providential disposition was ultimately unknowable,
Calvinist theology acknowledged that providence was intimately connected with
predestination. General providence provided an explanation for earthly suffering, whilst
particular providences formed God‟s communication with the predestined elite.54 By the
Restoration, this view had been somewhat diluted to the point where apparently selfevident interpretations of particular providences were made in order to judge the relative
pleasure and displeasure of God with respect to personal and national sin.55 This shift in
interpretation was facilitated by Thomas Beard‟s hugely influential pseudo-historical
anthology of God‟s vengeances, The Theatre of God‟s Judgements (1597), and the
subsequent anti-atheist narratives I detailed in chapter two. John Spurr has shown how
the Restoration Church of England became successful at monopolizing the interpretation
of providential events to censure disunity and immorality.56 Cataclysmic events such as
the plague of 1665-6 and the fire of 1666 were universally acknowledged as signs of
God‟s anger. For these and other providential punishments, fast days were used to as a
means of penance, whilst the supposed causes and consequences of such providential
events were debated for years in anniversary sermons and religious pamphlets.
Furthermore, as I have already shown, pseudo-historical accounts of how sinful
individuals met with untimely death, continued to maintain credence in the belief that
God kept a constant check on human depravity by issuing judgments upon the wicked. In
53
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short, there was a strong belief that God controlled the natural causes of human happiness
and misery in order to reward the good and give warning and punishment to the wicked.57
God‟s providences precipitated divine justice in a manner that was analogous to
eschatological judgement, but they were more immediate and usually implemented either
temporally via natural causes or spiritually by devils sent by God to enact His sentence.
„The line between what was and was not special intervention remained somewhat
blurred‟;58 however, despite empirical developments in natural philosophy, everyday
events and divine intervention were subsumed „under the rubric of Divine Providence‟59
well into the eighteenth century.60

The doctrine of providence was essential to practical theology, and not just because it
detailed the ever present threat of divine punishment. Godly observers believed that not a
single sparrow fell to the ground without the will of God (Matt. 10:29-30).61 His
meticulous attention to detail was believed to be matched by divine governance that was

57

William Sherlock, A Practical Discourse Concerning a Future Judgement (2nd edn., 1692), pp. 14-65;
Sherlock, Providence, p. 224.
58

Barbara J. Shapiro, Probability and Certainty in Seventeenth-Century England: a Study of the
Relationships Between Natural Science, Religion, History, Law, and Literature (Princeton, NJ,1983), p. 93.
59

Ibid.

60

J.C.D Clark, „Providence, Predestination and Progress: or did the Enlightenment Fail?‟, Albion, 35
(2003): pp. 559-89. For a wider discussion, see: Maxine Van De Wetering, „Moralizing in Puritan Natural
Science: Mysteriousness in Earthquake Sermons‟, Journal of the History of Ideas, 43 (1982), pp. 417-38;
Chris Smyth, „Perceptions of Extraordinary Natural Events in England, 1692-1783‟ (unpublished PhD
dissertation, University of Cambridge, 2007).
61

This belief was not just articulated in sermons and catechisms. See: [Richard Allestree], The Art of
Contentment (Oxford, 1675), p. 121; John Ray, Three Physio-Theological Discourses, Concerning I. The
Primitive Chaos, and Creation of the World. II. The General Deluge, its Causes and Effects. III The
Dissolution of the World and Future Conflagration… (2nd edn., 1693), unpaginated preface, p. xiv];
[Anon.], The Ladies Dictionary; Being a General Entertainment for the Fair-Sex: A Work Never Attempted
Before in English (1694), p. 411.

174

always good, even if its effects did not appear so to mere mortals. 62 The sometimes harsh
consequences of wind, rain and snow, for example, were actually necessary and good,
„whether for correction, or for his land, or for mercy‟ (Job 37:13).63 Indeed, „the measure
of God‟s Providence is his Goodness… what-ever designed or permitted Evil there seems
in Providence, it is for a far greater good‟.64 Richard Allestree (1622-1681) noted that, „It
is the imperfection of our finite nature that we cannot at once attend to divers things…
But God‟s infinity cannot be so bounded; his eies at once see, and his providence at once
orders all the most distant and disparate things in the world‟. 65 God‟s providence kept
„sin in general under such shame‟.66
To deny God‟s providence, explicitly or implicitly, was to deny the qualities and
functions of God that made Him God. Thus, in actions and speech acts, antiprovidentialism was a strand of practical blasphemy. The most straightforward form of
anti-providentialism was, as has already been shown, to demonstrate a disregard for
providential judgements. Anti-providentialism was also arguably implicit in many
ungodly activities which appeared to contravene God‟s governance of the world, such as
profane swearing and cursing, gambling, and even grumbling at sufferings. The sense
that anti-providentialism constituted a form of aggravated unbelief was made plain by
Daniel Defoe:
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Not satisfy‟d his Maker to deny,
Provokes him with Lampoon and Blasphemy;
And with unprecedented Insolence
Banters a God, and scoffs at Providence…67
In most cases it is particularly difficult for scholars to discern godly consternation on the
grounds of anti-providentialism from other anxieties, because the relevant polemic is
often too vague or too intertwined with other arguments. The stage debate, however,
offers a rare opportunity to investigate the substance of and sensitivity to antiprovidentialism. The interpretations that anti-stage writers placed on dramatic passages
might well appear either absurd or facile to modern readers; and so, before finally turning
to the evidence, it is necessary to understand the way in which pious critics would have
approached play scripts.

II

Pious critics obviously never went to the theatre. What is more, it would appear that antistage writers held a flagrant disregard for dramatic context. Bedford tended to use three
or four word quotations to prove an entire play guilty of blasphemy, and a similar
strategy was adopted by the other commentators. It is plausible that the critics treated
plays as texts, imputing them with a quasi-philosophical quality which exacerbated the
extent to which they were viewed as serious attacks upon God. That being said, the likes
of Collier were primarily concerned with convincing their readers that certain plays were
dangerous and fundamentally evil. To this end, anti-stage works largely comprised of
examples of guilty passages glued together with fiery polemic rather than theological
analysis. Robert Hume has claimed that Collier was „a fundamentalist zealot and a
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literalist‟, who was „grossly insensitive to satire and context‟.68 To explain why critics
such as Collier overlooked context in such an unapologetic way, most literary scholars
have concurred with Aubrey Williams that the clash between Collier and the playwrights
was principally the result of opposing philosophical theories concerning the separation
between life and art. According to Williams, Collier viewed the world through a Platonic
lens, whereby all artistic representation was a copy of reality, whilst the playwrights took
the opposing Aristotelian position that artistic depiction was merely a symbol of mental
states that had no direct connection with reality.69 The Platonic position placed a
responsibility on art to display and uphold self evident truths about the nature of good
and evil. With respect to plays, this meant that they were supposed to „display Vice and
Virtue in their proper Colours, and to make the one more odious, by representing it black
and deformed as it was, and to give encouragement to the other, by dressing it up in the
most pleasing form‟.70 Nevertheless, beyond carefully choreographed morality plays, the
theatre was always in danger of confirming Plato‟s own suspicions that art, as the preoccupation of mere copies, was a sinister and dangerous practice which obscured and
corrupted reality.71 Collier‟s treatment of dramatic quotations as literal assertions
certainly corresponds with a Platonic view; but it would be somewhat naive to gloss over
the extent to which this philosophical framework was suffused by Christian theology.

Before A Short View was published, Archbishop John Tillotson had delivered a sermon
against the stage, based upon the words of St. Paul „Let no corrupt communication
proceed out of your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying, that it may
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minister grace unto the hearers‟ (Eph. 4:29).72 In preaching that, „corrupt communication
was evidence of a corrupt and impure heart‟,73 Tillotson affirmed the decree of scripture
and drew upon Augustinian theology to illuminate how evil deeds were evidence of an
evil will.74 The implication for stage was clear: in discerning between good and evil,
context was an irrelevance and all arguments to the contrary, including Aristotelian
„imitation‟, were erroneous. In A Short View, Collier acknowledged the importance of the
decree on evil communications,75 and, significantly, a section of Tillotson‟s sermon was
one of the first publications in the SPCK‟s propaganda campaign against the stage.
Bedford also stated that, „whatever is a Sin when spoken in another Place, is as much a
Sin when spoken in the Play-House.‟76 Words could be legitimately censured, no matter
what the context, if the accuser could convincingly argue that they were evil. I would
therefore suggest that whilst the approach of anti-stage writers shows the signs of
Platonic theory, their methodology was principally driven by a religious critique that
understood language via an uncompromising dichotomy between good and evil.

With an interpretative framework in place, I shall now turn to an analysis of some key
examples of dramatic texts that were identified as blasphemous. Despite the apparent
wealth of source material, noted above, only a handful of writers endeavoured to specify
which plays and which passages were blasphemous. For this reason the majority of the
analysis will be conducted with respect to the work of Collier, Bedford, Tutchin and
Philipps.
72

John Tillotson, Fifteen Sermons on Several Subjects… (1702), pp. 289-323.

73

Ibid.,p. 301.

74

For Augustine, „an evil will is the efficient cause of an evil deed‟, and so it may be suggested that an evil
deed is evidence of an evil will. See: St. Augustine, The City of God against the Pagans, Bk. XII, Ch. 6,
trans., Philip Levine (The Loeb Classical Library; London, 1966).
75

Collier, Short View, p. 118.

76

Bedford, Evil and Danger, p. 188.

178

III
In Sir John Vanbrugh‟s play The Relapse (1697), the character Young Fashion schemes
to seduce his brother‟s fiancée in order to secure her substantial dowry. Upon devising a
workable ploy with his accomplice, Fashion declares, „providence thou see‟st at last,
takes care of men of merit‟.77 Collier was so incensed by this passage he singled it out as
„plain blasphemy‟ and „an eruption of hell with a witness‟. 78 In an incredulous reply
Vanbrugh defended his work by arguing: „every body knows the word providence in
common discourse goes for fortune and yet no one ever thought it blasphemy to say,
fortune‟s blind, or fortune favours fools‟.79 In this case there is, perhaps, a tendency for
modern readers to side with Vanbrugh in assuming that Collier‟s grievance lay with the
use of language. Michael Cordner has suggested that Collier‟s allegations of blasphemy
were predominantly levelled in reaction to the playwright‟s failure to construct pious
sentences from a common religious vocabulary.80 Whilst such an argument might appear
persuasive, it implies that Vanbrugh actually knew that his words would be deemed
blasphemous and that he manipulated religious language to evoke controversy. Far from
being an irreligious polemicist, Vanbrugh was one of the most acclaimed and successful
playwrights of his age and the notion that he knowingly transgressed clerical or public
opinion on matters such as providence may have spelt ruin. As a pre-emptive measure
against the sensitivities of a zealous minority, Vanbrugh prefaced his work with a
declaration that it contained no blasphemy.81 In the years immediately after the
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publication of the play, no one but Collier had the inclination to censure Vanbrugh for
blasphemy; although had The Relapse been published shortly after the storm,
condemnation of such a passage might have been more forthcoming. It may be suggested
that what informed the perception of blasphemy was the sensitivity of the reader to
particular words, given a particular bias, and a particular context.
Towards the end of The Relapse the character Berintha says, „Now consider of what has
been said, and Heaven give you grace to put it in practice‟.82 Collier interpreted this to be
a brazen claim that God sanctioned the wicked themes and sentiments in the play; for he
stated, „Berinthia concludes in Blasphemy,… These words would be always upon the
Stage, but the Application of them here, is flamingly Blasphemous.‟83 Again, Vanbrugh
pleaded ignorance: „There‟s nothing serious in‟t, as if she wou‟d perswade… the
Audience that Heaven approv‟d what she was doing‟.84 Collier dismissed this defence as,
„somewhat doubtful‟ and lamented that Vanbrugh „may as well Blaspheme as let it
alone‟.85 Since the meaning of blasphemy was informed by the process of judgement, and
hence by the perceptions of those who made that judgement, Collier perhaps felt he was
in a stronger position to dictate the terms of the debate and dismiss Vanbrugh‟s reply out
of hand. Indeed, it might be said that the concept of blasphemy held an inbuilt bias which
favoured the accuser over the accused. For Collier, the slightest suggestion that God
could smile upon wicked people was a subversion of God‟s providential goodness and a
scandalous attack on the very theological building blocks of the nature of God.
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If one way of subverting God‟s providence was to suggest that God rewarded the wicked,
the notion that God wilfully punished the good caused similar outrage. For example,
Philipps condemned even the most subtle expression of such a view, in another of
Vanbrugh‟s plays, The False Friend (1702). In the play, the character Don Guzman
discovers that his lover is already married. In a rage he confronts his deceitful mistress
and appealing to Heaven cries out: „Why does it then permit us Life and Thought? Are
we deceiv‟d in its Omnipotence? Is it reduce‟d to find its Pleasure in its Creature‟s
Pain?‟86 The suggestion that God enjoyed inflicting His punishments had the potential to
destabilize the notion that divine chastisement was corrective and for the greater good. It
also posited the perverse idea that such acts were instigated arbitrarily to suit God‟s
pleasure, presenting the view that God might actually be evil. Taking the alleged
transgressions of Young Fashion, Berintha, and Don Guzman together demonstrates the
critics‟ apparent preoccupation with theodicy, the vindication of God from evil.

Straightforward theodicy was essential to maintaining a strong belief in a providential
God, and vice versa. It may be suggested that theodicean doubt was the most common
form of anti-providentialism, readily manifest in any discontent of human sufferings.87
Consequently, quite aside from philosophical discussions,88 theodicy was a matter for
practical theology.89 Any „Ignorance or misunderstanding‟ in „How far the holy and
righteous God is, or may be concerned in, or make the use of the evil Actions or wicked
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Men and Devils, without any Impeachment of his Righteousness and Holiness‟, was
tantamount to atheism.90 Moreover, I would argue that theodicy was necessary to deliver
humanity from blasphemy. Indeed, it transpires that in the theological polemic of antistage criticism even the faintest insinuation that God was evil was represented as
blasphemy. Here was an example of blasphemy: a denial of God by means of attributing
erroneous characteristics upon Him. To impute God with qualities He did not have was
clear evidence that one neither knew God, nor feared Him. To ascribe divinity with the
nomenclature of the Devil was seen as an act of such shocking perversity that it affirmed
the blasphemy to be entrenched and of the very worst kind. In judging play scripts to be
riddled with this type of blasphemy, the claims of Collier and his fellow critics are filled
with terrible urgency and depth of meaning. Through all the background profanity of
swearing and irreverence, such cases of blasphemy demonstrated that the stage was
seriously wicked. In sum, anti-providentialism was represented as blasphemy via
theodicy in a way that provides tantalizing glimpses of how theodicy was considered
beyond sober philosophical discourse.

Anti-stage writers were also particularly vexed by passages that they construed as
demonstrating God‟s providence to be deficient, or even totally bogus. In such cases
representations of blasphemous anti-providentialism can be shown to correspond with the
notion of detracting from God what was rightly His. For example, in Thomas D‟Urfey‟s
version of Don Quixote (1694), a song is sung which contains the following words:
Providence that form‟d the Fair
In such a charm Skin,
Their Outside made his only Care,
And never look‟d within.91
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„Here the Poet tells us‟, explained Collier, „that Providence makes Mankind by halves….
This is direct blaspheming the Creation and a Satyr upon God Almighty‟.92 By presenting
the view that God was only half interested in human affairs, or, more subversive still,
only half capable of affecting them, the extract was judged to exude a form of antiprovidentialism which constituted blasphemy. D‟Urfey‟s text was seen as nothing but an
abomination which degraded God to the character of a lacklustre and inept human being:
a preposterous suggestion which only served as proof of an active denial of God. For
Collier, this conviction was confirmed by a line in the play that read, „When the World
first knew Creation, A Rogue was a top Profession‟.93 This was seen as an unequivocal
assertion that Adam‟s fall from grace was the result of God‟s incompetence. Collier‟s
consternation was shared by Richard Willis, who lamented how the stage had „not only
broken with ease‟ any sense of divine providence, „but charged [it] as unconcernedly too
with harshness and folly!‟94
It was only one step further to disregard providence altogether. Bedford lamented that, „in
the worst Times of Paganism…they made Fortune a Goddess… And yet Christians are
now sunk into these very Dregs‟.95 Here the word „fortune‟ was taken as a synonym for
„fate‟. The notion of fate was widely regarded as a pagan, Stoic construction, 96 which
„blasphemously invades the Cardinal Prærogative of Divinity, Omnipotence, by denying
him a reserved power, of infringing, or altering any one of those Laws, which Himself
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ordained‟.97 It was most probably within this context that Bedford charged the following
passage from Granville George Lansdowne‟s The British Enchanters (1706) with
blasphemy.
To Fortune give immortal Praise,
Fortune deposes and can raise.
All is Fortune shall bestow,
‟Tis Fortune governs all below…98
To suggest that fortune or fate governed the world was to strip God of one of His most
fundamental functions. Such a position was blasphemous because it degraded God in a
way that made it possible to deny what He actually was. Bedford was convinced that the
stage was rife with plays that denounced God in this way. It seemed to him most galling
that artists were willing to flaunt such views with total abandonment of godly principle,
shutting out the divine in favour of profane revelry. At the opening of a new theatre at the
Haymarket in 1705,99 such a view was seemingly confirmed by a rather bullish
commemorative speech, which included the following words:
Such was our Builder‟s Art, that soon as nam‟d
This Fabrick, like the Infant World, was fram‟d
The Architect must on dull Order wait;
But ‟tis the Poet only can create…100
Bedford denounced this passage as, „Horrid Blasphemy‟ that was „so rank, as to raise the
Blood at the Reading thereof‟: a sin „greater than Luciferian Pride‟.101 It was so
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inflammatory that Francis Atterbury (1663-1732) saw fit to censure it alongside excerpts
from works like Charles Blount‟s The Oracles of Reason (1693) in his exposé The Axe
Laid to the Root of Christianity (1706).102 The perception was that the last line of the
extract degraded the majesty of God by attributing His providential power of creation to
human beings, a pride riddled delusion that was shockingly blasphemous. It was sheer
impertinence to assume that „so finite a Creature as Man [could] be so bold to Instruct
infinite God to govern the World‟.103 To be clear, I am seeking to argue that this notion of
blasphemy was not merely about the subversive quality of inverting the roles of God and
humankind, but about the spiritual implications of such a suggestion: the view that
blasphemy was manifest by those humans who openly taunted God in the belief that they
were autonomous, with no need to believe in Him, or fear Him.

Bedford sought to make the blasphemous perversity of the theatre plain by contrasting
the words of scripture with an offending passage from Nicholas Rowe‟s, Ulysses (1706).
The Scriptures speak (Acts 4:27, 28) thus of God‟s Over-ruling Providence.
Herod and Pontius Pilate, with the gentiles and people of Israel were
gathered together. For to do whatsoever the hand and counsel of God had
determined before to be done.
The Play-House (Ulysses page 59, line 9)
――‟Tis certainly decreed, Fix‟d as the Law by which Imperial Jove
According to his Prescience and his Power, Ordains the Sons of Men to good or
evil.104
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In the first instance, the scriptural exemplum demonstrated unequivocal human obedience
to God‟s will, the inference being that this was the only conceivable action in the
circumstance given the infinitely good and unquestionable nature of divine providence.
The passage of Ulysses, however, returned to the twin spectres of arbitrary and evil
divine power which has already been assessed above. Moreover, the juxtaposition of the
two passages contrasted the true Christian God with a fake idol of paganism. There is
little evidence that anti-stage writers explicitly accused the theatre of paganism, but pious
critics were particularly vexed by plays that appeared to confirm their blasphemy by
belligerently denying God by ascribing providential powers to a pagan god. The
Observator exclaimed: „Can there be anything more Prophane than to appropriate that to
a Heathen Goddess, which is the peculiar Attribute of the Almighty God‟. The paper even
suggested that passages such as „O Ceres. Can thy All-seing Eye Behold this Object‟,
from The Fickle Shephardess (1703), should be brought before the courts for
blasphemy.105 Philipps similarly censured the passages „Ceres, to whom we all things
owe‟ and „Almighty Ceres‟, from the same play.106 Here, I want to suggest that critics
perceived such references to be a symptom of wickedness that teetered on the brink of
demonic imprecation.
In A Short View, Collier attacked John Dryden‟s version of Amphitryon for furnishing
Jupiter with the omnipotence of God.107 To Collier, this was „blasphemy on the top of the
letter, without any trouble of inference, or construction‟.108 Bedford reminded his readers
that that the primitive Christian Origen (185-232) „assures us, That the Christians in his
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Time contended even to Death, rather than they would call Jupiter a God‟.109 The
representation of ancient gods on stage could have been seen as idolatrous and a violation
of God‟s First Commandment. Yet in stating that the „cover of an idol is too thin a
pretence to screen the blasphemy‟,110 Collier hinted that the sin of blasphemy was of an
even greater magnitude. It may be suggested that Collier perceived the character of
Jupiter as a devil. For many early eighteenth-century Christians, the idea that pagan gods,
and dramatic depictions of them at that, should seriously be considered as malignant
forces of evil would have seemed as far-fetched as it does today. For pious critics
informed by primitive Christianity, however, the idea was much more plausible.
Tertullian‟s De Spectaculis, notably cited in A Short View, referred to the patrons of the
theatre, Bacchus and Venus, as „two confederate Devils‟.111 Tertullian also documented
how a woman who had attended the theatre became possessed by a devil. More generally,
he suggested that blaspheming players lent their tongue to the devil, whilst the audience
gave him their ears.112 Both early Christians and early eighteenth-century critics appear to
have believed that the stage was a place of actual demonism, a house of ungoverned
devils. Collier reminded his readers that the Third Council of Carthage (397 CE. Canon
11) had forbidden Christians to attend the playhouse on account of its demonic
blasphemies;113 whilst clergymen such as William Bisset attested that heathen gods were
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demons.114 It is, therefore, possible that attributing the omnipotent powers of the one true
God to Jupiter was seen as owning a devil as God. To call upon Jupiter was not only
blasphemous idolatry, but an example of demonism. I now want to consider how
invoking devils may have been understood as an acute form of anti-providentialism to
illuminate the nexus between devilry and blasphemy.
Jonathan Barry has stated that „Bedford‟s devil and devils do not feature in his writings
on the stage as anything other than spiritual tempters of man to false worship and vice of
every description‟; and that, „the real sin [of the theatre] was of blasphemy, making a jest
of the sacred story and of Hell‟.115

I would argue, however, that Bedford‟s

representations of devils and blasphemy were more complex and interrelated than Barry
suggests. Alexandra Walsham, amongst others, has highlighted the inherent tension in
Protestant demonology between the view that the devils were spiritual tempters and the
claim that they were administers of God‟s providential judgements.116 I want to argue that
when the former was critiqued in front of the backdrop of the latter, a sinister, and
hitherto largely unexplored, interpretation emerges, whereby temptation was a mere
staging post to diabolism free from God‟s providential control.
The way in which devils were believed to be God‟s agents, sent to enact His providential
punishments upon the wicked, has already been demonstrated in the previous two
chapters. Many orthodox Protestants were convinced that: devils were the instruments of
God‟s providential „Justice‟; Hell was the holding place of wicked souls; and both were
114
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„preserv‟d by the Co-operation of the Divine Power‟.117 The Presbyterian minister John
Flavel (bap. 1630, d. 1691) stated that, „Neither Men nor Devils can act anything without
God‟s leave; and be sure he will sign no Order to your prejudice‟. 118 According to St.
Paul, „The Lord knoweth how to deliver the godly out of temptations, and to reserve the
unjust unto the Day of Judgment to be punished‟ (2 Pet. 2:9). 119 Nathan Johnstone has
recently shown how Puritans believed that „God allowed the Devil to tempt man in order
to test their faith‟. Here, protection from Satan was assured through spiritual knowledge
and faith in God; whilst those who gave into the devil became part of his „composite
kingdom‟ in Hell.120 Devils appeared to play a dual role in God‟s governance of the
world, acting as perverse spiritual regulators through cruel examination and punishment.
There was, however, considerable slippage between an image of enslaved devils carefully
choreographed in the art of divinely sanctioned retribution and a wandering prince of
darkness able to draw corrupted souls into his empire.

The problem was that a pessimistic view of the level of evil in the world could lead to a
paranoid perception that the underworld might burst forth into the world of the living and
that devilry might overcome humankind and place the godly in the minority. Indeed, the
threat of „the satanic subversion of the commonplace‟ remained a real and frightening
possibility into the early eighteenth century.121 Fear and the representation of vice had the
potential to undo soteriological assurances and posit in the minds of anxious godly folk
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the idea that the devil was close to ruling the earth. This was the view presented in Daniel
Defoe‟s Political History of the Devil (1726): the Devil was a malevolent imperialist able
to hold power through the complicity of ungodly humans. According to Defoe, „Satan is
call‟d the God of the World, as Men too much prostrate and prostitute themselves to him,
yet he is not the Governor of this World; and therefore the Homage and Worship he has
from the World is an Usurpation; and this will have an End‟.122 Here a divine providential
system of rewards and punishments was replaced by a battle between good and evil.
There was no doubt that God would eventually be victorious over the forces of darkness;
however, devils were represented as unbridled from divine providence, in open rebellion
against God. In this context, it may be suggested that humans who invoked devils might
have appeared to be resolutely of Satan‟s party. Imprecation might, therefore, be cast as
the very antithesis of repentance: an act of aggravated unbelief which not only denied the
redemptive power of God, but also implicitly demonstrated a denial of His providential
ability to punish sinners. To call upon a devil was to collude in unparalleled wickedness
with impunity. In other words, imprecation was a manifestation of anti-providentialism as
blasphemy.

Anti-stage writers certainly censured as blasphemous those plays that explicitly referred
to devils, Hell, and damnation. Devilish language was not uncommon in plays of the
period; being used both metaphorically and as alternative mode of exclamation to taking
God‟s name in vain, which had been illegal upon the stage since 1605. 123 Yet, the plays
in question rarely contained patently anti-religious themes, and most contemporaries
would have deemed the language fairly innocuous once set in the context of the play.
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Nevertheless, phrases such as „death and the Devil‟124 were plucked out of scripts by
commentators such as Bedford and denounced with vitriol as instances of „unparalleled
blasphemy‟.125 Such harsh condemnation was not indiscriminate. Bedford explained in
detail how such blasphemies could be set into five categories: one, to own the Devil as
God; two, to swear by the Devil; three, to call upon the Devil; four, to exclaim the Devil;
five, to praise the Devil.126 By detailing the functions of imprecation, Bedford affirmed
Collier‟s position that „Curses may be Blasphemy‟ and demonstrated how the blasphemy
of diabolism differed from that of idolatry.127 To call upon a devil was to pre-empt the
blasphemy of those trapped in Hell, it was an act which simultaneously denied God‟s
goodness and power and cast Him as a sworn enemy. As Bedford told his readers,
Blasphemy was, „a sin of that heinous nature, which the damned in Hell are guilty of, and
which makes them incapable of recovery‟.128

Critics were at pains to denounce almost any example of imprecation as blasphemous. In
the play The British Enchanters (1706), the character Arcalaus contracts his attendant to
wreak vengeance upon his brother‟s murderer. Finalizing the plans Arcalaus says: „See it
perform‟d― And thou shalt be, Dire Instrument of Hell, a God to me‟.129 Bedford
attacked such demonic praise as the „highest Blasphemy that Mortals can invent‟.130 The
Observator similarly censured phrases such as „hail powers beneath!‟ from John Corny‟s
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version of Metamorphosis (1704).131 Philipps attacked lines like, „The Devil fetch him‟
from The Modish Husband (1702) and „The Devil take me‟ from Marry or Do Worse
(1704).132 Scores, if not hundreds, of similar expressions were condemned as
blasphemous. In most cases, I would suggest that the critics believed such statements to
be evidence that: earthly wickedness was sanctioned by an autonomous demonic force,
that is to say Satan was no longer considered to be God‟s prison guard but an unbridled
patron of evil, and that, in a terrible perversion of the godly worship, demonism was
praised as if God and goodness did not exist. Like both patristic and Puritan critics before
them, anti-stage writers were genuinely convinced that the theatre was the Devil‟s
citadel.133 Indeed, the initial title of Bedford‟s The Evil and Danger of Stage-Plays was
actually „Hell upon Earth or the Language of the Play-House‟.134 In recognition of the
demonism of the theatre, Collier observed that French bishops denied players the
sacrament and even refused to bury them in consecrated ground, intimating that such
practices should be adopted in England to quell the advance satanic forces.135 He
concluded that the profanity of the stage was „the language of the damned‟ and that to
pay to watch such sin was to „make a contribution for blasphemy, and raise a tax for the
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government below‟.136 Imprecation was represented as blasphemy in a way which
affirmed a sense of anti-providential diabolism. The Devil had broken loose and the
ungodly blasphemed by supporting his cause. In sum, blasphemy and demonism were
believed to be symbiotic elements of the theatre. Anti-stage critical perceptions could be
given enough of a foundation to legitimate this view, exacerbating anxiety exponentially
such that the slightest inference of blasphemy posed the gravest danger. Yet, the
sensitivity of godly folk in general to the blasphemy of the theatre appeared to rest more
upon outward, tangible contexts than on anti-stage polemic. The feverish state of stage
debate could not run on indefinitely.

IV
In 1708, the theatres at Lincoln‟s Inn Fields and Drury Lane were forced to merge for
commercial reasons and the stage at the Haymarket became an opera only venue.137 The
net result might have been perceived as a victory for the anti-stage lobby; alternatively, it
may have been used as an excuse to reduce the amount of godly polemic against the
stage, on the grounds of diminishing returns. Whatever the case, by 1708 the SPCK antistage campaign was in rapid decline. The passage of time had, also, drastically diluted the
argument that the stage was inherently blasphemous on account of its antiprovidentialism. Following the tumultuous years of 1703-4, anti-stage critics struggled to
point to further divine confirmation that the nation‟s fate actually depended upon
reforming the playhouse.138 In addition, subsequent anti-stage writers seemed unwilling
to critique plays with the same method, detail, or fervour as the likes of Collier and
136
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Bedford, which meant that the sustained argument for the supposed wickedness of the
theatre all but dried up. Bereft of text and context, the concern about blasphemous plays
amongst even pious campaigners dwindled and a specific meaning of antiprovidentialism as blasphemy seeped away. Resolute critics noted that, „Clemency is
weakness with some People;… Because there is a Space between Blasphemy and
Vengeance; and they don‟t perish in the Act of defiance… they think there‟s no such
matter a day of Reckoning.‟139 The harsh reality was, however, that once the initial panic
had subsided, supposedly blasphemous plays continued to be popular: The Relapse
played on seventy-eight separate occasions in London between 1708 and 1730, without
further controversy.140 In a sermon commemorating the tenth anniversary of the storm,
the Nonconformist minister Benjamin Stinton (1676-1718) reminded his congregation of
the terrible „Folly and ingratitude‟ of the players who performed Macbeth and The
Tempest in 1703, although he stopped short of charging the stage with blasphemy. 141 In
1719, Bedford published a lengthy sequel to The Evil and Danger of Stage-Plays, but the
work was a somewhat lonely cry.142 The stage continued to antagonize moralizers such
as Whitelocke Bulstrode (1652-1724), who asserted that, „One Play-House ruins more
Souls, than fifty Churches are able to save‟;143 but such polemic tended to overlook
concerns about wickedness in favour of focusing on the social consequences of urban
139
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vice. Criticism of the theatre had become unhinged from the notion of blasphemous antiprovidentialism.

