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Abstract

English Literature and the Invention of Atheism, 1564-1611

By the 1580s, Western European writers were discussing atheism with increasing urgency.
The Greek term d6co¢ and its Latin equivalent atheos had largely fallen out of use since the
decline of the Roman Empire. When these terms were readopted in the early sixteenth
century, first by writers in France and soon after in Germany, Italy, and the British Isles, they
immediately gained currency, becoming central to political, religious, and literary discourses.
This thesis examines writing about atheists and atheism in sixteenth-century England from
the 1560s to the early seventeenth century. Rather than seeking historical evidence for rising
levels of ‘real’ atheism during this period, this thesis explores the role of literature in
‘inventing’ atheism as a cultural category. I use ‘unbelief’ to refer to lack of belief in the
existence of God or gods and argue that ‘atheism’ is a conceptualisation of unbelief explicitly
developed to attack and discredit unbelievers. Following an initial survey of the histories of
atheism and unbelief, I examine the objectives and rhetorical strategies of three forms of
writing in which the development of early modern conceptions of atheism is most visible.
Firstly, dialogues with fictive atheists written by John Lyly, George Gifford, and Philip
Sidney; secondly, the religious polemics of William Whitaker, William Rainolds, and Henry
Smith; and finally, dramatic representations of atheism by Christopher Marlowe. These
chapters demonstrate that atheism is a hostile designation of unbelief which emerged in
response to post-Reformation anxieties about religious division and the recovery of ancient
philosophies of unbelief, such as Epicurean annihilationism and Stoic pantheism. Ultimately,
this thesis shows how literary techniques that allow motives and inner convictions to be
inferred as ‘character’ and ‘voice’ contributed to the emergence of the atheist as a powerfully

imagined cultural presence in dialogues, plays, and polemics.
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Note on texts

For primary texts, I use modern scholarly editions wherever possible. Where these are not
available, I cite and quote from early modern printed works. When doing so, I maintain
original punctuation and orthography but modernize u/v and i1/j, normalise long s, and silently
expand contractions. All italics in direct quotations are original except where specified. For
early modern texts with very long titles, I have used compressed versions to save space,
indicating omitted words using ellipses in square brackets. When citing the Bible, I use the
standard abbreviations listed in the Chicago Manual of Style. Wherever a non-dramatic
primary text is first mentioned in the body of the thesis, I give the date of its first printed
edition in parentheses. For plays, I give the estimated date of first performance according to
the ‘Best Guess’ listed in Martin Wiggins’ British Drama 1533—1642: A Catalogue (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2012-).



Introduction

The questions this thesis sets out to address may be illustrated by comparing two different
literary representations of unbelief, one published in the 1560s and the other in the early
seventeenth century. Both are fictive conversations in which one character confesses unbelief
to another who also admits to being without faith. The first occurs in an exchange between a
doctor and his rich patient in William Bullein’s 4 dialogue both pleasant and pietifull (1564);
the second is between the antagonist and his accomplice in Cyril Tourneur’s The Atheist’s
Tragedy (1610). In terms of publication dates, these works bookend the dialogues, plays, and
polemics of the 1580s and 90s that this thesis primarily focuses on. Bullein’s text, with its
varied episodic narratives, possesses a generic hybridity that anticipates the plays and
dialogues of the later Elizabethan period.! Conversely, Tourneur’s play, with its inactive
revenger who lets providence take its course, looks back to and subverts the revenge tragedy
conventions established in earlier works like The Spanish Tragedy (1587).% Just as their
literary sensibilities respectively anticipate and respond to the literature of the late sixteenth
century, so too do the representations of unbelief in these texts anticipate and respond to
developing ideas about atheism. Tourneur’s text knowingly invokes established anti-atheist
tropes that were still emerging when Bullein was writing. In this thesis, I aim to identify and
explain the role of literature in shaping conceptions of atheism in early modern England.

Let us examine the later work first. At the beginning of The Atheist’s Tragedy, the
titular atheist D’ Amville complains to his accomplice Borachio about the hypocritical puritan

Languebeau Snuffe. D’ Amville observes that although Snuffe professes to ‘divert the world

! Phil Withington, ““For This Is True or Els I Do Lye”: Thomas Smith, William Bullein, and Mid-Tudor
Dialogue’, in The Oxford Handbook of Tudor Literature: 1485—-1603, ed. Mike Pincombe and Cathy Shrank
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 463.

2 Katharine Eisaman Maus, ‘Introduction’, in Four Revenge Tragedies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995),
XXVI1I—XXX1.



from sin,” he is incapable of living purely himself, prompting audiences to read Snuffe as a
typical stage puritan.’ Snuffe and the post-Reformation confessional divisions that he
represents fuel D’ Amville’s scepticism, leading him to assert that by Snuffe’s hypocrisy, ‘I
am confirmed an atheist’.* The basis for D’Amville’s declared atheism, along with many
other aspects of his character, are formed in accordance with ideas about atheism that were
commonplace by the early seventeenth century. D’ Amville rejects the immortality of the soul
and pursues temporal pleasure at the expense of Christian morality; embraces a kind of
pantheism and applies syllogistic reasoning to traduce the status of man; develops
Machiavellian schemes to deceive others; outwardly behaves as an atheist while inwardly
suffering from an afflicted conscience; and ultimately abandons his atheism as he faces
death.’ Each of these beliefs and behaviours has a precedent in contemporary sermons,
treatises, and religious polemics that taxonomize and condemn atheism. D’ Amville is
presented as a comically unlikeable character who does not sincerely or persistently deny the
existence of God because this is how atheism was portrayed in the corpus of anti-atheist
writing that became popular in England from the 1580s onward.

Fifty years earlier, this collection of ideas was not yet fully formed, and the word
atheist was used far less frequently. In Bullein’s Dialogue, the doctor Medicus and his patient
Antonius do not describe themselves as atheists at all, but as ‘Nulla fideians’, a term that has
the same denotative meaning as atheist, but which attained neither the popularity of this term,
nor its breadth of connotations. Medicus is an exponent of a much older tradition in which

physicians were associated with unbelief: it was proverbial that of every three doctors, two

3 Cyril Tourneur, The Atheist’s Tragedy, in Four Revenge Tragedies, ed. Katharine Eisaman Maus (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 1.2.205-214. Literary historians are comfortable with the idea that stage
puritans were recognisable figures in the popular culture of early modern England, but atheists are rarely
considered in the same way. See, e.g. Patrick Collinson, ‘Ecclesiastical Vitriol: Religious Satire in the 1590s and
the Invention of Puritanism’, in The Reign of Elizabeth I: Court and Culture in the Last Decade, 1995, 150-70;
Huston Diehl, ‘Disciplining Puritans and Players: Early Modern English Comedy and the Culture of Reform’,
Religion & Literature 32, no. 2 (2000): 81-104.

4 Tourneur, The Atheist’s Tragedy, 1.2.214.

5 Tourneur, The Atheist’s Tragedy, 1.1.17-21; 1.1.3-6; 1.2.233-9; 4.3.211-43; 5.2.255-7.



were ‘athei’.’ In Bullein’s Dialogue, Medicus’ unbelief is presented as a regrettable reality
rather than a new societal affliction that needs to be systematically condemned. Medicus is
nonplussed when Antonius critiques him for omitting from a Biblical quotation lines that
attribute a divine origin to medical knowledge: ‘I care not, for I medle with no Scripture
matters, but to serve my tourne’.” Yet, Medicus is circumspect enough to ensure the two men
are alone before discussing his unbelief further: ‘Commaunde your folkes to departe out of
the chamber’. The scene Bullein invites us to imagine is one in which two men recognise that
‘we two are of one religion’—that is, no religion—and that while this is something they must
be discreet about, it is not so acutely dangerous or unthinkable that they avoid the
conversation.® Perhaps surprisingly, their decision is not revealed to be hubristic.

Unlike Tourneur’s D’ Amville, Medicus and Antonius are not punished for revealing
their unbelief. Though Antonius later suffers from an afflicted conscience and returns to a
theistic position before his death, Medicus is unmoved by this recantation and at the end of
the dialogue his life, career, and unbelief are intact. Whereas the transience of Antonius’
unbelief conforms to the emerging idea that atheists were hypocrites, Medicus’ unbelief
seems more deep-rooted. As with Antonius’ inconstancy, some aspects of Medicus’ unbelief
do seem to follow a nascent early modern conception of atheism. For example, when
Medicus admits that he is ‘neither catholike, Papiste, Protestante, nor Annabaptiste [...] [ am
a Nulla fidian, and there are many of our sect’, Bullein emphasises the extent to which
divisions within Christianity—epitomised by the presence of various ‘sect[s]’—could serve

as an inducement to unbelief, just as D’Amville’s atheism is ‘confirmed’ by his hatred of

¢ See Paul H. Kocher, ‘The Physician as Atheist in Elizabethan England’, Huntington Library Quarterly 10, no.
1 (1946): 229.

7 William Bullein, 4 Dialogue Bothe Pleasaunte and Pietifull Wherein Is a Goodly Regimente against the Fever
Pestilence with a Consolacion and Comfort against Death (London, 1564), sig. B3r. N.b. this is the second of
two editions printed in 1564. Here, Bullein closely follows the Geneva translation of Ecclus. 38.1-2: see Cathy
Shrank, ‘Citing Scripture in Late Medieval and Early Modern English Morality Drama’, in Enacting the Bible in
Medieval and Early Modern Drama, ed. Eva von Contzen and Chanita Goodblatt (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2020), 113-16.

8 Bullein, Dialogue Bothe Pleasaunte and Pietifull, sig. B4r.



Snuffe, the hypocritical puritan.® Medicus is also like D’Amville in that he is acquisitive,
seeking to profit from his patients, and in the way he rejects Christian explanations of the
universe in favour of Aristotelian and Epicurean philosophy. Yet, despite their similarities,
the representation of unbelief we see in Bullein’s Medicus feels categorically different to that
found in Tourneur’s D’ Amville.

I contend that what stops the unbelief of Medicus from falling into the category of
atheism is the absence of a clear confutational agenda in Bullein’s Dialogue. Whereas
D’Amville is established as a villain whose unbelief justifies his role as an antagonist; acts as
a foil for the hero’s piety; and sets up the climax of his providential downfall, the unbelief of
Medicus and Antonius reads more like a satire of a certain kind of unbelief present in
contemporary English society. This is not to say that Bullein approved of it; he was a
committed Protestant who would have considered figures like Medicus and Antonius
important targets for evangelisation.!® Rather, I would suggest that Bullein’s view of unbelief
is not informed by an established tradition of anti-atheist confutation in the same way that
Tourneur’s was in 1610. Writing at a time when the concept of atheism was still relatively
unknown in England, Bullein produced a representation of two men discussing their lack of
faith to highlight the degradation of English society. As anti-atheist discourse became more
prominent and sophisticated, portrayals of quotidian unbelief gave way to hyperbolic attacks
and gross caricatures, with the figure of the atheist becoming more and more entrenched in
the English imagination. This thesis is about the invention of early modern conceptions of
atheism and how these ideas related to the forms of unbelief present in England during this

period.

9 Bullein, Dialogue Bothe Pleasaunte and Pietifull, sig. B4.
10 George Gifford’s Countrie Divinitie also uses a dialogue with an invented unbeliever to demonstrate the need
for Protestant evangelisation; see chap. 2, 118-132.



ATHEISM AND UNBELIEF

In the above discussion of Tourneur and Bullein, I use the terms ‘unbelief” and ‘atheism’ to
denote two separate ideas. While I discuss these terms at length in Chapter 1, a shorter
explanation of how I distinguish between them is in order here. As Stephen Bullivant points
out, ‘there is no clear, academic consensus as to how exactly the term [atheism] should be
used’. Some scholars define the term broadly as the mere absence of positive belief in god(s),
while others adopt a more specific conception of atheism as a conscious rejection of ‘God’,
usually the Judeo-Christian one.!! I prefer to group these rejections and absences under the
broader and less ideologically charged term ‘unbelief’. OED defines unbelief simply as
‘Absence or lack of belief; disbelief, incredulity’, with its primary application being ‘In
matters of religion’.!? Since the term is not strongly associated with the rejection of one
particular idea, like the existence of God or gods, it usefully captures the many forms of
unbelief that early moderns were concerned about. English anti-atheist writers in this period
not only condemned outright rejection of the Christian God, but also other forms of unbelief
not generally included in modern definitions of atheism, such as denials of providence, the
immortality of the soul, and the divinity of Christ. Irreligious scoffing, blasphemy, and a
general lack of interest in religion (which is sometimes associated with the modern term
‘agnosticism’) were further forms of unbelief that early modern anti-atheist writers attacked.
Although it may seem wrong to conflate quite different ways of rejecting religion within the
single category of unbelief, thus aligning casual scoffing with intellectual scepticism, doing
so creates a useful sense of neutrality. Creating different sub-groups of unbelief and judging

some to be more or less significant than others is precisely the function of ‘atheisms’.

' Stephen Bullivant, ‘Defining “Atheism™, in The Oxford Handbook of Atheism, ed. Stephen Bullivant and
Michael Ruse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 11-20.
12 “Unbelief, n.’, in Oxford English Dictionary, accessed May 2020, oed.com.



While I use unbelief as a neutral term for referring collectively to the absence or
rejection of various religious beliefs, I make a case for treating atheisms as conceptual
frameworks developed to explain or justify different forms of unbelief. Rather than taking the
contemporary Western definition of atheism as a normative standard, I contend that
historically and culturally diverse societies develop distinct conceptions of atheism that
taxonomize the forms of unbelief they consider particularly significant or threatening. While
this thesis centres on Christian understandings of atheism in the early sixteenth century, a
brief digression into Islamic conceptualisations of unbelief may reveal how the ways a
culture categorises unbelief can reveal much about its moral and philosophical priorities. The
modern Islamic world does not have a single direct equivalent for the Western term atheism.
Rather, Muslims tend to group different varieties of unbelief into distinct categories. For
example, Dahrism specifically denotes forms of unbelief that reject divine creation as the
only possible origin for the universe, particularly with reference to astronomy, medicine, and
other scientific challenges to religious orthodoxy.!* More broadly, a kafir is anyone who
rejects the idea of God as defined by the Quran (whether non-Muslim theists like Christians
and Jews should be included in this category is a matter of contention).!* The term ilhad,
meanwhile, refers to any heresy that distorts the fundamental teachings of Islam. Though
often seen as the closest Arabic equivalent of atheism, i/had is better understood as a radical
tradition within Islam, in contrast to the more oppositional reputation of Western atheism. !>
Because ilhad denotes ‘theological deviancy or heresy’, it is applied to many more forms of

unbelief than the outright rejection of God’s existence, a form of ilhad that remains rare in

13 Patricia Crone, ‘Dahris’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, third edition, accessed May 2020,
referenceworks.brillonline.com.

14 “Kafir’, in The Oxford Dictionary of Islam, ed. John L. Esposito, accessed May 2020,
oxfordislamicstudies.com.

15 Samuli Schielke, ‘The Islamic World’, in The Oxford Handbook of Atheism, ed. Stephen Bullivant and
Michael Ruse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 648.



the contemporary Muslim world.'® As Sumuli Schielke points out, the grouping together of
different forms of unbelief within the concept of ilhad indicates that ‘in the contemporary
Arab world at least, the dividing line between theism and atheism is often less important than
one’s stance towards other key issues of a religious worldview’.!” Rejecting the existence of
God does not have its own category because it is not a privileged form of unbelief; rather,
Islamic atheisms focus more on circumscribing forms of unbelief that lead to deviation from
Islamic values and teachings.

The contingent relationship between different forms of unbelief and the atheisms into
which they are categorised is visible in a different way in the Judeo-Christian world. In
contrast to Islamic atheisms, which group multiple forms of unbelief into various categories,
Western atheisms tend to repackage the same form of unbelief in different ways. John Gray
identifies at least seven different ‘types’ of post-Enlightenment Western atheism all
predicated upon the same form of unbelief, ‘the absence of the idea of a creator-god’.!®
However, these atheisms conceptualise this disavowal in different ways, rejecting or
reformulating Christianity’s gnostic, millenarian, and deifying tendencies to form new belief
systems. In Gray’s view, ideologies like secular humanism and Bolshevism—while
ostensibly sharing little in common—are atheisms rooted in the same form of unbelief and
the same Christian heritage. A further indication of how this form of unbelief can be
conceptualised differently may be provided by examining the terms agnosticism and
antitheism. Agnosticism is a negative expression of the form of unbelief usually denoted by
atheism: maintaining that it is impossible to know whether or not God exists is as much a

t19

rejection of theism as saying outright that he does not.”” Yet, anecdotally at least, it seems

16 Carool Kersten, ‘Atheism (modern)’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, third edition, accessed May 2020,
referenceworks.brillonline.com.

17 Schielke, ‘The Islamic World’, 639.

18 John Gray, Seven Types of Atheism (London: Allen Lane, 2018), 2.

19 Bullivant, ‘Defining “Atheism™’, 14.



that many modern unbelievers prefer to identify as agnostics because of the negative
connotations of atheism, which is often perceived as aggressively proselytising.?’ This
reputation likely derives from the high-profile ‘New Atheist’ movement that emerged (or was
invented) in the early noughties.?! New Atheists like Christopher Hitchens not only express
unbelief but do so with a strident moral opposition to religion: ‘I am not even an atheist so
much as [ am an antitheist [...] [ am relieved to think that the whole story is a sinister fairy
tale’.?? Agnostics and antitheists may espouse the same form of unbelief, but they construct
different atheisms to explain why they don’t believe in God in ways that are meaningful to
them. If, as Alec Ryrie has argued, unbelief originates in emotional rather than logical
reasoning, then one’s decision to identify with one form of atheism over another may be a
reflection of which atheism best reflects the emotional state precipitating one’s unbelief.?®
Atheisms may therefore be considered frameworks for conceptualising forms of
unbelief in ways that explain or condemn them. Atheisms may originate in orthodox
condemnations of unbelief (as with dahrism), or they may be self-fashioned identities devised
by unbelievers themselves (as with antitheism). In this thesis, I am concerned specifically
with the form of atheism invented in England in the latter half of the sixteenth century and
the forms of unbelief to which it putatively responded. I say putatively because although anti-
atheist writers often presented their works as engaging urgently with a rising tide of unbelief,
the atheism they describe seems to have been more an invention of the discourse itself than a
historical reality. Though evidence from trial records and life writing indicates that some

unbelief was present in early modern England, such evidence rarely bears a strong

20 Callum G. Brown, Becoming Atheist: Humanism and the Secular West (London: Bloomsbury Academic,
2017), 70-76.

2 Like early modern atheism, the cohesiveness of this movement may have been exaggerated by hostile media
coverage; see Thomas Zenk, ‘New Atheism’, in The Oxford Handbook of Atheism, ed. Stephen Bullivant and
Michael Ruse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 255-56.

22 Christopher Hitchens, Letters to a Young Contrarian (Oxford: Perseus, 2001), 55.

23 See Alec Ryrie, Unbelievers: An Emotional History of Doubt (London: William Collins, 2019).



resemblance to the atheism attacked in contemporary confutations.>* For example, we have
evidence that in moments of anger, many ordinary early modern people blasphemously railed
against God and Christ, lost their faith in periods of depression or anxiety, or sceptically
questioned the divine authorship of the Bible. These forms of unbelief are a long way from
D’Amville’s Machiavellian scheming and Epicurean philosophy. This is not to say that the
image of atheism established in anti-atheist discourses bore no relation to the reality of
unbelief in this period but rather that caution must be taken when considering early modern
atheism and unbelief alongside one another. The history of unbelief in early modern England
has received relatively little scholarly attention and still presents many possible avenues of
inquiry. However, this thesis is primarily concerned with the history of atheism as a discourse

and the literary processes through which early modern atheism was invented.

EARLY MODERN ANTI-ATHEISM

So, if this thesis is first and foremost about atheism in early modern England, as distinct from
unbelief, then what was characteristic about the atheism of this period, and what does it mean
to say it was ‘invented’? Throughout this thesis, I refer to the proliferation of anti-atheist
writing in the 1580s and 90s as an anti-atheist ‘discourse’. Not all scholars use this term:
Hunter refers to such writing as a ‘literature’, while Dixon prefers ‘genre’.>> The term
discourse if taken literally (rather than in its Foucauldian sense as a system of language,
thought, and power dynamics) is actually quite misleading since writers with different views

about atheism rarely engaged in active discussions with one another.?® Some authors did

24 See chap. 1, 36-44.

25 Michael Hunter, ‘The Problem of “Atheism” in Early Modern England’, Transactions of the Royal Historical
Society 35 (1985): 144; Leif Dixon, ‘William Perkins, “Atheisme” and the Crises of England’s Long
Reformation’, The Journal of British Studies 50, no. 4 (2011): 795-99.

26 An exception to this is Whitaker’s response to Rainolds, see chap. 3, 174-176.
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acknowledge existing works they considered useful and sometimes a recurring idiosyncratic
phrase will suggest unacknowledged influence.?’” However, only a minority of writers
consciously positioned themselves within a broader anti-atheist conversation.?® John Dove
acknowledges that his treatise reiterates the work of George More, who ‘hath learnedly and
religiouslie handled the same subject’, but Dove still commits himself to ‘tread the same
wine-presse againe’.?’ Dove writes not because he has something new to add, but because
atheists are always worth confuting. Even when the existence of dissenting opinions about the
nature of atheism was acknowledged, writers tended not to identify those who held them, or
engage in any kind of debate with them.?® Rather, confuters of atheism conveyed information
about the beliefs, characteristics, and motivations of atheists directly to their readers as if they
were describing self-evident facts that could be verified through direct observation or
common sense. The anti-atheist discourse is therefore best understood as a series of assertions
that came to be considered ‘true’ because they were repeated frequently without being
challenged, either by writers with alternative opinions or by contradictory evidence presented
by the emergence of ‘real’ atheists.

Given the limited references included in most works of anti-atheism, it is difficult to
recreate by conjecture possible sources for common motifs and ideas and thus to trace their

precise origin and transmission history. Historians have therefore tended to organise

27 E.g. Meres refers readers interested in Marlowe’s atheism to Beard’s Theatre of Gods Judgements; Nashe and
Hooker describe the cause of atheism as, respectively, a ‘superaboundance of witte’ and a ‘superfluity of wit’;
and Fotherby participates in a tradition beginning with Aquinas and culminating in Mornay’s De la verité and
Persons’ Christian Directory. See Francis Meres, Palladis Tamia. Wits Treasury Being the Second Part of Wits
Common Wealth (London, 1598), fo. 286v; Thomas Nashe, Christs Teares over lervsalem, ed. R. B. McKerrow,
The Works of Thomas Nashe, vol. 2 (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1910), 124; Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of
Ecclesiastical Polity, ed. Arthur Stephen McGrade, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 15; Martin
Fotherby, Atheomastix Clearing Foure Truthes, against Atheists and Infidels [...] (London, 1622), sig. ASv. On
the ‘derivative element’ of the anti-atheist literature, see Hunter, ‘Problem of “Atheism’”’, 145.

28 For examples, see Kenneth Sheppard, Anti-Atheism in Early Modern England, 1580—1720: The Atheist
Answered and His Error Confuted (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 53.

2 John Dove, A Confutation of Atheisme (London, 1605), sig. A2r.

30 E.g. Mornay rejects the views of ‘two sortes of people’ who claim it is ineffective or inappropriate to confute
atheism using rational arguments but does not give any indication of who these ‘people’ are. See 4 Woorke
Concerning the Trewnesse of the Christian Religion [...], trans. Arthur Golding (London, 1587), sig. **5r.
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discussions of the discourse thematically rather than chronologically, identifying recurring
ideas without attempting to establish exactly when they first took hold. This is not inherently
problematic since conceptions of atheism remained fairly consistent throughout the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. However, it does make it difficult to determine
how well established particular ideas were at specific times, and consequently to gauge the
extent to which writers were invoking existing tropes or creating new ones. One of the most
consistent elements of the discourse was the tendency of anti-atheist writers to distinguish
between inward and outward atheism. William Vaughan formulates the distinction concisely:
‘Of Atheists there are two sorts: the inward, and the outward’.’! ‘Inward’ atheism (sometimes
referred to as ‘speculative’ atheism) could comprise several positions, ranging from outright
denial of God’s existence, to denial of the immortality of the soul, to denial of providence.
Most importantly, ‘inward’ atheism was perceived as being concealed, hidden behind
outward conformity and thus undetectable. On the other hand, ‘outward’ atheism (sometimes
referred to as ‘practical’ atheism) consisted exclusively of speech and behaviour that implied
but did not necessitate unbelief. Scoffing at scripture, swearing, blaspheming, carousing, and
otherwise behaving as if one neither feared God nor respected Christian morality were all
liable to result in one being branded an outward atheist.

The earliest extended discussion of inward and outward atheism seems to be Nashe’s
treatment of the subject in Christs Teares over Jerusalem (1593), though George Whetstone
makes a passing reference to inward atheism in 1582.>> Whetstone seems to have expected

his readers would be familiar with the concept because he does not explain it in any detail,

3 William Vaughan, The Golden-Grove Moralized in Three Bookes [...] (London, 1600), sig. C3v. Cf. George
More, A Demonstration of God in His Workes Against All Such as Eyther in Word or Life Deny There Is a God.
(London, 1597), 31-32; Thomas Stoughton, 4 Generall Treatise against Poperie and in Defence of the Religion
by Publike Authoritie Professed in England [...] (Cambridge, 1598), 173; Arthur Dent, The Plaine Mans Path-
Way to Heaven Wherein Euery Man May Cleerely See, Whether He Shall Be Saued or Damned. (London,
1607), 90.