In conclusion, an analysis of the stage debate between 1698 and 1708 gives a rare insight
into how perceptions of practical blasphemy spilled out into actual controversy. The
particular outrage of the theatre after the 1703 storm induced an acute theological crisis in
pious commentators, confirming a conviction that the theatre was fundamentally evil.
With an increased sensitivity to anti-providential sentiment, godly critics launched a fullscale assault against the stage, whereby discrete, fictional proclamations were suddenly
seized upon as being evidence of real blasphemy. Once analyzed in a theological context,
the polemical accusations of blasphemy by anti-stage critics demonstrated the belief that
English men and women were actively renouncing God in droves, shattering the most
fundamental soteriological and eschatological aspects of orthodox Protestantism. A
nightmarish vision was being realized: anti-providential blasphemy was destroying the
bond between God and humankind and establishing Hell upon earth.
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Speculative Blasphemy
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~ Chapter 5 ~
Antitrinitarianism
To frame another Idea of God…
it must be lower, and consequently blasphemy against God
(Arthur Bury, 1694)1

From James II‟s 1687 Declaration of Indulgence to the passing of the Blasphemy Act in
1698, no theological issue vexed proponents of both the Church of England and
Nonconformity more than the doctrine of the Trinity. Antitrinitarianism and, more
significantly, the fear of antitrinitarianism constituted „The great Controversy of the
Age‟.2 For orthodox Protestants, antitrinitarianism was not merely a heresy since its sin
lay well beyond its opposition to orthodox doctrine. Antitrinitarianism was often
represented as a manifestation of speculative blasphemy: a form of theological deviation
which was intrinsically wicked on account of its perverse conception of God. This
chapter will provide the first investigation into the theological anxiety caused by
antitrinitarianism in order to understand the representation of blasphemy in what has
become known as the Trinitarian controversy. 3 The contemporary perception of
antitrinitarianism had at least three main strands.

1

[Arthur Bury], A Defence if the Doctrines of the Holy Trinity, and Incarnation Placed in Their Due Light
in Answer to a Letter, Written to the Clergy of Both Universities (1694), p. 8. The quotation does not reflect
Bury‟s opinion, but his interpretation of an argument by Matthew Tindal, see: [Matthew Tindal], A Letter
to the Reverend Clergy of Both Universities, Concerning the Trinity and the Athanasian Creed… (1694), p.
5.
2

H. de Luzancy, A Conference between an Orthodox Christian and a Socinian in Four Dialogues. Wherein
the Late Distinction of a Real and Nominal Trinitarian is Considered (1698), p. 2.
3

It should be acknowledged that there is a difference of opinion as to the exact nature and chronology of
the Trinitarian controversy. The substance of what I consider to be the controversy will be made clear
below and, for the purposes of my discussion, I shall focus on the period between 1687 and 1698.
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In the first instance, Stephen Nye‟s A Brief History of the Unitarians, called also
Socinians (1687) and William Freke‟s A Vindication of the Unitarians (1690)
spearheaded an unprecedented proliferation of printed texts by overt antitrinitarians who
promoted Unitarianism.4 These works appeared to confirm a view that had been growing
for sometime that, „the Heresies of Arius, Sabellius, Macedonius, Socinus, and their
Abetters, are more dangerous, and consequently more to be abhorred, than any of those
Errors, which are taught by the Roman Church‟.5 Unitarianism of every type was
commonly both loathed and feared, with Socinianism bearing the brunt of the criticism:
being dismissed as „Blasphemy and Nonsense‟,6 for it „not only Disputed, but most
Blasphemously Ridiculed the Doctrine of the B. Trinity‟,7 and tended towards „plaine
Atheisme‟.8 (The meaning of ridicule in this context will be discussed at length in
chapter seven; however, for now, suffice to say that it did not concern jest as such, but the
process of rendering absurd).

4

The latter work, which was a response to William Sherlock‟s A Vindication of the Doctrine of the Holy
and Ever Blessed Trinity (1690), is often erroneously cited as being first published in 1687. For example,
see: Martin Greig, „Freke, William (1662–1744)‟, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford,
2004); online edn., www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10158.
5

Francis Gregory, The Doctrine of the Glorious Trinity Not Explained, but Asserted by Several Texts as
They are Expounded by the Ancient Fathers and Later Divines… (1695), p. 2. See, also: J[ean] Gailhard,
The Blasphemous Socinian Heresie Disproved and Confuted…with Animadversions upon a Late Book
called Christianity Not Mysterious… (1697), unpaginated epistle dedicatory, [p. iii]. Arius (d. 336) was
excommunicated as a heretic by the synod at Alexandria in 325. Sabellius was excommunicated as a heretic
in about 220 by Pope Callistus I. Macedonius (d. c.364) was the founder of a sect that was pronounced
heretical by the First Council of Constantinople in 381. For further details, see:www.newadvent.org/cathen/
6

William Sherlock, A Vindication of the Doctrine of the Holy and Ever Blessed Trinity and the Incarnation
of the Son of God… (2nd edn., 1691), unpaginated preface, [p. iv]. See, also: William Basset, An Answer to
the Brief history of the Unitarians, called also Socinians (1693), p. 2.
7

John Tillotson and Edward Stillingfleet, A Seasonable Vindication of the B. Trinity. Being an Answer to
this Question, Why Do You Believe the Doctrine of the Trinity? (1697), unpaginated preface, [p. iii].
8

John Evelyn, The Diary of John Evelyn, ed., E.S. de Beer (6 vols.; Oxford, 2000), V, p. 414 (26 May
1700).
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Furthermore, it quickly transpired that the English patristic revival was a potentially
dangerous phenomenon for inquisitive Christian apologists who found that primitive
Christianity led them to antitrinitarian heterodoxy. For Arthur Bury (1624-1713), a fellow
at Exeter College, Oxford, the doctrine of the Trinity was a fallacy that obscured the
simple truths of the primitive church. In The Naked Gospel (1690), Bury declared that,
„by nice and hot disputes (especially concerning the Second and Third persons of the
Trinity) the minds of the whole people had been long confounded, and… that Vulgar
understandings of the doctrine of the Trinity appeared no less guilty of Polytheism, than
that of Image-worship did of Idolatry‟.9 Bury was quickly denounced as a blasphemous
heretic by the Bishop of Exeter;10 and on 19 August 1690 the Convocation of the
University of Oxford decreed that The Naked Gospel should be burnt.11 After protracted
wrangling, Bury was also later ejected from the University and deprived of clerical
office.12 Over in Cambridge, some of the most talented natural philosophers of the age,
including Isaac Newton (1642-1727), William Whiston (1667-1752), and Samuel Clarke
(1675-1729), were equally immersed in heterodox patristic enquiry. Indeed, all three men
harboured Arian views on the Trinity; although, unlike their Oxford colleague, their
heterodoxy was kept secret whilst the Trinitarian controversy raged.13
9

[Arthur Bury], The Naked Gospel, unpaginated preface, [p. v]; cited in Philip Dixon, „Nice and Hot
Disputes‟: The Doctrine of the Trinity in the Seventeenth Century (London, 2003), p. 108.
10

[James Harrington], An Account of the Proceedings of the Right Reverend Father in God Jonathan Lord
Bishop of Exeter in his Visitation of Exeter College in Oxford (2nd edn.; Oxford, 1690), p. 22.
11

The University of Oxford, Judicium & Decretum Unitersitatis Oxoniensis Latum in Convocatione
Habita… (Oxford, 1690), pp. 1-2; an English translation can be found in Thomas Long, An Answer to a
Socinian Treatise, Call‟d, the Naked Gospel… (1691), pp. 3-4. For a discussion of debates about
Socinianism and Arminianism in Oxford, see: Nicholas Tyacke, Aspects of English Protestantism c. 15301700 (Manchester, 2001), pp. 262-319.
12

For details of Bury‟s deprivation, see: British Library Stowe MSS 119 f. 39-44 (an alternative version can
be found at Egerton MSS 3357 ff. 112-21).
13

The Arianism of the latter two became public at the end of the first decade of the eighteenth century.
Whiston, by then Lucasian Professor of Mathematics, was banished from Cambridge, and Clarke was
reprimanded by Convocation in 1714. See: Stephen Snobelen, „William Whiston: Natural Philosopher,
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The intellectual origins of this strand of antitrinitarianism were drawn from both
Renaissance humanism and Reformation ideology, for it was through a combination of
biblical criticism and primitivism that some Christians arrived at the view that the
doctrine of the Trinity was irrational, unscriptural, and largely incompatible with patristic
authority.14 As I shall show in a moment, such a denial of the Trinity would have been
viewed by orthodox Protestants as having the potential to do irreparable damage to
Christianity. The persecution of antitrinitarians during the seventeenth century had been
sporadic but often notorious. Anti-puritan forces conspired to execute Bartholmew Legatt
and Edward Wightman as antitrinitarian heretics in 1612.15 Two of the earliest English
Socinians, John Biddle (1616-1662) and Paul Best (1590-1657), were censured as
heretics by Parliament in 1647 and the subsequent scandal prompted the publication of
the draconian ordinance for punishing blasphemy and heresy on 2 May 1648. However,
the ordinance was never invoked and both men escaped extreme punishment: Best was
released from prison within two years and Biddle gained his liberty in 1652 (although on
account of other charges he was in and out of jail for the rest of the decade). Nigel Smith
has shown that during the Interregnum there was considerable tension between a Puritan
sympathy for the apparent piety and reasonableness of antitrinitarian arguments on the
one hand and the perceived pernicious nature of antitrinitarianism on the other.16
Prophet, Primitive Christian‟ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Cambridge, 2000), pp. 238-80;
Thomas C. Pfizenmaier, The Trinitarian Theology of Dr. Samuel Clarke (1675-1729): Context, Sources,
and Controversy (Lieden, 1997), pp. 179-96; Maurice Wiles, Archetypal Heresy: Arianism through the
Centuries (Oxford, 1996), pp. 93-134.
14

J.F. McGregor, „Paul Best and the Limits of Toleration in Civil War England‟, Parergon, 21 (2004), p.
95; Stephen D. Snobelen, „“To Us There Is But One God, the Father”: Antitrinitarian Textual Criticism in
Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth-Century England‟, in Ariel Hessayon and Nicholas Keene (eds.),
Scripture and Scholarship in Early Modern England (Aldershot, Hants., 2006), pp. 116-36.
15

Ian Atherton and David Como, „The Burning of Edward Wightman: Puritanism, Prelacy and the Politics
of Heresy in Early Modern England‟, English Historical Review, 489 (2005), pp. 1215-50.
16

Nigel Smith, „“And if God was One of Us”: Paul Best, John Biddle, and Anti-Trinitarian Heresy in
Seventeenth-Century England‟, in David Loewenstein and John Marshall (eds.), Heresy, Literature, and
Politics in Early Modern English Culture (Cambridge, 2006), pp. 160-84.
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Throughout the 1650s Socinian books, including a translation of what was widely
considered the founding document of Socinianism the „Racovian Catechism‟ (c. 1609)
and Biddle‟s Twofold Catechism (1654), were publically burnt by order of Parliament.
Oliver Cromwell made clear that the Protectorate would not allow toleration to be
„stretched so farr as to countenance those who denie the divinity of our Saviour, or to
bolster up any blasphemous opinion contrary to the fundamentall verities of religion‟ and
theologians such as John Owen (1616-1683) castigated Socinianism in oral debates and
printed tracts such as Vindiciae Evangelicae (1655).17
It would appear that it was primarily down to John Biddle‟s intellectual and personal
legacy that Socinianism in England reached its second generation. For the three greatest
champions of Socinianism after the Restoration had all been profoundly and personally
influenced by Biddle: the pamphleteer Henry Hedworth (fl. 1672-1675); the preacher
John Knowles (c. 1625-1677), who lead a group of Socinians in London; and the
philanthropist Thomas Firmin (1632-1697) who would go on to befriend and patronize
Stephen Nye. Yet despite the attempts of these men to spread their faith there was a
relative lull in legal and polemical attacks against antitrinitarians between Biddle‟s death
in 1662 and the publication of A Brief History of the Unitarians in 1687. Considering the
history of clashes between Trinitarians and antitrinitarians in the seventeenth century it
would appear that they were invariably dictated by the politics of religious toleration,
which formed the backdrop to specific theological disputes.18

The growing public anxiety about antitrinitarianism took an unexpected turn in 1693
when the Church of England theologian Robert South (1634-1716) charged William
Sherlock‟s A Vindication of the Ever Blessed Trinity (1690) with polytheism. South‟s
17

Oliver Cromwell cited in: Martin Dzelzainis, „Milton and Antitrinitarianism‟, in Sharon Achinstein and
Elizabeth Sauer (eds.), Milton and Toleration (Oxford, 2007), pp. 177-80, p. 176.
18

Smith, „Anti-Trinitarian Heresy‟, p. 162.
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conviction that a fellow clergyman had served up a „Treacherous, and False Defence‟ of
the Trinity, which propagated further heresy and blasphemy, was wholly divisive and
shattered confidence both within and without the Church of England that the Trinity
could be legitimately defended.19 The work of William Sherlock (1640-1707)
unintentionally created a perception amongst some critics that the Trinity was under
threat from a second strand of antitrinitarianism, Tritheism; furthermore, and somewhat
ironically, this strengthened Unitarian claims that the Trinity was nothing but a flawed,
erroneous doctrine.20 In 1695, Joseph Bingham (1668-1723), then a fellow of University
College, Oxford, gave tacit support to Sherlock‟s notorious position on the Trinity in a
sermon delivered to the members of the University at St. Mary‟s Church.21 This time,
Oxford University Council censured Sherlock‟s conceptualization of the Trinity as „false,
Impious, and Heretical‟.22 Bingham resigned his fellowship to save himself from
deprivation, whilst the dumbfounded Sherlock set out to defend himself in print.23
Polemical debate precipitated the use of the terms „Arian‟ and „Socinian‟ in non-specific
ways to label anyone who was perceived to employ scripture and reason to produce
19

[Robert South], Animadversions upon Dr. Sherlock‟s Book Entituled a Vindication of the Holy and EverBlessed Trinity, &c… (2nd edn., 1693), p. ii. See, also: Dixon, „Nice and Hot Disputes‟, p. 110. For a
flavour of the personal feud between South and Sherlock, see: W.M.T Dodds, „Robert South and William
Sherlock: Some Unpublished Letters‟, Modern Language Review, 39 (1944), pp. 215-24.
20

The Nonconformist minister Thomas Emlyn (1663-1741) reportedly became a Unitarian after reading
Sherlock‟s work. Emlyn went on to publish his Unitarian views in An Humble Inquiry into the Scripture
Account of Jesus Christ (1702), for which he was prosecuted for blasphemy in Dublin a year later, see:
Robert Wallace, Antitrinitarian Biography (3 vols; London, 1850), III, pp. 508-22.
21

Bingham‟s sermon is reproduced in C.H. Sisson, Val Warner, and Michael Schmidt (eds.), The English
Sermon: An Anthology (3 vols., Cheadle, Cheshire, 1976), II, pp. 219-40.
22
University of Oxford, An Account of the Decree of the University of Oxford, against some Heretical
Tenets… (1695), broadsheet.
23

Sherlock‟s The Distinction between Real and Nominal Trinitarians Examined (1696) was advertised in
The Flying Post: Or the Post-Master, no. 260 (9 Jan. – 12 Jan., 1697). The whole debacle was subsequently
represented as undermining religion in The Orphan Reviv‟d or Powell‟s Weekly Journal, no. 50 (17-24
Oct., 1719).
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heterodox conclusions.24 Such ambiguity proved particularly divisive in Christian
apologetic. Most notoriously, the non-juror Charles Leslie (1650-1722) charged the
archbishop of Canterbury, John Tillotson, with „Socinianism‟ and boldly condemned him
as a blasphemous heretic for his supposed wayward defence of the Trinity.25 Some critics
of John Locke‟s The Reasonableness of Christianity (1695) interpreted his silences on the
doctrine of the Trinity as an admission of antitrinitarianism. In particular, the Calvinist
Church of England clergyman John Edwards (1639-1712) claimed that Locke „gave
proof of his being Socinianiz‟d by his utter silence about [Christ] satisfying for us‟.26
This transgression was exacerbated by the perceived failure of Locke‟s exegesis and
epistemology to present Christ as coequal, coeternal, consubstantial with God the Father.
Edward Stillingfleet (1635-1699), bishop of Worcester, sought to extrapolate Locke‟s
epistemological arguments concerning substance and identity and make conclusions
which had bearing on the Trinity.27 All too often, such lines of enquiry were conducted
through the distorting lens of John Toland‟s Christianity Not Mysterious (1696),28 which
had the further implication of dragging the debate of the Trinity further into the quagmire
of „rational‟ exposition. Both Locke and Toland suffered the indignity of having their
respective books censured by the Grand Jury of Middlesex on 17 May 1697.29 To zealous
24

Julian Hoppit, A Land of Liberty? England 1689-1727 (Oxford, 2000), p. 228.

25

[Charles Leslie], The Charge of Socinianism against Dr. Tillotson Considered… (Edinburgh, 1695),
unpaginated preface, [p. i-iv]. Leslie‟s allegations dated from around the time of the publication of
Tillotson‟s St. Lawrence Jewry sermons of 1693, but they did not appear in print until after Tillotson‟s
death.
26

John Edwards, Socinianism Unmask‟d. A Discourse Shewing the Unreasonableness of a Late Writer‟s
Opinion… (1696), p. 4.
27

Edward Stillingfleet, The Bishop of Worcester‟s Answer to Mr. Locke‟s Letter Concerning some
Passages Relating to His Essay of Human Understanding… (1697).
28

Ibid., p. 47.

29

J[ean] Gailhard, The Epistle and Preface to the Book against the Blasphemous Socinian Heresie
Vindicated: And the Charge Therein against Socinianism, Made Good. In Answer to Two Letters (1698), p.
82-3. See, also: Narcissus Luttrell, A Brief Historical Relation of State Affairs from September 1678 to
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Calvinists such as the Presbyterian Jean Gailhard (fl. 1659-1708), the primacy of reason
in matters of faith was a mark of the blasphemous Socinian heresy. 30 Furthermore,
Locke‟s persistent disclosure that a belief in Christ as Messiah was the only necessary
tenet of faith circumvented a belief in the Trinity as being fundamental to Christianity.31
Edwards, for one, had little doubt that such a scandalous position was not far short of
atheism.32 In sum, a multifaceted perception of crypto-Unitarianism, which arose from
the nexus between Socinian and „latitudinarian‟ epistemology, formed a third strand of
antitrinitarianism.33

To date, scholars have tended to investigate particular aspects of antitrinitarian thought
separately, rather than considering the Trinitarian controversy as a whole. Partly as a
result, the contemporary theological fear of antitrinitarianism has been overlooked. In the
1950s, John McLachlan and Earl Morse Wilbur provided comprehensive historical
narratives of both the rise of Socinianism and wider forms of Unitarianism respectively.34
More recently, Maurice Wiles has provided an excellent study of the history of Arian
April 1714 (6 vols; Oxford, 1857), IV, pp. 226-7; Justin Champion, „Making Authority: Belief, Conviction
and Reason in the Public Sphere in Late Seventeenth Century England‟, Libertinage et Philosophie au XVII
siecle, Le Public et le Privé 3 (1999), I have used an electronic version produced by Champion:
www.rhbnc.ac.uk/~uhra026/mystery.html,p. 5-11.
30

J.G.G. [Jean Gailhard], Serious Advice to a Preservative against the Blasphemous Heresie of
Socinianism (1695), p. 3.
31

Dewey D Wallace, „Socinianism, Justification by Faith, and the Sources of John Locke‟s the
Reasonableness of Christianity‟, Journal of the History of Ideas, 45 (1984), pp. 49-66; John Marshall,
„Locke, Socinianism, “Socinianism”, and Unitarianism‟, in M.A. Stewart (ed.), English Philosophy in the
Age of Locke (Oxford, 2000), pp. 111-82.
32

John Edwards, Some Thoughts Concerning the Several Causes of Atheism (1695), p. 113.

33

For a discussion of latitudinarianism, see: John Spurr, „“Latitudinarianism” and the Restoration Church‟,
Historical Journal, 31 (1988), pp. 61-82.
34

H. John McLachlan, Socinianism in Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1951); Earl Morse Wilbur, A
History of Unitarianism: in Transylvania, England and America (Cambridge, MA, 1952), pp. 185-270.
See, also: Sarah Mortimer, „The Challenge of Socinianism in Mid-Seventeenth-Century England
(unpublished D.Phil dissertation, University of Oxford, 2007).
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thought. William Kolbrener has commented that „the Socinian heresy emerged as a
primary lens through which to focus questions about faith and enlightenment, orthodoxy
and dissent‟.35 It is, therefore, perhaps not surprising that many scholars have tended to
use the Trinitarian controversy as a means of investigating tensions in early
Enlightenment theology, ontology, and epistemology.36 Martin Greig has gone as far as
to suggest that „the trinitarian controversy was not really about the Trinity at all‟; but
rather concerned a crisis in „latitudinarian‟ epistemology.37 Such comments underscore
the extent to which the historiography of the Trinitarian controversy has been dominated
by enquiry into the third strand of antitrinitarianism I have just outlined. A valuable
corrective to this narrow focus has been Philip Dixon‟s „Nice and Hot Disputes‟: The
Doctrine of the Trinity in the Seventeenth Century (2003). However, the historiography
remains firmly attentive to antitrinitarians (real or perceived), giving little consideration
to the abject horror antitrinitarianism induced in orthodox Protestants.

The claims and counter-claims of heresy between Church of England clergymen, during
an era of significant change in orthodox perceptions of how to describe and defend the
Trinity, have possibly made scholars wary of attaching any significance to the polemical
bluster which produced shrill cries of „blasphemy‟. Any such view, however, seems to be
35

William Kolbrener, „The Charge of Socinianism: Charles Leslie‟s High Church Defense of True
Religion‟, Journal of the Historical Society, 3 (2003), p. 2.
36

William S. Babcock, „A Changing of the Christian God: The Doctrine of the Trinity in the Seventeenth
Century‟, Interpretation, 45 (1991), pp. 133-46; Sarah Hutton, „Science, Philosophy, and Atheism: Edward
Stillingfleet‟s Defence of Religion‟, in Richard H. Popkin and Arjo Vanderjagt (eds.), Scepticism and
Irreligion in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Leiden, 1993), pp. 102-20; John Redwood, Reason,
Ridicule and Religion: The Age of the Enlightenment in England 1660-1750 (2nd edn.; London, 1996);
G.A.J. Rogers, Locke‟s Enlightenment: Aspects of the Origin, Nature and Impact of his Philosophy
(Hildesheim, 1998), pp. 143-56; Kolbrener, „The Charge of Socinianism‟, pp. 1-23; Douglas Hedley,
„Persons of Substance and the Cambridge Connection: Some Roots and Ramifications of the Trinitarian
Controversy in Seventeenth century England‟, in Martin Mulsow and Jan Rohls (eds.), Socinianism and
Arminianism: Antitrinitarians Calvinists and Cultural Exchange in Seventeenth-century Europe (Leiden,
2005), pp. 225-40.
37

Martin Greig, „The Reasonableness of Christianity? Gilbert Burnet and the Trinitarian Controversy of the
1690s‟, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 44 (1993), p. 632.
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grounded in an analytical bias towards the reactions to the third strand of
antitrinitarianism. It was clearly the case that the relationship between anti-dogmatic
Protestant apology and Unitarianism was at times very close; but, this should not
necessarily detract from investigating a wider phenomenon which was formed primarily
in response to a theological fear of heresy and blasphemy by otherwise unconnected
orthodox Protestants who collectively sought to defend Trinitarian orthodoxy (which I
shall take to be an adherence to the creedal definition of the Trinity), and who may
therefore be called anti-antitrinitarians. It could be speculated that that one outcome of
recent investigations into Puritan polemic of the 1640s has been for scholars to presume
that the concepts of heresy and blasphemy were always conflated in late seventeenthcentury polemic too:38 this was not necessarily the case. The difference between taking
the polemical charge of blasphemy seriously, and dismissing it as fiery rhetoric, rests on
understanding the theological underpinnings of the charge.

In this chapter, I shall argue that defenders of Trinitarian orthodoxy represented
antitrinitarianism as blasphemy, both on account of its theological degradation of the
Godhead and its inherent pride which aggravated a denial in the truth of God. I shall then
argue that anti-antitrinitarian polemicists relied on this concept of blasphemy to
demarcate antitrinitarianism as anti-Christian amidst the increasing conceptual
bankruptcy of heresy. In all, this chapter will establish the notion of speculative
blasphemy by illuminating a theological critique of antitrinitarian heterodoxy.

38

John Coffey, „A Ticklish Business: Defining Heresy and Orthodoxy in the Puritan Revolution‟, in David
Loewenstein and John Marshall (eds.), Heresy, Literature and Politics in Early Modern English Culture
Cambridge, 2006), p. 111, p. 117.
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I
The belief that „there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the
Holy Ghost: and these three are one‟ (1 John 5:7), was constituted as part of the Nicene
Creed in 325.39 It was subsequently developed in the most comprehensive, yet complex,
single statement of early Christian orthodoxy commonly known as the „Athanasian
Creed‟. Believers made a commitment to „worship one God in Trinity and Trinity in
unity, without either confusing the persons or dividing the substance‟ and the relationship
between the persons was described as follows:
…The Father is from none, not made nor created nor begotten. / The Son is
from the Father alone, not made nor created but begotten. / The Holy Spirit is
from the Father and the Son, not made nor created nor begotten but
proceeding. / …but all three persons are coeternal with each other and
coequal…40
This creedal definition informed the first article of faith according to the Church of
England as set down in the Thirty-Nine Articles of 1571; and it was also published in the
Book of Common Prayer.41 The doctrine of the Trinity was affirmed and reaffirmed in
such authoritative declarations of faith principally to underpin the theological importance
of the divinity of Jesus Christ and the Holy Ghost to Christianity. In particular, without
an understanding of Christ as God, the doctrines of incarnation and atonement were
rendered meaningless, leading to an assumption that humans were not in need of
redemption and were, thus, inherently good and autonomous beings. In short, the doctrine
39

J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (3rd edn.; London, 1972), pp. 215-6.

40

J.N.D. Kelly, The Athanasian Creed (London, 1964), pp. 17-20.

41

The exact status of the Son was set out in the second article of faith; the Holy Ghost in the fifth; belief of
the Nicene, Apostles‟, and Athanasian Creeds in the eighth. For details on the development and wording of
the Thirty-Nine Articles, see: Gerald Bray (ed.), Documents of the English Reformation (Cambridge, 1994),
pp. 285-311.
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of the Trinity was fundamental to orthodox Protestantism. Given how diametrically
opposed antitrinitarianism was to the very fabric of Christianity, it might be assumed that
its refutation was straightforward; but this was not the case.
The post-Restoration emphasis on „rational‟ Christian apology meant that whilst
influential clergymen such as John Tillotson (1630-1694), Edward Stillingfleet (16351699), and Gilbert Burnet (1643-1715) were Trinitarian, they became increasingly
uncomfortable with using the somewhat mysterious creedal definition of the doctrine.42
For example, Tillotson made a comprehensive stand against Socinian antitrinitarianism in
a series of sermons delivered at St. Lawrence Jewry during the winter of 1679-80;43 but
his argument was set on a „rational‟ basis rather than invoking the authority of the three
creeds. Somewhat unexpectedly, the definition of the Trinity had become a fault-line in
the debate concerning the balance of reason and mystery within Christianity. In the
context of the long running doctrinal disputes between Arminian and Calvinist factions, a
dispute about the Trinity had the potential to rip the Church apart. Such was the problem
with the „Athanasian Creed‟ that in September 1689 an ecclesiastical commission, set up
to discuss changes in the canons and liturgy in order to facilitate comprehension, strayed
into discussing the validity of the creed.44 Whilst the commission only proposed mild
changes to the status quo, which were nevertheless dismissed by a specially assembled

42

Edward Stillingfleet, Origines Sacrae: Or a Rational Account of the Grounds of the Christian Faith, as
to the Truth and Divine Authority of the Scriptures and the Matters Therein Contained (1662); Gilbert
Burnet, A Rational Method for Proving the Truth of the Christian Religion, as it is Professed in the Church
of England… (1675). See, also: John Spurr, „“Rational Religion” in Restoration England‟, Journal of the
History of Ideas, 49 (1988), pp. 563-85.
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John Tillotson, The Works of the Most Reverend John Tillotson, Late Lord Archbishop of Canterbury:
Containing Fifty Four Sermons and Discourses, on Several Occasions… (6th edn., 1710), pp. 507-80.
44
Stephen Trowell, „Unitarianism and/or Anglican: The Relationship of Unitarianism to the Church from
1687 to 1698‟, John Rylands University Library Bulletin, 78 (1996), p. 83.
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Convocation on 21 November 1689,45 it was apparent that several leading „latitudinarian‟
clergy were aware that dogmatic notions of the Trinity were a stumbling block to
Protestant unity. After the non-jurors‟ schism suddenly elevated several „latitudinarian‟
clergy to some of the most prominent positions in the Church, the desire to present
scriptural literalism and „reason‟ as the primary criteria of faith were ever stronger.
Indeed, Tillotson, once archbishop of Canterbury, privately disclosed to Burnet that, „The
account given of ATHANASIUS‟S creed seems to me no-wise satisfactory. I wish we
were well rid of it.‟46 Paradoxically, both the Archbishop and detested Socinian heretics
aspired to implement the same religious epistemology; and it is this tension which has
been explored by Martin Greig. In 1695, Thomas Tenison, by then himself archbishop of
Canterbury, attempted to stem the flow of divisive debate by sending a directive to all
bishops stating that the Trinity had to be explicated in accordance with the creedal
definition and in a manner that avoided „new Terms‟. He also reminded bishops of the
Fifty-Third Canon which forbade disputes between clergy.47 The Trinitarian controversy
continued nevertheless; but, in hindsight, Tension‟s decree can be interpreted as a prelude
to subsequent 1698 Blasphemy Act, which he co-sponsored.

For those orthodox Protestants not enamoured with the emerging tendency to stress the
primacy of „reason‟ in Christian apology, defending the Trinitarian orthodoxy became a
point of solidarity and a bulwark against both committed antitrinitarians and the further
regression of Arminianism to Socinianism. I want to suggest that the prime concern of
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anti-antitrinitarians was the theological centrality of the Trinity to Christianity, rather
than debates about reason and scriptural exegesis as applied to the doctrine of the Trinity.
In the former case there could be no „latitude‟. Critics such as Jean Gailhard were
uncompromising in declaring deviation from Trinitarian orthodoxy was blasphemy,
manifest in a denial of Christ as God and a denial of the essential truth of the Trinity to
Christianity.48 Significantly, the former would appear to correspond with a notion of
blasphemy as degrading the Godhead, whilst the latter concerns a more abstract view of
blasphemy as aggravated unbelief. Gailhard was a particularly extreme polemicist and
yet, for the most part, I wish to suggest that his polemical use of the terminology of
blasphemy was not only theologically grounded, but also representative of antiantitrinitarian fears. To substantiate this claim, I shall first investigate how antiantitrinitarians conceived Arian and Socinian theology as blasphemous and then address
how a denial of the truth of the Trinity was represented as blasphemy.