32 Nashe, Christs Teares, 118-19; George Whetstone, An Heptameron of Civill Discourses Containing: The
Christmasse Exercise of Sundrie Well Courted Gentlemen and Gentlewomen (London, 1582), sig. L2r.
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which suggests that ideas about inward and outward atheism may have been ‘circulating’, in
the New Historicist sense, for much of the late sixteenth century.** References to ‘inward’
and ‘outward’ atheism were common and even when these exact terms were not used, a
distinction between the two forms was often maintained. John Dove, for example, begins his
Confutation by identifying six kinds of atheist. The first three have a definite, internalised
lack of belief and the remainder are described as having adopted atheistic behaviours. Dove’s
introductory taxonomy therefore implies that the treatise will address both inward and
outward atheism, but he quickly dismisses the former category and turns his attention to the
latter. Dove’s rationale is that his work could not possibly help an inward atheist because, he
contends, this form of unbelief is restricted to people living in pagan societies who are
‘ignorant of the true God’, those who are too foolish to recognise God’s omnipotence, and
‘olde Philosophers’ such as Diagoras and Epicurus.** Dove’s decision to ignore half the
categories he identifies and focus exclusively on outward atheistic behaviour may seem like
an egregious omission in a work that is entirely dedicated to confuting atheism, yet it reflects
a prevailing bias of the anti-atheist discourse as a whole. Most early moderns claimed that
sustained inward atheism was impossible in the contemporary Christian world and that
outward atheism was mere hypocrisy.

Early modern writers were invested in the distinction between inward and outward
atheism because it enabled them to dismiss unbelief as an intellectual frivolity. In the
preceding comparison of D’ Amville and Medicus, I suggested that the distinguishing quality
of the later text, Tourneur’s The Atheist’s Tragedy, is its confutational agenda. This is the
most important attribute of early modern atheism. While atheisms are never neutral

descriptors of unbelief, early modern atheism is particularly hostile toward it. Yet, it would

33 On the ‘circulation’ of ideas, see esp. the first two essays in Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations:
The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988).
3 Dove, Confutation of Atheisme, 1-6.
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be insufficient to say that this hostility emerges simply because unbelief was anathema to
early modern Christians. As we saw with the representation of Medicus, writers like Bullein
were capable of critiquing unbelief through satire without resorting to the more elaborate
kinds of anti-atheism that proliferated later in the sixteenth century. The nature of the
hostility levelled at figures like D’ Amville is a product of the fact that atheists like him were
largely hypothetical during this period. As I suggest above, the atheists described in
confutational literature bear little resemblance to instances of unbelief recorded in official
trials and investigations. I contend that this is because anti-atheist writers sought to attack
forms of unbelief that they feared would become commonplace, but which did not yet have
any outward proponents.

Sophisticated expressions of unbelief predicated upon Epicurean philosophy,
Machiavellian policy, or critical assessments of post-Reformation Christianity appear to have
been rare in early modern England, typically appearing only in the speeches of fictional
characters like D’ Amville. To ensure that this kind of unbelief remained consigned to the
hypothetical realm of the literary, anti-atheists repeatedly asserted that the forms of unbelief
they collectively feared were, in fact, impossible. By dismissing unbelief as the product of an
addled mind or insincere posturing, anti-atheist writers confuted unbelief ‘by denying its
existence’, creating in effect a ‘Discourse without [a] Subject’.?® That is, they committed
thousands of words to taxonomizing and discrediting as many forms of unbelief as possible,
regardless of their actual prevalence. For this reason, anti-atheist writing was generally
governed by two apparently contradictory principles: that unbelief was a serious problem in
England that needed to be dealt with urgently; but also that no one could genuinely deny the
existence of God for any extended period of time. This is why differentiating between inward

and outward atheism was so useful. According to this distinction, people who expressed their

35 Manfred Pfister, ‘Elizabethan Atheism: Discourse without Subject’, Shakespeare Jahrbuch 127 (1991): 79.
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unbelief outwardly through blasphemous jokes, drunken disavowals, or wittily devised
arguments against religion could be attacked as insincere scoffers who hypocritically
maintained an inner core of faith.

This strategy of confuting unbelief by denying its existence follows a similar logic to
the model of ‘paranoid reading’ developed by the literary theorist, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick.*®
Sedgwick observed that American critical theory is dominated by what Paul Ricceur
described as the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’: methods of reading texts against the grain to
uncover their hidden meanings.>” For anyone marginalised by conservative American culture,
applying the hermeneutics of suspicion to their immediate environment enables the detection
of oppression already perceived as possible or likely, a critical habit that Sedgwick refers to
as paranoid reading. For Sedgwick, ‘The first imperative of paranoia is There must be no bad
surprises’, which is to say that in a world where oppression is routine, anticipating oppression
by pre-emptively identifying it in new forms ensures the paranoid reader is never confronted
with an unpleasant truth they were unprepared for.*® Early modern anti-atheist writers
influenced their culture more than they were marginalised by it, but they may also be
considered paranoid readers because of how they sought to identify and taxonomize forms of
atheism they feared would become widespread in society, but which were not yet prevalent.
Pre-emptively confuting such arguments ensured that Christians were never caught out by
unexpected arguments against theism or surprised that some people would be convinced by
such arguments. Furthermore, the tendency of early moderns to scrutinize outward behaviour

for signs of concealed inward atheism is a critical habit that approximates the modern

36 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So Paranoid, You Probably
Think This Essay Is About You’, in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2003), 123-51.

37 See Paul Riceeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1970).

3 Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So Paranoid, You Probably Think This
Essay Is About You’, 130.
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hermeneutics of suspicion. Sedgwick’s model of paranoid reading therefore offers a useful
illustration of how a literary approach to early modern anti-atheism allows us to understand
how an idea that was considered impossible become widespread. Sedgwick argues that for
paranoid readers, oppression is inevitably present and that by locating it, they reify
oppression at the cost of ‘reparative’ approaches. In an analogous way, the forms of unbelief
confuted by anti-atheist writers did not necessarily exist in early modern England, but these
ideas were likely reified by attempts to dismiss them before they emerged.

The neat distinction that early moderns attempted to draw between hypocritical
outward atheism and aberrant inward atheism rarely remained stable. Attacking outwardly
atheistic behaviour prompted questions about whether scoffing and swearing were to be
condemned partly because they implied or could lead to more substantiated forms of unbelief.
Conversely, if outward atheism was dismissed as hypocritical posturing that belied
suppressed inward faith, then ostensible commitment to religion must also be scrutinised. In a
period saturated with anxieties about ‘mental reservation’, Nicodemism, and
Machiavellianism, outward religiosity could easily be dismissed as a mere pretence.* As
Katherine Eisaman Maus notes, ‘the sense of discrepancy between “inward disposition” and
“outward appearance” seems unusually urgent’ in early modern England, where ‘hypocrisy
and atheism are often nearly synonymous’.*’ The hypocrisy Maus refers to is that of
ostensibly pious subjects, rather than of insincere outward atheists. The religious hypocrite’s
apparent belief that it is possible to get away with misdeeds provided these are concealed
from the view of society suggests that he does not fear his behaviour will be observed and

punished by God, implicitly because he believes God does not exist.*! Thus, the charge of

39 Cf. Andrew Hadfield, Lying in Early Modern English Culture: From the Oath of Supremacy to the Oath of
Allegiance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 308-9.

40 Katharine Eisaman Maus, Inwardness and Theater in the English Renaissance (Chicago, IL and London:
University of Chicago Press, 1995), 13, 10.

4l Maus, 38-39.



16

hypocrisy was deployed to dismiss both inward and outward atheism by positing
discontinuity between behaviours and beliefs. While the force of an outward atheist’s
disavowals could be deflected by accusing him of insincerity, it was just as difficult to prove
that one was not an atheist once accused. This is particularly notable in the ways religious
polemicists exploited the inscrutability of intention to assert that the speeches and actions of
their enemies were motivated not by the piety they professed, but by concealed inward
unbelief.?

Thus, in early modern England, negotiating the threat of atheism meant developing
narratives about the relationship between outward behaviour and the inward (un)belief that
was perceived to motivate it. This mode of inference is an inherently literary phenomenon,
and one that Victoria Kahn has argued was particularly ‘troubling” during this period. For
writers ‘steeped in the humanist rhetorical tradition of poetics and maker’s knowledge, faith
itself becomes a human artifact, a product of poetic making’.** This thesis is about the literary
strategies that early modern writers used to make audiences believe in the existence of
individuals who denied Christian belief, which largely revolved around developing a coherent
atheist persona. Because outward expressions of both unbelief and piety could be dismissed
as hypocrisy, discussions of atheism revolved as much around the moral character of atheists
as they did their actual beliefs. The emergence of a consensus that atheists were inherently
wicked, ignorant, and selfish at a time when few people openly expressed unbelief was made
possible by the way early modern schools and universities equipped writers to invent
arguments and create appropriate personas to voice them. For example, the widespread
practice of conducting disputations in utramque partem produced graduates capable of

arguing on both sides of any question, encouraging them to entertain the contentions of

42 See, e.g. chap. 2, 118-132; chap. 3, 163-167.
43 Victoria Kahn, The Trouble with Literature (Oxford University Press, 2020), 31.
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hypothetical unbelievers.** Meanwhile, preliminary writing exercises involving the creation
of prosopopoeiae encouraged writers to invent voices and associated subjectivities to
accompany the expressions of these arguments.*> We may, therefore, think of the emergence

of atheism in this period as a product of rhetorical invention.

EARLY MODERN LITERATURE AND THE INVENTION OF ATHEISM

When scholars of early modernity claim that new epistemological categories were ‘invented’
during this period, they often highlight the productive interplay between modern and early
modern meanings of invention.* In current usage, invention means creating something ‘new’
through ‘original thought or ingenuity’.*” Conversely, the primary early modern sense of
invention was ‘to come upon’, ‘find out’, or ‘discover’ knowledge that already existed.*® This
meaning is derived from classical rhetoric, in which inventio refers to the ‘part’ of an oration
involving ‘the discovery of valid or seemingly valid arguments to render one’s cause
plausible’.* Early modern writers were trained to collect arguments and persuasive sentences
whenever they encountered them in classical and religious works and they used such
‘commonplaces’ as ‘starting points for arguments or illustrative quotations’ in their letters
and speeches.’® Effective writing was therefore not praised for its originality, but for its use

of imitatio—’thinking, debating, and writing by means of fopoi, common places, sources of

4 See chap. 2, 91-105.

4 See chap. 2, 140-142.

46 See e.g. Evelyn Lincoln, The Invention of the Italian Renaissance Printmaker (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2000), Introduction, §12; Lorna Hutson, The Invention of Suspicion: Law and Mimesis in
Shakespeare and Renaissance Drama (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1; Hannah Jane Crawforth,
Etymology and the Invention of English in Early Modern Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2013), 2.

47 ‘Invent, v. 3°, in Oxford English Dictionary, accessed May 2020, oed.com.

8 ‘Invent, v. 1°, in Oxford English Dictionary, accessed May 2020, oed.com.

4 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Inventione, trans. H. M. Hubbell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1949), 1.7.9.

30 Peter Mack, Elizabethan Rhetoric: Theory and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 44—
45.
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received ideas and expressions’—and finding or ‘inventing’ the most persuasive of these
rhetorical tools to suit the task at hand.’' The pedagogical and literary culture of the period
therefore conceived of literary writing as analogous to classical oratory, in that its primary
function was to win the assent of audiences by inventing arguments likely to persuade them.

The rhetorical basis for the early modern meaning of invention has three important
consequences for the argument of this thesis. Firstly, when I contend that early modern
literature invented atheism, I mean not only that atheism was established in this period as a
new way of categorising unbelief, but also that this category was formed by writers who
found and appropriated existing arguments about people who denied the existence of God.
For example, the early modern atheist was often described as a ‘fool’ in reference to the line
from Psalm 14, ‘The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God’.>? This line was often
quoted as a commonplace by writers seeking an established precedent for explaining unbelief
and thus became integral to early modern conceptions of atheism. Another popular trope was
that atheists were afraid of thunder because it suggested providential retribution, an idea
popularised by Suetonius’ description of Caligula, who ‘set so light by the Gods and despised
them as hee did, yet at the least thunder and lightning, used to winke close with both eyes’.**
Even though the atheism invented in early modern England was a new category with its own
purpose and logic, the tropes of this discourse were largely assembled from arguments and
ideas borrowed from other contexts.