II

The ideas associated with Arius of Alexandria (c.250-336) were condemned as heretical
by the first ecumenical council in 325. A summary definition of Arianism is problematic;
however, Maurice Wiles provides a useful guide when he asserts that the central feature
of Arianism was that the Son was not believed to be consubstantial with God the Father,
for there were clearly distinct ontological categories of God and the created order. The
Son had no exact knowledge of the Father, he was a creature, created by God; but was
unique among humans for he was „god by participation‟.49 This description compares
favourably with that of the self-defined Arian William Freke (1662-1744), who stated
that Arians believed:
48
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That there is but One God, and that he Exists but in One Person; that the Son
and Holy Ghost are neither co-equal, nor co-eternal with him; that the first
made the Son, and through him fram‟d the Holy Ghost and Angels…the Son
became Incarnate to satisfie God‟s Justice… [and] has deputed the Holy
Ghost; to assist us through his Grace in our Trials‟.50
The theology of Faustus Socinus (1539-1604), published posthumously in what became
know as the „Racovian Catechism‟ (c. 1609), placed great emphasis on the dual primacy
of scripture and reason in all matters of religion. When subseqent followers of Socinus
applied this religious methodology to the doctrine of the Trinity, the result was an
heretical Christology which denied the pre-existence and divinity of Christ. According to
Socinianism, Jesus „was mortal, not indeed an ordinary man, but one whose office was by
precept and by example to point the way that leads to eternal life‟. 51 This description
corresponds well with that of Stephen Nye (1648-1719), the most prolific Socinian writer
of the 1690s, who noted that,

The Socinians deny, that the Son our Lord Christ had any existence before he
was born of Blessed Mary, being conceived in her by the holy spirit of God:
they say, the Spirit is the Power and Inspiration of God, saving that Mr Bidle,
and those that follow him, take the holy Spirit to be a Person, chief of the
Heavenly Spirits, prime Minister of God and Christ, and therefore called the
Spirit by way of excellence…52
Putting debates about rational theology and scriptural exegesis aside, it is possible to see
just how corrosive Arianism and Socinianism were to the belief in the Trinity as
described in the „Athanasian Creed‟. Furthermore, Arians and Socinians did little to avoid
conflict with the defenders of the Trinitarian orthodoxy.
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In being little more than a restatement of Socinian dogma, the substance of Nye‟s Brief
History was quite unremarkable; yet, what was exceptional was that it used the term
„Unitarian‟ for the very first time in the title of a published work. 53 Historians have often
highlighted this as a turning point in the development of Unitarianism, but it may also be
suggested that it indirectly provided the spark for the Trinitarian controversy. For Nye‟s
use of the term Unitarian arguably distilled Socinian theology and epistemology to a
single issue: the belief in one God in unity. When Freke, who declared himself an „Arian‟
but „no Socinian‟,54 stepped up to support Nye‟s Unitarian course in print, he
symbolically drew Arianism and Socinianism together in opposition to Trinitarianism. It
is likely that most critics would have seen little point in contesting the detail of Arian and
Socinian theology, when their biggest concern rested with the abomination of
Unitarianism, arguably the quintessence of antitrinitarianism. In the following years, the
Thomas Firmin supported several anonymous works by Nye and Freke, as well as what
became known as the „Unitarian tracts‟: a series of compendia which bound pamphlets by
Nye and Freke with reprinted works by posthumous Socinian authors such as John
Biddle. The first of these compendia, The Faith of One God Who is Only the Father,
appeared in 1691.55 Furthermore, it must also be highlighted that, in the early 1690s, Nye
and Freke were two of the very few openly Unitarian writers who were alive and
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publishing material.56 However, due to the publication of the „Unitarian tracts‟, there
seemed significantly more. It may therefore be suggested that this distillation of
antitrinitarian theologies to Unitarianism induced unprecedented anxiety amongst
Trinitarians, sparking the Trinitarian controversy.
The consternation caused by the „Unitarian tracts‟ was not just disproportional to the
number of overt antitrinitarians; it constituted a phenomenon evocative of a „moral
panic‟. Throughout the early 1690s London preachers delivered frequent attacks on
antitrinitarianism.57 Many of the most prominent clergy in the country committed to
writing tracts against Socinianism and the matter was thought serious enough to be one of
the potential topics for the Boyle Lectures.58 In 1692, one pamphlet ruefully reminded its
readers of the notorious executions of Bartholmew Legatt and Edward Wightman, the last
two Englishmen to be put to death for antitrinitarianism, as if such measure might be
needed again.59 Furthermore, the malevolent evil of antitrinitarianism was represented as
leading to blasphemous practical atheism. One anonymous writer noted that, „the denying
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of Jesus Christ to be God is introductory of Uncleanness, especially Concubinage‟.60
Charles Leslie claimed that Tillotson‟s Socinianism amounted to a „New pitch of SuperHobbism‟;61 whilst in an ode to the degeneracy of the age, the clergyman Henry
Killigrew wrote:

By Blasphemy:
Our Libertines are Unitarians grown,
Themselves to be Socinians, Deists, own.
…For Atheism is the real End,
To which these Vizor-Names do tend.62
In 1691, Thomas Tension had given notice that a small chapel on Bond Street was to be
made into a parish church and dedicated to the Holy Trinity: a tangible consequence of
the perceived scale of the antitrinitarian threat.63

Anti-antitrinitarians let rip with their polemic in an attempt to save what they considered
to be one of the defining elements of Christianity. Arianism and Socinianism were
heretical in the straightforward sense of the term, that is to say they were judged to
contain theological errors. Yet, by specifically undermining the divinity of Christ, it was
also believed that, „being an Arian or Socinian, doth blaspheme‟.64 Arianism and
Socinianism were examples of „blasphemous Doctrines… against the Incarnation and
Eternal Godhead of our Saviour, the Satisfaction of his Meritorious Sufferings, and
Death, and the very Being of the Ever-blessed Trinity: Which being all of them the
60
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peculiar and distinguishing Foundations of Christianity.‟65 John Edwards chastised the
„Socinian creed‟ for „reviling, deriding and blaspheming the Merits and Satisfaction of
our Saviour‟.66 Clergymen such as Thomas Long (bap. 1621, d. 1707) noted that the
Socinian heresy held „the greater Blasphemy‟ for it went further in the denial of the
Trinity.67 It would therefore appear that the closer a belief got to a representation of the
very antithesis of Trinitarian Christianity, the closer error came to blasphemy. The
clergyman Edward Young (1642-1705) argued that Socinianism carried „a Double
Blasphemy; the First in Asserting that Christ is not God, and the Second in implying,
That though he be not God, yet he had an Ambition to be Thought to be so.‟68 Here, the
first blasphemy rested on denying Christ, the second on the malicious implication that the
historical Jesus was an impostor (the nature of latter allegation will be discussed in
chapter seven). Moreover, with respect to the Holy Ghost, any notion that it was „at the
disposal of any Creature, how highly exalted so ever he be, is absurd and blasphemous, in
that it robs the Divine Essence of one of its most Royal Prerogatives‟.69 Citing St.
Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 389), the rector of Hambledon in Buckinghamshire Francis
Gregory (1623-1701) stated that, „They who degrade the Holy Spirit of God, and make
him but a Creature, are Blasphemers, evil Servants, and of all evil ones of the worst.‟70
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The key point was this: for defenders of the Trinitarian orthodoxy, the Trinity was not
merely a doctrine, but the description of God Himself. To deny the Trinity was to deny
God. In speaking of antitrinitarianism, Charles Leslie stated that, „the first Sin of Lucifer
and his Angles … consisted in a wrong Notion of God…and therefore they cou‟d not
believe the Incarnation cou‟d be meant literally by God‟.71 Here, a denial of Christ as
divine was symptomatic of devilish convictions both with respect to God and sin. To
reduce the discussion of antitrinitarianism to a belief or disbelief in particular doctrines,
was to miss the point. Heresy was principally about the relationship of a particular
doctrine to the prevailing orthodoxy; blasphemy was about how that heresy affected the
relationship between humans and the Almighty. To deny God through heresy was
blasphemy. Antitrinitarianism was a specific „Blasphemy of Hereticks‟.72 Arianism and
Socinianism were represented as blasphemous on account of their theological degradation
of the Godhead. However, through a perception of the extent of the degradation, it could
also be claimed that their blasphemy was manifest in their aggravated unbelief of the
Trinity. To pursue the latter suggestion, I shall now turn to the second interconnected
aspect of the charge against antitrinitarians: the „Blasphemies of Scepticks and Atheists
against Truth‟.73

The denial of the truth of God rests at the very crux of the concept of speculative
blasphemy. For many contemporaries, the Decalogue provided the central matrix for a
critique of sin. Yet, as this dissertation attests, individual sins could also be represented as
mere symptoms of spiritual degeneracy, a process which ended in speculative blasphemy.
In the first of his 1698 Boyle Lectures, John Harris (c. 1666-1719) asserted that
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immorality and pride were the causes of such degeneracy.

74

I have discussed

manifestations of immorality at length, but the nature of pride and its relationship with
blasphemy merits further investigation here.

The religious critique of pride was much more than about material self-love. Pride was
the original and quintessential sin, integrated into Adamic theory.75 According to
Augustinian theology, „pride is the start of all sin‟ (Ecclesiaticus 10:13), being a
„perverse elevation to forsake the ground in which the mind ought to be rooted, and to
become and be, in a sense, grounded in oneself‟.76 Pride corrupted both intellectual
judgement and belief itself, fostering a delusional state of mind whereby one could
believe and propagate falsehoods about God, despite knowing His truth.77 For, „The
beginning of pride is when one departeth from God, and his heart is turned away from his
Maker‟ (Ecclesiaticus 10:12). It was „the wicked, through the pride of his countenance,
will not seek after God‟ (Psalms 10:4).78 In his Contra Menacium (Against Lying), St.
Augustine decreed „no one can be a blasphemer in the truth‟ and that no lie should be
permitted to develop into the greatest of all lies, that of „blasphemy‟: a falsehood (worse
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than perjury) „spoken about God Himself‟.79 It is therefore possible to see how
Augustinian theology represented both speculative blasphemy and the means by which it
occurred. Blasphemy was a denial of self-evident and unquestionable divine truth, a lie
about God Himself, which was caused and perpetuated by human pride. This description
seems to be clearly commensurate with both the notion of blasphemy as aggravated
unbelief, and with Calvinist theology of blasphemous will. Critics could apply the
concept of pride to explain how someone who had experienced the grace of God could
nevertheless turn apostate. To reiterate what I have already cited in the context of
practical blasphemy, for Calvin, „they whose consciences, though convinced that what
they repudiate and impugn is the Word of God, yet cease not to impugn it – these are said
to blaspheme against the Spirit, since they strive against the illumination that is the work
of the Holy Spirit.‟80 It was therefore „when man‟s boldness deliberately leaps into
reproach of the divine name‟, that the sin of blasphemy was committed.81

On Christmas Day 1665, Robert South had given a sermon to the University of Oxford in
the hope of vanquishing the „perverse Interpretation of that false Pretender to Reason,
and real subverter of all Religion, Socinius‟, who had „laid the Foundation of that great
Babel of Blasphemies, with which he afterwards so amused and pestered the Christian
World‟.82 The reference to the tower of Babel (Gen. 11:4-9), one of the most evocative
scriptural examples of the danger and folly of human pride, gives an insight into how
critics such as South construed Socinianism as a belief that perpetuated a maliciously
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false notion of God, which could extend to blasphemy. By the 1690s such sentiments had
spread to a wider group of enraged commentators desperate to stem the flow of
antitrinitarianism. The poet and rector of Osmandiston, Norfolk, Luke Milbourne (16491720) lamented that, the divinity of „the eternal Son of God‟ had been „boldly impeach‟d
and blasphemously deny‟d by a pestilent crew of subtle and insinuating Hereticks‟. 83 It
was postulated that „Socinian Sharpers endeavour‟d to run down the Truth by their
unparallell‟d Confidence‟,84 and that they were „swell‟d with Pride even to Blasphemy!‟85
Antitrinitarianism was „impudent Blasphemy‟.86 Francis Gregory appealed to all
antitrinitarians to „quit and repent of their Heretical Opinion, lest they run themselves into
that Blasphemy which, through final Impertinence, will certainly prove irremissible.‟87 In
short, it was the inherent „Arrogance and offensive Vanity‟88 of antitrinitarianism that
was represented as aggravating the unbelief in the Trinity. The abstract notion of pride
was both the beginning and the sustaining element of antitrinitarian blasphemy, but how
was such pride perceived to be manifest?

The Augustinian definition of pride, noted above, could be construed as a description the
usurpation of „right reason‟. For orthodox Protestants, human reason existed in a fixed
hierarchical structure, wholly subordinate to the will of God. „Great was the flaw natural
reason met with in Adam‟s fall; that that breach might in some measure be made up, God
did not only lighten that Luminare magnum, his holy Scripture, but lightened also

83

Luke Milbourne, Mysteries in Religion Vindicated… (1692), p. 1.

84

Edwards, Socinian Creed, unpaginated epistle dedicatory [p. iii].

85

[Leslie], Sin and Heresy, p. 59.

86

John Clayton, Christ Crucified; the Power of God, and the Wisdom of God. A Sermon Preach‟d at St.
Margaret‟s Westminster: Novem 11th 1705… (1706), p. 24.
87

Gregory, Glorious Trinity, p. 208.

88

Clayton, Christ Crucified, p. 24.

219

luminare minus, a less light, the light of reason; by the help of the arts and sciences‟. 89 As
the clergyman and 1697 Boyle Lecturer Francis Gastrell (1662-1725) explained, „‟Tis
Blasphemy to think, that God can contradict himself; and therefore right Reason being
the Voice of God, as well as Revelation, they can never be directly contrary to one
another‟.90 Any attempt to circumvent this paradigm by appealing to primacy of natural
reason was dismissed as „a meer Chimera and Fancy of Man‟s shallow Brains‟, for as St.
Paul had stipulated, „hath not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?‟ (1 Cor.
1:20).91 The mystery of God was the limit of human reason and the boundary which
barred human kind from the divine reason and providence of God. As Robert South
explained:
the Mysteriousness of Religion (as it is delivered by God to Mankind) is His most
Wise Purpose thereby to humble the Pride and haughtiness of Man‟s reason. A
quality so peculiarly odious to God, that it may be said, not so much to imprint
upon Men the image, as to Communicate to them the very Essence of Lucifer.92
For South, the ambitious application of reason, particularly with respect to the exposition
of divine mystery, was inherently errant and only possible due to the wickedness of pride.
Indeed, „human must depend upon divine Reason, or else ‟tis blasphemously to deny
there is more of and better Reason in God than in Man‟.93
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To anti-antitrinitarians, „right reason‟ was mutually exclusive to any epistemology that
did not accept the mystery of the Trinitarian orthodoxy. John Edwards concluded that in
„having no supports from Reason and Arguments‟, Socinians „fly to down-right
Raillery‟.94 In denying the unequivocal evidence of the truth of Christ‟s divinity,
antitrinitarians proved themselves to be malicious adversaries of God. In response to
Bury‟s supposed Socinianism, the theologian William Nicholls (1664-1712) could barely
contain himself: „I have hardly patience to answer this abominable Blasphemy; to see a
foolish Philosopher thus horridly to affront his Creator, and in this witless Buffoonery to
ridicule the infinite satisfaction of his blessed Redeemer; because he cannot make it agree
with a system of Physicks.‟95 As the ever indignant Robert South stated, „innovators
break down those sacred mounds which antiquity had placed about these articles, and
then heretics and blasphemers rush in upon them, trample them under foot, and quite
throw them out of our creed‟.96 In drawing a parallel with ancient times, a one time
Independent minister and Arian devotee turned conformist layman, Zachary Mayne
(1631-1694), noted, „many that assum‟d the Name Christians, who, by their various
Heresies…. caus‟d the Way of Truth to be blasphem‟d.‟97 In his riposte of Christianity
Not Mysterious, John Norris (1657-1712) dismissed the Socinian claim that „Reason is
the Measure of Truth‟ and lambasted any such notion as a „Blasphemous Presumption of
Luciferian Arrogance‟.98 Antitrinitarianism was inherently „deceitful‟, conceived by an
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unholy alliance between Satan and pride.99 Works such as Bury‟s Naked Gospel were
described as „Blasphemous‟ because they were perceived to rip up the truth of the Trinity
and toss it up into the air for „idle Speculation‟.100 As George Trosse (1631-1713), a
Presbyterian minister from Exeter, lamented, „How do the Idolizers of Reason, with great
Blasphemies and lesser Criticisms, assault the Doctrine of the Sacred Trinity‟.101

In summary, defenders of Trinitarian orthodoxy perceived antitrinitarianism to be an
intrinsically sceptical form of wicked heterodoxy that denied the true description of God
on account of a deliberate attempt to make an idol of human intellectual endeavour,
which usurped the divinely controlled modes of human reason. Here were two central
elements of the representation of speculative blasphemy: one, the degradation of the
Godhead, with all its theological consequences; two, the means by which this was
achieved, a pride driven conviction in the power of one‟s own faculties to go beyond the
divinely set limits of „right reason‟. To underscore this twofold description of speculative
blasphemy, I shall turn to a particularly striking anti-antitrinitarian argument which
appealed to the scriptural episode of the Sanhedrin Trial of Jesus for blasphemy.102

The Sanhedrin Trial marked an important moment in the theological and epistemological
legitimation of Christianity. I would suggest that the integrity of the concept of
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blasphemy from this event was drawn upon to reinvigorate the contemporary meaning of
blasphemy. By maintaining that the Jews charged Jesus with blasphemy because he
claimed to be God, defenders of the Trinity asserted that demonstrating the Jewish charge
to be erroneous proved Jesus to be God. Apologists regularly presented the „fact‟ that it
was „no Blasphemy for [Christ] to say that he was the Son of God‟,103 as proof of His
divinity, whilst freely admitting that such a declaration would have „been Blasphemy, had
it not been True.‟104 Furthermore, by the process of inversion, anti-antitrinitarians were
able to apply the charge of blasphemy to wayward Christians who denied Christ‟s
divinity or the Trinitarian orthodoxy. For example, Thomas Long argued that,
If our Saviour‟s Sanctification and Mission into the World, were a sufficient
reason to convince the Jews that he was not a Blasphemer, in saying that he was
the Son of God, why may it not be a sufficient Argument to prove the Socinians
blaspheme Christ, who say that he was not the Son of God.105
Similarly, Jean Gailhard noted that:
So the Question came to this, Whether the Lord Jesus was God? Which the Jews
denied, as now Socinians do; but our Lord affirmed, as after him we do; whence
we conclude he is, because he said so; which if he were not, he had asserted a
Lye, spoken Blasphemy, and the Jews had been in the Right; but seeing he said he
was the Son of God, he spoke the Truth, which Socinians denying bring the Lye
and Blasphemy upon themselves.106
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In short, antitrinitarianism was not merely heretical, it was an anti-Christian belief:
initially epitomized by the Jewish infidel and subsequently encapsulated, conceptually, in
the notion of blasphemy.107 Blasphemy was, therefore, conceived of as a process, rather
than an expression of doctrine. Antitrinitarian blasphemy was represented as a malicious
act by which one denied the Godhead through a heretical belief: a theological lie about
God. In St. John‟s Gospel it was acknowledged that, „Who is a liar but he that denieth
that Jesus is the Christ? He is antichrist, that denieth the Father and the Son‟ (1 John
2:22). Gailhard cited this scriptural quotation and then asserted, „To what he calls
Antichrists and Liars St. Paul giveth the Name of Blasphemers‟.108 On the title page of
The Blasphemous Socinian Heresy, Gailhard drew attention to how scripture told of how
those who denied Christ did „blasphemously spake they against him‟ (Luke 22:65). For
defenders of the Trinitarian orthodoxy, to lie about God‟s being, whose truth was
unquestionable and whose omnipresence saw straight through the lie, was the very
essence of blasphemy as aggravated unbelief. Having discussed the nature of
antitrinitarian blasphemy, I shall now investigate the wider implications of the charge of
blasphemy against antitrinitarianism.

III

In 1678, the writ De Heretico Comburendo, which had permitted the secular authorities
to prosecute and execute heretics since 1401, was repealed (29 Car. II, c. 9):109 capital
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punishment was withdrawn, and jurisdiction over heretics became the concern solely of
the ecclesiastical courts.110 In theory, the Restoration Church retained significant powers
to censure theological deviation, but the status and efficacy of the ecclesiastical courts
had been diminished to such an extent that their powers were virtually useless on this
matter.111 The censure of Nonconformists, for example, rested with the state legal system,
rather than its ecclesiastical counterpart. The end of the writ was intended to ensure that
no future Catholic monarch could ever again send Protestants to the stake. However, this
protective measure had the unforeseen and somewhat ironic consequence of allowing
heterodox individuals to publish their ideas without fear of execution, or even any form
of civil censure on the grounds of heresy. This position gained implicit, and completely
unintended, support from James II‟s 1687 Declaration of Indulgence, which stated that
„conscience ought not to be constrained, nor people forced into matters of mere
religion‟.112 Whilst the so-called Toleration Act of 1689 (1 Gul. & Mar., c. 18) stated that
toleration did not extend to denying the Trinity, 113 the credibility of this clause had been
seriously undermined by James‟s Indulgence.114 It was probably more than a coincidence
that Nye‟s Brief History was published in the wake of Indulgence. In short, the issue of
„conscience‟, which pertained to Nonconformity, risked undermining the distinction
between Trinitarian orthodoxy and antitrinitarian heresy.
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An erosion of the ability to identify and censure antitrinitarianism as a form of heresy
was compounded by John Locke‟s redefinition of the concept of heresy in his Letter
Concerning Toleration. John Marshall has recently detailed how Locke first defined
Catholicism as a separate religion, so as to avoid Protestants persecuting Catholics for
heresy, and vice versa. Locke then went on to prevent accusations of heresy amongst
Protestants by defining a heretic as someone who broke with the communion of their
Church because the Church did not hold to the express words of scripture. Under this
criterion, Nye was no heretic: contrary to civil law, Locke provided toleration to
heterodox views such antitrinitarianism. Finally, in an attempt to completely crush the
polemical currency of the concept of heresy, Locke argued against the use of pejorative
metaphors for heresy, such as disease and poison.115 By placing the criteria for toleration
on secular grounds, Locke advanced a discourse which precluded religious binary
oppositions which had, up until the mid seventeenth century, allowed orthodox apologists
to cast heretics as diabolical opponents of Christianity.

Anti-antitrinitarians cynically suggested that the authorities had used the spirit rather than
the letter of the law to extend toleration to antitrinitarianism. In response to the
publication of Bury‟s Naked Gospel, Thomas Long bemoaned the „Toleration of the
Socinian Heresie‟.116 Robert South ironically lamented the abolition of the writ for saving
Sherlock from the flames;117 whilst, Humphrey Prideaux (1648-1724) disclosed that the
so-called Toleration Act propagated the „mischief‟ of unadulterated liberty which would
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„turn half the nation into downe right athiesme‟.118

In reaction to the perceived

Socinianism of Toland‟s Christianity Not Mysterious, Peter Browne vented his frustration
that toleration had given way to „Blasphemy and Prophaneness‟. 119 The Nonconformist
minister Stephen Lobb (d. 1699) colourfully presented a tight alliance between Socinians
and „Arminian‟ clergy, and suggested that the latter would „by no means allow‟ the
former to „be Hereticks‟.120 Lobb seemed to have a point: Stephen Nye remained adamant
that his beliefs were wholly consistent with his position as a Church of England
clergyman; furthermore, unlike Locke and Toland, he was never formally censured for
his work. In sum, defenders of the Trinitarian orthodoxy were up in arms that opinions
they believed to be prima facie antitrinitarian and heretical had been treated lightly,
explained away, or even ignored in some quarters. By the 1690s, it may be suggested that
proponents of toleration had both knowingly and unknowingly rendered the concept of
heresy almost meaningless.121

In contrast to this conceptual collapse of heresy, a

perception of blasphemy remained intact.

From the mid-seventeenth century, law makers and enforcers had shown a tendency to
conceive of pernicious heterodoxy in terms of blasphemy, not heresy. The 1650 „Act
against several Atheistical, Blasphemous and Execreable Opinions‟ failed to refer to the
term heresy when it superseded the draconian 1648 „Ordinance for the punishing of
Blasphemies and Heresies‟. Only a few years before the abolition of the writ De Heretico
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Comburendo, the case of John Taylor gave the House of Lords the opportunity to affirm
that, contrary to heresy, blasphemy was punishable at common law because blasphemy
attacked the root of Christianity.122 Moreover, it has never been acknowledged that on
two separate occasions, on 29 January 1678 and on 14 December 1680, the Lords
considered a Bill for the „punishing of Atheism and Blasphemy‟ which attempted to
reinstate the death penalty for those who denied or reproached God, or any of the persons
of the Trinity.123 Mark Knights has recently argued that James II‟s indulgences marked a
significant turning point in the civil and ecclesiastical acceptance of the legitimacy of
religious conscience, with the consequence that it initiated a withdrawal of direct legal
censure on such matters.124 Whilst this was indeed the case for Nonconformists, it was
not necessarily so for proponents of heterodox theology as they could be tried in the civil
courts for blasphemy. Only one trial of this nature appears to have taken place in the
1690s.

On the 11 December 1693, a complaint reached the House of Commons about A Brief
and Full Confutation of the Mystery of the Trinity,125 published anonymously sometime
earlier that year. The House censured the work as „blasphemous‟ and it was later declared
an „infamous and scandalous Libel‟ by the House of Lords, who ordered it to be burnt by
the Common Hangman in the Old Palace Yard at Westminster on the 4 January 1694;
and also ordered the Attorney General to find the author and printer and prosecute
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them.126 The censured text was identified as one of William Freke‟s pamphlets against
the mathematician and founding member of the Royal Society John Wallis (1616-1703),
with whom he had conducted a three year pamphlet war. The substance of the pamphlet
was little different to that of his first, A Vindication of the Unitarians (1690), though
Freke‟s tone was more disdainful. He carped about the corrupt ecclesiastical history of
the Church of England, how Trinitarianism was polytheistic and that it failed to present
an explanation of the Godhead that was „pure and simple‟. In a targeted restatement of his
main argument, Freke asserted that, „the Divinity attributed to the Son and Holy Ghost is
both unscriptural and Idolatrous, and an Injustice to the Father‟.127 On 19 May, William
Freke was found guilty by the Court of the King‟s Bench of writing and publishing the
work, which was judged to be a „blasphemous Socinian pamphlet against the Trinity‟.
Freke was sentenced to pay a fine of £500, to stand sureties for good behaviour for three
years, and to make a public recantation in the four courts of Westminster Hall.128 The
severity of Freke‟s punishment was remarkably similarly to that John Taylor in 1676,
demonstrating that printed, polemical, heterodox theology could be censured for
blasphemy in a similar way as incoherent verbal tirades against Christianity. Indeed,
when the 1698 Blasphemy Act legislated against antitrinitarianism, it did so with
reference to the concept of blasphemy and not heresy.

After 1698, denying the Trinity was criminally blasphemous; however, in Scotland such
disbelief had not only been identified as blasphemous in statute law since 1661, but it
could also be interpreted as a capital offence. The notorious Edinburgh University student
Thomas Aikenhead attested to this with his life, for on 8 January 1697 he became the last
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person in Britain to be executed for blasphemy. 129 Aikenhead was found guilty of
„cursing and railing against God the Father and the Son, of denying Christ‟s incarnation
and the Trinity, and scoffing at the Scriptures‟, a charge which was primarily based upon
the 1661 Scottish „Act against the crime of Blasphemy‟.130 The Act had two clauses: the
first proscribed the death penalty to those who „rail upon or curse God or any persons of
the blessed Trinity‟; the second deemed it a capital offence to „deny God or any of the
persons of the blessed Trinity, and obstinently continew therein‟.131 However, as Michael
Hunter‟s comprehensive investigation of the Aikenhead case has shown, the multifarious
nature of Aikenhead‟s indictment makes it all but impossible to identify his blasphemy as
being manifest in any one particular transgression.132 It is therefore understandable that
Hunter‟s work did not dwell on the concept of blasphemy as such, but instead developed
an analysis of „the context and consequences of articulate irreligion‟.133 Nonetheless, in
referring to Aikenhead‟s „juxtaposition of blasphemy with serious philosophizing‟, it may
be inferred that Hunter presupposes that the concept of blasphemy was concerned only
with irreligious manner.134 This is in need of correction. To be clear, I do not want to
enter into a discussion about the reasons why Aikenhead was treated the way he was;
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rather I want to suggest that the concept of blasphemy should be repositioned within
Hunter‟s otherwise excellent study.
Whilst I agree with Hunter that „what was significant about Aikenhead was less the exact
nature of his statements and their intellectual coherence, than the simple fact of his
outrageous apostasy‟ and „deliberate offence‟, I think his following claim that „the crime
of blasphemy in this case‟ centred on the reaction to the manner in which Aikenhead‟s
irreligion was expressed misinterprets and misplaces the concept of blasphemy. 135 The
dichotomy between the manner and matter is somewhat unhelpful when trying to assess
the reaction of contemporary orthodox Protestants to the polemic of radical heterodoxy. I
shall discuss this point in greater depth in chapter seven, but from what I have already
demonstrated it should be clear that the contemporary representation of blasphemy was
fundamentally about content in a way that included modes of expression due to the
perceived relationship between outward expressions and inward belief (noted in chapter
three). There has been much debate about which clause of the 1661 Act Aikenhead was
meant to have transgressed, but I think scholars should be cautious about using this line
of enquiry to define his „blasphemy‟ as „railing and cursing‟. More emphasis should
probably be placed on the contemporary cultural assumptions about blasphemy. Using
the case of Daniel Scargill (1647-1721) as a model, I would hypothesize that Aikenhead‟s
prosecutors may well have viewed the two elements of the 1661 Act as interdependent
parts, such that they would have deemed it most implausible that a denial of the Trinity
would not be accompanied by railing and cursing, whatever evidence to the contrary.
Blasphemy was about aggravated unbelief and the way in which aggravation was
adjudged to have occurred was invariably vague and based upon perceptions rather than
justifiable reasons. The assumption of wickedness was made in the accusation of
blasphemy, for this was in itself a form of judgement. The identification of Aikenhead as
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a blasphemer would most likely have damned his antitrinitarianism as much as how it
was articulated, for they were inseparable components of blasphemy in the eyes of godly
critics. Understanding this point of view draws out an important distinction between
orthodox Protestantism and the more rational Protestantism of contemporary
commentators like the politician and friend of John Locke, James Johnston (1655-1737)
who argued for leniency against Aikenhead.136 Whilst accepting that the actual reasons
for Aikenhead‟s execution were numerous and complex, what I think the Aikenhead case
shows is that in attempting to censure irreligion the Scottish authorities were willing and
able to prosecute aggravated disbelief in a Trinitarian God as blasphemy. It is the thrust
and apparent clarity of this conceptual point which underscores the significance of
blasphemy over and above the concept heresy.

South of the border, anti-antitrinitarians also overlooked the concept of heresy as they
appealed to civil magistrates to control the antitrinitarianism on account of its blasphemy.
In 1695, the London based clockmaker John Smith (1648-1727?) had been censured for
his Designed End to the Socinian Controversy by the ecclesiastical court for the parish of
St. Augustine (now part of the parish of St. Mary-le-bow).137 Smith was charged with
heresy on account of his perceived Socinianism and forced to recant, but faced no further
censure.138 Yet Francis Gregory claimed that Smith‟s book was „blasphemous‟ and
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should, at the very least, have been burnt.139 This was positively mild compared to
Gailhard who asserted, „‟tis the Magistrates Duty to punish such Enormities [of
Socinianism], for as they have the Sword to defend the Innocent, so ‟tis to punish
Malefactors, of which there can be no greater than Blasphemers‟.140 Similarly, in reaction
to the perceived Socinianism of Arthur Bury, William Nicholls proclaimed,

[no] sanctions can be too severe, to maintain such important Points of our
Faith….and it would shew our State to have too little regard for Religion, to
punish the defacing of our Coin with Death, and to have no Punishment for those
that shall presume to adulterate our Faith.141
In a sermon delivered to his local magistrates, Edward Young called for action against
„the Socinian Poyson‟ which gave rise to „Blaspheming of such a sort that held a „Battery
raised to beat down all Religion‟.142 In short, a sense of heresy had all but fallen away to
be replaced by a „new crusade against blasphemy‟.143 Indeed, Philippus Van Limborch,
the Dutch Arminian and close friend of Locke, was acutely aware that, „harmless errors‟
were „sometimes called blasphemies‟ as a „pretext‟ for censure.144
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IV

In conclusion, the representation of antitrinitarianism as blasphemy illuminates one of the
primary fears of many zealous orthodox Protestants. Whilst there were undoubtedly many
reasons why the 1698 Blasphemy Act appeared on the statute books, its very existence
stood as a testament to the belief in the representation of antitrinitarianism as blasphemy.
The Trinitarian orthodoxy was not merely a doctrine but a description of God: to
conceive of an alternative view was to commit blasphemy. This was not a onedimensional transgression. The speculative blasphemy of antitrinitarianism was perceived
as a dualistic denial of the nature and truth of God, the theology and epistemology of
Christianity. Antitrinitarians had built their apostasy upon a lie against God, fashioned
and maintained by the wickedness of their own pride: they were intellectually, morally,
and spiritually bankrupt. This perception of blasphemy formed an important component
in attempts to defend the Trinity, demonstrating the tangible and complex anxiety which
gripped defenders of Trinitarian orthodoxy.
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~ Chapter 6 ~
Quakerism
…And thou hast tried them which say they
are apostles, and are not, and hast found them liars…
(Rev. 2:2)1

In the two years 1697-8, the Quaker apostate turned vicious anti-Quaker Francis Bugg
(1640-1727) published two savage tracts against Quakerism as part of his long-running
campaign to provoke Quakers into public debate: a battle of words which he believed
would result in the destruction of Quakerism.2 Bugg‟s aggressive stance would have been
an embarrassment to many irenical clergy; nevertheless, he enjoyed the patronage of the
bishop of Norwich, John Moore (1646-1714), as well as more general support from
several Norfolk clergymen including, Henry Meriton (d. 1707), rector of Oxborough; his
son, John Meriton (1662-1717), rector of Boughton; Edward Beckham (1637?-1714),
Doctor of Divinity and rector of Gayton-Thorpe, and Lancaster Topcliffe (1646?-1720),
rector of St. Peter‟s Hockwold and fellow of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge.
Indeed, on 27 October 1698, clerical representatives from Bugg‟s circle wrote a letter to a
group of local Quakers, led by Richard Ashby (1663?-1734), making plain their
grievances:
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I. We Charge you with Blasphemy against God.
II. With Blasphemy against Jesus Christ.
III. With Blasphemy against the Holy Scriptures.
IV. We Charge you with great contempt of Civil Magistracy, and the
Ordinances which Jesus Christ Instituted, viz. Baptism by Water,
and the Lord‟s Supper, with Bread and Wine.
V. We Charge you, that the Light within as taught by you, leaves you
without any certain Rule, and Exposes you to the aforementioned,
and many other Blasphemies.3
This provocation saw Bugg‟s wish finally granted. On 8 December 1698, Bugg and his
followers clashed with local Quakers in a public dispute at West Dereham Church,
Norfolk.4 The meeting proved an anticlimax, quickly descending into intractable
wrangling about how the conference had arisen in the first place, and what textual
evidence was admissible. However, a bitter and complex battle ensued in print which
lasted several more years.

Such disputes were far from uncommon. Public doctrinal debate was seen as an important
strategy in the contest for truth and converts. As a result debates between competing
confessions were not only widespread, they were also often impassioned, participatory
events that had the potential to affirm as well as undermine confessional convictions and
cultures. During the Interregnum formal disputation helped demarcate „orthodox‟ and
„radical‟ factions; whilst after the Restoration, Church of England clergy often sought to

3
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provoke public debates to both chastise Non-conformist and Papist adversaries.5
Doctrinal disputation served as a useful exercise in „establishing group identity‟ and
nowhere was this more in evidence than with the early Quakers.6 During the 1650s
debates against confessional opponents arguably formed one of the main missionary
tactics of the Quaker movement and a famous set of disputes with the Baptists in the
1670s underscored the importance of establishing confessional contradistinctions through
debate.7 Yet whilst scholars have done much to place early Quakerism within the context
of dynamic polemical exchange, the accusations of blasphemy against the Quakers have
yet to receive any detailed consideration.

This chapter will investigate how and why such accusations of blasphemy were made
against early Quakers in an attempt to illuminate the contemporary notion of blasphemy
and to better understand the fears of those who made such judgments on their own terms.
I shall demonstrate that accusations of blasphemy against Quakers were symptomatic of a
profound theological division between Quakers and some Protestant non-Quakers. More
specifically, I shall argue that an emphasis on the equivocal non-Trinitarian Christology
of early Quakerism reveals how some defenders of Trinitarian orthodoxy represented
Quakers as blasphemers on account of their supposed enthusiastic antitrinitarianism
which was deemed to negate both the nature and truth of God.
5

Ann Hughes, „The Pulpit Guarded: Confrontations between Orthodox and Radicals in Revolutionary
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A scholarly assessment of the perceived blasphemy of early Quakerism has hitherto
arguably been reduced to one notorious episode: the trial of the Quaker preacher James
Nayler (1618-1660) for „horrid blasphemy‟ by the Second Protectorate Parliament in
1656.8 On 24 October 1656 Nayler had been involved in an event at Bristol which was
represented as imitating Christ‟s ride into Jerusalem. On this basis local magistrates
arrested Nayler and some of his followers but they were unable to determine what action
to take and quickly referred the case to Parliament. Whilst the jurisdiction of Parliament
to intervene was far from clear, MPs overlooked the so-called Blasphemy Act of 1650
and established a committee on 31 October to look into the „great Misdemeanors and
Blasphemies of James Nayler‟.9 As discussed in my introduction this action may be
viewed as pre-emptive judgement upon the nature and severity of Nayler‟s „crime‟. In the
subsequent debates, documented in the diary of the MP for Westmorland, Thomas Burton
(f. 1656-1661), the issue of Nayler‟s blasphemy was discussed at length. Some like Lord
Strickland (1598-1671) denounced Nayler as a man of „high delusion‟ who, through the
„temptation of Satan‟, was „a seducer‟ but not a blasphemer; yet others such as Major
Audley believed Nayler was „possessed with the devil‟ and „guilty of blasphemy‟. 10 A
full analysis of the nature of Nayler‟s blasphemy as represented by parliamentarians must
rest with another study; however, it would appear that much of the discussion was
prompted by, or focused on, the issue of punishment. For those who identified Nayler as
a blasphemer tended towards the Mosaic imperative that „a blasphemer should die‟,11
whilst those who did not favoured milder actions aimed at ostracizing the wayward
8

William G. Bittle, James Nayler 1618-1660: The Quaker Indicted by Parliament (York, 1986); David
Lawton, Blasphemy (Philadelphia, PA, 1993), pp. 65-74; Damrosch, Sorrows of the Quaker Jesus, pp. 177229; Peters, Print Culture and the Early Quakers, pp. 233-51.
9
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Quaker. On 16 December a decision was made: Parliament ordered that Nayler be
whipped and pilloried in London and Bristol, have his tongue bored through and the letter
„B‟ (presumably for blasphemer) branded on his forehead, and to be imprisoned
indefinitely.12
For all the specific discussions on blasphemy, Nayler‟s case was not the pre-cursor to the
trial of John Taylor two decades later; for it was arguably symptomatic of the crisis in the
Protectorate‟s religious settlement and hence specific to the context of the 1650s. As
such, it may be postulated that Parliament critiqued Nayler‟s blasphemy via sociopolitical, rather than theological, fears about religious enthusiasm. The unjustified
intervention of Parliament, the depiction of Nayler as a „seducer‟, and a focus on
punishment rather than specific errors of Quakerism all point to a desire to make an
example of Nayler as a charismatic leader of a dangerous and ill-understood movement,
rather than an exponent of blasphemous Quakerism in particular. Partly as a result, I
would suggest that Nayler‟s case has inadvertently diverted scholarly attention away
from appreciating the extent to which the contemporary representation of Quaker
blasphemy concerned speculative theology.

In the 1980s, historians such as Christopher Hill and Barry Reay firmly cast early
Quakers as socio-political radicals whose religious beliefs led them to subvert civil order
and authority.13 According to this critique, early Quaker theology was forged by the
revolutionary environment and provided a foil for a distinctly worldly agenda. Thus,
Quaker radicalism quickly diminished after the Restoration, due to an unhinging of
millenarian hopes from contemporary political reality and the debilitating effects of
12
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persecution. Since early Quaker historiography has been dominated by socio-political
approaches, which have explored the internal development of the Quaker movement and
its relationship with both „ordinary people‟ and the „establishment‟, few subsequent
studies have had cause to consider the revolutionary interpretation of early Quaker
theology.14 Furthermore, until recently, scholars were restricted by their own erroneous
perception that Quaker theology was, in the absence of identifiable theological treatises,
adequately represented by Robert Barclay‟s An Apology for the True Christian Divinity
(Latin 1676; English 1678).15 Indeed, for the most part, Restoration Quaker theology has
been understood within the paradigm of „defeat‟;16 and hence subordinated to a sociopolitical interpretation of early Quaker history.
In 1997, Ted Underwood‟s pioneering work Primitivism, Radicalism, and the Lamb‟s
War (1997) finally established an understanding of early Quaker theology on its own
terms. By investigating theological debates between Quakers and Baptists in the 1670s,
Underwood argued that it was a profound, although abstract, commitment to primitive
Christianity that fashioned Quaker perceptions of divine inspiration, forming a fluid
theology that was highly spiritual and equivocal on the nature and role of Christ and the
scriptures. Quaker theology was less the product of revolution specifically and more „the

14
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fag-end of the Reformation‟.17 Quakerism was theologically radical, existing within a
spectrum of religious enthusiasm: a point underscored by the work of Richard Bailey,
Michael Mullett, and Rosemary Moore.18 This interpretation and the revolutionary view
are not mutually exclusive. It is important to acknowledge that Quaker enthusiasm was
critiqued by contemporaries from both socio-political and theological perspectives; but
due to a historiographical bias towards the former, there is still much to understand about
early Quaker theology and its reception.19 Indeed, as Michael Heyd has recently
speculated, post-Restoration hostility towards Quaker enthusiasm was part of a wider
trend to question the legitimacy of claims to divine inspiration rather than the substance
of divinely inspired actions.20 I shall now provide a sketch of the main characteristics of
early Quaker theology and discuss how the Quakers first came to be labelled
blasphemers.

I

The foundation of Quaker theology was a belief in the light within, the immediate
inspiration of God in the believer. Once established, Quakers believed that the light
within became the primary authority in all matters of faith, taking precedence over
mediated authorities such as the words of creeds or scripture: the premise being that the
Apostles had not read texts in order to establish a relationship with God.21 Inspired by

17
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primitivism and Reformation zeal, orthodox typologies of theology and language were
circumvented.22 In theory, it would appear that the light within gave indisputable
legitimacy, and hence authority, to the protestations of every believer, creating the
possibility for massive multiplicity. The original nature and expression of Quaker
theology was, therefore, not only radically heterodox but also inherently individualistic.23
Yet by around the mid-1670s the Quaker movement had become relatively successful at
suppressing „earlier radical individualism, especially on matters of doctrine‟ in order to
avoid „controversy which might lead to conflict with the state‟.

24

Whilst it would be

inaccurate to suggest that this brought about a precise codification of Quaker belief,
Quakers began to gravitate towards an anti-individualistic doctrine of the light within that
was more acquiescent to the fundamentals of Protestant theology.

This shift created a potentially fatal paradox in Quaker theology: individual
proclamations by first and second generation Quakers, which were retrospectively
deemed incompatible with the emerging public face of Quakerism as Non-conformist
Protestantism, could not be denounced because such repudiation would have argued
Quakerism out of existence. The exact nature of the multifaceted, non-linear development
of early Quaker theology is not my concern here; however I wish to suggest that the
Quaker paradox meant that non-Quakers could set about proving Quakerism to be
blasphemous heterodoxy by using the Quakers‟ own words. As will be shown below, it
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was this paradox that fuelled controversy and exacerbated the theological claims that the
Quakers were wicked liars. Accepting that early Quaker theology was contestable by
nature and that historical sources are invariably framed by contemporary arguments with
opponents of Quakerism; it is, nevertheless, important to provide a sketch of the
dominant characteristics of the individualistic manifestation of Quaker theology.

The first Quaker conceptions of the light rested upon a Christology which tended towards
a quasi-Unitarian position that emphasized the oneness of Christ and God the Father,
largely disregarding the Holy Spirit (I use the term „Unitarian‟ advisedly to refer to the
belief in the unipersonality of the Godhead: this should not be confused with certain types
of Unitarianism, such as Arianism and Socianism, which stressed the humanity of Jesus
rather than His divinity).25 The terms Christ, God, and Holy Spirit, were not denied, but
used interchangeably to describe the light, rather than to acknowledge the existence of
divine persons. Quakers most commonly identified the light with Christ, professing that
the pre-incarnate and the incarnate Christ were the same. Christ on earth was, therefore,
not manifest in human form, but a celestial being in the vessel of a human body. Thus,
Christ was wholly supernatural and provided a uniquely spiritual soteriology (although
little work has been done on early Quaker conceptions of sin and salvation). To
contemporary non-Quakers, Quakerism seemed akin to a series of heresies including,
Docetism, Sabellianism, Arianism, and Socinianism.26 Whilst such assertions were
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inaccurate, they underscored the central principle on which Quaker theology was
adjudged heterodox: its non-Trinitarianism.

The notion that early, individualistic Quakerism might be viewed as a non-Trinitarian
faith must be positioned carefully in context; for whilst the so-called Toleration Act of
1689 did not extend toleration to those who denied the Trinity, it did provide de-jure
toleration of Quakers. Moreover, the Quaker apologist George Whitehead (1637-1724)
publically affirmed the Quakers‟ belief in the Trinity in The Christianity of the People
commonly called Quakers (1689) and George Fox‟s Journal (1694) rebutted the
suggestion that the Quakers denied the „Christ that died and suffered at Jerusalem‟. 27 Due
to the complexities of Quaker theology and the political sensitivity of the issue it would
be somewhat naive to accept such protestations at face value; however, it would be
equally as naive to simply represent them as covering up an unpalatable truth. As David
Wykes has observed, the Quakers were somewhat „fortunate that they were able to satisfy
parliament‟ of their Trinitarianism because toleration was eventually granted as result of
measures taken by the Quaker leadership rather than any rigorous independent
assessment into the nature of Quakerism.28 Furthermore, as I hope I have already made
clear, early Quaker theology cannot be easily defined by way of discrete doctrines and
hence it is problematic to suggest that any one set of beliefs was true and unique to
Quakerism. Therefore, I do not want to make a categorical claim about the nature of early
Quakerism as such, rather I want to distinguish between characterizations of Quaker
belief and what might be viewed by historians as being a valid approximation of
Quakerism in order to provide a focus for my enquiry. Nigel Smith has noted that whilst
Buranelli, „William Penn and the Socinians‟, The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, 83
(1959), p. 369-81. For more details of each heresy, see: www.newadvent.org/cathen/.
27
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early Quakers were not formal antitrinitarians they „did not stress the Holy Trinity
itself‟,29 and on the basis of recent scholarship by Ted Underwood and others I would
argue that the most accurate description of Quaker theology in its individualistic phase is
that of a faith dominated by a non-Trinitarian Christology.

Early Quakers did not explicitly deny a Trinitarian Christ and so they cannot be viewed
as antitrinitarians. That being said it might be surmised that, for many contemporary
orthodox Protestants who sought to defend the Trinity, any belief which appeared to
circumvent Trinitarian doctrine would have been adjudged antitrinitarian as a matter of
course. As this chapter will attest, many non-Quakers certainly took such exception to the
non-Trinitarian precepts of Quakerism they became anti-Quakers who openly challenged
the validity of Quakerism and labelled it inherently wicked. Whilst accepting that there
were many reasons why contemporaries might have harboured anti-Quaker views, from
here on I shall use the term „anti-Quaker‟ selectively to refer only to those orthodox
Protestants who shared a profound disquiet about the theological implications of the
Quakers‟ light within.
The Quakers‟ type of non-Trinitarianism meant that they rejected the commonly accepted
tenets of Christian belief: faith in Christ was not a bridge between human and divine, and
mortals did not receive the grace of God; but experienced Him immediately. The
language of „inwardness‟ was effectively a euphemism for the only true way to form a
relationship with Christ; for His celestial being had no cause, or means, to mediate with
humans, but dwelt within them. Although Richard Bailey‟s exposition of Quaker
Christology is somewhat unconvincing (perhaps because he tries to establish it as more
stable and uniform than it actually was), one can appreciate the thrust of his argument

29
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that Quaker conviction hinged upon a Christo-present, rather than Christo-centric belief
system.30 Akin to the Familists before them,31 Quakers could have been seen as
quintessential religious enthusiasts, rejecting „outward‟ manifestations of religion and
claiming a form of oneness with the divine.32
An inevitable consequence of the Quakers‟ individualistic theology was that the public
perception of Quaker theology was shaped by its most charismatic believers. In the
1650s, the personal cult of George Fox (1624-1691), the founder of the Quaker
movement, provided a forum for him to claim that he was the „Son of God‟ and able to
perform prophecies and miracles.33 James Nayler was another „Quaker Jesus‟ who
regularly described himself and the Quakers in highly exalted language. 34 The Quaker
James Milner also claimed the power of prophecy; whilst brethren such as John Gilpin
(fl. 1653-5) and John Toldervy (fl. 1656) were said to have exhibited signs of spiritual
possession.35 Whilst the Quaker movement later marginalized and disowned the
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significance of such claims in their own history, these claims are important to
understanding how contemporary anti-Quakers perceived Quakerism.36

The perception that Quaker enthusiasm was blasphemous may be traced back to the
prosecutions of Quakers under the so-called Blasphemy Act of 1650. One section of the
Act called for punishment against those who professed themselves „to be very God, or to
be Infinite or Almighty, or in Honor, Excellency, Majesty and Power to be equal, and the
same with the true God‟.37 Given the notorious historiographical controversy surrounding
the view that the Act was aimed at „the Ranters‟, it is with some irony that the primary
victims of the Act may well have been Quakers.38 On 30 October 1650, two Justices of
the Peace, Gervase Bennett and Nathaniel Barton, found George Fox and his companion
John Fretwell guilty of blasphemy under the terms of the Act, and committed them to the
house of correction in Derby.39 Fox‟s acute enthusiasm, manifest as his oneness with
God, had been judged to be anything but pious: it was criminal blasphemy. I would
concur with Kate Peters that this event, along with a reading of the Act as pertaining to
Quakerism, was formative in shaping early anti-Quaker arguments.40 As anti-Quaker
(1661), p. 2; H[enry] More, An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness; or, a True and Faithful
Representation of the Everlasting Gospel of or Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ… (1660), p. 113.
36
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polemic took off, leading Quakers continued to be arrested and incarcerated for
blasphemy, although few charges reached formal trial. 41 From the very inception of the
Quaker movement, the theology of the light within was undermined by a perception,
embellished by the law, that it was inherently and self evidently blasphemous.

Whilst the scandalous visage of Quaker enthusiasm was practical, its root cause was
speculative. Away from critiques of infamous individuals, much of the debate literature
focused on the latter. On the eve of the Restoration, George Fox‟s epic apology The
Great Mistery of the Great Whore Unfolded (1659) encapsulated the intensity and
character of the theological war with anti-Quakers that had been raging during the 1650s.
From scores of anti-Quaker tracts, Fox had selected particular charges against Quakerism
and rebutted them point by point. In referring to the Quakers‟ perception of Christ‟s
human body, Richard Baxter (1615-1691) had asked, „Do not they blasphemously make
Christ an Idoll, that call our Temples, Idols Temples [?]‟; Fox‟s riposte was that,
„Christ‟s body was and is the Temple of God, who ended all outward Temples made with
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hands, and so that is no idol, but others are Idols, held up by you and the Pope‟.42 The
Independent minister Samuel Eaton (d. 1665) asserted that, „It is palpably false, and
blasphemy to say, that the Saints know all things, and have power to work miracles to the
glory of God‟; Fox answered „But yee have anointing from the holy one, and know all
things, I John 2.20.‟43 In response to the claim that „It is blasphemy they say and
colourable pretences to witness an infallible spirit in them‟, Fox stated that, „The spirit
that leads the Saints into all truth, is infallible and that shall reprove the world, and he
that hath the spirit of Christ, hath that which is infallible‟.44 To the charge that the
Quakers were full of „blasphemous pride, to say they are as pure as God‟, Fox answered
„doth not Christ say; Be ye perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect, is that
blasphemy?‟45 This was polemical theology at its rawest: horror and disbelief of an
opponent‟s position forced a polarization of the debate; any one issue was concentrated to
just a few sentences, with each side looking for the knockout blow; the terminology of
idolatry, pride, and pretence provided the necessary theological cues for the charge of
blasphemy. What has so far gone largely unrecognized by historians is that this type of
polemical conflict continued well into the 1690s and beyond. At this juncture I want to
quickly introduce four debates which, in addition to the one instigated by the Norfolk
clergy in 1698, I shall draw upon for evidence to support my arguments. The following
disputes are just four examples of a large and diverse number of theological debates
involving Quakers, but they have been chosen here for their particular usage of the
discourse of blasphemy.
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II

Only months after his conversion to Quakerism, William Penn (1644-1718) earned his
stripes as a polemist in a public debate against the London based Presbyterian minister
Thomas Vincent (1634-1678) in 1668. In that year, Vincent had remonstrated with local
Quakers he believed to be guilty of corrupting his own congregation. Exasperated by
defections, he warned his fellow Presbyterians that, „If ever you go again, I will give you
up, and God will give you up, that you may believe a lie, and be damn‟d‟ (a reference to
2 Thess. 2:10-13).46 Incensed, Penn and George Whitehead challenged Vincent to a
public contest for „Truths-sake‟.47 Not long afterwards the two sides clashed at Vincent‟s
meeting house in Spitalfields, which was reportedly packed with Vincent‟s supporters
hissing and laughing at Penn, calling him „villain and blasphemer‟.48 Extended reports of
the oral dispute soon appeared in print; whereupon Vincent took the opportunity to warn
Penn and Whitehead that, „The Lord convince you both of this your wickedness and give
you repentance, that you may recant those damnable speeches, whereby you have not
only blasphemed God yourselves, but endeavoured to provoke others to do the like.‟49
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By 1672 an unassuming Nonconformist minister from Hertfordshire called John Faldo
(1634-1691)50 had become equally dismayed by Protestant apostasy: „He is a great
stranger in our Israel, who observes not the great shoals that have been taken in the net of
Quakerism‟.51 With his publishing debut, Quakerism No Christianity (1672), Faldo
attempted to stem the flow of converts by proving Quaker theology baseless and antiChristian.52 The foundation of Faldo‟s argument was that Christianity existed through the
truth and purity of its doctrine, whilst Quakerism „made its way by, and began in
blasphemies‟.53 William Penn acknowledged that Faldo‟s move had been prompted by
the „coming over of some of his Hearers to the Way we profess‟;54 but rather than fall
into complacency, Penn returned fire with Quakerism a New Nickname for Old
Christianity (1673). The two men continued to exchange blows, producing nine major
publications between them in the next three years. Like many other disputes between
Quakers and their adversaries, fear and resentment had proved a catalyst for detailed and
intense theological controversy.

Another dispute had broken out in the summer of 1676 when John Cheyney (fl. 1674 1694), a Church of England clergyman from Burtonwood in Lancashire, had become
alerted to defections in the nearby parish of Crowton. In response, Cheyney had made his
50
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first foray into print with A Skirmish Made Upon Quakerism (1676),55 attacking one of
the Quaker leaders, William Penn, and denouncing Quakerism as nothing but a
concoction of „God-blaspheming and Soul-damning Errours‟.56 At a mere fourteen pages
long Cheyney‟s effort was rather inadequate, but it nevertheless met with printed ripostes
from, amongst others, the local Quaker Minister Roger Haydock (1643-1696) and Penn
himself. The pamphlet war that followed turned Cheyney and Haydock into staunch
enemies and they eventually came face-to-face on 23 January 1677 in a public debate in
front of hundreds of people at Arley Hall in Cheshire. Cheyney‟s contention throughout
was summed up by the title of one of his subsequent pamphlets: Quakerism Proved to be
Gross Blasphemy and Anti-Christian Heresie (1677).

In 1696 the non-juror Charles Leslie (1650-1722) had unleashed a polemical tour-deforce against Quakerism: The Snake in the Grass: Or; Satan Transform‟d into an Angel
of Light (1696). The title of the work was inspired by St. Paul‟s warning to the
Corinthians about the diabolism of „false apostles‟ (2 Corr. 11:13-14); and the content
was no less confrontational. Leslie lambasted „our Present Obstinate Quakers‟, who
„Fearlessly go on, and pretend themselves to the same Extraordinary Commission, of
Immediate Divine Revelation‟: dismissing such notions as „nothing short of Blasphemy;
Rank, Wild Blasphemy!‟57 The blasphemous enthusiasm of Quakerism was „more
dangerous than Atheism‟, for it „steals away many Devout and Well-meaning Persons‟.58
Such charges did not go unanswered for long. One of the Quaker old guard, George
55
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Whitehead, weighed in with An Antidote against the Venome of the Snake in the Grass
(1697), followed shortly afterwards by Joseph Wyeth (1663-1731) with Anguis
Flagellatus: Or a Switch for the Snake (1699). With each tract well over two-hundred
pages long, the tussle between Leslie and his Quaker adversaries was no puny pamphlet
battle; it was a theologically charged polemical war.

Taken together the disputes noted above show how, at a local level, the experience and
fear of defection frequently forced a diverse range of orthodox Protestants to vigorously
discredit Quaker theology through disputation.59 It was in this context that a diverse
group of anti-Quakers consistently levelled charges of blasphemy against the nature and
perceived consequences of Quaker theology. Quakers took such charges seriously and,
showing little distrust of worldly speaking which governed their social interactions,
refuted them with vigour and asserted their own theological position.60

Scholars are now well aware that religious disputation, particularly oral debates, tended
to be grounded in the scholastic tradition. Accordingly, strict protocols were to be
observed: a worthy justification for taking part was essential; the rules of the debate and
the central questions to be debated were to be set in advance; and the whole process was
to be precise, dignified, and edifying.61 In such instances, to decline a challenge, or not to
respond directly or quickly to a question, would have resulted in not only in loss of face,
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but serious wounding to a protagonist‟s cause, in a manner analogous to duelling. 62 Kate
Peters has recently illuminated the full extent of Quaker pamphleteering in religious
disputes during the 1650s; however, it should be underscored that the sheer speed with
which printed responses were produced (not to mention the detail and length of
individual works) was not far short of astonishing: a clear testament to the vitality of
debate on both sides. Furthermore, through the nexus between oral and literary
publication, which has hitherto been predominately understood via studies into popular
culture, disputants were able to combine the immediacy of a face-to-face meeting in front
of local crowds, with the ability to reach out to interested parties in London and
elsewhere.63 In all, I would suggest that scholars should be cautious of using standard
modes of contemporary disputation to critique the Quaker theological disputes.

In debates with Quakers, the epistemological aims of disputation still held sway but the
circumstances dictated that debate rarely comprised of a straightforward dichotomy
between reasoned argument and astute rhetoric. The key strategy of anti-Quakers was to
prove their opponents guilty from their own words.64 Such was the conviction that it was
„almost impossible for the Quakers to withstand the Force of the Quotations taken out of
their Books‟,65 anti-Quaker polemical literature sometimes consisted of little more than a
title and a structured list of quotations taken from Quaker texts, with no interlinking
commentary or analysis. Taking the Norfolk clergy‟s A Brief Discovery of Some
Blasphemous and Seditious Principles and Practices of the People, called Quakers
62
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(1699) as a prime example, the text was the raw evidence in support of the charge
provided in the title. Here, the polemical force of the work was largely based on an
assumption that the reader would interpret the evidence in the same way as the author.
Faced with supposedly obvious and unquestionable proof of their audacious heterodoxy,
the Quakers‟ failure to capitulate both upped the stakes of the debate and confirmed the
view of anti-Quakers that they were nothing but brazen liars. Francis Bugg, for one, stood
aghast at the Quakers‟ confounded attempts „to defend, vindicate, or excuse every Error,
every Blasphemy, every Seditious and Treasonable Principle‟.66 Similarly, the clergyman
Thomas Comber (1645-1699) noted that, „each Writer states things according to his own
conceit, Learning or Advantage; and withal they have rare Arts of Equivocation under
colour of Figurative Expressions, and curious Salvoes to bring one another off from the
brink of Blasphemy‟.67 In an effort to legitimate their respective positions both sides
vigorously refuted the accusations of the enemy point by point, often reasserting their
claims and embellishing them with scriptural quotations and theological polemic.68

Furthermore, however collected and confident anti-Quakers may have appeared in the
first instance, they were clearly enraged by the ability of shockingly wicked Quaker
beliefs to corrupt otherwise innocent, God-fearing Christians. The abstract problem was
spiritual, but the temporal effects of losing one‟s congregation were also devastating and
only served to affirm a sense of spiritual crisis. The situation was little different for the
Quakers: converts provided a crude measure of the effectiveness of ministers to proclaim
the truth. For disputants, theological polemic took on the guise of attack as the best
means of defence. The semblance of academic disputation had given way to a kill or be
killed mentality. Quakers lamented the state of „such open War‟ which had been
66
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proclaimed by their enemies.69 Yet the willingness to go beyond discursive reasoning was
a mark of the zealot, irrespective of the cause; and the Quakers proved to be the most
extreme advocates. For example, in a manner reminiscent of the notorious stunts of
Richard Farnworth (c. 1630-1666), the Quaker Solomn Eccles (1617?-1682) challenged
John Cheyney to a five day fast without food, drink or sleep to see which religion was
true.70 Reason and rhetoric had collapsed into a boiling pot of polemical strategies,
which were executed with as much passion as shrewdness, inevitably polarizing the
debate into a series of binary opposites. Just as the Church of England had perceived
Catholicism to be not merely heresy but blasphemy, a form of counterfeit Christianity,71
the same was now the case for the anti-Quakers‟ view of Quakerism.