Secondly, rhetorical invention and the persuasiveness to which it aspired were
fundamental to early modern conceptions of literature. Though we now usually think of

literature as fictive writing produced by authors who self-consciously use language for

St Arthur F. Kinney, Humanist Poetics: Thought, Rhetoric, and Fiction in Sixteenth-Century England (Amherst,
MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1986), 12.

52 Ps. 14:1 (GNV). For Francis Bacon’s analysis of this line, see chap. 4, 234.

33 Suetonius, The Historie of Twelve Caesars Emperours of Rome, trans. Philemon Holland (London, 1606),
147.
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creative purposes, early moderns would describe this category of aesthetic writing as
‘poetics’ or ‘poesy’.>* Conceptions of ‘literature’ (from the Latin bonae litterae for ‘good
letters’) were much more expansive and encompassed most forms of serious writing
undertaken by Renaissance humanists, ‘from moral philosophy to history to epic, from
political pamphlets to collections of letters’.> Regardless of the genre or form, early modern
writers sought to make arguments that would persuade readers toward particular positions on
the issues raised by their texts. Throughout this thesis, I draw attention how writers invent
arguments about atheism to amass support for their views on other topics. For example, I
argue that writers like Philippe Du-Plessis-Mornay and Henry Smith use anti-atheist rhetoric
to promote unity among Reformed Christians.’® By emphasizing the antipathy toward
atheism shared by all Protestants, writers like de Mornay and Smith sought to minimize the
damaging effects of interconfessional conflict. Although the array of commonplace
arguments against atheism deployed by early modern writers was fairly homogenous, writers
were highly creative in arranging and imitating these arguments to serve unique rhetorical
purposes.

The third and most important interaction between literary invention and anti-atheist
confutation concerns the role of ethos as a mode of rhetorical persuasion. Ethos is described
by Aristotle as persuasion that ‘depends on the character of the speaker’, operating in
conjunction with pathos (‘putting the listener into a certain frame of mind’) and /ogos (‘the
speech itself, in so far as it proves or seems to prove’).’” Of these three modes of rhetorical

persuasion, Aristotle argues that ethos is the ‘most effective’ because ‘we feel confidence in a

>4 Clark Hulse, ‘Tudor Aesthetics’, in The Cambridge Companion to English Literature, 15001600, ed. Arthur
F. Kinney (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 33-37.

3 Kahn, The Trouble with Literature, 19-20.

% See Chap. 2, 137-139 and Chap. 3, 177-198.

57 Aristotle, The ‘Art’ of Rhetoric, trans. John Henry Freese (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926),
1356a3.
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greater degree and more readily in persons of worth’.’® Ethos is considered just as important
by Roman legal rhetoricians like Quintilian, who observes that ‘Proofs may lead the judges to
think our Cause the better one, but it is our emotional appeals that make them also want it to
be so’.*° For Quintilian, the orator’s ethos is most persuasive when it ‘flows from the nature
of the facts and the persons, so that the speaker’s character shines through his speech and is
somehow recognized’.®® The perceived inextricability of a speaker’s moral character from the
arguments he makes is fundamental to how early moderns understood atheism. Given the
extent to which unbelief was feared and reviled during this period, a consensus was quickly
established that only the most ignorant, insincere, and morally deficient individuals would be
capable of denying the existence of God. Thus, early modern conceptions of atheism were
largely predicated upon a view of the atheist as epitomising negative ethos. In this case,
rather than positive ethos working to convince audiences of the merits of an argument or the
verisimilitude of a fiction, here the poor moral character of the atheist persuades us of the
fallacy of his arguments and thus the plausibility of his existence. The hypocrisy, greed,
cunning, and arrogance of a character like D’ Amville are emphasised because it was
axiomatic that atheists were morally reprehensible. Of course, literary representations like
Tourneur’s played a significant role in establishing this idea in the popular imagination. From
the 1580s onward, atheist characters began to appear with increasing frequency in popular
stage plays, usually as villains whose denial of God was presented as coextensive with their
greed, ignorance, and self-delusion.

The chapters of thesis therefore set out to explore the literary environments in which
early modern writers invented atheism. I argue that literary writers not only shaped the

conception of atheism that emerged during this period but drew upon the developing anti-

38 Aristotle, 1356a4.

% Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, trans. D. A. Russell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002),
6.2.6.

60 Quintilian, 6.2.13.
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atheist discourse to make arguments about contemporary politico-religious issues. Chapter 1
is an introductory overview of how anti-atheist discourse initially developed in sixteenth-
century England, accounting for influences such as classical models of atheism and unbelief,
post-Reformation religious conflict, and anti-Machiavellianism. Chapter 1 also examines the
forms of unbelief that people were accused of in early modern England, noting that once the
burgeoning anti-atheist discourse had established a precedent for attacking the ethos of
unbelievers, people often accused their enemies of atheism to damage their credibility in legal
suits.

The following two chapters explore the literary basis for the invention of atheism,
focussing respectively on humanist techniques of literary invention and the polemical rhetoric
of post-Reformation religious controversy. Chapter 2 reads prose dialogues by John Lyly,
George Gifford, and Philip Sidney as demonstrative of how a disputatious pedagogical
culture along with the influence of classical texts such as Cicero’s De Natura Deorum
enabled writers to invent atheist subjectivities, to which were assigned negative
characteristics that would become fundamental to how atheism became associated with
negative ethos. Chapter 3 deals with two of the biggest perceived inducements to unbelief
introduced by the Reformation: the availability of competing versions of the Bible and the
proliferation of confessional groups with divergent beliefs. These issues are explored,
respectively, in discussions of the polemical exchanges that followed the publication of the
Rheims New Testament (1582) and a reading of Henry Smith’s anti-atheist treatise, Gods
Arrowe Against Atheists (1593). There is a great degree of overlap between Chapters 2 and 3,
which together demonstrate how interactions between humanist culture and post-Reformation
conflict shaped early modern understandings of atheism.

Finally, Chapter 4 examines representations of atheism in drama, which of all the

forms of writing discussed in this thesis likely did the most to cement the idea of atheism in
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the popular imagination. I focus particularly on the influence of Christopher Marlowe, whose
atheistic protagonists were frequently imitated by contemporaries, thus establishing a trend
for villains like Tourneur’s D’ Amville. The chapter positions Tamburlaine 1 & 2 (1587),
Doctor Faustus (1588), and The Jew of Malta (1589) within a tradition of onstage
representations of unbelief that extends back into the medieval period and forward into the
seventeenth century. I argue that these works encourage audiences to read between the lines
to identify Marlowe’s protagonists as atheists, drawing upon the commonplace distinction
between inward and outward atheism to invite inference about the nature and extent of these

characters’ unbelief.

HISTORIOGRAPHY

My argument, then, is that the category of atheism was invented in early modern England to
explain and discredit unbelief before philosophically substantiated rejections of Christianity
became widespread. I contend that taxonomies of unbelief published by anti-atheist writers,
accusations of atheism in polemical writing, and representations of atheists in plays and
dialogues were not responses to a rising tide of unbelief. Rather, they were the products of a
literary culture’s way of giving shape to a broad range of anxieties, especially concerns about
religious hypocrisy and about the division of Western Christendom following the
Reformation.®' The confutational principles described above became a feature of most
writing about atheism published from the late sixteenth-century onward, which meant that
unbelief was understood in almost exclusively pejorative terms for at least the next three
hundred years. The cultural ascendancy of this conception of atheism meant the

marginalization of unbelief. Since this may sound rather broad, I want to give an overview

61 On religious division as an inducement to unbelief, see chap. 3, 180-184.
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here of the key historiographical questions this thesis sets out to answer, summarise the
existing scholarship on these issues, and clarify what I am not covering.

The first question scholars in the twentieth century asked of early modern atheism
was whether it was ‘real’. That is, they examined anti-atheist writing, atheist characters in
literature, and accusations of atheism levelled at figures like Sir Walter Ralegh and
Christopher Marlowe with the goal of determining whether these historical traces indicated
the presence in Elizabethan society of forms of unbelief that were equivalent to those found
in the modern world.®? Because many of the sources used in these studies were works of
fiction, and because detecting evidence of modern unbelief in these sources required a certain
degree of contrivance, studies of this kind often risked sacrificing historical rigour in order to
find the kinds of atheism they were looking for. The most notorious example of this is the
supposed existence of the ‘School of Night’: an underground network of freethinking
unbelievers and occultists including Ralegh, Marlowe, and Thomas Harriot. Building upon a
dubious line in Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost (1596), a reference to a ‘school of
Atheisme’ by the Jesuit Robert Persons, and other very slight textual traces, scholars of the
1920s and “30s like M. C. Bradbrook produced ‘detailed literary analyses of alleged allusions
to the School in its members’ writings’, even though ‘corroborating archival evidence
affirming the existence of the School of Night failed to accumulate’.®> When the theory began
to collapse under increasing scrutiny in the mid-twentieth century, the perceived value of
literary analysis as a means of accurately uncovering the history of atheism and unbelief took

a serious hit.
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Just as the School of Night theory was beginning to wane, the status of early modern
atheism as a valid subject of academic enquiry was called into question for another reason.
When Lucien Febvre published his influential study of Rabelais in 1942, he invited historians
to consider the extent to which modern atheism was even conceivable in the sixteenth
century, suggesting that prior to the Enlightenment, forms of unbelief substantiated by serious
intellectual reasoning were impossible.®* The upshot of Febvre’s provocation was that ‘the
history of unbelief became, and long remained, intellectually disreputable’, prompting
scholars to focus instead on related traditions of thought for which there was extant empirical
evidence, such as scepticism and fideism.% This tendency is mirrored in the field of literary
studies, where scholars influenced by Popkin’s work have explored the influence of sceptical
philosophy on early modern writers while avoiding the topic of atheism as far as possible.®
The relative lack of scholarship on early modern atheism and the widespread view that
substantiated unbelief was inconceivable in this period has meant that general histories of
Western atheism usually take the late-seventeenth century or Enlightenment as their starting
points.®” Even when intellectual historians have explicitly set out to trace the origins of
Enlightenment atheism further back in history—to the Reformation, say, or to the 1580s—

emphasis is still usually given to the second half of the seventeenth century.®® In studies such
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as these, the goal has either been to trace the intellectual genealogy of philosophical unbelief
or to read between the lines of questionably theistic philosophers to detect evidence of
clandestine unbelief.*® More recently, Dominic Erdozain and Alec Ryrie have reconsidered
the history of unbelief from emotional and ethical perspectives, arguing that fully fledged
rejections of religion emerge from the ‘moral or spiritual anxieties’ of believers who ‘found
they needed arguments to justify their unbelief’.”’ According to Erdozain and Ryrie, religious
anger and anxiety following the Reformation prompted Enlightenment philosophers to
develop retroactive justifications of unbelief.

While studies of early modern atheism have predominantly been conducted in the
field of late-seventeenth-century intellectual history, attention has also been paid to the anti-
atheist discourse that emerged in sixteenth-century England and to representations of atheism
in contemporary literature. These subjects are often linked. One of the first studies to examine
sixteenth-century anti-atheism as a coherent discourse used it to evaluate the works of
Ralegh, arguing that the writer and explorer should not be considered an atheist by the
standards of his age.”! William Shakespeare has also attracted attention from literary scholars
interested in unbelief, though the focus is usually on the religious ambivalence of his plays

rather than their relationship to contemporary anti-atheist discourse.’”> Explorations of the
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style, scope, and objectives of early modern anti-atheist discourse have appeared
sporadically, often focussing on the same core group of primary texts and posing similar
questions.”® However, recent work in this area has moved away from earlier attempts to
explain and taxonomize the entire discourse and instead toward examining how and why
writers participated in it. Ethan Shagan argues that for Reformers like Calvin who sought to
impose a new kind of belief based upon conformity to specific doctrines, the notion of the
unbeliever or atheist (Shagan does not distinguish between these terms) usefully allowed
Protestant authorities to proscribe individuals who did not conform. Because of the flexible
range of meanings inherent in atheism, it could be used to imply that certain kinds of
deficient belief were tantamount to unbelief.”* Other scholars have taken a similar view,
examining how individual Protestants used the concept of atheism to attack specific threats to
the kind of belief authorities desired to impose in post-Reformation England. For example,
Leif Dixon examines how William Perkins used anti-atheist rhetoric to attack Catholics, anti-
Calvinists, and adherents of ‘workaday Protestantism that sought conformity at the expense
of doctrinal emphasis’, while Melissa Caldwell explores how Thomas Nashe deployed anti-
atheism to attack the widespread ‘illiteracy’ caused by England’s failure to educate its
citizens adequately, inhibiting their ability to read signs from God.” Dixon and Caldwell take
into account the environments in which Perkins and Nashe were writing and read beyond the
surface-level meanings of their anti-atheism to demonstrate how the genre was made to serve

specific authorial agendas. This thesis takes a similar approach. Rather than setting out to
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Presented to Christopher Hill, ed. Christopher Hill, D. H. Pennington, and Keith Thomas (Oxford: Clarendon,
1978), 22—46; Pfister, ‘Elizabethan Atheism’; Tiffany Jo Werth, ‘Atheist, Adulterer, Sodomite, Thief, Murderer,
Lyer, Perjurer, Witch, Conjuror or Brute Beast? Discovering the Ungodly in Shakespeare’s England’, Literature
Compass 10, no. 2 (2013): 175-88; Roger Pooley, ‘Unbelief and the Bible’, in The Oxford Handbook of the
Bible in Early Modern England, c.1530—1700, ed. Kevin Killeen, Helen Smith, and Rachel Judith Willie
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 613-25.