III

The representation of Quakerism as blasphemous was rooted in the perceived nexus
between its antitrinitarianism and enthusiasm. Scripture stated that, „Whosoever
transgresseth, and abideth not in the doctrine of Christ, hath not God. He that abideth in
the doctrine of Christ, hath both the Father and Son‟ (2 John 9). 72 „But what Sin is it to
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deny or suppress one‟s own [belief in God], and submit to another‟s Inspiration?‟73 AntiQuakers would appear to have believed that, whatever „[Satan] cannot affect by Atheism
and Prophaneness: he attempts by Enthusiasm, under the pretence of an higher Religion,
to root out the old so Divinely and firmly settled; for the taking away of the rational
motives of Faith, and the sensible grounds of Religion.‟74 The Book of Deuteronomy
(18:20),75 and the Second Epistle of St. Peter (2:1) gave stark warning of „false prophets‟
(i.e. an alternative name for false apostles), detailing the destruction they would bring and
the divine vengeance they would suffer. Furthermore, St. Paul described how God could
enforce the delusions of those that did not believe His truth as a form of providential
punishment, so „that they should believe a lie: that they all might be damned who believe
not the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness‟ (2 Thess. 2:10-13).76
Anti-Quakers were adamant that, „The light in a Quaker differs from the light that is in an
Anti-quaker‟;77 for the Quakers took the „Light within to be God and Christ, and above
the Scriptures; such be their Captains and foreleaders, who so maintain by their writings,
and avow and defend for their chief principle‟.78 The Norfolk clergy asserted that, „There
is a spiritual Lunacy that possess Quakers, so that they speak Orthodoxy by fits, they are
not always in the raving mood of Blasphemy, tho the mad fit was upon Penn and
73
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Whitehead…against the Trinity and the outward Blood‟.79 In attacking the Quakers,
William Allen (d. 1686) made clear that, „it cannot but be highly ridiculous for such as
are ignorant in the very A, B, C, of Christianity…. to pretend to such Sublimity and
Spirituality‟.80 Indeed, as the Norfolk clergy made plain, „To counterfeit the King‟s
Broad Seal is no less than Treason; and for such a little Worm be so impudent as to
pretend he has God‟s Seal to his counterfeit Commission, What is this but
Blasphemy?…this Light of the Quakers be not any Beam of the true Light, but a spark
from the Devil‟s Forge‟.81 John Cheyney claimed that the Quakers did „call the light
within by the very name of God and Christ, and ascribe unto it the attributes of both, and
are very Blasphemers and opinionative Idolaters‟:82 Quakers were „Rebel-traitor[s]
against Christ and the name of God‟.83 According to the clergyman Thomas Bray (bap.
1658, d. 1730), the light within „Blasphemously entitles every foolish and deceitful
Imagination of… [a Quakers‟] corrupt Heart, to the Motion of the Holy Spirit‟.84 In sum,
the theological critique of Quakerism was shot through with the tincture of blasphemy.
For the remainder of this chapter, I shall provide some detail and clarity to this powerful
but chaotic polemic by discussing the representation of the Quakers‟ blasphemy against
the Trinity in general, then specifically against God, the incarnate Christ, the scriptures,
and scriptural sacraments.
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For anti-Quakers, there was „Blasphemy in the very denial of the Doctrine of the
Trinity‟.85 Thomas Vincent, for one, was convinced that „William Penn plainly denieth…
that the Lord Jesus Christ is God‟, and was thus guilty of „wretched blasphemy!‟ 86 At the
1668 meeting at Spitlefields, Vincent declared that, „having proved the Trinity, W. Pen
must either deny Moses and the Prophets, Christ and his Apostles, and God himself
speaking from Heaven, or else confess the Blasphemy‟.87 Here, the Presbyterian minister
sought to force Penn to choose between the blasphemy of denying the reality of the
Trinity, denigrating the substance of God, and the blasphemy of maintaining a lie about
the truth of God. In other words, as far as Vincent was concerned Penn had to capitulate
because his position was totally untenable. Yet Penn refused to be undone. In The Sandy
Foundation Shaken (1668), which was partly a printed account of the oral debate, Penn
reasserted his belief that scripture and „right reason‟ affirmed „ONE to be God, and God
to be ONE‟, and that since satisfaction was „dependant on the Second Person of the
imagin‟d Trinity‟, it was but a „Vulgar Doctrine‟.88 This twofold claim encapsulated the
Quakers‟ supposed enthusiastic antitrinitarianism: outlandish protestations of direct
sanctification may have been on the wane, but Quaker theology was still radically
heterodox. Vincent dismissed Penn‟s assertion as „a strange composition… of impudence
and folly‟, which „boldly and blasphemously‟ destroyed the „great fundamental truth‟ of
God.‟89 Moreover, Penn‟s polemical outburst landed him a six-month stay in the Tower
of London for blasphemy.
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On 16 December 1668, Secretary of State Lord Arlington (bap. 1618, d. 1685) gave
orders that Penn should be taken into custody for writing the „Blasphemous‟ Sandy
Foundation.90 Penn may well have been initially incarcerated as part of a crack down on
unlicensed Quaker pamphleteering;91 however, once in prison the emphasis quickly
turned to his „blasphemous and Hereticall Opinions‟.92 Indeed, under the auspices of the
King, Edward Stillingfleet (1635-1699), then rector of St. Andrew‟s, Holborn, was
granted access to the Quaker explicitly to make an assessment of Penn‟s beliefs. Penn
later acknowledged that he had been courted by the Socinian patron Thomas Firmin
(1632-1697) at the time and so the Established Church might have been on a high state of
alert, fearing a pincer-like assault on the doctrine of the Trinity.93 The Sandy Foundation
had certainly not gone unnoticed; for the diarist John Evelyn (1620-1706) noted that Penn
had concocted „a blasphemous booke, against the Deity of our B[lessed] Lord‟.94 It would
appear that there was an assumption that, in denying the incarnate Christ, Quakers
shirked away from His divinity. This was far from the case; however, it may be
speculated that Quakers were able to use this erroneous theological presupposition to
their advantage. By professing to believe in the deity of Christ in unity with God,
Quakers could convince most commentators of their Trinitarianism without actually
undermining their quasi-Unitarian theology. Whilst in prison, Penn wrote to Arlington,
stating that he had „always expressly own‟d & maintain‟d the eternall diety of Jesus Xt,
90
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and substantiall unity of Father, Word & Spirit‟.95 Penn subsequently made a similar,
public, declaration in Innocency with Her Open Face (1669).96 Once set in context of
Quaker theology, Penn‟s comments can be construed as little more than a carefully
worded affirmation of non-trinitarian Quakerism; yet it was reported that Stillingfleet,
amongst others, was convinced that Penn „is sensible of the Impiety & Blasphemy of his
said Hereticall Opinions, and that he doth recant and retract the same‟.97 As was to be
case with the prosecution of William Freke, detailed in the previous chapter, the
authorities appeared more sensitive to supposed antitrinitarian polemic rather than the
finer points of doctrine. A sober, apparently Trinitarian, confession of faith, rather than a
clear and detailed recantation, was enough to see an order given for Penn‟s release on 28
July 1669.98 Many anti-Quakers remained unconvinced of Quaker orthodoxy vis-à-vis
the Trinity. At best Penn was a dangerous equivocator; at worst a conceited liar; for, „to
say that he could not speak Blasphemy in one place, because he is Orthodox in another, is
idle and inconsistent.‟99 If Vincent had been alive in 1684, he would no doubt have been
appalled to discover that the Sandy Foundation had been republished. The perception that
the Quakers were cloaked antitrinitarians was as strong as ever: as an indignant Francis
Bugg later claimed, „They [the Quakers] tell you they own a Scripture Trinity, but mean
not a word of it‟.100
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Working from the premise that „where-ever God is essentially, there is whole God, the
infinite God‟; anti-Quakers took the light within to mean that God dwelt essentially
within the believer. This position was clear „Blasphemy‟ because it exhorted the most
preposterous and perverse lie that God was co-substantial with human beings,101 making
the creator also the created (on this point it may be worth exploring whether there was a
relationship between Quakerism and Pantheism in contemporary heterodox thought).
With regards to the reality of the Trinitarian Godhead, „The Title of God with universal
sovereignty, and eternal blessedness, cannot without blasphemy and absurdity be ascribed
unto any creature‟.102 According to Thomas Comber, to believe in an essential indwelling
of Christ, „dethrones Christ from God‟s Right Hand, and destroys our Faith, our Hope
and our very Religion, even the whole Covenant of Grace‟.103 The blasphemous
heterodoxy of Quaker theology with respect to God‟s essence had already been
demonstrated by the „Quaker-Jesus‟ phenomenon. Henry Pickworth (c. 1673-1738), a
religious writer and former supporter of the Quakers, declared, „it is no less than
Blasphemy in their great Apostle Fox, to pretend himself to be the Son of God… [and
also] a high degree of the same Blasphemy for him to exalt his Nonsensical Scribbles, as
the infallible Word of the Eternal God.104 According to Charles Leslie, the extreme
„Possess‟d Quakers… do impiously Blaspheme, and call themselves Christ‟.105 Such
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„self-idolizing‟ was the „great destroying Sin of all the ungodly world‟.106 The light
within was thus conceived to be a fallacy, an idol constructed by the human mind, which
conveniently exalted human lunacy.

Anti-Quakers represented Quakerism as

„blasphemous‟ because it was seen to be manifest through „such pride‟ and „fulnesse of
iniquity‟ as to prove Quakers „impudent Creatures, Devils incarnate, [who] dare outface
heaven, and vie with God‟.107

As a substantive divine entity, the light within was contrary to the doctrine of the Trinity;
what was more, orthodox theology rendered the very notion impossible. This point is
perhaps crucial to understanding why, in Quaker theological debates, representation
replaced sober argument and why anti-Quaker hysteria did not translate into widespread
theological condemnation of Quakerism. Anti-Quakers were not able to acknowledge
Quaker claims on anything like their own terms, but critiqued the light within from an
orthodox Trinitarian perspective, a process which helped fashion a blasphemous monster
from a heretical sect. Pondering how Quakers might conceive the indwelling of Christ,
anti-Quakers tended to believe that they „proselite souls to the Light within‟.108
According to many anti-Quakers, the supposed deity of Quakerism was but a projection
of the self, for Quakers appeared to redefine the nature and the role of the human soul so
that it could house a divine entity.
The Norfolk clergy alleged that the Quakers‟ blasphemy against God primarily consisted
of their claims to be „one Soul with God‟.109 From St. Augustine to John Calvin, it had
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been a fundamental orthodox truism that „the soul is made by God‟ and was „an immortal
yet created essence‟.110 As Calvin made clear, „creation is not inpouring, but the
beginning of essence out of nothing‟;111 hence there was no transfer of divine essence
from creator to the created. The creation and immortality of the soul were not seen as
mutually exclusive, nor was the latter a signifier of divinity. God created an incorporeal
element within humans that had the capacity for spiritual knowledge. This conception of
the human soul was crucial to a Trinitarian explanation of how human beings could be
aware of and believe in God. By contrast, non-trinitarian theology did not necessarily
adhere to such a notion of the soul; and this was particularly true of the Gnostic tradition.
Indeed, both Augustine and Calvin had defended their positions on the human soul
against the ancient heresies of Priscillianism and Manichaeism, respectively. However, in
seeking to defend a truism, debate inevitably became polemical. Augustine denounced
the Priscillians as blasphemous liars;112 whilst Calvin asserted that, „if man‟s soul be from
the essence of God through derivation, it will follow that God‟s nature is subject not only
to change and passions, but also to ignorance, wicked desires, infirmity, and all manner
of vices‟.113 Here, it would appear that Calvin described the theological implosion of
creator and created via an aesthetic critique whereby the former had been corrupted by
the nature of the latter. In defending the essence of God and the relationship between Him
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and humankind there were two key polemical strategies: the first was epistemological,
denouncing one‟s opponent as a liar; the second concerned aesthetics, twisting their
interpretation so that it appeared wholly repugnant. It is striking that anti-Quakers used
both these tactics.

To take just one example, the Norfolk clergy seized upon a 1656 passage by the Quaker
polemicist Edward Burrough (1633-1663) as an apparent admission of guilt. In answer to
the question, „Is that very Christ, with that very Body within you, Yea or Nay?‟ Burrough
had replied, „The very Christ of God is within us, we dare not deny him‟.114 Here, the
Norfolk clergy construed the term „very‟ to mean „identical‟ to denounce the blasphemy
of the claim (an understandable assumption given that, in idiosyncratic fashion, Burrough
had gone on to state, „we are Members of his body, and of his flesh, and of his bone‟). 115
In an attempt to refute the charge of blasphemy, Richard Ashby sought to distance
contemporary Quakers from the wayward comments of the deceased Burrough: „though,
he had received a Measure of the same Spirit, which was in the Holy Pen-men; yet
Dispensations Vary according to the manifold Wisdom of God; and therefore we prefer
the Bible before [Burrough‟s] Books, and all other Writings Extant whatsoever.‟116
George Whitehead‟s refutation was much less defensive. He launched into a powerful
counter attack: „Examine your selves whether you be in the Faith, Prove your own selves,
know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you, except ye be Reprobates‟
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(reference to 2 Cor. 13:5).117 The clergy were not convinced. Like many other antiQuakers it was the failure of the Quaker disputants to renounce former Quakers as
blasphemers that proved the sticking point: „We may see how loth Whitehead is that
Burrough should be counted a Blasphemer‟.118 In reiterating their original point the
clergy suggested that if Burrough had spoken directly and honestly then he,

must say that very Man Christ, and that very Body of Christ is within us; but that
is such an evident Falsehood, that is beyond the power of any man alive to defend
it, even of Whitehead himself, whose chiefest faculty lies in that way… to shape
the most ugly deformed Blasphemies, so that they shall appear most Divine
Truths.119

The failure to recognize Quakerism as anything but a patent untruth and a sanctimonious
delusion was seen as proof that the Quaker lie about God was so big and so ingrained that
it extended to blasphemy.
For John Cheyney, the Quakers‟ supposed pitch to essentially unite the human soul with
God was a frightful and detestable notion. What was more, Cheyney believed that the
evidence of the Quakers‟ blasphemy on this count was plain. For example, he noted that
in 1673 William Penn had declared „We (Quakers) assert the unity of God and Soul‟.120
For anti-Quakers, such a declaration appeared to be an admission that Quakers could be
God. For as Cheyney made clear, no human could claim to be God „without highest
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Blasphemy and Usurption‟.121 Here, the term usurpation again provides a sense of the
way in which blasphemy was conceived of as spiritual treason. Citing George Fox, in his
Great Mistery of the Great Whore Unfolded (1659), Cheyney asserted that the Quakers
„do plainly hold the Soul of Man to be without beginning, and infinite it self‟.122 This was
in direct contravention of the orthodox conception of the human soul as created by God;
for as Cheyney reminded his readers, „God only is without all beginning‟ (Psalms
90:2).123 The light within was a doctrine that saw „no difference between Creator and
Creature, Cause and Effect, Time and Eternity, All things and Nothing‟ and was thus
„monstrous, blasphemous and impossible‟.124 Despite the implausibility of the Quakers‟
claim, Cheyney played out the hypothetical scenario of conflating God and human: „O
Blasphemy and Impiety! If mans Soul be God, then God is sinful, and shall be damn‟d
and tormented in Hell; for the damned in Hell have Souls, and are damned for sin.‟125
Here, Cheyney‟s polemic can be seen to match that of Calvin‟s: the emphasis was not a
one-dimensional notion of unbelief, but a polemical representation of the blasphemous
victory of the liar, the anti-Christ.

It would seem that the inter-relatedness of orthodox doctrines was one of the principal
reasons why non-Trinitarian speculative theology was perceived to be so destructive.
Through a quasi-Unitarian conception of God, early Quakers subscribed to an alternative
conception of the Godhead that rendered the theological precepts of orthodox
Protestantism meaningless. Thus, the light within was not only seen as blasphemous by
nature but also by its consequences. As Charles Leslie made clear, the „monstrous Notion
121
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of the Light within, is the Ground and Foundation of all their other Errors and
Blasphemies‟.126 According to the Norfolk clergy‟s charge sheet, the other blasphemies
of Quakerism concerned the person of Christ, scripture, and scriptural ordinances. I shall
now address each of these in turn.
The historicity of Christ was essential to revealing the archetypes of God‟s grace:
incarnation and atonement. Thus, to renounce the nature and purpose of Christ incarnate
and believe in an alternative would have been seen by the vast majority of orthodox
Protestants as a wholly perverse act which inverted truth and falsehood, God and the
Devil. Non-Trinitarian Quaker theology was perceived to be a lie against „That Jesus
Christ is God and man‟, exhuming the blasphemous „extreams‟ of „old Hereticks‟ like
Arius.127 Thomas Comber was unequivocal that Quakerism „destroys the Reality and
Truth of his [Christ‟s] Humane Nature‟ and as such was inherently „Antichristian‟.128
Charles Leslie similarly noted that, Quakerism had reduced „the true and real Christ, of
whom that Man Christ Jesus was but a Type or Figure‟.129 Since God‟s nature was
believed to be a criterion of his truth, the Quakers‟ speculative blasphemy had the
potential to deny both in the most demonstrably wicked fashion. To investigate the
evidence used to charge the Quakers with blasphemy against Christ, I shall briefly
consider Charles Leslie‟s controversial writings. 130
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Like many anti-Quakers, Leslie was convinced of an unholy alliance between Quakerism
and Socinianism: a diabolic plot to uproot and destroy Christianity. Such a view may
initially seem unfathomable since the former pertained to a belief in Christ‟s total
divinity, whilst the latter emphasized His humanity. However, the apparent offence of
antitrinitarianism lay not merely in its false description of the Godhead, but also in its
theological implications. Hence, Leslie was able to allege that, „the Quakers are direct
Socinians for they positively deny the Satisfaction‟.131 Here then, both supposed
enthusiasts and rationalists were drawn together by their blasphemy against the person of
Christ: the lie against the truth of atonement, whereby the implicit appeal to human
perfectibility proved the state of pride necessary to maintain the delusion. In one attack,
Leslie noted that George Whitehead „Runs on Blaspheming, and (with the Socinians)
Ridiculing the Doctrin of Satisfaction by Jesus Christ, whom he Denies to be God-Man
or the Saviour of the World‟.132 Penn was also denounced as a blasphemer for continuing
„the old Socinian Job Trot‟ that Christ‟s satisfaction was „Irreligious and Irrational‟.133
Leslie argued that in denying Christ‟s satisfaction, Quakers and Socinians alike had no
conception of God‟s mercy for sinners, which was „great Non-sense as well as
Blasphemy; and utterly inconsistent with the First Notions of a God‟.134
Leslie maintained that Quakerism held an indisputable „blasphemous contempt of
Christ‟.135 To legitimate this claim, he reminded his readers of the protestations of earlier
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Quakers. In 1654, Christopher Atkinson (fl. 1653-4) had railed against orthodox priests
by claiming, „Your imaged God beyond the Stars, and your Carnal Christ is utterly
deny‟d—That this Christ is God and Man in one Person is a Lye.‟136 In 1659, Humphrey
Woolrich (c.1633-1707) had declared, „That Christ was never seen with the any Carnal
Eye, nor his Voice heard with any Carnal Ear‟.137 In the same year, George Fox had
stated that, „if there be any other Christ but that was Crucify‟d within, he is a False
Christ‟.138 In what modern readers might see as the banal polemic of oppositionalism to
support an alternative belief, the theological critique employed by anti-Quakers observed
a most complex manifestation of wickedness. The Quakers‟ denial of an outward Christ
was not a one-dimensional transgression, for its unapologetic defiance was evidence of
the most consummate lie, which was a pride induced blasphemy.
The denial of Christ‟s humanity was seen as proof enough that the Quakers‟ enthusiastic
antitrinitarianism was the product of an „Ignorant and Deluded heart‟, forming „the
height of Spiritual Pride‟.139 In accordance with scripture, Leslie spelt out the full horror
of the unending nightmare that would befall blasphemous Quakers:
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a strong Enthusiastick habit may fix a Man‟s Thought so long upon a beloved
Object, as to dazzle his Understanding, and glare so in his Eyes, that without
considering, the grossest Absurdities will go down; and the highest Blasphemies
gain a pretence, even of Piety and Exalted Devotion. This is the Devil transform‟d
into an Angel of Light. This is the most Fatal and Irrecoverable State of a Soul
we fall in Love with our Diseases, and, as in a Calenture, mistake the deepest
Oceans of Presumptuous Blasphemy, for sweet and pleasant Fields of
Contemplation, and even Humility; and thus mistake Hell itself for our Heaven.140
Here, misplaced religious enthusiasm could, if unchecked, lead to spiritual ignorance,
creating a vacuum that was filled by human pride. At a stroke, a desire to know God was
replaced by a potentially fatal deviation. Pride created the capacity to willingly accept
heresies. An unflinching belief in heresy as truth marked the beginning of blasphemy,
and a soteriological tipping point. To become a „false prophet‟ tipped the balance towards
damnation, for this was a higher state of enthusiasm whereby a lie about God was
propagated as divinely inspired. This act confirmed that one was irredeemable. It can be
speculated that what seems to follow helps to explain the notion of the greatest
blasphemy as an unpardonable sin. Via providence, God seized the individual which was
lost to Him and ensured that their blasphemous delusions continued for eternity. In
critiquing Quaker speculative theology, it would appear that Leslie had developed an
alternative interpretation of unpardonable blasphemy presented in chapter two. AntiQuakers had a perception that extreme blasphemers were damned forever because they
were forced by God to blaspheme ceaselessly without end, making them incapable of
repentance.
Turning to the nature and role of scripture: St. Paul decreed that the scriptures „are able to
make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Jesus Christ‟ because „All
scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for

140

Ibid., pp. 240-1.

271

correction, for instruction in righteousness‟ (2 Tim. 3:15-16).141 This view was enmeshed
into Reformed biblical theology. Faith in Christ allowed the scriptures to be read
correctly, enriching spiritual knowledge and legitimating belief. A denial of an historical
Christ undermined His role as mediator of that spiritual knowledge which was set down
by the inspiration of the Father in scripture (Heb. 9:15).142 Calvinism revelled in the
omnicompetence of scripture, contrasted with the fallibility of human reason, whilst the
doctrine of „right reason‟ offered an alternative way of subordinating one‟s scriptural
exegesis to divine law. The crux of orthodox belief was that humankind could not
unilaterally pass judgment on the status, meaning, or efficacy of scripture. To do so was
to turn away from God in a pride induced blasphemous enterprise. In citing St. Jerome,
Thomas Comber warned that „the Book of Chronicles is such that without it, if a man
arrogate to himself the knowledge of Scriptures, he doth but abuse and delude
himself‟.143

Yet the way Quakers related to the scriptures was very different. Like many
contemporaries, Quakers had an intimate knowledge of the scriptures and their
worldview was significantly influenced by a reading of the New Testament.144 Edward
Burrough stated that, „the scriptures we own to be the true declaration of the Life which
they lived... and by the same spirit from which they were spoken (which we have
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received) do we set to our seals that they are true‟.145 Yet the primacy of the doctrine of
the light within admonished Quakers from considering the scriptures as the mediated
word of God: it was only Christ that could properly be considered the Word of God and,
thus, the scriptures were somewhat unnecessary and insufficient as a guide to faith and
salvation.146 However, Quaker apologists such as George Whitehead advanced the subtle
argument that „denying that they [the scriptures] are the Rule of Faith is no Proof of them
being any Rule at all, while in Subserviency to, and Proof of the greater‟.147 It may be
said, therefore, that early Quakers did not categorically deny the divinity of the scriptures,
but that they interpreted them as a secondary guide to faith that could not contradict or
take primacy over the light within. The dichotomy between spiritual and carnal
communication was, therefore, crucial to Quaker treatment of the scriptures. Polemical
flourishes by the likes of Fox which stated that, „The letter of Scripture (paper and inke)
we cannot say it is spiritual‟ were supported by the biblical criticism of Quakers such as
Samuel Fisher (bap. 1604, d. 1665), whose ability lay bare „the epistemological fallacy of
identifying God‟s Word with a material object which is subject to physical change and
corruption‟ has prompted some scholars to consider such ideas within the context of the
early Enlightenment.148 Yet for orthodox Protestants, the Quakers appeared to combine a
corrosive pretence to higher spirituality with a delusional circumvention of a mediated
manifestation of God. Charles Leslie, for example, made clear that any human
proclamation which claimed to have greater authority than scripture was „Proof of his

145

Edward Burrough, Truth Defended, or, Certain Accusations Answered cast upon us who are called
Quakers... (1656), p. 10.
146

Underwood, Lamb‟s War, pp. 20-33.

147

George Whitehead cited in Underwood, Lamb‟s War, p. 22.

148

George Fox cited in Underwood, Lamb‟s War, p. 28; Nicholas McDowell, „The Ghost in the Marble:
Jeremy Taylor‟s Liberty of Prophesying (1647) and Its Readers‟, in Ariel Hessayon and Nicholas Keene
(eds.), Scripture and Scholarship in Early Modern England (Aldershot, Hants., 2006), pp. 188-9.

273

being Stark-Mad‟.149To address the evidence anti-Quakers used to charge their enemy
with blasphemy against the scriptures, I shall consider the claims of the Norfolk clergy.150
Francis Bugg‟s associates poured over Quaker texts to find prima facie instances of
blasphemy against the scriptures. They observed that George Fox had, in his seminal
Newes coming up Out of the North (1653), dismissed the scriptures as „Carnal‟,
describing how the „GOSPEL IS BUT DUST, MATTHEW, MARK, LUKE, and JOHN,
which is the Letter‟.151 The force of Fox‟s presumption was seen as a breathtaking
example of how the Quakers did „Vilifie and Speak Contemptuously of the Scriptures‟.152
Contemptuous vilification of God was the very essence of aggravated unbelief. In
response to the Norfolk clergy, George Whitehead attempted to clarify Fox‟s statement
by explaining „The Letter it self is not made up of Spiritual Matter, or Lasting Materials,
but of such as will decay, and turn to Dust‟.153 However, the clergy dismissed this as a
„trifling Answer‟ which negated the „first Languages whereby the Doctrine of Salvation
was conveyed to the World‟.154
Another affirmation of the Quakers‟ supposed guilt was perceived to be clearly evidenced
in the 1653 joint declaration of George Fox and Richard Hubberthorn that, „It is
DANGEROUS to read (viz. the Scriptures) which the Prophets, Christ, and the Apostles
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spoke forth freely‟.155 This claim appeared to encapsulate early Quaker belief that the
scriptures were but a worldly and corrupt substitute for a direct relationship with God.
George Whitehead once again defended the words of his brethren by introducing the
caveat that, „‟Tis not said to be dangerous to all Men to read the Scriptures‟ but only men
„that pervert them‟.156 The clerical retort was that the Quakers performed „a profane
Slander upon the Scriptures‟ and that „it must still go for a Blasphemy against the
Scriptures, that it‟s dangerous to read them‟.157 The gulf between orthodox Protestant
biblical theology and non-Trinitarian Quakerism rendered a serious discussion of
scriptural exegesis pointless. Whitehead‟s implicit allegation that it was the Church of
England which peddled a false view of scriptures was ignored because it was seen as a
baseless and desperate charge which only masked the blasphemy of calling God‟s word
dangerous.
The Norfolk clergy were also keen to stress that the Quakers‟ view of scripture was a
product of their wicked pride. They leapt upon an early comment by Fox and
Hubberthorn that their critics „might as well condemn the Scriptures to the Fire as some
of… [their] Queries‟ as evidence of that the Quakers believed their writings to be as holy
and edifying as God‟s word: „Most impudent Blasphemy!‟158 Similarly, William Penn‟s
1673 assertion that, „No Command in the Scripture, is any further Obliging upon any
Man, than as he finds a Conviction upon his Conscience‟ was censured for raising the
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suggestion that humankind could rise up and usurp the will of God, as laid down in the
scriptures.159

In summary, Quakerism was represented as enacting blasphemy against the Holy
Scriptures by degrading them via a pride riddled and wickedly false belief system. As one
Quaker apostate trumpeted:

Come, and behold (a thing most true)
The Quakers, how they do pursue;
With Daggers Points, GOD‟s holy Word,
It to destroy, with one Accord.
Lo! how it breaks their Daggers keen,
And makes those Monsters to be seen.160
Here was a reminder to both orthodox Protestants and supposedly deceitful Quakers that
the power of God‟s word would uncover „false prophets‟ and damn them for the
blasphemous demons that they were. The poem was accompanied by an illustration
which showed the hands of Fox, Penn, Whitehead, and Burrough in their failed attempt to
stab a copy of the Bible with daggers that miraculously broke as they struck the sacred
text, see figure ten below.
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Figure 10: W[illiam] Marther, Of the Quakers Despising the Holy Scriptures (1700), Broadsheet

The composition of this image made it pertinent to both anti-Quakers in general and
proponents of the Church of England in particular. All orthodox Protestants could bear
witness to how the apparent Quaker lie about the scripture was a form of spiritual treason
against God and how such wickedness was ultimately futile. Thus the image
simultaneously highlighted the apparent danger of Quakerism whilst affirming the
indomitable quality of the Word of God as present in the scriptures. Yet the image also
made it clear that the Holy Bible had been bequeathed specifically to the Church of
England, so a narrower interpretation would have stressed the unique ability of the
Established faith to propagate „true‟ Christianity and defeat blasphemers.

By supposedly denying the divinity, and hence purpose, of the scriptures, non-Trinitarian
Quaker theology also rendered the Gospel ordnances void. Reformed theology
understood scripture as the mediator between the doctrine of predestination and
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sacramental modes of grace: the latter was necessary and wholly commensurate with the
former. Sacraments were neither external ceremonies, nor spiritually autonomous events,
but the means by which Christ gave assurance to His people. 161 John Calvin noted, „in
Scripture the Spirit of God is continually urging us to hope for the resurrection of our
flesh. Thus baptism, according to Paul, is the seal of our future resurrection (Col. 2:12);
no less does the sacred Supper invite us to confidence in it‟.162 Baptism was one of the
most essential sacraments, affirming the New Covenant and profoundly separating those
cleansed of hereditary original sin from those inadmissible to the Church. According to
St. Peter, „even baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the filth of the
flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God,) by the resurrection of Jesus
Christ‟ (1 Pet. 3:21). The belief that baptism was a spiritual „new birth‟ was upheld as the
twenty-seventh Article of Faith of the Church of England. Partaking in the Lord‟s Supper
was also a necessary part of one‟s ongoing spiritual commitment to Christ, bringing true
Christians together and admonishing heretics (1 Cor. 11:18-34).163 The spiritual meaning
of communion did not diminish after it was stripped of the doctrine of transubstantiation.
The twenty-eighth Article of Faith reminded believers that the Lord‟s Supper was a
sacrament of redemption.164 It is important, therefore, to highlight that the theological
role and the spiritual ideal of the sacraments were somewhat distinct from the politics and
inconsistencies that blighted their practice.165 Through baptism and communion,
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soteriology was mixed with the opportunity to define spiritual identity and unity: that is
to say, a belief in the truth and reality of Christ and the Church through sacrament. To
finally consider the case of the Quakers‟ blasphemy against the sacraments, I shall turn to
the work of John Faldo.166
For Faldo, the claim that „there is no such thing as Ordinances now under the Gospel‟
was one of „the Capital Errours and Blasphemies of the Quakers‟.167 He noted that, in
1655, James Parnell (bap. 1636, d. 1656) had dismissed baptism without to „be formal
imitation, and the invention of man, and so a meer delusion‟, and the Lord‟s Supper to be
nothing but „Feeding upon the husk and shadow, which is carnal‟.168 Emboldened,
William Smith (d. 1673) had played the proverbial card of Reformation polemic by
claiming that the ordinances of baptism and bread and wine „rose from the Pope‟s
invention‟;169 whereas, John Higgins (1633-1667) had claimed that „Water-Baptism was
but the administration of John‟.170 Flabbergasted, Faldo stated that for anyone who had
read the scriptures this was clear blasphemy for it was „too palpable an untruth‟.171 The
Quakers‟ commitment to inward baptism demonstrated „their abundant scorn‟ of the
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sacraments that descended to „down-right railing‟.172 In 1675, the year that Faldo‟s
controversy came to an end, the theologian Henry More (1614-1687) wrote to Penn
expressing his extreme disquiet about wayward elements of Quaker theology, particularly
its rejection of baptism and communion. For More, „that the most excellent thinges of the
Gospell be not slighted condemned or suspected, by men through the odnesse and
indiscretion of such as seem the most zealous professors of them‟ was an intimation not
unlike St. Paul‟s decree: „Let as many servant as are under the yoke of their masters
worthy of all honour, that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed‟ (1 Tim.
6:1).173 Such a view was only confirmed and exacerbated by the Quakers‟ apparent
demonic ability to „delude people‟ by claiming to own the doctrines of both baptism and
communion, when they „call [them] quite another thing‟.174
In summary, the Quaker‟s claim to direct inspiration threatened to circumvent the much
lengthier and convoluted route to salvation detailed by orthodox Protestanism. The light
within was doctrinal minimalism, destroying at a stroke the vast and complex notion of
Christianity that had gone before. By pulling out the linch-pin of the Trinitarian Christ,
Quakerism denied the „true‟ pathways to grace through Christ, scripture, and sacrament;
and in so doing denied the truth and reality of God Himself. To deny God may have been
atheism, but to construct and purport to believe in an elaborate fiction which maliciously
claimed to be true was devilish blasphemy.
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IV

Figure 11: [Anon.], The Quakers Bookes (c. 1700), broadsheet.

In conclusion, this chapter has sought to go beyond the generic slur that Quaker „Wild
Enthusiasm ends in Blasphemous Pretence to Sinless Perfection, Infallibility and Equality
with God‟, to understand the theological basis for the representation of Quakerism as
blasphemy.175 As far as anti-Quakers were concerned, Quakerism had been weighed, it
had been measured, and it had been found wanting (see, figure eleven).

Quaker

enthusiasm propagated something far more dangerous than socio-political subversion
from an idiosyncratic and flawed theology. Due to their supposed antitrinitarianism,
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Quakers turned away from God to become the latest generation of „false prophets‟, one of
the greatest theological threats to Christianity. In such cases, enthusiasm signalled
spiritual treason: blasphemy against God, Christ, and the Scriptures. In his doctoral
dissertation, Richard Clark suggested that the light within may have been the Quakers‟
Achilles‟ heel.176 This chapter demonstrates that, in some quarters, it was much more
than that. In summarizing the sin of Quakerism, John Faldo turned to the second-century
Father Irenaeus who had once said: „While Hereticks speak like the faithful, they not only
mean otherwise than they say, but clean contrary. And by their Tenets full of
Blasphemies, they destroy the Souls of those, who with their fair words, suck in the
poison of their foul opinions.‟177 For anti-Quakers, the battle with Quakers was
theological, as well as social and political, for Quakerism was perceived to epitomize the
wicked blasphemy of the false prophet.