74 Ethan H. Shagan, The Birth of Modern Belief (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), chap. 3.

75 Dixon, ‘William Perkins’, 809—10; Melissa M. Caldwell, Skepticism, Belief and the Reformation of Moral
Value in Early Modern England (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2016), chap. 4.
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provide yet another overview of the anti-atheist discourse and its tropes, I focus instead on
the ways in which individual writers invented arguments against atheism to serve their own

ideological and literary purposes.

SCOPE

Most of the writing examined in this thesis was published by English authors in the late
sixteenth-century, giving this project a much narrower scope than a lot of existing scholarship
on early modern atheism. As the preceding historiographical summary suggests, studies of
atheism written by intellectual historians tend to adopt a pan-European outlook, mapping
relationships between temporally and geographically diverse figures known for innovative
religious thought, such as Michael Servetus (Spain, 1511-1553), Giordano Bruno (Italy,
1548-1600), Edward Herbert (England, 1582—-1648), Baruch Spinoza (Dutch Republic,
1632—-1677), and Pierre Bayle (France, 1647-1706). By comparison, this study of anti-atheist
literature published in the 1580s and 90s largely by obscure members of the English clergy
may appear peculiarly insular and parochial. Yet, my decision to treat the literary history of
English anti-atheism separately from the broader intellectual history of European speculative
unbelief is shared by others who have written on the subject. For example, Michael Hunter
cautions against viewing philosophers like Thomas Hobbes and John Toland as precipitating
the existence of seventeenth-century anti-atheist discourse. Rather, Hunter contends, these
figures were convenient targets for a genre that was a ‘fusion of the imaginary and the real’
which articulated concerns about immorality, scoffing, naturalism, and secularism often

without identifying individual exponents of these tendencies.”® I contend that this is even

76 Michael Hunter, ‘Science and Heterodoxy: An Early Modern Problem Reconsidered’, in Reappraisals of the
Scientific Revolution, ed. David C. Lindberg and Robert S. Westman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 448.
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more true for sixteenth-century anti-atheist writing. English writers in this period were for the
most part not producing learned confutations of philosophical writing and they rarely
attacked named individuals. Instead, they were responding to the unusual conditions of the
English Reformation, in which authorities demanded outward conformity to the state religion
while in practice permitting a slightly broader range of beliefs and practices. English anti-
atheist discourse should therefore be viewed as a response to anxieties about religious
hypocrisy among ostensibly conforming subjects, rather than to the immediate spread of
philosophical justifications for unbelief.

The story this thesis tells is about the development of the internal logic of English
anti-atheism. While the development of speculative forms of unbelief in contemporary
Europe are relevant to this narrative, they appear in it only in distorted forms. The ideas of a
writer like Machiavelli, for example, are discussed by anti-atheist writers only as simplified
abstractions. Machiavelli therefore becomes a signifier for religious hypocrisy, rather than a
serious writer whose ideas required a thoughtful response.”’ This is not to say that English
anti-atheism was completely inward-looking or free from external influence. Like the word
atheist itself, many components of English anti-atheism were European imports absorbed
from the work of writers like Innocent Gentillet, Philippe Du-Plessis-Mornay, and Pierre de
La Primaudaye.’® I highlight continental influences like these wherever possible, though the
limited cross-referencing present in most anti-atheist writing of this period means there is
probably even more intertextuality in the discourse that remains to be discovered.

Though substantial comparative work would be beyond the scope of this thesis, it is
likely many of the arguments made here would also be applicable to France, Italy, Spain, and

possibly other European countries as well. As George T. Buckley confessed in his still useful

77 See chap. 1, 68-76.
8 For Gentillet, see chap.1, 72-74; for Mornay, see chap. 2, 137-139; for La Primaudaye, see chap. 4, p.211 and
p.217.
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1932 thesis, ‘what I have to say about classical sources and the thought of the Paduan school
is little more than the treatment of English literature in the way that M. Busson had already
treated French’.” More recent intellectual histories of atheism also tend to have an
international outlook: Wootton, for example, engages with Italian scholarship by Tullio
Gregory and French scholarship by Frangois Berriot, Busson, and Kors.*® Yet, the scope of
this comparative work tends to be limited to tracing the intellectual lineage of particular
forms of unbelief influenced by the shared inheritance of classical philosophy and similar
post-Reformation religious environments across Europe. Comparisons of the internal logic of
different anti-atheist discourses and the literary uses to which they were put have been
attempted far less frequently, though there are indications such work could be fruitful. For
example, a recent study of early modern Spain indicates that, as in England, a ‘mixture of
hypocrisy and dissimulation, heresy and unbelief” came to characterise ‘“the little Spanish
sin”” of atheism.®! For the most part, however, studies of atheism in early modern Europe
remain rooted in the history of ideas, making comparative work on the anti-atheist discourses
themselves somewhat difficult. For instance, although Nicholas Davidson’s work on early
modern Italy includes the observation that Italian anti-atheist discourses demonstrate ‘a
generalized fear of atheism in early modern Italy’, Davidson is more interested in considering
whether a writer like Giulio Vanini may be considered an unbeliever than in examining
Italian conceptions of atheism.®> Kors” work on early modern France is similarly rooted in the

field of intellectual history and attempts to locate the foundations of substantiated forms of

7 Buckley, Atheism in the English Renaissance, viii; Henri Busson, Les Sources et Le Développement Du
Rationalisme Dans La Littérature Frangaise de La Renaissance (1533—1601) (Paris: Letouzey & Ané, 1922).

80 Wootton, ‘New Histories of Atheism’.

81 Stefania Pastore, ‘Doubt and Unbelief in the Early Modern Era: Diego Hurtado de Mendoza and the Spanish
Tradition’, in Formations of Belief: Historical Approaches to Religion and the Secular, ed. Philip Nord, Katja
Guenther, and Max Weiss (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2019), 73; Cf. John Edwards,
‘Religious Faith and Doubt in Late Medieval Spain: Soria circa 1450—1500°, Past & Present, no. 120 (1988): 3—
25.

82 Nicholas Davidson, ‘Unbelief and Atheism in Italy, 1500—1700°, in Atheism from the Reformation to the
Enlightenment, ed. Michael Hunter and David Wootton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 71, 58.
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unbelief within late seventeenth-century learned culture. Kors therefore does not discuss the
emergence of atheism as a category, which was fully developed by 1650 where his study
begins.®* The value of the literary approach I adopt here is that it uses these broader
narratives about the rise of unbelief to offer insights into how the anti-atheist discourse was
shaped and drawn upon by individual writers who often sought to address other issues
specific to their own politico-religious environments.

This brings us to the question of periodization and why this thesis mostly focusses on
the twenty-year period between 1580 and 1600. As I suggest above, Tourneur’s The Atheist’s
Tragedy trades on a conception of atheism that was well established by 1611, while Bullein’s
Dialogue anticipates many features of the anti-atheist discourse that were still inchoate in
1564. These publications supply the terminal dates used in the title of this thesis, which
examines how and why the conception of unbelief present in Tourneur’s text became
dominant. The significance of the final decades of the sixteenth century to this process may
be indicated by searching for references to atheism among the printed works digitally
transcribed by EEBO-TCP.* Hits appear in two records from the 1530s, four from the 1550s,
twenty from the 1560s, and 87 from the 1570s. In the 1580s, there are 228 works that contain
hits and in the 1590s, there are 272. In the first decade of the seventeenth century, this figure
rises to 528, while the 1610s contain 505 and the 1620s contain 483. A similar pattern
emerges when counting the total number of hits per decade: not only were more people
writing about atheism, but it appears that those who used the term did so with increasing
frequency. These are back-of-the-envelope figures that do not account for multiple printings
of the same text, transcription errors in EEBO-TCP, or the overall increase in the number of

books printed each decade. What they do show, however, is an exponential rise in the number

83 See n.66, above.

8 Searches were conducted on eebo.chadwyck.com on 27 May 2020 using the search term athei*. The
truncation operator ‘*’ represents zero or more terminal characters, allowing the search to capture words like
‘atheist’, ‘atheism’, ‘atheisticall’ etc., but not alternative terms like ‘atheoi’ or ‘nulla fidian’.
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of texts mentioning atheism over the course of the sixteenth century, with the growth of the
term’s popularity levelling out in the early 1600s. Whereas in the 1530s, the word atheist
appeared in print only a handful of times, it had become common by the seventeenth century.
Considering that a total of 382 books were published in the year 1600, the presence of
‘atheist’ or ‘atheism’ in 43 of them—over ten percent—indicates that the term had become
firmly established in English literary culture by the turn of the seventeenth century.®> By
focussing on the 1580s and 90s, this thesis examines the development of anti-atheist
discourse during its fastest period of growth, when use of the term was most innovative and
its meanings most malleable. Later developments in anti-atheism are therefore beyond the
scope of this thesis. However, other scholars have explored in some detail the changes to the
perceived nature of the atheist threat following the Civil War, as well as the influence of
science on the emergence of more systematic forms of anti-atheist confutation in the later
seventeenth century.®® To my knowledge, this is the first book-length study of the origins of

anti-atheism in sixteenth-century English literature.

85 For annual totals of books published, see John Barnard and Maureen Bell, ‘Appendix 1: Statistical Tables’, in
The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain: Volume 4: 1557—-1695, ed. D. F. McKenzie and John Barnard
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 782.

8 On atheism during the revolutionary period, see Aylmer, ‘Unbelief in Seventeenth-Century England’;
Christopher Hill, ‘Irreligion in the “Puritan” Revolution’, in Radical Religion in the English Revolution, ed. J. F.
McGregor and B. Reay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 191-211; Leif Dixon, ‘England’s “atheisticall
Generation”: Orthodox and Unbelief in the Revolutionary Period’, in Revolutionary England, c.1630—c.1660:
Essays for Clive Holmes, ed. George Southcombe and Grant Tapsell (London: Routledge, 2017), 146—62; on the
influence of natural philosophy on anti-atheist discourse, see Hunter, ‘Science and Heterodoxy’; John Redwood,
Reason, Ridicule and Religion: The Age of Enlightenment in England, 1660—1750 (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1996); Boyle on Atheism, ed. J. ] MacIntosh (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005).
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Chapter 1

Atheism and unbelief in the sixteenth century

In the introduction to this thesis, I explained why I distinguish between unbelief (to denote
the denial or absence of theistic ideas) and atheism (to denote the way unbelief is
conceptualised in a particular cultural context).! I asserted that in the late sixteenth century,
thoroughgoing confutations of atheism that attacked the moral character of unbelievers while
denying their intellectual seriousness superseded earlier approaches to unbelief. Bullein’s
portrayal of the ‘Nulla fideian’ doctor, Medicus, for example, conceives of unbelief as a
social problem in need of criticism and reform. The emerging idea of the atheist as someone
who insincerely denied the existence of God, providence, or the immortality of the soul to
justify his pursuit of worldly pleasures and ambitions is epitomised by Tourneur’s
D’Amville. This chapter examines how this development took place by providing an
overview of the forms of atheism and unbelief that were present in sixteenth-century
England. Since chapters 2, 3, and 4 primarily examine texts published during the 1580s and
90s when anti-atheist discourse was becoming more prolific and undergoing rapid stylistic
development, here I aim to establish the historical background against which these later
innovations may be contextualised.