In the next chapter I shall explore another perceived manifestation of blasphemy that was
rooted in the apparent denial of the divinity of the historical Christ. In particular, I shall
investigate how the rejection of the historicity of Christ‟s miracles through the supposed
combination of enthusiasm, rational scepticism, and irreverent ridicule made Thomas
Woolston (bap. 1668, d. 1733) one of the most notorious blasphemers in English history.
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~ Chapter 7 ~
Thomas Woolston’s Ridicule of Christ’s Miracles
On 4 March 1729, the Church of England theologian Thomas Woolston (bap.1668,
d.1733), was found guilty, at common law, of publishing the first four volumes of the
„blasphemous‟ Discourses on the Miracles of Our Saviour (6 vols., 1727-9).1 At the trial,
the prosecuting Attorney General, Sir Philip Yorke (1690-764), denounced the
Discourses as „the most Blasphemous Book that ever was Publish‟d in any Age
whatsoever‟.2 The court heard how the Discourses had sought to,
vilify and subvert the Christian religion… to represent [Christ] as an impostor and
false prophet… to turn into contempt and ridicule his holy life and miracles, also
to cause the truth of the Holy Scriptures to be denied and to weaken their
authority, and thereupon to spread among the king‟s subjects irreligious and
diabolical opinions.3
The presiding judge, Lord Chief Justice Robert Raymond (1673-1733), agreed: the
Discourses were criminally blasphemous. It only remained for the jury to decide whether

1

Each volume was published separately as follows: A Discourse on the Miracles of Our Saviour, in View of
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Woolston had written, printed, and published the work. Woolston openly admitted the
first two (his name also adorned each title page),4 whilst the testimony of one Mr. John
Custin confirmed the latter.5 After several failed attempts to appeal the guilty verdict,
Woolston was finally sentenced on 28 November 1729. He was fined a total of £100,
confined to prison for a year, and bound to stand sureties of £2000 to ensure he no longer
published.6 Not long afterwards, however, Woolston was able to publish a vindication of
the Discourses.7 This serious breach of his sentence forced the authorities to commit him
to prison indefinitely. Nevertheless, he soon gained liberty to leave the physical confines
of prison and reside within „the rules of the Kings Bench‟, but he died from influenza
shortly after.8 With the Discourses, Woolston made „a great noise in the world‟,9 and his
prosecution made him the most infamous criminal blasphemer since the Quaker James
Nayler (1618-1660). This chapter will provide the first specific investigation into the
contemporary representation of Woolston‟s blasphemy, moving beyond the limited scope
of the trial to consider the wider controversy surrounding the Discourses, which had
swelled by over fifty printed works by the time of Woolston‟s death in 1733.
The central thesis of the Discourses was that „the literal history of many of the miracles
of Jesus as recorded by the Evangelists, does imply absurditys, improbabilities, and
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incredibilitys, consequently they, either in whole or in part, were never wrought‟. 10 The
literal exegesis of Christ‟s miracles was one of the most comprehensive and resilient
proofs of the truth of Christianity. In scripture, St. Peter related that, „Jesus of Nazareth,
a man approved of God among you by miracles and signs, which God did by him in the
midst of you‟ (Acts 2:22).11 According to John Tillotson (1630-1694), „in Reason,
Miracles are the highest Attestation that can be given to the Truth and Divinity of any
Doctrine‟.12 Woolston‟s claim was, therefore, contentious in the extreme, appearing to
correspond with depictions of brazen speculative atheism. The Discourses can,
nonetheless, be contextualized within what R.M Burns has called „the great debate on
miracles‟: a series of sceptical and apologetic enquiries into miracles vis-à-vis
Christianity, which started with the work of Joseph Glanvill (1636-1680) and Robert
Boyle (1627-1691), and culminated in David Hume‟s essay on miracles in his Enquiry
Concerning Human Understanding (1748).13 Within this context, most scholars have
understood the Discourses as deistical, or at least a by-product of a rationalizing theology
expounded by the likes of John Toland.14 For it was Toland in particular that had
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arguably been the most responsible for toying with apostolic and patristic evidence so as
to raise awkward questions about Christ‟s miracles.15 Yet the Discourses appeared to be
less sophisticated (a point which helps to explain why their impact upon contemporary
scriptural criticism was negligible); for they were comprised of vitriolic polemical attacks
upon Christ‟s miracles which availed an irreverence and crudness becoming of coffee
house wits. For example, Woolston dismissed the scriptural narration of Christ‟s
resurrection as a „Sham-Miracle‟ that was the most „self evident Imposture that ever was
put upon the World‟.16 He had then lambasted contemporary clergy as „incredulous‟ and
mocked the „Evangelical Story of Jesus‟s Apparitions after his Death‟ as reminiscent of
„Robinson Cruso filling his Pockets with Biskets, when he had had neither Coat, Wastcoat nor Breeches on‟.17 In mocking what Woolston saw as the mere verisimilitude of
Christ‟s miracles, the Discourses were, unsurprisingly, berated for their blasphemous
ridicule.

The dominant historiographical view is that Woolston was a deistical wit. This belief may
be traced back at least as far as John Leland‟s A View of the Principle Deistical Writers
(1754).18 More recently, Luisa Simonutti has argued that Woolston‟s ironic turn extended

Bowden (London, 1984), pp. 289-383; J.C.D. Clark, English Society 1660-1832 (2nd edn.; Cambridge,
2000), pp. 331-2; 348; Jonathan I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity
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„the critical methodology of Anthony Collins‟ (1676-1729),19 that is to say a form of
ridicule that denied both acute scepticism and traditional Christian apology. M.F. Suaraz
has suggested that by „routinely marshalling ridicule instead of reason‟, Woolston proved
himself to be the rhetorical heir to the philosopher Anthony Ashley Cooper (1671-1713),
third earl of Shaftesbury.20 In all, most recent scholars have understood the substance of
the Discourses as only a foil for the execution of its rhetoric,21 which used ridicule as a
specific method to attack the very fundamentals of Christianity. Modern judgements
about the nature and intention of the Discourses have significantly influenced
assessments of the contemporary reaction to Woolston‟s work. Scholars as varied in their
approaches as Margaret Jacob, J.C.D Clark, and Isabel Rivers have claimed that
Woolston‟s prosecution demonstrated that free-thinkers, deists, and licentious wits were
never far away from legal censure for blasphemy.22 Roger Lund, amongst others, has
argued that it was the rhetoric of the Discourses which was blasphemous, being a
subversive attack on „decorum‟, and that Woolston‟s trial formed a test-case for the
censure of profane wit.23 This assessment has done much to reduce Woolston‟s
blasphemy to a notion of irreverence, a matter of socio-cultural aesthetics. Indeed, Laura
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Stevens has suggested that „Woolston‟s readers „did not distinguish blasphemy from
rudeness‟.24

I wish to suggest, however, that interpreting deistical theology or a Shaftesburian mode
of ridicule from Woolston‟s irreverence to contemporary orthodoxy is, whilst tempting, a
flawed analysis. A careful reading of the Discourses reveals that Woolston neither
implicitly nor explicitly denied the divinity of Christ, nor subscribed to purely natural
theology; nor employed the same type of ridicule as Shaftesbury.25 Most scholars have
tended to overlook, or chosen to dismiss, William Trapnell‟s 1994 biography of
Woolston and subsequent ODNB entry, which claimed that Woolston was „no deist, but
rather a mystic, yet his sarcasm suggested that he was trying to destroy Christianity‟.26 In
being a scholarly biography on a mission to prove a negative, rather than advance a wider
thesis, Trapnell‟s work was perhaps too narrow in scope and not analytical enough to be
convincing. More significantly, it was not able to provide a persuasive explanation for
why Woolston ridiculed Christ‟s miracles in the way that he did. That being said,
Trapnell is the only scholar to have looked at Woolston‟s controversy on its own terms,
as opposed to using it as a means of exploring the application of and response to
contemporary irreligious rhetoric: reason enough to give his work due consideration. It is
clear that Discourses and the reaction to them must be re-evaluated.
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A wholesale re-assessment of Woolston‟s controversy is not my concern here; however, I
shall begin this chapter with a re-evaluation of Woolston‟s work, developing Trapnell‟s
claims by situating Woolston in his theological context and revising the typology of his
ridicule. I shall argue explicitly, what Trapnell only alluded to, that the Discourses should
be understood principally as an extreme apology for an ill-understood heterodox
theology, rather than an exemplary form of deistical rhetoric. From this base, I shall
investigate the representation of Woolston‟s blasphemy in the sermons, pamphlets, and
tracts that were published in response to the Discourses, illuminating the short, dense
description at the trial. I shall argue that the cry of blasphemy against Woolston was not
just an aesthetic response to his rudeness, but also an articulation of fears concerning the
perceived theological and epistemological consequences of his ridicule of Christ‟s
miracles, which I shall re-define. I shall suggest that because Woolston‟s theology and
polemic were not identified as pertaining to any one particular creed, his blasphemy was
represented in a multiplicity of ways, but primarily as manifestations of overt scepticism
and enthusiasm which were represented as forms of aggravated unbelief. I shall then go
on to explore how Woolston‟s polemic was also represented as a manifestation of
practical blasphemy. Finally, and rather tentatively, I shall suggest that other aspects of
Woolston‟s controversy, particularly debates about liberty, actually undermined a
theological conception of blasphemy, making way for a more expansive notion of
blasphemy as non-doctrinal religious offence.

I
Even after his trial, Woolston continued to claim that he was „no Infidel, but a Believer of
Christianity, notwithstanding… [the] Discourses‟.27 Scholars have consistently dismissed
this claim because Woolston‟s treatment of Christ‟s miracles appears so patently

27
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irreligious. On first inspection, this is difficult to refute. Woolston combined a relentless
questioning of the scriptural description of Christ‟s miracles with contemptuous
irreverence, seemingly designed to cause maximum offence and consternation. In
referring to Jesus casting devils out of a man into a herd of swine (Mark 5:1-20; Luke
8:26-40) Woolston had commented, „There are many circumstances in the Story literally
consider‟d, that would induce us to call the Truth of the Whole into Question…. [For
example] The Jews are forbidden to eat Swine‟s Flesh; what then should they do with
Swine [?]‟. Woolston interwove many other similar doubts with the shocking claim that
„Workers of Inequity, and even some Artists amongst the Jews‟ had performed similar
acts of „Exorcism‟ and as such they were „no Proof‟ of Christ‟s „Divine Authority‟. To
emphasize this point he concluded, „if any Exorcist in this Age and Nation had pretended
to expel the Devil out of one possess‟d, and permitted him to enter into a Flock of Sheep,
the people would have said, that he had bewitch‟d both; and our Laws and Judges…
would have made him swing for it‟.28 This example, perhaps more than any other, has
been used by scholars as evidence that Woolston was a deistical wit. The Discourses
certainly contained theological scepticism, anti-clericalism, and irreverent polemic; but to
provide a balanced view of how to interpret these characteristics, the Discourses must be
contextualized with respect to Woolston‟s other work.29

As an undergraduate at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, Woolston became engrossed
in patristic scholarship, a fascination that was shared by fellow students such as Richard
Allin (b. c.1675) and William Whiston (1667-1752). Woolston graduated Bachelor of
Divinity in 1699 and became a College Fellow two years later; quickly establishing
28
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himself as a „clergyman of very good reputation, a scholar, and well esteem‟d as a
preacher‟.30 His first publication, The Old Apology for the Truth of the Christian Religion
against the Jews and Gentiles Revived (1705), was a work of considerable patristic
scholarship, nearly four hundred pages in length and printed by the University Press.31
The Old Apology was devoid of ridicule and, as one subsequent critic of the Discourses
conceded, treated the miracles of Christ with „decency‟.32 It offered a painstaking
examination of the relationship between the Emperor Tiberius, Pontius Pilate, and Christ.
Marshalling evidence from the work of St. Barnabas, Hermas, Justin of Caesarea, St.
Clement, Origen, St. Cyprian, Tertullian, Dionysius of Alexandria and Eusebuis, amongst
others, Woolston became convinced that Moses‟s influence over Pharaoh was prophetic
of the relationship between Christ and Tiberius and that, consequently, Pilate was aware
of Christ‟s divinity. Whilst The Old Apology accepted the role of miracles in
demonstrating the divinity of Christ,33 the work, like that of many early Fathers, was coy
about the suggestion that they provided whole or unique proof. 34 Woolston sensed that
proof by miracles could easily be undermined by the enemies of Christianity, particularly
atheists, deists, Jews, and those apostates who had become overly reliant upon reason and
prejudiced against the truths of primitive Christianity.35 As a result Woolston moved
towards the belief that proof by prophecy was the best and only unanswerable evidence
30
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of the truth of the divinity of Christ and hence the Christian religion. Yet, this view was
not shared by many of his peers. Whiston later commented that Woolston had,
most unfortunately fell into Origen‟s allegorical works; and pouring hard
upon them, without communicating his studies to any body, he became
fanciful in that matter, that he thought the allegorical way of interpretation of
the scriptures of the Old Testament, had been unjustly neglected by the
moderns; and that it might be useful for an additional proof of the truth of
Christianity.36
Woolston clearly read widely; yet his central beliefs and interpretation of other primitive
texts could always be traced back to the theology of Origen of Alexandra (185-232).37
Origen was one of the first Christian scholars to produce a comprehensive scriptural
hermeneutic. In reaction to Epicurean, Jewish, and Gnostic critics of Christ‟s divinity,
Origen had postulated that the scriptures were accredited with three meanings: literal,
moral, and spiritual. Reading scripture was a graded process by which only true
Christians could attain the spiritual meaning: „an allegorical sense par excellence‟.38
Furthermore, Origen did not permit every scriptural passage to bear all three meanings
and in some instances he explicitly denied literal and moral interpretations in view of a
wholly allegorical exegesis. This hermeneutic was a marked departure from the Pauline
typology of „the letter and the spirit‟ for it rendered the historicity of scripture
unimportant. Origen‟s allegorical exegesis was essential to the construction of his overall
theology: the Old Testament prophesied the Messiah, the one who revealed its meaning;
the New Testament was prophetic of the „truth‟ to be revealed by the glory of Christ‟s
Second Coming. This exegesis formed a spiritual theology which was based on „an
36
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interiorisation in each Christian of the facts, of the deeds and virtues of Christ‟.39
Consequently, it was a belief system that neither denied the historical Jesus, nor his
divine status, but, nevertheless, gave little credence to the historicity of his actions.
Origen‟s sense of orthodoxy was effectively the practice of a „systematic spiritual
exegesis‟, which would appear heterodox „in any age when the dominant discourse of
theology is moulded by the pressure to agree formularies that can be communicated
economically and authoritatively‟.40 The eighteenth century Church of England readily
accepted Origen as one of the great Christian apologists, but had selective amnesia about
his radical theology and exegesis. Woolston‟s genuine commitment to Origenist theology
was fully demonstrated in his apologetic work The Exact Fitness of the Time, in which
Christ was Manifest in the Flesh, Demonstrated by Reason (1722). Indeed, for Woolston,
Christ was a „spiritual Messiah‟:41 a belief which in turn explains his much overlooked
affinity with Quakerism.42
Trapnell observed how Woolston‟s work only became polemical after it became apparent
that contemporary clergy were not convinced by, or willing to engage with, his
scholarship. In a marked change to his previous publications, Woolston‟s A Free-Gift to
the Clergy (1722), berated the „Hireling-Preachers of this Age, who are all Ministers of
the Letter‟ for sailing too close to the wind of apostasy. The urgency of Woolston‟s
campaign was intensified when Anthony Collins penned A Discourse of the Grounds and
39
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Reasons of the Christian Religion (1724), which argued that that the Old Testament
prophesied a temporal not a spiritual messiah and that Jesus did not completely nor
uniquely fulfil such prophecies.43 Woolston responded with The Moderator between an
Infidel and an Apostate (1725),44 which adopted a high risk strategy of arguing that proof
by prophecy was the only alternative to the untenable position of believing that the truth
of Christianity could be proved by Christ‟s miracles. It was in The Moderator that
Woolston first explicitly denied the literalness of some of Christ‟s miracles. This
transgression quickly resulted in the Secretary of State, Thomas duke of Newcastle,
ordering the authorities to prosecute him for blasphemy.45 Whilst Woolston awaited trial,
William Whiston personally intervened by suggesting to the Attorney-General that he
drop the case because, „common lawyers would not know what such an allegorical cause
could mean‟.46 Woolston was subsequently let off the hook, but his brush with the
authorities was simply a prelude.
When the Discourses were published, Woolston‟s infamy was secured; yet far from being
shunned by readers, they actually generated strong sales. Voltaire later claimed that in
total the Discourses reached 20,000 copies,47 whilst Whiston suggested that the text had
reached as „far as the West-Indies‟.48 The first volume went through five editions in two
years and the subsequent volumes, each sold separately for one shilling, all reached at
least two editions within the same period. If each edition ran at 2,000 copies, which is
43
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possible, then Volatire‟s assertion was fairly accurate. The reasons behind the apparent
success of the Discourses are difficult to explain. A banal appeal of notorious figures is
perhaps the most plausible, for it is striking that Woolston‟s crime was detailed in the
compendium Select Trials for Murders, Robberies, Rapes, Sodomy, Coining (2 vols.,
1734-5). Alternatively, Woolston‟s belligerent anti-clericalism might have struck a cord
with disgruntled congregations, or coffee house wits. Whatever the case, the Discourses
gave Woolston‟s ideas and polemic massive exposure.

In the introduction to the first Discourse, Woolston laid bare his intention:
„I believe this Controversy will end in the absolute Demonstration of Jesus‟s
Messiahship from Prophecy, which is the only way to prove him to be the
Messiah… the Proof of Jesus‟s Messiahship should be by an Allegorical
Interpretation, and the application of the Law and Prophets to him; the very same
Way, that all the Fathers of the Church have gone in…‟49
Once set in context, it is difficult to argue that this claim was merely an excuse for
irreligious rhetoric. Indeed, a few pages further on, Woolston confirmed the fundamental
premise which governed all his work. „I shall not confine myself only to Reason, but also
to the Fathers… in the first Ages‟; „[for they are] very great Scholars, and the most
Orthodox Divines. Whatever they concurrently assert, I firmly believe‟.50 I would suggest
that it was this willingness to give primacy to primitive Christianity, rather than integrate
it with a contemporary notion of rational theology, which set Woolston far apart from
other „sceptical‟ critics of orthodoxy and made people question the genuineness of his
aims and arguments.
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Woolston‟s belief in the power of patristic authority to define orthodoxy was far from
unique. Many Christian apologists appealed to primitive Christian texts on the basis of a
belief that they were uncorrupted and incorruptible sources of unambiguous Christian
knowledge that formed a cohesive body of work which supplemented Scripture to
illuminate the true Catholic Church. This conviction was flawed. Patristic sources could
be shown to be contradictory. Moreover, they were often accessible only to contemporary
scholars and were invariably mired by disagreements over their authenticity, selection,
translation, and interpretation. Consequently, whilst patristic „evidence‟ was readily
quoted in both controversial and non-controversial religious literature, its usage and
reception must always be assessed carefully with respect to confessional biases. Indeed,
the multi-faceted contestations over patristic sources were often significant to the
competing ideas of what was „true‟ Christianity.51 Woolston was first and foremost a
scholar, so he would have had a highly informed but also deeply personal interpretation
of which early Fathers and which patristic texts and passages in particular were „true‟ and
theologically important. Woolston would most likely have been influenced by the
scholarship of his peers at Cambridge and perhaps, after his ordination in 1691, by a Low
Church milieu;52 but his patristic arguments were also noteworthy for their
distinctiveness. If Woolston‟s belief in Origenist theology was genuine, then one final
question must be resolved: how could the Discourses appear so aggressively antireligious?
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At this juncture, it is worth returning to Woolston‟s controversial treatment of the miracle
of Jesus casting devils out of a man into a herd of swine. The concern that such an act
could be replicated by magicians or evil doers was also raised by Origen‟s primary
adversary Celsus (fl. 175-180): „Are those miracles done through sorcery and wicked
daemons, while no miracle at all is accomplished by the divine and blessed nature of
God?‟53 Furthermore, Celsus argued that St. Matthew supported such a view, when he
stated that „there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs
and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect‟ (Matt.
24:24).54 Celsus‟s critique of other miracles covered by Woolston were similarly both
sophisticated and carping: „Let us imagine what a Jew- let alone a philosopher- might put
to Jesus: “Is it not true, good sir, that you fabricated the story of your birth from a
virgin… [for] she was pregnant by a Roman soldier named Panthera she was driven away
by her husband – the carpenter- and convicted of adultery?”… Clearly the Christians
have used the myths of the Danae and Melanuippe‟.55 Furthermore, Celsus‟s polemic
could often be coarse and dismissive: „Perhaps you will point to those tricks about which
your disciples boast: those cures and resurrections, or feeding the crowds with a few
loaves… Monstrous tales, to be sure‟.56 It was, in part, in reaction to such questioning of
Christ‟s miracles that Origen developed his allegorical exegesis, which minimized the
significance and occasionally denied the literal exegesis of New Testament miracles. As a
theological manoeuvre, it would appear that Origen accepted the basic premise of his
adversary and so developed a theology that rendered Celsus‟s arguments insignificant.
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In the Discourses, Woolston argued that the divinity of Christ could only be
unanswerably proved by the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy, in accordance with
Origenist theology, because relying on proof by Christ‟s miracles could be easily and
legitimately questioned. However, Woolston had to convince the reader that the latter
was indeed the case, before he could successfully revive Origen‟s allegorical exegesis. In
attempting to demonstrate proof by miracles to be a flawed strategy, I would argue
Woolston adopted Celsus‟s mode of coarse polemic, combining commonsensical
questioning with the irreverence of a sceptic, culminating in the denial of the literal
interpretation of some of Christ‟s miracles. Consequently, his treatment of scripture was
not a form of deistical ironic wit, but a necessary polemic designed to bring about a
realization of the truth of Origenist theology. Indeed, the argument and tone of
Woolston‟s sceptical points bear the clear hallmarks of Celsus. Whilst, neither Celsus nor
Origen covered all the miracles detailed by Woolston, I would suggest that the
Discourses were a development of Contra Celsum for the early eighteenth century.57 The
Discourses were anti-clerical and shunned the criterion of „reason‟ in religious enquiry;
nevertheless, its irreducible core was primitive Christianity, and that what had been
previously assumed to be a form of eighteenth-century anti-religious rhetoric was
actually the replication of ancient arguments used for polemical effect.
To underscore my claim, I want to briefly discuss the typology of Woolston‟s ridicule.
Michael Billig‟s Laughter and Ridicule (2005) reminds scholars that contemporaries
would have been familiar with two different types of ridicule, which were derived from
two types of humour, that can be understood via, what theorists have called, „superiority
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theory‟ and „incongruity theory‟.58 The former had a history that predated Christianity
and was based upon the inherent absurd nature of error, whether manifest in objects,
ideas, or people.59 The most notable exponent of superiority theory in the seventeenth
century was the philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). He stated that, „men laugh at
Jests,… some absurdity of another…the Passion of Laughter is nothing else but sudden
glory arising from sudden conception of some eminency in our selves, by comparison
with the infirmity of others‟.60 The ridicule of the inferior by the superior was, therefore,
principally the affirmation of already self-evident positions and was reliant upon ruthless
observation rather than sublime reasoning: laughter was just a by-product. Incongruity
theory, a belief that the object of humour is „the incongruous‟, was first developed by
Augustan wits, such as Joseph Addison (1672-1719) and the third earl of Shaftesbury, in
order to use aesthetics to advance an new method in epistemology: laughter was
produced by the juxtaposition of fact and fiction, truth from mere claim, allowing one to
be distinguishable from the other.61 Ridicule through incongruity was purported to be a
rationally applied rhetorical tool used to expose corrupt epistemological hoodwinkers,
whether they were Church of England priests, religious enthusiasts, pseudo-philosophers,
or whoever: for „without Wit and Humour, Reason can hardly have its Proof or be
distinguish‟d‟.62 This position was reinforced and extended by Anthony Collins who
58
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suggested that ridicule was part and parcel of the liberty of discourse. 63 The ridicule of
incongruity was very much „anti-establishment‟ and may be considered to have
overlapped with what Clement Hawes has called the „rhetoric of mania‟, which invoked a
variety of techniques to effect a „rebellious stance towards traditional hierarchies of
socio-economic privilege and their related hierarchies of discourse‟.64
In returning to Woolston, I want to suggest that Woolston‟s steadfast and genuine attempt
to defend his perception of orthodoxy undermined his own critical self awareness that
others might deem his work to be dangerously heterodox. I would further suggest that
scholars have systematically mistaken Woolston‟s ridicule of superiority as the ridicule
of incongruity. In the first Discourse Woolston stated, „I ridicule the Nonsense and
Absurditys of Jesus‟s Miracles according to the Letter‟;65 concluding in the fourth
Discourse that, „So absurd is the Letter of this Story, that for the Honour of Jesus, and
Credibility of his Gospel, it is absolutely necessary to turn it into Allegory.‟ 66 In the sixth
Discourse Woolston stated clearly,
I think Ridicule should here take Place of sober Reasoning, as the more proper
and effectual means to cure Men of their foolish Faith and absurd Notions… And
there never was a Polemical Divine, that, if he had an opportunity and Advantage
over the Weakness of his Adversary, did not take such a ludicrous and merry
Course with him.67
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In declaring that his ridicule was not a rational but a polemical enterprise, expressly for
the purpose of shocking his contemporaries into accepting what he believed to be selfevident truths about the flawed nature of the proof by miracles, Woolston‟s ridicule
appears to be clearly one of superiority (perverse as that may seem) rather than the
„witty‟ ridicule of incongruity championed by the likes of Shaftesbury.

II
One important consequence of my revision of Woolston‟s ridicule is that it removes the
modern analytical bias towards the manner of the Discourses. The ridicule of superiority
involved the simultaneous affirmation of a point of substance and a jest upon a supposed
inferior point of view. The Nonconformist minister Simon Browne (1680-1732) appears
to have acknowledged both these components in Woolston‟s work when he condemned
both the „rudeness and folly of his ridicule‟.68 Another commentator noted that
Woolston‟s infidelity was both „a Humour of debating, and turning into ridicule, the
sacred and important Truths of Religion‟.69 Here the separation was clear between a lack
of „decorum‟ and a perverse presentation of Christ‟s miracles as an absurd fiction. This
distinction was also made by the archbishop of Canterbury, William Wake (1657-1737),
who stated that „to ridicule the miracles of our Saviour and treat them in so ludicrous or
rather impious manner‟ constituted unprecedented „blasphemies‟.70 I therefore want to
distinguish between two aspects of Woolston‟s ridicule of superiority. The first I shall
call substantial ridicule, the representation of Christ‟s miracles as error ridden and
68
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ridiculous. The second I shall refer to as aesthetic ridicule, the jest or rudeness which was
designed to enforce the point of substance. Essentially, the difference between these two
forms was that the former tended to apply the term ridicule as a noun, the latter a verb;
but, as will be shown, both could aggravate a position of unbelief to the point of
blasphemy. Before turning to investigate the representation of blasphemy in printed
refutations of the Discourses, a few brief comments should be made about the nature of
the sources.

The most dominant form of response to the Discourses was in fact scholarly refutation,
principally from the pens of Church of England clergy. 71 Through sober argument it was
demonstrated time and time again that the „Argument from Miracles in defence of Jesus‟s
Messiah ship, is in every Branch of it so clear, and so demonstrative‟, and that Woolston
had „grossly and impudently abuse[d] the Writings of the ancient Fathers‟.72 The
Discourses did not create a crisis of orthodoxy in the way that the antitrinitarian
controversy arguably did, but this should not detract from the extent to which Woolston‟s
denial of Christ‟s miracles was believed to be a dangerous attack on the theological and
epistemological roots of Christianity. The central context of Woolston‟s controversy was,
therefore, a debate of proof by miracles. The Discourses provided a catalyst for a staunch
re-affirmation of the scriptural, patristic, and rational arguments for the literal truth of
Christ‟s miracles. In many replies, polemical snipes were kept to a minimum, possibly
because they would have been deemed to undermine what Steve Shapin has called
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„epistemological decorum‟.73 Consequently, the number of polemical outbursts
illuminating Woolston‟s blasphemy was far lower than one might expect. Indeed, the
most successful refutation of the Discourses, Thomas Sherlock‟s The Tryal of the
Resurrection of Jesus (1729), failed to use the terminology of blasphemy at all.74
Nevertheless, given the extreme nature of the Discourses, it was difficult for all
respondents to contain themselves all of the time. Despite the propensity for polite,
theological refutation there was, however, a separate genre of response to the Discourses
that was more concerned with the wider threat that Woolston posed. Printed sermons like
William Tilly‟s A Preservative against the Growing Infidelity and Apostasy of the
Present Age (1729), and pamphlets such as the anonymous For God or the Devil, or Just
Chastisement No Persecution (1728), provided a diverse and bitter counter-polemic
against Woolston. These and similar sources complemented the occasional outbursts in
other more sober treatises in a way that make an investigation into the representation of
Woolston‟s blasphemy possible.

Returning to the critique of substantial ridicule, it may be suggested that, in one sense, the
meaning of the terms ridicule, mockery, jesting, buffoonery, burlesque, raillery, and
scoffing were all of a similar type: being concerned less with humour and more with the
perverse promotion of ideas that were perceived to be dangerously preposterous. For
example, in considering the extremes of Calvinism and Arminianism, Gilbert Burnet
(1643-1715), bishop of Salisbury, had stated that, „both sides do too often speak very
boldly of God…. in order to the representing the contrary Opinion as Absurd and
Ridiculous, have brought in God, representing him with indecent Expressions, as acting
or decreeing according to their Hypothesis, in a manner that is not only unbecoming, but
73
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borders upon Blasphemy‟.75 It would be easy to take Burnet‟s description out of context,
but his concern was clearly not with a secular notion of irreverent wit, but language and
ideas that did not correspond with, or terminate in, prescribed theological parameters. To
give one further salient example, it is worth noting that the Quaker apostate Benjamin
Keach (1640-1704), had chastised the Quakers‟ attempt „to ridicule (though not
wittily….) the whole of the Gospel Ordinances, by turning them into a thing… [called]
Essence‟.76 For orthodox critics, this form of ridicule was serious. In a sermon on „folly
of scoffing at religion‟, John Tillotson had decreed that „to deny… [God‟s] Being, and to
make sport with his word, and to endeavour to render it ridiculous by turning the wise
and weighty sayings of the Holy Book into raillery, it is a most direct affront to the God‟.
Citing Psalms 73:9, he concluded: „Thus the Psalmist describes these Atheistical persons
as levelling their blasphemies immediately against the majesty of heaven.‟77 Whilst the
particular significance of these words should be understood via their individual contexts,
it would seem as if they all appear to comment upon manifestations of substantial
ridicule.

With an interpretative framework in place, it is first worth returning to the wording of the
description of blasphemy at Woolston‟s trial; for there it was noted that the Discourses
„turn‟d the Miracles into Ridicule‟.78 Here, as well as in the extract from the trial on the
first page of this chapter, Woolston‟s blasphemy was represented as rendering Christ‟s
miracles ridiculous, a perverse publication of unbelief. Similarly, according to William
James (fl. 1729), vicar of Clyro in Wales, the blasphemy of Woolston‟s ridicule lay in the
75
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capacity to „laugh away the Reality of Christ‟s Miracles into mere Shadows… in defiance
of the strongest evidences‟.79 Here the emphasis lay less on the aesthetics of mockery, but
on the fear that Woolston had expunged one of the fundamental foundations of
Christianity via a process that was antagonistic and wholly illegitimate: „Let the
Adversary no longer do this dishonour to thy Testimonies, neither let him Blaspheme thy
Name for ever.80 For the bishop of St. David‟s, Richard Smalbroke (1672-1749), „so Fatal
a thing is the pretended Innocency of Errour, and such is the gradual Progress of it, that
we find it terminates in down-right Blasphemy.‟81 Pride was, therefore, at the heart of
blasphemous substantial ridicule; for in the eyes of critics, Woolston‟s claims were only
sustainable and defensible within his own head. In response to Woolston‟s suggestion
that Jesus‟s act of casting devils out of a man into a herd of swine was contrived,
Smalbroke noted that Woolston‟s claim was a „blasphemous Absurdity of which
Supposition was unanswerably exposed by our Lord‟.82 Woolston‟s sin was elevated to
blasphemy by his daring to challenge the unequivocal word of God. Provoked by the
Discourses, the Convocation at Canterbury proceeded with a motion that lamented how
„Men of Profligate Principles‟ attacked the „Grounds and Reasons of Christianity‟ by
turning „Prophecies or Facts the most Miraculous,… all to meer empty Allegory, or
nothing but Ridicule‟, concluding that „the Sacred Revelations [must] be no longer
Blasphemed by unhallowed Pens or Tongues‟.83 Substantial ridicule was an abstract
process of heterodoxy, an act of discrediting the orthodox position to make way for an
alternative, which in Woolston‟s case was represented as blasphemy by his opponents.
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Beyond the basic outline of Woolston‟s heterodoxy, there was genuine confusion
amongst many critics as to what the fundamental nature of Woolston‟s position was.
William Doyle (b. c.1705), for example, related how there was „strange unaccountable
Passages ev‟ry where to be met within his six Discourses‟. Despite the common and
weighty claim that Woolston‟s scholarship was flawed, Doyle refused to suggest that
they were mere „Inconsistencies‟ and resolved, instead, to represent Woolston „as one
who was partly a Jew partly a Deist, and having a Touch of Enthusiasm‟.84 Doyle‟s
concern was arguably more one of categorization than polemic; for his description was
not followed with cries of trepidation at the creation of a new super-species of infidel.
Woolston‟s heterodoxy had no single name, but it was still represented as manifestly
blasphemous, only in a number of different ways. Putting aside the more marginal
speculation that Woolston was a clandestine Jew, the majority of critics tended to think
Woolston was either genuinely gripped by an erroneous belief in allegories, which made
him a dangerous enthusiast, or that he cunningly constructed a web of allegorical
theology to hide his deism. However, these assessments were rarely holistic reflections of
the Discourses, but rather the product of polemical attacks on different aspects of
Woolston‟s work. The two interpretations were not necessarily seen as mutually
exclusive: paradoxically, Woolston was charged with both enthusiasm and scepticism. I
shall now investigate these two charges in turn and then go on to discuss the way in
which the polemic of anti-enthusiasm and anti-scepticism shared a common bond.
Woolston‟s critics were particularly scathing about the legitimacy of his allegorical
theology. The bishop of London, Edmund Gibson (bap. 1669, d. 1748), stated plainly in
his Pastoral Letter to the People of his Diocese (1728) that, „the Supposition of an
Allegorical and Mystical meaning, exclusive of the literal, carries in it so many strange
84
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Absurdities, that nothing could lead any one into it, but either great weakness of
Understanding, or great disorder of Mind, or very strong Prejudices against the Christian
Religion.‟85 The inference of Gibson‟s remarks would have been clear to any person of
orthodoxy: the Discourses bore all the hallmarks of religious enthusiasm.86 Prideaux
Sutton (c. 1678-1749), rector of Bredon in Worcestershire, dismissed Woolston‟s notions
as nothing but „Allegorical Enthusiasm‟, which had not one other follower „upon the Face
of the Earth‟.87 It was widely feared that Woolston‟s flailing allegorical arguments risked
reducing Christianity to „wild and frantick Enthusiasm‟.88 In a sermon to the Societies for
Reformation of Manners in London, Richard Smalbroke lambasted Woolston as a
„blasphemous Author… possess‟d with the spirit of Ridicule‟, who had sought „no more
than a wretched Rival of the very worst Part of Quakerism; that namely, which rejects the
Literal Sense and plain History of the Gospel.‟89 One strand of Woolston‟s blasphemy
was represented as being manifest in his enthusiasm.
Religious enthusiasm was often seen as the enemy of sound, „rational‟ theology.90 Few
clergymen would have liked the idea of sharing anything in common with the third earl
85
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of Shaftesbury, but the notion that „reason and education‟ separated humankind from the
„horrid superstitions, monstrous enthusiasms, and wild fanaticisms of… blasphemous
visionaries‟ was arguably a growing point of solidarity amongst most Protestants except
for devoted spiritualists themselves.91 By implication, enthusiasts were irrational,
ignorant people, even deluded to the point of madness and blasphemy. I wish to focus on
this claim to help understand the critique of Woolston‟s enthusiasm.

Woolston‟s Old Apology had caused a stir when it was published in 1705: it was said that
it contained „wild‟ ideas and rumours abounded that Woolston was suffering from of „a
disorder of the mind‟.92 Ironically, such carping criticisms seem to have caused Woolston
to suffer some form of break-down. Between 1705 and 1719 he published nothing and
very little is know about his life during this time, although there was speculation that he
had been „confined‟.93 I would suggest that an accurate assessment of Woolston‟s mental
health is less important than distinguishing between the polemical representation of
Woolston‟s „madness‟ and his actual mental instability. So far, scholars, Trapnell
included, have implicitly conflated these two quite separate phenomena to form one
narrative about Woolston‟s mania, possibly to help explain his supposed overt
irreligiosity. Removing the erroneous causal link between Woolston‟s mental health and
his writing allows a critical analysis of the polemical notion of madness in refutations of
the Discourses, which, I want to suggest, was closely linked to the polemical charges of
blasphemy.
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In his Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), Robert Burton (1577-1640) had noted that some
„Enthusiasmes‟ were the result of „madnesse‟, when people were „out of their wits‟.94 Not
long afterwards, the likes of Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682), Meric Casaubon (15991671), and Henry More (1614-1687) began to develop quasi-pathological, rather
theological, understandings of religious enthusiasm.95 That is to say, over-whelming
religiosity, contrary to Protestant orthodoxy, was increasingly seen as more of a
delusional state of mind than a form of heresy. Arguably one reason for this shift was the
widespread Protestant appeal to „reason‟, forcing representations of radical heterodoxy
into the realm of „unreason‟. In paraphrasing Michel Foucault, Michael MacDonald
asserted that this shift in the belief and application of reason was „a catastrophe for living
metaphors of unreason‟.96 As George Rosen has explained:

Unreason, and with it insanity, were related primarily to the quality of volition
and not to the integrity of the rational mind. Endowed with reason, man was
expected to behave rationally, that is, according to accepted social standards…
Eccentric or irrational behaviour, actions which diverged from accepted norms,
were considered to be rooted in error or as derangements of the will and therefore
subject to correction.97
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John Locke concluded that enthusiasm „takes away both Reason and Revelation, and
substitutes in the room of it, the ungrounded Fancies of a Man‟s own Brain‟. 98 Away
from sober discourses that specifically sought to understand religious enthusiasm
pathologically, the notion that enthusiasm was a form or irrationality took on a polemical
dimension by being described as „madness‟. For example, it was reported in The
Spectator that, „Enthusiasm has something in it of Madness… most Sects that fall short
of the Church of England, have in them strong Tinctures of Enthusiasm‟.99
To reiterate, Woolston‟s rejection of proof by miracles was a rejection of the most
commonly understood rational proof of Christianity. This alone could have been
represented as blasphemy on account of the delusional pride of Woolston‟s position. As
Joseph Betty (1698?-1731) stated in a sermon to the University of Oxford, „‟tis Madness
to Oppose the Cobwebs of Human Understanding to the fix‟d and inviolable
Determinations of Infinite Knowledge; And ‟tis Blasphemy to Censure the Wise
Proceedings of Our Almighty Creator.‟100 However, few of Woolston‟s critics sought this
line of attack; yet, several respondents cast Woolston‟s enthusiasm as blasphemous
„madness‟.
Woolston‟s allegorical theology was widely regarded as unfathomable, error ridden and
irrational; furthermore, as noted above, he had openly denounced rational debate. One
critic described the „blasphemous‟ Discourses as „a mere Piece of Madness and
Enthusiasm‟, stating that „THERE are different Kinds of Madness, some raving and
rambling, others serious, sullen and arguing; which I take to be this Creature‟s Case: He
98
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must be mad,… for who but a Madman can think or write as he does?‟101 Indeed, George
Wade (c.1691-1738), Doctor of Divinity and vicar of Gainsborough in Lincolnshire,
dismissed Woolston‟s work as „vain, and blasphemous, and lying Words, the Productions
of Madness‟.102 Blasphemy was seen as one of the inevitable ends of enthusiastic
unreason. According to the Church of England clergyman Thomas Seaton (1684-1741),
Woolston‟s allegories were „palpably False and Romantick, Blasphemous and
Unreasonable‟.103 In one satire, creatively presented as being authored by the fictitious
quintessential madman „Tom of Bedlam‟,104 it was suggested that Woolston should be
put into a „Cell to allegorize in, and mutter Blasphemy to himself‟.105 It may therefore be
argued that one strand of Woolston‟s blasphemy was represented as being a manifestation
of his enthusiastic „madness‟, his perceived irrational pursuit of allegory. Though a
„Wretched Absurdity‟, the fear amongst clergymen was that any „Man, who believes [the
Discourses], can as easily believe, that the World itself was made without an omnipotent
Creatour.‟106 In short, in the eyes of critics, religious absurdities became atheistical
blasphemies when they were presented by the author as „truth‟, a delusional act grounded
in „unreason‟ which aggravated the error.
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Turning to the contemporary critique of Woolston‟s scepticism: critics consistently
concluded that Woolston denied „the Messiahship‟, or the divinity, of Jesus and was,
therefore, an „Infidel for ought he says to the contrary‟.107 This must have been a terrible
irony for Woolston, because it was his primary objective to defend Christ‟s divinity by
using proof by prophecy rather than miracles. The problem was that whilst Woolston
made a distinction between Christ‟s divinity and his ability to perform miracles, his
critics did not. By denying divine miracles, Woolston inadvertently opened himself up to
the charge that he actually believed Jesus was an impostor. This allegation had its origins
in the scriptural narrative of the Sanhedrin Trial;108 yet, as Justin Champion has shown, in
seventeenth-century England it had gained notoriety as part of an underground deist
conspiracy, which claimed that Moses, Christ, and Mohammed were „three grand
impostors‟.109

Despite contemporary taunts that implied Woolston was as irreligious as Hobbes, Toland
and Tindal,110 it would appear that no one made a comparison between the Discourses
and the imposture conspiracy or, for that matter, with the infamous French work Traité
des Trois Imposteurs (1719). Nevertheless, for many of Woolston‟s critics the allegation
that Christ was an impostor was too much to bear, being „all over so Diabolical‟ for it
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„not only Justified the Jews themselves in Crucifying our Lord, as one that well deserved
to be put to Death, but has himself Condemned him again by a Verdict of his own
Invention as a wicked Impostor, has literally Crucified the Son of God afresh‟: an
„Aggravation‟ of „horrible Blasphemy‟.111 In his A Fair State of the Controversy between
Mr. Woolston and His Adversaries (1730), the religious writer Thomas Stackhouse
(1682-1752) ended his polite refutation with the following outburst:

his Blasphemies against Christ, whom, either directly, or by way of Insinuation,
he is not afraid, sometimes to call a Jugler, a Punch-maker, a Fuddle-Cap, …and,
at other times, a pretended Author of Religion,…and so grand a grand a
Deceiver, Impostor, and Malefactor, that no punishment was too great for him.
Can any thing be more gross, more daring Blasphemy than this?... These
Materials, I say, I had collected, in order to shew this Enemy of Christianity, this
Blasphemer of the holy Name of Jesus (for now, I think, I may be allow‟d to call
him so) to open view, and his proper Colours…112

In reaction to Woolston‟s teasing suggestion that a reliance on the historical literalism of
scripture opened up the possibility that Jesus was the bastard son of the Roman soldier
Panthera,113 Smalbroke had cried out, „this be a Sin against the H. Ghost, the sole Author
of the miraculous Conception of Jesus, as well as a Blasphemous Imputation on Jesus
both with regard to his Birth and his Intemperance‟.114 Indeed, the scourge of scepticism
vis-à-vis Christ‟s miracles did not merely attack the person of Jesus, but ended in
„Blasphemy against the one God, because it supposes him to have abondon‟d so
considerable Part of his Creation… to the malevolent Humours of pernicious Spirits, to
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the total abolishing all Belief of his Providence.‟115 As Philip Stubbs (1665-1738), archdeacon of St. Alban‟s, concurred, Woolston was a „Falsifier‟ who had „dared to
Blaspheme their great Master‟.116 Woolston had little room for manoeuvre because his
attempt to provide an alternative description of Christ‟s divinity to that which was
observed by an orthodox reading of scripture was also dismissed as accusing „the
Apostle[s] of being guilty of scriptural Tyranny, and uncessary Cruelty, and indeed
blaspheme the Holy Spirit for endowing them with such power‟. 117 Trapnell has
suggested that Smalbroke defined Woolston‟s blasphemy as the charge of imposture
against Jesus.118 This is perhaps overly simplistic; nonetheless, Woolston‟s perceived
denial of Christ‟s divinity was represented as opening „the very Flood-Gates of Deism, to
take its full Course, and spread itself through the whole Land‟;119 whilst the perception
that he brazenly dismissed Christ as an imposture was represented as blasphemy, an
aggravation of unbelief which risked reducing „Christianity to a mere Babel or
Confusion‟.120
Woolston‟s commitment to irrational allegories and his brazen charges of imposture upon
Christ were represented as his central blasphemies of substantial ridicule, forming a
wicked two pronged attack on the sanctity and truth of Christ‟s miracles. Having
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discussed the blasphemy of Woolston‟s perceived enthusiasm and scepticism separately;
I now want to consider how critics negotiated the apparent paradox of finding them both
within the Discourses.

Whilst there has been a significant amount of scholarship dedicated to critiques of
enthusiasm and scepticism as individual phenomena, remarkably little is known about the
polemical argument which claimed they were related. Seventeenth-century theologians
did at least speculate on the relationship. Henry More (1614-1698) noted that, „the
Atheist‟s pretence to Wit and natural Reason… makes the Enthusiast secure that Reason
is no guide to God: And the Enthusiast‟s boldly dictating the careless ravings… confirms
the Atheist that the whole business of Religion and Notion of God is nothing but a
troublesome fit of over-curious Melancholy.‟121 However, an understanding of how
scepticism and enthusiasm might exist within one individual was provided by the
clergyman John Edwards (1637-1716) who stated that, „he [who] shews himself to be a
Blasphemous Buffoon, and Ridicules all Religion, and Exposes it to Contempt and
Laughter, and turns it into Rodomontade. Bigotry and Scepticism meet together in this
Man.‟122 As Michael Heyd has rightly observed, „the common substratum of both atheism
and enthusiasm was melancholy… but they also had a common enemy – “the true
knowledge of God and Religion”‟.123 It may therefore be suggested that, for the defenders
of Protestant orthodoxy, it was irrationality and spiritual ignorance that provided the
fertile ground for blasphemy, a terrain traversed by coffee house wits, pseudophilosophers, and enthusiasts alike.
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To bolster this claim, it is worth considering the experience and comments of the writer,
economist, and one time MP John Asgill (bap. 1659, d. 1738). Asgill‟s life and work has
yet to receive significant scholarly attention, which is lamentable given the beguiling way
his writing intersected theology, literature, and politics on some of the most weighty
topics of his age;124 but the major narrative points relevant for my purposes can be
summarized as follows. In 1700 Asgill had published anonymously An Argument Proving
that According to the Covenant of Eternal Life Revealed in the Scriptures, Man May be
Translated, which argued that Christ‟s covenant gave all believers eternal life. Although
this work provoked a few replies, it went largely unnoticed at the time. In 1707, however,
Asgill fell under a House of Commons investigation for financial misconduct and in the
ensuing scandal it was alleged that An Argument was blasphemous. A House of
Commons committee decided that the book did contain blasphemous passages and the
text was promptly burnt by the Common Hangman; yet this transgression was deemed
relatively minor in comparison to his financial crimes, for which he was imprisoned.125 It
was therefore with some irony that, in 1730, Asgill took the opportunity to write a
response to the Discourses: one blasphemer to another. Before attacking Woolston,
Asgill lamented how, „Under-Believers and Over-Believers being by the Levellers in
Religion, equally accounted Hereticks… perhaps two of these Hereticks put together may
make one Christian, as two odd Numbers make one even‟.126 If „heresy‟ lay in
heterodoxy of doctrines and creeds, then blasphemy was arguably manifest in the
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rigorous and steadfast belief in that heterodoxy. Asgill‟s quip was perhaps borne out of
his disbelief that he had fallen victim to the same charge of blasphemy as Woolston.
Asgill might be described as an enthusiast in a rather conventional mould, a hyperCalvinist. To Asgill, Woolston was little more than a pseudo-philosopher full of
dangerous scepticism. What I want to suggest united the two, was their perceived
„unreason‟, spiritual ignorance, and inherent pride: the elements which were represented
as aggravating their unbelief, forming their blasphemy. When both enthusiasm and
scepticism were identified within the Discourses this was no paradox, but confirmation of
blasphemy; for as one polemicist noted, Woolston‟s blasphemy lay in his advocacy of
both „Quakerism and Free-thinking‟, pretending to „unite the Poles‟ of extreme
heterodoxy by

a „hatred of

„Goodness and Truth.‟127 Having discussed the

representation of blasphemy manifest in Woolston‟s serious ridicule, I shall now turn to
his aesthetic ridicule.
It may be suggested that much of the consternation surrounding Woolston‟s aesthetic
ridicule of Christ‟s miracles grew from wider religious fears about the place of mockery
in a godly society. In the first instance, jesting was a Pauline vice (Eph. 5:4) and for
zealous critics a transgression of the scriptural decree that all words must be good and
edifying (Eph. 4:29).128 Aesthetic ridicule indicated a dangerous lack of godly
seriousness, undermining Christian belief and practice. Laughing directly at the doctrines
of Christianity was seen as mutually exclusive to a belief in them. Indeed, St. Peter
prophesied such jest as being one of the signifiers of the last days (2 Peter 3:3). John
Tillotson had warned that „Profane Scoffing at Religion and the Holy Spirit of God‟
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tended towards the unpardonable sin of blasphemy against the Holy Ghost.129 Similarly,
William Wake noted that one of the greatest transgressions of the first commandment
was „Blasphemous Thoughts or Speeches… [that] make it their Business to Expose, and
Ridicule the Belief of it‟.130 In a fiery sermon on the intrinsic evil of derisive scoffing,
John Lloyd (fl. 1713), lamented how, „Men are now, for the most part, become so merrily
Wicked, so blasphemously Witty, and so jocosely Prophane, that they will sacrifice the
most serious things in the World to advantage of a Jest‟.131 In the second place, many
religious writers were keen to argue that outward manner was a sign of inward intention.
The underpinnings of this belief have already been discussed in chapter three, but what I
want to do here is highlight that, beyond the blasphemous wit that arose from „the street‟,
there was severe disquiet about the consequences of introducing laughter into religious
discourse. In 1728 bishop Gibson reminded the people of London and Middlesex that, „a
ludicrous or unserious manner… proceeds from a deprav‟d mind, and is written with an
irreligious design.‟132 One dimension to the critique of aesthetic ridicule was based upon
practical theology.
Woolston‟s aesthetic ridicule was, once taken out of context, virtually unrecognizable
from the representations of malevolent wit practised by coffee house atheists. One critic
related how Woolston poured „forth his Blasphemies, without regard to the Laws of God
or Man‟, the very signature of practical blasphemy.133 Furthermore, his apparent
popularity proved that he was no lone soldier, but a general leading his troops toward „the
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total Subversion of Christianity‟.134 In a sermon delivered to members of the University
of Oxford, William Tilly (b.1675), Doctor of Divinity and rector of Albury and
Godington in Oxfordshire, warned that Woolston‟s ridicule was so impious it extended to
„diabolical blasphemy, the blasphemy of Hell, and the Ludicrous sport and diversion of
damn‟d Devils themselves‟.135 One polemicist alleged that Woolston had „abused the
Fathers knowingly‟ and that his „Master Design was to patch up an hideous Pack of
Blasphemy, secretly to ridicule them, and all Reveal‟d Religion.‟136 The aesthetic ridicule
of the Discourses was effectively the evidence critics used to judge him guilty of
malicious intent, confirming the ridicule as blasphemy. The Grub Street Journal stated
that the Discourses „did not proceed from an honest and sincere desire of removing error,
and re-establishing truth: for then he [Woolston] would have written with good nature,
modesty and decency‟.137 Bishop Gibson chastised Woolston for the „Blasphemous
Manner in which a late Writer has taken the liberty to treat our Saviour‟s Miracles‟;
though he conceded, „I am far from contending, that the Grounds of the Christian
Religion, and the Doctrines of it, may not be discuss‟d at all times, in a calm, decent, and
serious way.‟138 Sincerity, goodness, and even truth itself were indeed yoked to the
rhetoric of „decorum‟; yet in Woolston‟s case this critique was arguably as much about
practical theology as it was about Augustan civility. Woolston‟s irreverence was not
merely a socio-cultural transgression, but an act of practical blasphemy.
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Perhaps with an eye on Woolston‟s controversy, the Doctor of Divinity Henry Felton
(1679-1740) noted in the preface to his 1729 published sermon to the University of
Oxford that, „In serious Searches and Disquisitions after Truth… Blasphemy and
Scoffing can have no effect but to unsettle those Minds, who are not able to judge of the
Merits of the Cause‟.139 Roger Lund is right to stress the extent to which debate over
„decorum‟ disguised a more fundamental struggle over the means by which power was to
be defended and assailed.140 Yet on one level, contemporary clergy were desperately
fearful of, „a True and well known Observation of the Lord Bacon, that a little
Philosophy inclines Men‟s Minds to Atheism‟.141

Woolston‟s apparently flawed

scholarship, combined with his aesthetic ridicule was a heady mix: fuel enough for a
whole new generation of atheists. Once in the open and unchecked the aesthetic ridicule
of Christ and the scriptures was, according to William Wake, „pleasing to the younger
sort of Atheists, who have neither piety, nor judgment to restrain them, nor seem to care
how ridiculous a way the most serious and religious matters are treated.‟ 142 The younger
sort of atheist was a reference to the supposed practical atheists who were believed to
have formed blasphemous clubs in London. The educationalist Solomon Lowe (d. 1750)
concurred that Woolston‟s language was „well suited to the taste of shallow-headed
young rakes… [and] calculated to furnish them with matter of mirth and ridicule over
their cups, when they affect to be witty‟.143 This connection between the Discourses and
practical blasphemy was only exacerbated by hack pamphleteers, who maliciously spread
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rumours that Woolston was acquainted with the convicted rapist Frances Charteris (c.
1665-1732).144
In summary, Woolston‟s polemical strategy of employing the ridicule of superiority was
an unmitigated disaster. It confounded critics to the point that they censured his theology
as speculative blasphemy on the basis of both its perceived enthusiasm and scepticism;
furthermore, Woolston‟s irreverent jests were interpreted as evidence of practical
blasphemy. The exposition of Woolston‟s blasphemy in the polemical responses to the
Discourses so resolutely affirmed the description at his trial that it is worth citing again.
Woolston‟s blasphemy was represented as an aggravation of unbelief, which sought to:
vilify and subvert the Christian religion… to represent [Christ] as an impostor and
false prophet… to turn into contempt and ridicule his holy life and miracles, also
to cause the truth of the Holy Scriptures to be denied and to weaken their
authority, and thereupon to spread among the king‟s subjects irreligious and
diabolical opinions.145
Having discussed the representation of Woolston‟s blasphemy, I finally want to consider
how other dimensions to the controversy threatened this uniquely theological conception
of blasphemy.

III
Woolston‟s blasphemy prosecution and subsequent imprisonment was not unanimously
supported, even amongst some of his most hardened critics. It was reported that „he had
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several Contributions sent him, after his Commitment, by generous and well disposed
Persons‟, to help pay his fine and sureties.146 Trapnell has commented that „the issue of
recourse to the Civil Magistrate for the repression of dissent like Woolston‟s raised a
controversy within a controversy over the Discourses‟.147 I wish to briefly highlight two
aspects of the debate which may have affected the contemporary conception of
blasphemy.
One issue was the conflicting opinions about the affect of Woolston‟s incarceration. On
the one hand, critics such as Alexander Jephson (d. 1768), curate of Dagenham in Essex,
were adamant that there was „no effectual way to confute blasphemy, but by due censure
and punishment, which if it does not always meet with in this world… [there will be] a
day coming when all Prophaneness and blasphemy shall be severely animadverted upon,
and when God will do right to Himself and His own Perfections‟.148 Whilst on the other
hand, clerics such as Simon Browne noted that Woolston‟s prosecution made „the man
famous‟ and that „the enemies of Christianity will naturally think him a shrewd fellow,
and that his arguments must have great force, to bring upon him the wrath of the bishops,
and the weight of the civil power.‟149 The Grub Street Journal observed that Woolston‟s
„writings and notions are much farther diffused by those very means which were intended
to suppress them‟.150 There was, therefore, a tension between the pious conviction that
anyone „who hath the least Love to their Saviour‟ would react to Woolston‟s
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„Blasphemy‟ with „the greatest Indignation‟,151 and a more pragmatic desire to avoid
Woolston becoming a living martyr to the irreligion.
A further issue critics had to negotiate was a perception that Woolston‟s prosecution
signalled a heavy blow to both the liberty of the press and individual liberty. The lapse of
the 1695 Licensing Act had been bemoaned by many commentators, clerical and lay.152
Yet whilst critics might well have agreed with Alexander Pope (1688-1744) that „the
Press groan‟d with Licenc‟d Blasphemies‟,153 the problem was that, in some quarters, the
liberty of the press had become commensurate with personal liberty. Whig writers such
as Daniel Defoe (1660?-1731) led the charge by arguing that, „To Cure the ill Use of
Liberty, with a Deprivation of Liberty, is like cutting off the Leg to cure the Gout in the
Toe‟.154 An alternative analogy was offered in the radical Whig publication Cato‟s
Letters: „No body was ever yet so ridiculous to propose a Law for restraining People
from travelling upon the Highway, because some who use the Highway committed
Robberies‟.155
In the wake of Woolston‟s controversy, one commentator bravely suggested that, „so long
as Infidels keep themselves to Writing only, and Argument, if the State suffers any thing
in the Dispute, it must be the Folly and Wickedness of those who make the State a Party,
by using force‟: comments which saw the author subjected to a presentment by the Grand
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Jury of Middlesex.156 William Doyle conceded that Woolston might lawfully be punished
for his „ill Manners and want of Decency and Humanity in his Way of Treating things‟,
but upheld Woolston‟s liberty to speak freely.157 For Doyle, the over-whelming light of
truth and reason meant that Protestantism had nothing to fear from error ridden discourse,
and as a consequence the state should become „a wise, a just, a mild Administration‟ with
nothing to fear from an „Assault from Pulpits or Presses‟.158 It may be suggested that, in
theory, a perception of the challenge of deism and enthusiasm could be reduced to and
contained by intellectual endeavour, under a conception of liberty, rendered the whole
conception of an aggravation of unbelief meaningless.
Some of Woolston‟s critics stood their ground. A few viewed the publication of unbelief
as a form of aggravation in itself; for as Stackhouse noted, Woolston‟s opinions „were
most Impious to think… [but] most Blasphemous to say‟.159 In what appeared to be an
affirmation of St. Paul‟s decree on good communication, Thomas Ray (fl. 1725-8) stated
that, „A Man that writes in publick, ought to do so for the Instruction and Benefit of
Mankind‟.160 Ray asserted that, „The Liberty of the Press is a Privilege, that arises from
the Favour and Indulgence of our Governours‟ and hence if such privilege was abused,
the state had the right to enact censure.161 Similarly, Smalbroke hit back at the „Patrons of
Unbounded Liberty‟, by stating that „a Liberty to be avowedly Prophane and Irreligious,
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to Deride whatever is Sacred, and blasphemously to Revile‟ Christ, ends in the „Ruine of
the Constitution both of Church and State.‟162 It would appear that Woolston‟s
controversy even proved a catalyst for a renewed attempt to bring about a Bill „for the
better discovering of the Authors Printers and Publishers of blasphemous prophane and
seditious Books Pamphlets and Papers‟.163 In defence of Woolston‟s prosecution, Henry
Felton declared that:

The Liberty of the Press, and the Liberty of the People are indeed
inseparable:…But as the Liberty of the People is not destroyed, when Violaters of
the Laws are punished; neither is the Liberty of the Press infringed, when those
called to account who offend against the Laws by their Writings. Libelling is
forbidden… most of all, we used to say, when their Blasphemies and Outrage rise
unto God Himself.164
Forced to explain why Woolston should be punished, in the context of a discussion on
liberty, Felton described his transgression as a form of libel. By using the past tense to
describe the relationship between libel and blasphemy, however, Felton implicitly gave
the impression that a secular critique of extreme heterodoxy had usurped the theological
one, rendering a theological conception of blasphemy more or less redundant.

Finally, a separate, but related, point was raised by the freethinking clergyman and
proponent of liberty Matthew Tindal (bap. 1657, d. 1733). Tindal highlighted the
perversity of not prosecuting „a Man, who in a calm, decent, and serious Way, does his
utmost to prove the Christian Religion false‟, whilst calling the magistrate to act against
those such as Woolston, who‟s irreverent manner „cou‟d only prejudice his own Cause,

162

Smalbroke, Vindication, II, unpaginated dedication, [p. iv-v].

163

BL Add. MSS 35875 ff. 122-9.

164

Felton, Good Prince, pp. v-vi.

325

and doubly strengthen That of Christianity‟. As far as Tindal was concerned, Woolston
had done nothing to promote the cause of infidelity and was to be pitied, not punished.165
Furthermore, he argued that blasphemy could not be imputed upon mere delusions or
forms of sincere dissent: to suggest that „Men can be Blasphemers without knowing it‟
was a regressive argument that once considered historically, taking different persecuting
orthodoxies into account, „must extirpate the greatest Part of Mankind‟.166 Tindal‟s
arguments were somewhat self serving and forcefully refuted by one Dr Herbert;167
however, the fact that Tindal raised the matter at all was perhaps indicative of a growing
belief that a theological notion of blasphemy, which castigated forms heterodoxy and
perceived irreligion, was no-longer viable in a state that placed value on liberty and
toleration.
It is somewhat ironic that Woolston‟s prosecution for blasphemy appears to have
precipitated a debate about liberty and the affect of irreligiosity which may have
weakened the theological foundations of the conception of blasphemy which saw him
prosecuted in the first place. The themes illuminated in this final section clearly require a
separate study of their own, not least because they extend well beyond Woolston‟s
controversy. However, I think there is merit in articulating them here. For, it is perhaps
fitting that the final chapter of this dissertation which has sought to develop an
understanding of a theological representation of blasphemy should end with a possible
crisis about the viability of such a perception.
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IV

In conclusion, contemporary interpretations of the Discourses not only destroyed
Woolston but also induced mass confusion, consternation, and debate. Rather than a
champion of the „radical Enlightenment‟, Woolston was a proponent of a „radical‟ form
of primitive Christianity. In this respect, it might be worth thinking of the Discourses as
an extreme element of what Brian Young has described as an „anti-dogmatic tradition‟;168
yet the gap between Woolston and his Church of England brethren was so wide that they
could not recognize anything but vicious irreligion in its pages. On the face of it,
Woolston had taken a broadsword to both the theological and epistemological
foundations of Christianity with such devilish glee that he laughed at Christ Himself. This
position was represented as blasphemy via a series of theological arguments in both
polemical ripostes to the Discourses and at Woolston‟s trial, illuminating the complex
religious critique of the manner and matter of the Discourses.