As we shall see, there are records that suggest unbelief was widespread in pre-modern
England, probably to a greater degree than the extant evidence for it can prove. However,
most unbelievers whose blasphemy, scepticism, and heterodoxy has been preserved by legal
records expressed themselves in idiosyncratic and uncodified ways. They did not propose

alternatives to Christianity, nor articulate persuasive forms of denial likely to incite unbelief

I See intro. 5-9.
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in others. I contend that works of anti-atheism were written by authors who feared that if
England’s irreligious tendencies were not confuted, more substantive forms of unbelief
supported by classical philosophy and Machiavellian political theory might begin to emerge.
It is likely that some people in pre-modern England doubted God created the world out of
nothing and that the soul was immortal. Many others probably suspected that organised
religion was a human invention created to enforce social order. But if these opinions were
articulated using nothing more than unsubstantiated contrarian scepticism by unbelievers who
offered no alternative moral or aetiological framework to explain the world, such denials
could carry limited persuasive power and pose little threat to Christian hegemony.? This is
one reason the medieval Catholic Church was more concerned with confuting heretical
versions of Christianity than unbelief. Lollards had the potential to incite widespread changes
in how Christians believed in ways that people who stubbornly denied the immortality of the
soul did not.* As sixteenth-century Christians became increasingly aware that naturalism,
annihilationism, and politic interpretations of religion could be supported by the arguments of
Aristotle, Epicurus, and Machiavelli, they took it upon themselves to pre-emptively discredit
the formation of codified forms of unbelief centred on the ideas of these figures.

To do so, they borrowed the same confutational term that had been used in the ancient
world to attack the irreligion of figures like Hippo of Samos and Diagoras of Melos: dfeog.*
The transliteration of the term into Latin as atheos and its subsequent appearance in
vernacular European languages took place in the early sixteenth century.’ Medieval Europe

had less need for a vocabulary to describe the absence of specific forms of belief because

2 Cf. Ryrie’s comparison of medieval unbelievers to modern flat-earthers, Unbelievers, 15-16.

3 On the case of Thomas Semer, whose unbelief only came to light when he was investigated for Lollardy in
1448, see Anne Hudson, The Premature Reformation: Wycliffite Texts and Lollard History (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1988), 394; Ryrie, Unbelievers, 22.

4 On Hippo and Diagoras, see Tim Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods: Atheism in the Ancient World (London: Faber
& Faber, 2016), 116-17.

5 Shagan, Birth of Modern Belief, 101-5; Henri Busson, ‘Les Noms Des Incrédules Au XVIe Siécle’,
Bibliotheque d’Humanisme et Renaissance 16, no. 3 (1954): 273-83.
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religious authorities had not always systematically policed the inward beliefs of individuals.®
The increased focus on individual belief prompted by fifteenth-century anxieties about
witchcraft, Lollardy, and Hussitism became even more pronounced after the Reformation.
For Protestant countries, monitoring the extent to which individuals personally assented to
Reformed doctrines was a major existential concern. Shagan has argued that ‘the invention of
the unbeliever in the Reformation structured a new form of authoritarianism’ whereby
Reformers like Calvin attacked all but the ‘the starkest and most unforgiving interpretations
of what it meant to believe’ as atheism.” While Shagan is undoubtedly right that the
Reformation played a central role in the development of sixteenth-century conceptions of
atheism, it is important to acknowledge that polemicists and apologists were not only using
the notion of unbelief to attack insufficiently committed Christians whose styles of belief
were equated with atheism. Many writers also appear to have been seriously concerned about
preventing the spread of outright denials of God’s existence supported by classical
philosophy. We need not go as far as Wootton in arguing that ‘The crucial element of choice
was provided [...] not by the Reformation, but by the Renaissance discovery of the historical
past’. Rather, as I will argue in this chapter, we should view these factors as mutually
reinforcing. In terms of precipitating unbelief, post-Reformation religious divisions could
provoke doubt, while classical philosophy had the potential to substantiate it. As for the
development of atheism as a concept, polemicists could accuse opposing confessional groups
of atheism, but to render these accusations effective they often relied upon making analogies
between the philosophy of classical unbelievers and the beliefs of their enemies.’

My argument, then, is that the relationship between anti-atheist discourse and the

forms of unbelief present in early modern England went through several phases. Since the

® Wootton, ‘Unbelief in Early Modern Europe’, 88.
7 Shagan, Birth of Modern Belief, 125, 122.

8 Wootton, ‘Unbelief in Early Modern Europe’, 89.
? See 64—68, below.
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medieval period, there had been a great deal of quotidian unbelief that existed in popular,
unsubstantiated forms not referred to as atheism either by its exponents or by those who
sought to confute it. Then, in the mid-sixteenth century, scholars began making passing
references to classical atheoi whose unbelief was recorded in pagan works of anti-atheism
such as Cicero’s De Natura Deorum. At the same time, Protestant theologians like Calvin and
Bullinger began borrowing this terminology to discuss contemporary unreformed Christians.
These technical/historicising and creative/polemical discourses developed in parallel without
having an immediate impact upon the way recorded instances of unbelief were described.
Accusations of atheism directed at named contemporaries did not begin to proliferate until
the 1570s, when they were primarily applied to political leaders and their advisers, such as
Elizabeth I and Mary, Queen of Scots. In this context, atheism was often used to indicate
someone who manipulated religion for political gain. This association became particularly
prominent following the publication of Innocent Gentillet’s Discours sur les moyens de bien
gouverner (1576), better known as the Antimachiavel, which provided a template for both
anti-Machiavellianism and anti-atheism. By the 1580s some early moderns were accusing
their political enemies of being atheists because they hypocritically used religion for personal
gain, while others were criticising forms of Christianity they disagreed with as atheistical.
Meanwhile, some classical scholars like Thomas North in his translation of Plutarch’s Lives
continued to refer neutrally to atheism and unbelief as phenomena of the ancient world.

The anti-atheist tradition widely recognised as beginning in the 1580s formed when
these discourses began to overlap, allowing an increasingly coherent conception of the causes
and nature of early modern atheism to emerge. I contend that most writers sought to retain the
meaningfulness of atheist as a polemical insult while at the same time denying the intellectual
possibility of unbelief. To achieve this, they combined classical anti-atheism with

contemporary anti-Machiavellianism and a style influenced by contemporary religious
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polemic to form a hybrid discourse that facilitated ambivalence about the intellectual
seriousness of unbelief. As the potentially baseless accusation of atheism became
commonplace, increasing numbers of writers took it upon themselves to explain how and
why atheists justified their unbelief. To do so, they drew on historical and polemical
discourses to create an increasingly coherent set of ideas about atheism that accounted for and

pre-emptively discredited the possibility of sustained unbelief.

EARLY MODERN UNBELIEF

This thesis argues that atheism was a sixteenth-century literary invention and that the forms
of atheism typically discussed by anti-atheist writers do not align very closely with the kinds
of unbelief that appear to have existed in sixteenth-century England. There is surviving
evidence to suggest the presence of blasphemy and heterodoxy as well as outright unbelief,
and we also may reasonably infer the widespread existence of passive indifference toward
religion. But principled atheism of the kind attributed to Marlowe and Ralegh seems to have
been rare. Whereas no one ever seems to have self-identified as an atheist during this period,
some people did occasionally admit unbelief, though usually only in limited ways. Robert
Greene, for example, is famous for confessing that alongside Marlowe, he once said ‘(like the
fool in his heart) There is no God’.!® However, the apparent boldness of this claim is
diminished when we consider that it was made retrospectively after Greene’s ‘repentance’
from his immoral way of life, and that the pamphlet may actually have been ghost-written by
Henry Chettle.!! Since admitting unbelief was an inherently dangerous thing to do in this

period, and since accusing someone else of unbelief was a useful way of bringing them into

10 Robert Greene, Greenes, Groats-Worth of Witte, Bought with a Million of Repentance [...] (London, 1592),
sig. E4v.

' For Chettle’s authorship, see John Jowett, ‘Johannes Factotum: Henry Chettle and Greene’s Groatsworth of
Wit’, The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 87, no. 4 (1993): 453-86.
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disrepute, we must treat contemporary accounts of its expression critically. Just because
someone was reported to have uttered a particularly forthright disavowal of religion does not
necessarily mean they were a committed unbeliever. But even a conservative reading of the
available evidence shows there was strong capacity for doubt and denial among the people of
early modern England, even when they had no formal means through which to substantiate or
articulate it.

This section of the chapter examines instances where people appear to have expressed
unbelief openly or whose alleged unbelief was recorded incidentally during official
investigations into other phenomena. The beliefs and practices uncovered by these means are
markedly different from the forms of unbelief that individuals who accused each other of
atheism typically ascribed to one another. I examine such accusations in the final section of
this chapter, where I demonstrate the influence of anti-atheist writing on their content and
increasing prevalence. The cases described here have primarily been drawn from existing
surveys of atheism and unbelief by Aylmer, Buckley, Haigh, Hill, Hunter, and Wootton, who
in turn primarily rely upon accounts of trials and investigations compiled by early modern
historians, modern transcriptions of sixteenth-century legal records, and local studies of
archival history written in the twentieth-century. In other words, no one has, to my
knowledge, ever conducted systematic and widespread archival research in order to uncover
historical traces of unbelief in early modern Britain, though Christopher Haigh has made
some promising discoveries in this area.'> Since my primary intention here is to compare
anti-atheist writing to the forms of unbelief known to have been present in the sixteenth
century, I have chosen to work primarily with evidence of unbelief that is already available in

printed sources. More research into the prevalence of unbelief using untranscribed archival

12 See Christopher Haigh, The Plain Man’s Pathways to Heaven: Kinds of Christianity in Post-Reformation
England, 1570—-1640 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 167-71.
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sources is undoubtedly warranted, though doing so in a comprehensive way is beyond the
scope of this thesis.

The shortage of strong evidence affirming the presence of unbelief in early modern
England is likely a product of the severe consequences its subjects could face for expressing
hostility toward religion. The excommunication of a Norfolk man during the reign of Edward
VI for saying ‘We live like dogs and it is better not to come to church’ and the execution of
Thomas Aikenhead for blasphemy in the late seventeenth century demonstrate the serious
risk of being cut off from mainstream society or even killed for espousing unbelief.'* Given
the powerful social stigma against unbelief and the inherent lack of a spiritual incentive for
unbelievers to advertise their doubts, it is likely that most would have kept their unbelief to
themselves. We will therefore never know how extensive private doubts about the existence
of God, providence, and the immortality of the soul really were. There may have been many
who were privately hostile to religion or even publicly ambivalent, but few were willing to
criticise it openly. For this reason, a great deal of unbelief may have been invisible to
religious authorities, remaining unprosecuted and unrecorded. '

Without access to strong first-hand evidence for unbelief, many historians have
speculated that the existence of a great deal of unbelief and indifference may be inferred from
milder forms of irreverence. Haigh has shown that ‘men and women who seemed to have
turned their back on God and religion” were common, citing several instances of scoffing,
mockery, and blasphemy as evidence of widespread religious indifference.!® For example,

Richard Barker said in 1583 that he never read the Bible and ‘that it made no matter whether

13 See, respectively, Hill, ‘Irreligion in the “Puritan” Revolution’, 193; Michael Hunter, ‘“Aikenhead the
Atheist”: The Context and Consequences of Articulate Irreligion in the Late Seventeenth Century’, in Atheism
from the Reformation to the Enlightenment, ed. Michael Hunter and David Wootton (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 221-54.

14 Cf. Nicholas Davidson, ‘Christopher Marlowe and Atheism’, in Christopher Marlowe and English
Renaissance Culture, ed. Darryll Grantley and Peter Roberts (Aldershot: Scolar, 1996), 173.

1S Haigh, Plain Man’s Pathways, 170; cf. idem. English Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society under the
Tudors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 285-86.
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he were a Jew or Christian, seeing that he do well’. In 1584 Ambrose Digby said, ‘When I am
dead set my soul on a stake and he that runneth fasteth of God or the devil take it’. John
Somerset claimed in 1587 ‘that christendom is nothing worth’; and in 1591 Richard Cowper
admitted ‘that he cared not for the word of God’.!® These do not appear to be the words of
committed unbelievers who on principle denied the divinity of scripture, the immortality of
the soul, or the moral value of Christianity. But they do indicate a degree of hostility and
indifference toward religion that, if articulated using a more comprehensive framework,
would become threatening forms of atheism. As Wootton suggests, ‘irreverence could be a
most effective way of communicating ideas’ because it allowed the blasphemer to remain
safely within the intellectual limits of a religion while subjecting it to criticism.'” In light of
Haigh’s archival research, Laurence Stone’s claim that the Elizabethan period was ‘the age of
greatest religious indifference before the twentieth century’ and Hill’s speculation that in the
seventeenth century ‘incredulity may in fact have been quite common’ do not seem
unreasonable.!'®

Stronger, less ambiguous attacks on fundamental tenets of Christianity that were made
on principle, rather than in anger or in jest, tended to come from religious heretics. Whereas
people with no belief at all had little incentive to articulate their doubts, heretics who believed
strongly in promoting their own versions of religious truth were more likely to advertise their
objections to established religion. The most common variety of such claims was anti-
trinitarianism, a heresy that became closely associated with atheism and unbelief, but which
was technically compatible with a theistic position. Anti-trinitarianism was confuted but

perhaps also popularised by John Proctor’s The Fal of the Late Arian (1549), a work that

16 Qtd. in Haigh, Plain Man’s Pathways, 168-70.

17 Wootton, ‘New Histories of Atheism’, 29.

'8 Haigh, Plain Man’s Pathways, 169; Lawrence Stone, ‘Review of The Charities of London, 1480—1660 by W.
K. Jordan’, The English Historical Review 77, no. 303 (1962): 328; Hill, ‘Irreligion in the “Puritan”
Revolution’, 210.
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likely provided the basis for the alleged unbelief of Kyd and Oxford.!® In the late 1570s and
early 1580s, several anti-trinitarians including Francis Kett, Matthew Hamont, and John
Lewes were executed in Norwich for ‘denying the Godhead of Christ, and holding divers
other detestable heresies’.?’ Even though their attacks on Christ seem to be denials of a
fundamental premise of Christianity, contemporary accounts of these heretics typically
identify them as heterodox theists rather than unbelievers. William Burton remarked on the
strangeness of this fact when describing the execution of Francis Kett: ‘as monstrous as hee
was in opinion, see how holy hee would seeme to bee in his outward conversation, The
sacred Bible almost never out of his hands, himself always in prayer, his tongue never ceased
praising of God, when he went to the fire he was clothed in sackecloth, hee went leaping and
dauncing’.?! The case of Kett reminds us that intention is an important factor in evaluating
whether denials of fundamental Christian tenets ought to be counted as unbelief. Kett’s
attacks on the divinity of Christ, which he framed as expressions of his piety, were clearly of
a different order to the mocking remarks attributed to Marlowe.??

Though the anti-trinitarians executed in Norwich appear to have been heretics rather
than unbelievers, the intentions behind other expressions of unbelief are less clear cut. In
1518, Elizabeth Sculthorp confessed to the episcopal court in Lincoln that ‘she hath not hald
perfight nor stedfaste bileve in god [...] for the moste part she hath not comme to the churche
and she hath not bileved [...] she hath betaken hir self and all hir children to the devill and

clerely forsaken god and the churche’.?* Sculthorp endured no greater punishment than being

ordered to appear in penance at a local church the following month, indicating the court

19 On the influence of Proctor’s tract and the association of anti-trinitarianism with atheism, see Buckley,
Atheism in the English Renaissance, 56—60; Alan H. Nelson, Monstrous Adversary: The Life of Edward De
Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003), 209—13.

20 John Stow and Edmond Howes, The Annales, or a Generall Chronicle of England [...] (London, 1615), 697.
2! William Burton, Davids Evidence, or, The Assurance of Gods Love [...] (London, 1592), 126.

22 For the accusations against Marlowe, see 81-82, below.

23 Margaret Bowker, ed., An Episcopal Court Book for the Diocese of Lincoln: 1514—1520 (Lincoln: Lincoln
Record Society, 1967), 84-85.
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viewed her unbelief as a lapse in faith rather than an attack on the church. Wootton suggests
that ‘by blaming the devil she ensured she would receive sympathetic consideration from the
court’, though to me it seems more likely that Sculthorp experienced a genuine crisis of faith
than that she deliberately framed her unbelief in Christian terms to avoid punishment.?* In
either case Sculthorp appears to have been an early exponent of unbelief based on religious
anxiety, indicating this phenomenon extends beyond the seventeenth-century puritans
discussed by Ryrie.?> Her trial, which took place prior to the Reformation, also points to how
the manner in which authorities responded to expressions of unbelief can help us gauge the
intentions behind them. Since confessions of unbelief framed in the past tense and
accompanied by expressions of regret may always be interpreted as dark nights of the soul,
expressions of unbelief explicitly intended to cause offence or disruption were usually
considered more threatening. This distinction may be illustrated by comparing the fate of
Sculthorp to that of Matthew Hamont. Hamont was a theist with unorthodox views: although
he allegedly claimed ‘That the newe Testament and Gospell of Christe are but mere
foolishnesse, a storie of menne’, he also argued that ‘Baptisme is not necessarie in the
Churche of God’. Tellingly, Stow reports that Hamont was sentenced to be mutilated and
burned alive because during his trial ‘he spake wordes of blasphemie against the Queenes
Majestie, and others of hir Counsell’.?¢ Hamont was executed not just because he articulated
a certain degree of unbelief, but because he was unrepentant about doing so and
supplemented his heterodoxy with treason: Hamont threatened the English state in a way that
Sculthorp did not.

In addition to these cases of blasphemy, heresy, and religious despair, there do appear

to have been at least some people who denied fundamental tenets of Christianity, such as the

24 Wootton, ‘Unbelief in Early Modern Europe’, 83.

25 Ryrie, Unbelievers, chap. 4.

26 John Stow, The Chronicles of England from Brute unto This Present Yeare of Christ 1580 (London, 1580),
1195.
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immortality of the soul, the divinity of scripture, and the creation of the world ex nihilo.
These direct forms of unbelief are marked by their apparent persistence and by their capacity
to negate the value of Christianity completely; as Wootton puts it, they are ‘beliefs which
made God’s existence irrelevant’.?” For example, in 1573, during Archbishop Parker’s
investigation into church discipline in Kent, Robert Master was reported ‘for that he denyeth
that god made the Sune, the Mone, the earth, the water, and that he denyeth the Resurreccon
of the deade’.?® Davidson lists Master as an example of someone who believed ‘with the
Aristotelians, that the world had no beginning or end’, which would justify the fear of many
anti-atheist writers that unbelief might be provoked by reading Aristotle.?’ For example, the
1571 State Papers contain a short essay confuting ‘the atheists opynyon as Aristotle etc: who
foleshely doeth affyrme the world to be wythout begynnyng’, which cites the first and second
books of Aristotle’s On the Heavens.>® Yet, there is no evidence to suggest an Aristotelian
source for Master’s denial of divine creation. He did not claim that the world was eternal; he
simply denied the first book of Genesis to be true.

A similar observation may be made about the case of Augustine Draper who in 1587
was brought before the court of the archdeaconry of Essex because ‘he doth not acknowledge
the immortalitie of the sowle; and by his owne speeches he hath affirmed the same’.>! The
assurance that the allegations against Draper are affirmed ‘by his owne speeches’ not only
conveys the sense that he expressed his views openly, but that he used his own words to
justify his unbelief rather than invoking, say, an Epicurean framework. As Aylmer points out,

Draper also appears to have believed in transubstantiation and to have denied that ‘God hath

27 Wootton, ‘New Histories of Atheism’, 25-26.

28 Claude Jenkins, ed., ‘An Unpublished Record of Archbishop Parker’s Visitation in 1573, Archaeologia
Cantiana 29 (1911): 314.

2 Davidson, ‘Marlowe and Atheism’, 171.

30 The National Archives, SP 12/83 f.115; gtd. in Hunter, ‘Problem of “Atheism™’, 140.

31 Qtd. in William Hale Hale, ed., A Series of Precedents and Proceedings in Criminal Causes Extending from
the Year 1475 to 1640 [...] (London: Francis and John Rivington, 1847), 193-94.
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his lawfull ministers’.3? This suggests that his unbelief originated in hostility toward the
Church of England rather than an awareness of philosophical arguments against the
immortality of the soul. We need not conclude with Aylmer that Draper’s mutually
contradictory opinions show that he ‘had simply got muddled and entangled in the conflicts
and controversies of his time’; it may be that the existence of these conflicts prompted him
toward unbelief in the first place.>?

The evidence therefore suggests that several kinds of unbeliever were present in
sixteenth-century England but that these people bore little resemblance to the anti-atheist
caricatures epitomised by Tourneur’s D’ Amville. The prevalence of passive hostility and
indifferent compliance are by their very nature impossible to gauge, though we can assume
there was a great deal more of it than has been recorded. Most people who denied
fundamental tenets of Christianity—such as the divinity of Christ, scripture, or the
immortality of the soul—appear to have been unorthodox theists who did not espouse a
substantiated alternative to established religion. Anti-trinitarians like John Lewes and Francis
Kett are better understood as heretics committed to their own religious truth rather than
unbelievers or atheists. Though anti-trinitarianism would later become closely associated
with atheism, the only people willing to die for this belief were heterodox theists. Of those
who denied God outright, it seems that few were principled atheists seeking to undermine
religious orthodoxy: Sculthorp seems to have suffered an extended dark night of soul, while
Augustine Draper’s apparent belief in transubstantiation indicates a tentative unbelief rooted
in ambivalence toward the Reformation. Only Robert Master seems to have espoused
unbelief for its own sake, though we know nothing about the context in which he expressed

his doubts and his own words are not recorded.

32 Aylmer, ‘Unbelief in Seventeenth-Century England’, 31.
3 Aylmer, 31.
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Based on the evidence gathered here, it seems reasonable to conclude that unbelief
was possible in early modern England and that it was not uncommon for doubts about various
tenets of established religion to be questioned openly. But in each of the cases listed above,
from Sculthorp in 1518 to Draper in 1587, ‘atheist’ is never used in the primary sources to
describe the person accused of expressing unbelief. For the most part, these cases were
treated as instances of heretical blasphemy, treason, ignorance, or indiscretion. The
unbelievers described in them had not modelled their views or behaviour on a preconceived
notion of atheism, nor had they relied on classical philosophy to substantiate their positions.
Yet, their irreverence, scepticism, and occasional loss of faith make the emergence in early
modern England of more comprehensive forms of unbelief—the kind sixteenth-century
polemicists disparaged as atheism—a realistic possibility. If people with such sceptical
predispositions were to encounter powerful arguments to substantiate their doubts, then it is
conceivable that an empowered and educated class of unbelievers might have emerged. It was

this prospect anti-atheist writers were afraid of.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF PRE-MODERN ATHEISM

Perhaps the most striking quality of early modern anti-atheist discourse is the relationship it
posits between the atheism of the ancient world and that of contemporary Europe. Sixteenth-
century unbelievers were frequently described as disciples of pagan writers like Epicurus,
Diagoras, and Lucian, who each came to signify specific kinds of unbelief. Furthermore,
early modern treatises on atheism usually took most of their examples from the ancient
world. As Hunter points out, ‘there is a disquieting shortage of instances of native “atheists”,

and instead a reliance on examples from classical antiquity’.** So, in order to understand the

34 Hunter, ‘Problem of “Atheism™’, 144.
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atheism invented in early modern England, we must first examine the nature of the concept
they inherited from the classical past and trace how the relationship between atheism and
unbelief developed over time. As we shall see, the epithet atheos was originally used to
attack and censure individuals for their lack of religious belief and was consistently used in
the ancient world as a means of creating an ‘in’ group from which unbelievers branded as
atheists could be excluded. The origin of the term as a hostile designation for individuals
whose unbelief was considered detrimental to society made it incredibly useful for post-
Reformation polemicists and established the negative connotations that atheism has retained
into the twenty-first century.

Western conceptions of atheism can be traced back to classical Athens where the term
was used both to describe and censure unbelief. The Greek term @fcog (in Latin, atheos),
meaning the ‘absence (a-) of a god (theos)’, originally indicated one who was ‘godless’ in the
sense of having ‘lost support of the gods’ but the term increasingly became used as a
derogatory epithet for individuals who espoused unbelief.?® In contrast to asebia (impiety), a
legal term for the violation of religious decorum (a crime for which one could be impeached
and put to death), the term atheos developed out of a ‘politically influenced desire to
stigmatize certain individuals’.>® Anaxagoras, Diagoras of Melos, Socrates, and Theodorus of
Cyrene were all put on trial for impiety but they were also described or perhaps even self-
identified as atheoi, a term which marked their unorthodox beliefs or flat out denials of the
gods as socially ‘other’, making them legitimate targets of persecution.’” Unbelief was not

explicitly outlawed in Athens, so atheos was more an indication of abjection than criminality,

35 Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods, 116.
36 Whitmarsh, 124.
37 Whitmarsh, 117.
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though Plato went to great length in his Laws to argue that atheists should be punished.*® The
inception of the term atheos went hand-in-hand with the invention of anti-atheist prejudice.

The use of atheos as a pejorative label for unbelievers whose heterodoxy threatened
socio-political cohesion continued in the Hellenistic era. This period saw the development of
philosophical schools such as Epicureanism and Scepticism that provided an intellectual basis
for unbelief, but which did not necessarily promote dissent from religious orthodoxy. The
atomistic theory of the universe proposed by Epicurus presented the gods either as intangible
simulacra made from fine streams of atoms or as mental projections produced from within
human consciousness.* In both cases the thrust of Epicurus’ argument is toward the view
that gods have no influence over human experience and should therefore not be feared,
though this did not lead him to challenge contemporary religious practices. Epicurus himself
censured atheists for the way their disruptive claims disturbed the serenity of mind to which
he encouraged his followers to aspire. According to the Epicurean philosopher Philodemus,
‘those who eliminate the divine from existing things Epicurus reproached for their complete
madness, [...] admonishing them not to trouble or disturb us’.*’ Even though Epicurus’ anti-
providentialism and materialism mean that he is often described as an atheist—particularly in
the early modern period—Greek conceptions of atheism were predicated less on the (a-)
theological content of a particular individual’s understanding of the world and more on the
extent to which his views disrupted collective religious worship and social cohesion.