In theory, the Discourses marked the quintessence of blasphemy. Through the ridicule of
superiority, speculative and practical blasphemy had been brought together: „the Letter of
God‟s Word was never called Nonsense before, by the greatest Blasphemer‟. 169 Yet here
it may be suggested that the theological notion of blasphemy was undermined. Firstly,
there was confusion about what the principal blasphemy of the Discourses actually was.
The multiplicity of theological critiques compounded the case for blasphemy in an
abstract sense, but prevented Woolston‟s blasphemy from being easily understood as a
dominant immediate concern amidst a complex set of other more practical, secular issues
relating to scholarship and the manner in which religion should be discussed. Secondly,
in appearing to bring speculative and practical blasphemy together, a conceptual terminus
168

B.W. Young, Religion and Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century England: Theological Debate from
Locke to Burke (Oxford, 1998), pp. 19-44.
169

Thomas Allan, An Apology for the Church of England… (1725), p. 52.

327

had been reached. The conceptual backdrop to the contemporary critique of blasphemy
was a sliding scale which ended in an eschatological nightmare: eternal damnation by
committing the unpardonable sin. In this context, either wayward behaviour, or
speculative theology could be represented as blasphemy, by positing that the other would
be the next step down the path of spiritual degeneracy, plausibly to initiate a change of
course in the accused and re-instil a fear of God. By apparently finding both practical and
speculative blasphemy together in the Discourses, the thesis of spiritual degeneracy was
rendered impotent. In reaction to such a bare-faced and simple act of irreligion as
mocking Christ‟s miracles, the complex and yet subtle notion of aggravating unbelief
lacked meaning. Woolston had been catapulted from being an enemy within to an enemy
without. The problem was that only the former was considered to be a theological
blasphemer. Suddenly, an expansive secular notion of blasphemy as overt irreverence had
become plausible.

For many critics, the fact that Woolston died only six years after the publication of the
Discourses would have been proof enough that he had been the worst kind of blasphemer
whose life had been extinguished by the Almighty. After the initial outrage, however, it
seemed clear that Woolston had not formed a religious sect; a „moral panic‟ had not
ensued, and God had not wrought providential vengeance upon the nation. Some
contemporaries even seemed secure in the belief that reason and liberty would defend
them from irreligion. In commenting on Woolston‟s death, the diarist Thomas Hearne
(bap. 1678, d. 1735) had related that it was unclear whether Woolston had repented „for
his having invalidated in his discourses the miracles of our saviour‟.170 I have underlined
what would appear to be a significant emphasis in Hearne‟s interpretation. Woolston‟s
blasphemy ultimately affected him alone. In ridiculing Christ‟s miracles, Woolston was a
blasphemer, but he had perhaps caused more shock and bewilderment than fear; for,
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Woolston had merely turned his sword of blasphemy upon himself and committed
spiritual suicide.
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~ Chapter 8 ~
Conclusion
Because I have called, and ye refused; I have stretched out my hand, and no man
regarded; But ye have set at nought all my counsel, and would none of my reproof: I will
mock when your fear cometh; when your fear cometh as desolation, and your destruction
cometh as a whirlwind; when distress and aguish cometh upon you. Then shall they call
upon me, but I will not answer; they shall seek me early, but they shall not find me: For
that they hated knowledge, and did not choose the fear of the Lord: they would none of
my council: they despised all my reproof. Therefore, shall they eat of the fruit of their
own way, and be filled with their own devices. For the turning away of the simple shall
slay them, and the prosperity of fools shall destroy them. But whoso hearkeneth unto me
shall dwell safely, and shall be quite from the fear of evil.
(Prov. 1:24-33)

Blasphemy was a spectre that haunted the godly. It was conceived as an act of spiritual
treason which brought about a fatal breakdown in the relationship between God and
humankind: an aggravated process of denying God which secured eternal damnation.
Blasphemy was represented in thoughts, words, and deeds: from antitrinitarianism, to
wicked swearing, to merely attending the theatre. Orthodox Protestants lived in tangible
fear of the blasphemer and of the prodigious growth of evil. Blasphemy was perceived to
be not only manifest in the world but to have real consequences, and yet it had no
temporal analogue. To say what was blasphemous was, indeed, a judgment; but its
context was theology, not the temporal concerns of society or politics. Magistrates and
Church of England ecclesiastics did not hold a monopoly over the perception of
blasphemy; for it was a diverse group of self-defined godly people who contested the
appearance, nature, and severity of blasphemy. It was the relative success and failure of
these orthodox Protestants to convince others that their outward perceptions were
grounded in valid theological discourses which shaped the sense of blasphemy in
England between 1660 and 1730. In this period the state of theological orthodoxy was in
flux. Christian theology had conceptualized the blasphemer as the enemy within,
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meaning that the concept of blasphemy was particularly reliant upon a clear and resolute
theological orthodoxy. This was something that the post-Reformation era struggled to
provide. Nevertheless, orthodox Protestants held tight to an irreducible set of theological
assumptions about the nature of a providential, Trinitarian God and the way in which
humans remained dependent upon Him. When these assumptions were challenged, godly
critics experienced the greatest form of offence. As the prophet Isaiah noted, „Sanctify
the Lord of hosts himself; and let him be your fear, and let him be your dread. And he
shall be for a sanctuary; but for a stone of stumbling and for a rock of offence‟ (Isa. 8:1314). Those people who were perceived to neither fear God nor know Him constituted a
stumbling block to belief, which not only jeopardized both individual and collective
salvation, but gave rise to malignant wickedness. Godly activists responded with
ferocious vigour: abject terror combined with polemical zeal to propagate cries of
„blasphemy‟, bearing witness to the ghost of the greatest sin.

In this dissertation I have shown how blasphemy was a complex representation
contingent upon the beliefs of those who used the term. Putting the spiritual realm aside
for a moment, it is possible to draw upon modern moral philosophy to crystallize some of
the findings of my work and to speculate upon directions for future study. The
philosopher Allan Gibbard has recently identified blasphemy as an example of a so-called
„thick‟ ethical concept, an idea which is given meaning by judgments based upon context
and intuition, rather than supposedly context neutral deductive assessments of right and
wrong which inform „thin‟ concepts. Moreover, he suggests that thick concepts are
heavily descriptive and may be considered to be somehow self legitimating, having the
force of a reason built into them, rather than relying on external reasoning for their
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validation; hence, it is not possible for outside observers to make judgments about the
validity or truth of thick claims.1

In this dissertation blasphemy has clearly been shown to be a thick concept. Accusations
of blasphemy were made from perceptions and context dependent descriptions, rather
than the more context neutral deductive reasoning that identified thin concepts.
Blasphemy was not conceptualized in a way that fitted a binary structure of good and
bad, adherence and transgression; for it was primarily concerned with the aggravating
qualities of dissoluteness, purportedly being a description of a process which could be
infinitely bad. This view is in marked contrast to the relatively thin conception of
blasphemy defined as causing injury to the religious belief of another person. It could be
surmised that in modern western societies both secularists and religious activists have had
vested epistemological and political interests in a thin conception of blasphemy. To
oversimplify, some liberal secularists have claimed that religious repression of free
expression is intolerable, whereas some religious activists argue that transgressing the
sacred is beyond the pale. The caricatured debate is, therefore, between competing
conceptions of what is wrong; and a relative thin conception of blasphemy is maintained
due the dominance of external reasoning to the validation of the respective arguments.
Here I think that the terminology of blasphemy has probably taken on a relatively new
and predominantly rhetorical role in a set of multifaceted and intrinsically modern
controversies that belie the conceptual complexity of blasphemy as it was conceived in
the past. My point here is twofold. One, my work has shown that the meaning of
blasphemy as a thin concept cannot be viewed as independent of historical context; thus
claims of a linear history of blasphemy across epochs are over-played. Two, standard
socio-political approaches to the history of blasphemy have unwitting limited the scope

1

Allan Gibbard, „Reasons Thin and Thick‟, Journal of Philosophy, 100 (2003), pp. 288-304. See, also:
April Flakne, „Through Thick and Thin: Validity and Reflective Judgement‟ Hypatia: A Journal of
Feminist Philosophy, 20 (2005), pp. 115-26.
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of the investigation due to their perception of blasphemy as a thin concept and their
predisposition to explain phenomena through secular, external reasoning.

Furthermore, it may be possible to re-evaluate the history of early modern Protestant
ethics by considering the relative „thickness‟ and „thinness‟ of specific sins. What is
particularly striking about the nature of blasphemy presented in this dissertation is how it
illuminates the common interplay between two very different moral systems, one which
had its origins in the Seven Deadly Sins and the other formed by the Decalogue. The
descriptions of moral licentiousness embedded in the former are much thicker than the
precise set of transgressions offered in the latter. Whilst John Bossy and Ian Green have
shown how the Decalogue became the mainstay of Protestant ethical teaching, as far as I
am aware little work has been done on the wider, cultural aspects of Protestant morality
in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. A more salient point can be made when
one reintroduces the spiritual dimension, for my dissertation has shown how important
thick concepts were to contemporary perceptions of wickedness. With respect to both
practical and speculative theology, sin was not just about transgressing divine moral law,
but about how the abdication of religious ethical responsibility led to spiritual
degeneracy. On this point my findings certainly challenge the grand claim by scholars
such as Roy Porter that, „questions of good and evil, right and wrong, virtue and vice,
were thus recast in the early Enlightenment from dogma about duties into matters of fact
about human nature‟.2

The transition from a spiritual, ethical system to a largely secular morality, nevertheless
based on biblical codes, clearly needs further study; but it seems clear that the role of
providence was central to maintaining the former in a way that was not contrary to
religious interpretations of reason and free will. In his celebrated book A Secular Age

2

Roy Porter, Enlightenment: Britain and the Creation of the Modern World (London, 2000), p. 263.
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(2007) Charles Taylor developed the notion of „providential deism‟ to help explain one
aspect of an intermediate stage in the history of humanism: the period of the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth-century when a „less theologically elaborate faith‟
provided an alternative guide to holy living. This form of deism accepted the principle of
general providence as an abstract design for the fulfilment of human goodness, but
rejected the supposed reality of particular providences of a miraculous or supernatural
nature.3 Alternatively, Raymond Plant has recently observed that, according to
Augustinian theology „providence works through and not against or contrary to human
freedom, through human voluntary acts, even acts that are sinful. Indeed, providence is,
in a sense, made necessary by human sinfulness, otherwise the eschatological aim of God
would be impossible for humans to advance‟.4 As this dissertation has shown, godly
critics saw a pride induced belief in the autonomy of humankind from God as the
beginning and sustenance of blasphemy. Furthermore, the very notion of blasphemy was
inherently tied to soteriological and eschatological pre-occupations.

Pride was one of the principal bonds that connected practical and speculative blasphemy.
This dissertation has brought into clear focus the most crucial elements of the
contemporary spiritual critique of some forms of heterodox thought. Blasphemy was a
denial of a series of truisms about God and His relationship with humankind. For
orthodox Protestants, religious and philosophical ideas were all bound by an inflexible
theological epistemology. What lay behind the consternation caused by advances in
human reason, religious enthusiasm, and religious ridicule was a sense in which these
activities were evidence of spiritual lying and treason against God. Blasphemy was an act
of total perversity, for it denied the nature and truth of the Almighty, the one creator and
3

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA, 2007), pp. 221-34. I am grateful to Justin Champion for
bringing this book to my attention. For a discussion of the origins and themes of Taylor‟s highly complex
work, see: Peter E. Gordon, „The Place of the Sacred in the Absence of God: Charles Taylor‟s A Secular
Age‟, Journal of the History of Ideas, 69 (2008), pp. 647-73.
4

Raymond Plant, Politics, Theology and History (Cambridge, 2001), p. 53.
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redeemer of humankind. Doctrinal and epistemological change was not primarily
critiqued in a way that analyzed the subversive encroachment of new, alien ideas that had
to be rationally contested because of their apparent validity; for these very ideas were
patently false and any claim to the contrary was evidence of blasphemy.
In the debates about religious conflict in today‟s society, some political philosophers
have long since argued that respecting religious beliefs cannot mean treating people as if
their beliefs were of no consequence, whilst making clear that respecting beliefs need not
lead to a judgment upon the truth or validity of those beliefs. Innovative work is now
being carried out in the fields of philosophy and politics to address some of the principal
issues that have arisen from multiculturalism, exploring, amongst other things, postmodern and post-liberal approaches to inter-religious discourse. In Australia, for
example, a five-year cross-disciplinary project on „Negotiating the Sacred‟ reaches its
conclusion this year and will eventually produce five volumes of conference
proceedings.5 It may be speculated that one strand of these discussions has been
stimulated by a coming to terms with the thickness of belief; that is to say, for example,
that secular liberals or Christians cannot legitimately set about judging or invalidating
claims that are grounded in Islamic theology via standard „rational argument‟. Scholars
are being challenged to think more creatively about religious belief: to embrace postmodernist approaches, for example, and to reach out to theology, philosophy, and critical
theory. I think that the historiography of religion in the late seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries would be greatly invigorated if more historians could be encouraged to do the
same. In general terms, there is arguably scope to move beyond the dichotomy of
conformity and dissent to explore religion as spiritual culture. With respect to blasphemy

5

Elizabeth Burns Coleman and Kevin White (eds.), Negotiating the Sacred: Blasphemy and Sacrilege in a
Multicultural Society (Canberra, 2006). See, also: Bhiku Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural
Diversity and Political Theory (Basingstoke, Hants., 2000); Benjamin Gregg, Thick Moralities, Thin
Politics: Social Integration Across Communities of Belief (Durham, NC, 2003).
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specifically, further study would not need to be so restrictive in its focus or method and
might explore themes of wickedness, pride and spiritual despair in literature and politics.

I have shown that the fear of blasphemy had, between 1660 and 1730, considerable depth
and breadth, but this was largely only visible at moments of acute crisis. Understanding
the substance of this anxiety has provided important insights into orthodox Protestantism
through perceptions of wickedness, the theology that gave it meaning, and the spiritual
culture that bore witness to it. To know God was to fear Him and upon this maxim godly
critics, with passion and conviction, upheld the Pauline commitment „that the name of
God and his doctrine be not blasphemed‟ (1 Tim. 6:1).
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~ Appendix 1 ~
The 1698 Blasphemy Act

Anno nono & decimo GULIELMI III A.D. 1698
CAP. XXXII.
An Act for the more effectual suppressing of Blasphemy and Profaneness.
WHEREAS many Persons have of late Years openly avowed and published many
blasphemous and impious Opinions, contrary to the Doctrines and Principles of the
Christian Religion, greatly tending to the Dishonour of Almighty God, and may prove
destructive to the Peace and Welfare of this Kingdom: Wherefore, for the more effectual
suppressing of the said detestable Crimes, be it enacted by the King‟s most Excellent
Majesty, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and
the Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, and by the Authority of the same,
That if any Person or Persons, having been educated in, or at any Time having made
Profession of the Christian Religion within this Realm, shall by Writing, Printing,
Teaching or advised Speaking, deny any One of the Persons in the Holy Trinity to be
God, or shall assert or maintain there are more Gods than One, or shall deny the Christian
Religion to be true, or the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be of Divine
Authority, and shall upon Indictment or Information in any of His Majesty‟s Courts at
Westminster, or at the Assizes, be thereof lawfully convicted by the Oath of Two or more
credible Witnesses; such Person or Persons for the first Offence shall be adjudged
incapable and disabled in Law, to all Intents and Purposes whatsoever, to have or enjoy
any Office or Offices, Employment or Employments, Ecclesiastical, Civil or Military, or
any Part in them, or any Profit or Advantage appertaining to them, or any of them: And if
any Person or Persons so convicted as aforesaid, shall at the Time of his or their
Conviction, enjoy or posses any Office, Place or Employment, such Office, Place or
Employment shall be void, and is hereby declared void: And if such Person or Persons
shall be a Second Time lawfully convicted as aforesaid, of all or any the aforesaid Crime
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or Crimes, that then he or they shall from thenceforth be disabled to sue, prosecute, plead
or use any Action or Information in any Court of Law or Equity, or to be Guardian of any
Child, or Executor or Administrator of any Person, or capable of any Legacy or Deed or
Gift, or to bear any Office, Civil or Military, or Benefice Ecclesiastical for ever within
this Realm, and shall also suffer Imprisonment for the Space of Three Years without Bail
or Mainprize, from the Time of such Conviction.
II. Provided always, and be it enacted by the Authority aforesaid, That no Person
shall be prosecuted by virtue of this Act, for any Words spoken, unless the Information of
such Words shall be given upon Oath before or more Justice or Justices of the Peace,
within four Days after such Words spoken, and the Prosecution of such Offence be within
Three Months after such Information.
III. Provided also, and be it enacted by the Authority aforesaid, That any Person
or Persons, convicted of all or any of the aforesaid Crime or Crimes, in Manner aforesaid,
shall for the First Offence (upon his, her, or their Acknowledgement and Renunciation of
such Offence or erroneous Opinions, in the same Court where such Person or Persons
was or were convicted, as aforesaid, within the Space of Four Months after his, her, or
their Conviction) be discharged from all Penalties and Disabilities incurred by such
Conviction; any thing in this Act contained to the contrary thereof in any wise
notwithstanding.1

1

The Statutes at Large: From the Magna Charta to the Seventh year of King George the Second, ed.,
William Hawkins (6 vols., 1734), III, pp. 373-4.
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~ Appendix 2 ~
A (Non-Exhaustive) List of Blasphemy Prosecutions
at Common Law in England, 1660-1730

1.
Name: Samuel Seares
Date: 9 June 1666
Court: Middlesex Sessions
Detail:
Jerman Naylor (mat-layer), Richard Middleton (weaver) and John Wollard
(tailor), all three residents of Whitechapel, paid Recognizances of twenty pounds
each to Justice Thomas Swalowe at the Middlesex Sessions to ensure that they
would appear at the next Gaol Delivery to give evidence „against one Samuel
Seares for speaking blasphemous words vizt. That he the said Seares was really
Christ and that he should . . . Kinges, Princes and Magistrates.‟
Source: John Cordy Jeaffreson (ed.), Middlesex County Records (4 vols.; London, 188692), III, p. 371.
2.
Name: John Baptista Damascene
Date: 10 June 1671
Court: Middlesex Sessions
Detail:
The court received a True Bill that John Baptista Damascene had, at St. Giles‟sin-the-Fields, proclaimed „these impious, blasphemous and heretical words, to
wit, Jesus Christ, Moyses and Mahomet were three great rogues‟. Damascene was
found „Not Guilty‟.
Source: Jeaffreson (ed.), Middlesex County Records, IV, p. 29. See, also: [Anon.], The
Practick Part of the Office of the Justice of the Peace (1681), p. 109.
3.
Name: John Taylor
Date: (January?) 1676
Court: King‟s Bench
Detail:
John Taylor was found guilty of „such kind of wicked blasphemous words [that]
were not only an offence to God and Religion, but a crime against the laws, State
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and Government.‟ He was sentenced to stand at the pillory in Guilford (where the
words were spoken), Westminster, Cheapside and the Exchange, with a paper
reading „for horrid blasphemy, tending to subvert all Government‟. Taylor was
also fined £1000 and imprisoned until sureties for his good behaviour could be
found.
Sources: English Reports, vol. 84, p. 906 (3 Keble 607), p. 914 (3 Keble 621); vol. 86, p.
189 (1 Vent. 293).
4.
Name: William Penn (1644-1718)
Date: 16 December 1668 – 28 July 1669
Court: N/A
Detail:
On 16 December 1668 William Penn was committed to the Tower of London
under the orders of the Privy Council for writing a „Blasphemous Booke‟, The
Sandy Foundation Shaken (1668). The printer, John Derby, was also imprisoned.
Both men were released six months later.
Source: The Papers of William Penn, ed., Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn (5
vols.; Philadelphia, PA, 1981), I, pp. 82.
5.
Name: Lodowick Muggleton (1609-1698)
Date: 17 January 1677
Court: Old Bailey
Detail:
„This Muggleton‟s house being searched about August last, a great quantity of his
books were seized, some of which it was now proved, he owned the writing of,
and that he had caus‟d them to be printed; for which he was now indicted, many
wicked Passages out of them being recited in the Indictment, but so horrid and
blasphemous, that we think it fit to spare the Christian modesty of each pious ear,
by not repeating the same here.‟ He was subsequently sentenced to stand at the
pillory for three days „with papers showing his crime‟, his books were to be burnt
in front of him while on the pillory and he was also fined £500 and committed to
prison until the sum was paid.
Sources: Proceedings of the Old Bailey online (POB): t16770117-1. See, also: [Anon.],
The Blasphemer Tryed and Cast: Or a more full Narrative of the Tryal of Lodowick
Muggleton… (1676). [Anon.], Muggleton‟s Last Will & Testament…Being an Absolute
and Real Recantation of his former Notorious Blasphemous Doctrine… (1679); The Acts
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of the Witnesses: The Autobiography of Lodowick Muggleton and Other Early
Muggletonian Writings, ed., T.L. Underwood (Oxford, 1999), pp. 123-35.
6.
Name: unknown, reported „Female-Muggleton‟
Date: 3 July- 28 August 1678
Court: Old Bailey
Detail:
The Maid who in July last was Arraigned for Preaching Blasphemy, was then on
her seeming Repentance, and Renouncing those Blasphemous Tenents that she
was God, &c. which before she foolishly affirmed… [was] restor‟d to her Liberty:
And as if she had at the same time been Licensed to Blaspheme, fell to it a fresh,
but not without some Alteration; for now being again Arraigned for the same
Crime, she had the Impudence before the whole court to say she was indeed the
Third person in the Trinity, and that her Father was that Christ, who was with God
at the Creation; for which Impious Expression, she is likely to be Whipt into
better Manners of Religion.
Source: POB: f16780703-1, o16780703-1, t16780828-14. See, also: [Anon.], A True
Narrative of the Proceedings at the Sessions-House in the Old-Bayly, on the 3, and 4,
Days of July, 1678… (1678); [Anon.], News from Newgate: Or the Female Muggleton…
(1678).
7.
Name: Philip Herbert (1653-1683), Earl of Pembroke.
Date: 28 Jan 1678
Court: N/A
Detail:
It was reported to the House of Lords that the King had committed the Earl of
Pembroke to „The Tower of London, for uttering such horrid and blasphemous
Words, and other Actions proved upon Oath, as are not fit to be repeated in any
Christian Assembly‟. Pembroke was subsequently released on the 30 January,
after apologizing for his transgression. The episode served as a stimulus for the
Lords to introduce a Bill „for the punishing of Atheism and Blasphemy‟.
Sources: LJ, XIII, pp.
HL/PO/JO10/1/372/463.

131-3.

See,
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also:

The

National

Archive

(TNA)

8.
Name: Joseph Hindmarsh
Date: 13 April 1681
Court: The Old Bailey
Detail:
„Indicted for Printing and Publishing a Blasphemous Pamphlet, Entitled The
Presbyterians Pater Noster, Creed, and the 10 Commandments pleaded Guilty to
the same, and was Ordered to be taken into Custody.‟
Sources: POB t16810413a-6. See, also: [Joseph Hindmarsh], The Presbyterian Pater
Noster: Creed, and Ten Commandments (1681); Thomas Ashenden, Some Reflections
upon a late Pamphlet, in a Letter to J.H. (1681); D.M., A Letter to a Noble Lord
concerning a late Prophane Pamphlet, entitled, the Presbyterians Pater Noster, Creed,
and Ten Commandments (1681).
9.
Name: Margaret Colbron [Coulburne]
Date: 1691
Court: Lancashire Quarter Sessions
Detail:
The court heard a petition by Richard Clegg, vicar of Kirkham, against the
Quaker preacher Margaret Colbron. His grievance was twofold: that Colbron
„doth Conventicle from house to house‟ and that „she hath affirmed she hath seen
Christ with her eyes and felt him with her hands, with other both scurrilous and
blasphemous language and she denys (or will not owne the resurrection).‟ It
would appear that the court did not take further action.
Sources: Lancaster Record Office QSP 705/11; cited in R. Cuncliffe Shaw, Kirkham in
Amounderness: The Story of a Lancashire Community (Preston, 1949), p. 651.
10.
Name: James Boulton of Chatham
Date: 4 November 1692
Court: Kent Quarter Sessions
Detail:
Justices John Crompt and William Yardley received an information against James
Boulton. One John Clay stated that, Boulton had spoken „very blasphemous
words concerning our Saviour Jesus Christ‟ and had also proclaimed that „St. Paul
the Apostle was a puppy‟. A second witness stated that Boulton had „very
blasphemously [said]… openly & publicly in company that our Saviour Christ
was a Bastard‟.
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Source: Centre for Kentish Studies Q/SB/23/64-65.
11.
Name: William Freke (1662-1744)
Date: 19 May 1694
Court: King‟s Bench
Detail:
William Freke was found guilty of writing and publishing a „blasphemous
Socinian pamphlet against the Trinity‟, A Brief and Full Confutation of the
Mystery of the Trinity (1693). Freke was sentenced to pay a fine of £500, to stand
sureties for good behaviour for three years, and to make a public recantation in
the four courts of Westminster Hall.
Sources: Narcissus Luttrell, A Brief Historical Relation of State Affairs from September
1678 to April 1714 (6 vols; Oxford, 1857), III, p. 313; The Life and Times of Anthony á
Wood…, ed., Andrew Clark (5 vols; Oxford, 1894), III, p. 444, p.452; CJ, XI, p. 27; LJ,
XV, p. 332.
12.
Name: Susannah Fowles
Date: 7 May 1698
Court: Old Bailey
Detail:
Susannah Fowles was indicted for „uttering blasphemous Words against Jesus
Christ, and Cursing and Damning the Lords Prayer‟. The trial overlooked the
detail of the initial charge and became preoccupied with establishing whether
Fowles was possessed by the Devil. It was eventually determined that she was
not; however, she was then punished for deception. Fowles was pilloried, fined
£100, and was imprisoned until her fine was paid.
Sources: [Anon.], The Trial of Susannah Fowles of Hammersmith: That was Try‟d at
London for Blaspheming Jesus Christ and Cursing the Lords Prayer and Who is also
Pretended to be Posesset with a Devil (1698).
13.
Names: Elias Marion, John Dande, and Nicholas Fachio
Date: 9 May – 4 July 1707
Court: Queen‟s Bench
Detail:
On 9 May 1707, the aforementioned three persons were bound by Recognizances
of £40. £20, and £20 respectively to appear before the Queen‟s Bench at the next
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term to answer an Information that they had published a „blasphemous French
libel‟. They were found guilty on 4 July and sentenced to stand at the pillory at
Charing-Cross with a notice publicizing their crime. The criminals were also fined
£20 pounds each.
Sources: TNA KB 33/24/2 no. 11. See, also: Elie Marion, An Account of the Tryal,
Examination and Conviction of E. Marion, and Other French Prophets… (1707); Richard
Kingston, Enthusiastic Impostors, no Divinely Inspir‟d Prophets… (1709), pp. 14-5.
14.
Name: Richard Burridge (b.1670), Richard Keel (peruke-maker), and George Milson
(butcher)
Date: 2 May 1712
Court: Old Bailey
Detail:
All three men were charged with making „blasphemous speeches‟ including
drinking a „Health to the Devil‟. It is recorded that Burridge pleaded „not guilty‟;
however, after a lengthy trial involving many witnesses he, along with the other
two, were convicted and sentenced to stand at the pillory in two (unspecified)
locations and then to be committed to prison for one-year.
Sources: [Richard Burridge], A True Account of what Past at the Old-Bailey, May the 2nd
1712. Relating to the Tryal, Examination and Conviction, of Richard Burridge… (1712);
Richard Burridge, Religio Libertini: Or, the Faith of a Converted Atheist. Occasionally
set forth by Mr. Richard Burridge, who was lately Convicted of Blasphemy before the
Right Honourable Sir Thomas Parker… (1712), pp. 21-7. See also: P[aul] Lorrain,
Popery near a-kin to Paganism and Atheism… Set forth in a Sermon Preach‟d in the
Chapel of Newgate, upon an Extraordinary Occasion, viz. that of the Abjuration and
Renunciation… Solemnly made by a Roman-Catholick Prisoner there for Blasphemy on
Sunday July 6 1712 (1712). The POB has no explicit record of the trial.
15.
Name: Joseph Hall (author and „Sergeant in Arms to the King‟), William Wilkin
(printer), Thomas Warner (publisher)
Date: 1720-1
Court: King‟s Bench
Detail:
On 15 February 1720 the House of Lords ordered the Attorney General to
prosecute the aforementioned three men for writing, printing, and publishing A
Sober Reply to Mr. Higgs‟s Merry Arguments, from the Light of Nature, for the
Tritheistick Doctrine of the Trinity (1720), noting that „the whole Book is a
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Mixture of the most Scandalous Blasphemy, Profaneness, and Obscenity; and
does, in the most daring, impious Manner, ridicule the Doctrine of the Trinity, and
all Revealed Religion‟. The accused men were taken into custody and the book
was publicly burnt. On 22 February they were released and bound by a
Recognizance to appear before the Court of the King‟s Bench. It was later
reported in the Historical Register that, Hall was convicted of „publishing a
blasphemous pamphlet‟ on 6 March 1721 and Wilkins was found guilty on 11
May 1721 (I cannot find any mention of Warner). Hall was sentenced to threemonths in prison, fined £200 (later reduced to £50), ordered to stand in at the
pillory at Charing Cross, and ordered to find sureties for his good behaviour for
seven years. Wilkins was sentenced to three-months in prison, fined £100, and
also ordered to find sureties for his good behaviour for seven years.
Sources: LJ, XXI, p. 229, p. 230, p. 231, p. 232, p. 242; [Anon.], The Historical Register,
containing an Impartial Relation of all Transactions, Foreign and Domestick (vol. VI,
1721), p 12, p. 23, p. 26, p, 27, p. 28. See, also: [Joseph Hall], A Sober Reply to Mr.
Higgs‟s Merry Arguments, from the Light of Nature, for the Tritheistick Doctrine of the
Trinity (1720); [Thomas] Lewis, The Nature of Hell, the Reality of Hell-Fire, and the
Eternity of Hell-Torments… (1720), unpaginated dedicatory epistle, [pp. i-ii]; The
Evening Post, no. 1839 (11 May – 13 May 1721); The Post Boy no. 4963 (13 May – 16
May 1721).
16.
Name: Edward Elwall (bap. 1676, d. 1744)
Date: 1726
Court: Stafford Summer Assize
Detail:
In 1724 Edward Elwall published a Unitarian treatise, A True Testimony for God
and for His Sacred Law. A man called James Barter accused this work of
„Blasphemy and Heresy‟, and Elwall was subsequently prosecuted for publishing
the book at the Stafford Assizes in the summer of 1726. The presiding judge was
Alexander Denton (bap. 1679, d. 1740). Elwall was reportedly acquitted because
he had not been given a copy of the Indictment.
Sources: [Edward Elwall], A Reply to James Barter‟s Reflections on My Late Book,
Intitled, A True Testimony for God, and for His Sacred Law… (Wolverhampton, 1725?),
p. 14; E[ward] Elwall, The Grand Question in Religion Consider‟d…With an Account of
the Author‟s Tryal or Prosecution… (1736?), pp. 51-67. See, also: [Anon.], The Triumph
of Truth; being an Account of the Trial of Mr. E. Elwall, for Heresy and Blasphemy at
Stafford Assizes… (Leeds, 1771). Edward Elwall, A True Testimony for God and for His
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Sacred Law. Being a Plain, Honest Defence of the First Commandment of God against
All the Trinitarians under Heaven (Wolverhampton, 1724).

17.
Name: Thomas Woolston (bap.1668, d.1733)
Date: 4 March 1729
Court: King‟s Bench
Detail:
Thomas Woolston was found guilty of publishing the first four volumes of the
„blasphemous‟ Discourses on the Miracles of Our Saviour (6 vols., 1727-9). He
was subsequently sentenced to a year in prison, fined a total of £100, and bound
to stand sureties of £2000 to ensure he no longer published.
Sources: The National Archives (TNA) TS 11/577 no. 1876; [Thomas Woolston], The
Tryal of Thomas Woolston… (1729). See, also: English Reports, vol. 93, pp. 881-2 (2
Strange, 834); vol. 94, p. 112 (1 Barn. K.B. 162-3), p. 181 (1 Barn. K.B. 266).
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