The tendency of Epicureanism toward unbelief is described most articulately by

Cicero in Book 1 of De Natura Deorum in a dialogue between Gaius Velleius (a speaker who

38 David Sedley, ‘From the Pre-Socratics to the Hellenistic Age’, in The Oxford Handbook of Atheism, ed.
Stephen Bullivant and Michael Ruse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 142—44.

39 Arguments in favour of each position are made respectively by David Konstan, ‘Epicurus on the Gods’, in
Epicurus and the Epicurean Tradition, ed. Jeffrey Fish and Kirk R. Sanders (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2011), 53—71; and David Sedley, ‘Epicurus’ Theological Innatism’, in Epicurus and the Epicurean
Tradition, ed. Jeffrey Fish and Kirk R. Sanders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 29-52.

40 Philodemus, On piety. Part 1: critical text with commentary, ed. and trans. Dirk Obbink (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1996), 143.
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espouses Epicureanism), and Gaius Cotta (who advocates the academic Scepticism Cicero
himself approved of.) Responding to the Epicurean Velleius, Cotta the Sceptic states that
although his interlocutor claims to believe in the gods, ‘I doubt the adequacy of the argument
which you adduce to prove it’. Against Velleuis’ argument from universal consent, Cotta
points out that ‘Diagoras, called the Atheist, and later Theodorus openly deny the divine
existence’.*! Not only did Diagoras and Theodorus provide Epicureans with an available
precedent for atheism, but, Cotta argues, their unbelief is aligned with the Epicurean
argument that belief in the power of the gods to influence human affairs leads to undesirable
fear and superstition. Cotta points out that this position ‘is easy to attain when you have
deprived the gods of all power; unless perchance you think that it was possible for Diagoras
or Theodorus to be superstitious, who denied the existence of the gods altogether’. Cotta
doesn’t stop there, but goes on to compare Velleuis’ Epicurean anti-providentialism to
Prodicus’ proto-agnosticism, Euhemerus’ anthropological explanation for the gods, and the
proto-Machiavellian argument of ‘those who have asserted that the entire notion of the
immortal gods is a fiction invented by wise men in the interest of the state’.** By aligning
Epicurean philosophy with the ideas of earlier thinkers who could be dismissed as atheists,
Cicero demonstrates the extent to which, by the time of the late Roman Republic, unbelievers
of a wide variety of opinions could be categorised as atheists. Whitmarsh argues that Cicero’s
doxography of atheists in the above passage, probably derived from Clitomachus’ non-extant
On Atheism, demonstrates the existence of a ‘virtual network’ of ancient atheists, comprising
the views of individuals from different periods and backgrounds. These various conceptions

of unbelief were brought together by doxographers like Sextus Empiricus, who recorded

41 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Natura Deorum, trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1933), 1.62-63.

42 Cicero, 1.117-9. A similar comparison between atheism and superstition is made by Plutarch, who argues that
superstitious fear of the gods is worse than denying their existence altogether, see ‘Superstition’, in Moralia,
Volume II, trans. Frank Cole Babbitt (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), 451-96.



48

arguments in favour of unbelief. Therefore, by the time of the early Roman Empire atheism
had become more than just a term of abuse levelled at unorthodox thinkers; now it also
signified an increasingly coherent set of ideas.*?

Discussions of atheism by Christian apologists began the process of transforming the
term from its ancient use as a term of contempt for unorthodox religious views and practices
into a more specific critique of those who lacked faith in the ‘true’ deity. Christians were
initially unpopular in the first and second centuries because of how they separated themselves
from the rest of society and created divisions among families that had only partially
converted to the new religion. But as more became known about this burgeoning sect,
particularly about their antipathy toward the pagan gods and their desire to disrupt traditional
forms of worship, Christians were increasingly disparaged as atheists.** One of the earliest
and most well-known attempts to turn this accusation on its head by reinventing atheism as a
category of people who rejected Christianity occurs in Justin Martyr’s second-century First
Apology.*® Justin complains that ‘Thus are we even called atheists. We do proclaim ourselves
atheists as regards those whom you call gods, but not with respect to the Most True God, who
is alien to all evil and is the Father of justice, temperance, and the other virtues’.* By
admitting to the charge of atheism as conceived by his pagan accusers, Justin makes it clear
that Christians ought to prioritise their own faith over conforming to socially established
beliefs and practices. The incredulity implied by the statement that Christians are ‘even called
atheists’ is concomitant with Justin’s implicit belief that the real atheists are those who reject

the ‘Most True God’.

43 Whitmarsh, Battling the Gods, 211-14.

4 Joseph J. Walsh, ‘On Christian Atheism’, Vigiliae Christianae 45, no. 3 (1991): 255-77.

4 D. W. Palmer, ‘Atheism, Apologetic, and Negative Theology in the Greek Apologists of the Second Century’,
Vigiliae Christianae 37, no. 3 (1983): 241.

46 Saint Justin Martyr, The First Apology, trans. Thomas B. Falls, Writings of Saint Justin Martyr, The Fathers
of the Church: A New Translation, vol. 6 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1948), chap.
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When Nicene Christianity was made the official church of the Roman Empire by
Theodosius in 380, the Christian conception of atheism established by Justin Martyr quickly
overwrote the term’s earlier meaning. Since Theodosius precipitated the replacement of the
Greco-Roman conception of religion as a ‘normative practice’ with a Christian conception of
religion as a ‘defined set of beliefs’, a means of labelling unorthodox or socially disruptive
beliefs about the gods became unnecessary.*” Anyone who did not adhere to the Nicene creed
was considered guilty of sacrilege. For many patristic writers, atheist lost its earlier
connotations, both of subversive irregularity in religious practice and of philosophical
unbelief. Instead it became a term of abuse for non-Christians: the literal sense in which
atheos means ‘without God’ was co-opted to mean specifically ‘without the Christian God’.
Whitmarsh argues this shift toward considering religion as either true or false ‘meant the end
of ancient atheism in the west’, since ‘the paradigm of true versus false religion was the only
one that mattered’. There was no need in this environment for a category that encompassed
both unbelief and socially challenging religious practices. But as we shall see, unbelievers
were not as Whitmarsh puts it, ‘invisible to dominant society’, and the category of atheism

t.*® Renaissance encounters with texts like De

re-emerged well before the Enlightenmen
Natura Deorum reintroduced both the term and its values to Western societies.

The word atheist may have largely disappeared from use between late antiquity and
the Renaissance but unbelief itself likely remained prevalent in medieval Europe. As with the
above discussion of instances of blasphemy and unbelief preserved by sixteenth-century legal
records, the presence of widespread quotidian unbelief may be inferred from recorded

instances of anti-religious talk. Few medieval unbelievers appear to have substantiated their

doubts using sophisticated philosophical frameworks but as Ryrie notes, ‘Independent-

47 David Hunt, ‘Christianising the Roman Empire: The Evidence of the Code’, in The Theodosian Code: Studies
in the Imperial Law of Late Antiquity, ed. Jill Harries and 1. N. Wood, 2nd ed. (London: Bristol Classical Press,
2010), 147.

8 Battling the Gods, 240.
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minded, suspicious and uneducated people were in plentiful supply’.*’ In 1273 a French
merchant ‘confessed to telling a friend that profit was better than virtue’, claiming there was
no soul in the body but blood. Seventeen years later, a Bologna moneylender ‘was accused of
dismissing the Bible as a mere fiction’ and denying transubstantiation.’® Others uttered
shocking blasphemies, calling the Virgin Mary a whore, or ridiculing the power of God to
control the weather. While such instances do not necessarily demonstrate sustained and
committed unbelief, they do indicate the possibility of scepticism toward religion and perhaps
even encourage it.’! In the context of such blasphemies, attributions of sinful behaviour and
low church attendance in thirteenth-century Italy to ‘half-belief’ (an internal tendency to
unbelief in sinners who had not fully relinquished their faith) must be taken seriously.’? As
John Arnold argues, it would be complacent to assume that accounts of blasphemy, sinful
behaviour, and indifference indicate only ‘minor infraction[s] by weak-willed believers’:
some medieval Europeans evidently had serious doubts about the validity of Christianity.>

The strongest examples of this are denials of the immortality of the soul:

Alpert of Metz, in the early eleventh century, tells of a tavern conversation wherein a
man claimed that ‘the soul of man is nothing, and in his last breath it is utterly
dispersed on the breeze’. Thomas of Cantimpré, some two centuries later, related a
similar scene. Two men, drinking wine, talk of the afterlife. One says ‘we are
shamelessly fooled by the bad clerics who say that the soul can live separately after
the destruction of the body’, and his companions laugh in agreement.>*

What seems clear from these anecdotes is that we should not regard the Renaissance

rediscovery of Epicurean philosophy as a ‘swerve’ that suddenly made annihilationism,

4 Ryrie, Unbelievers, 16.

30 Ryrie, 17.
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materialism, and unbelief thinkable.>> Throughout the medieval and early modern periods,
there were plenty of people who were hostile to religious authority and sceptical about
Christian truth claims.

Nonetheless, it was only in the second half of the sixteenth century that an anti-atheist
discourse emerged and repurposed a term that had not been widely used for over a thousand
years. The long history of atheism as a term of opprobrium, applied first to those whose
religious beliefs were condemned by Athenian society, then to unbelievers in the Roman
Republic, then to Christians in the first century, and ultimately to non-Christians in late
antiquity mean that the term’s only universal meaning was its indication of exclusion. It was
a means of attacking people whose beliefs were unacceptable to the moral core of society,
however this was defined. The term’s inherent flexibility and classical pedigree were
undoubtedly part of its appeal to early modern Christians. Sixteenth-century anti-atheist
writers often incorporated the views of ancient atheists like Diagoras and Epicurus as well as
ancient anti-atheists like Plato and Cicero into their attacks on early modern unbelief, creating
typologies of atheism that allowed contemporary forms of unbelief to be understood as
reinventions of ancient ones. On the one hand, classical philosophy posed a threat to
Christianity because writers like Aristotle and Lucretius provided elaborate alternatives to
Christian understandings of how the universe operates. On the other, the term’s longstanding
use to circumscribe unbelief, alongside the hostile doxographies of atheists written in the
ancient world, provided Renaissance Christians with ready-made tools for combatting
unbelief. The aim of early modern anti-atheist writers was often to explain and discredit
ancient atheism to prevent the rise of contemporary unbelief. If ancient atheism could be

safely dismissed as a historical aberration, then it could pose no threat to Christianity.

3 For this argument, see Stephen Greenblatt, The Swerve: How the Renaissance Began (London: Vintage,
2012).
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ATHEISM: ITS RENAISSANCE AND REFORMATION

The English word atheist was first used in classical scholarship where it supplemented the
Latin atheos and the Greek d0eog. Both atheos and atheist were effectively neologisms,
respectively recovered and invented by Renaissance humanists to describe the unbelief they
encountered in classical works. Although, as we have seen, atheos was used until late
antiquity, the term rarely appeared in medieval Latin and was unfamiliar to early sixteenth-
century scholars. As Robichaud points out, the Vulgate translation of Ephesians 2:12 renders
the Greek word af¢or1 as sine Deo, ‘without God’, rather than transliterating it as atheoi 6
Sixteenth-century translations of this verse into English also use ‘without God’ rather than
‘atheist’, meaning that early modern readers never encountered the term in the Bible (except
in a marginal annotation in the unpopular and expensive Bishops’ Bible).>’ Shagan notes that
even as late as 1536, Philip Melanchthon used Greek letters to describe Epicureans as ¢6éot,
a term ‘which he may not have imagined to be properly Latinate’.>® The novelty of atheos in
Latin and atheist in English gave the earliest uses of these words a degree of scholarly
neutrality. Writers used the terms primarily to describe unbelief they perceived as being
safely confined to the ancient world, which therefore did not require urgent confutation.
Unlike late sixteenth-century conceptions of the atheist, atheos was not an all-encompassing
identity but a denotative term for unbeliever.

The transition from the latter usage to the former can be seen through the changing

definitions linguists offered for these terms. For example, Thomas Elyot, in his 1538 Latin-

36 Robichaud, ‘Renaissance and Reformation’, 190.

57 Glossing Peter’s reference to ‘scoffers, walking after their own lusts’ the annotation clarifies that ‘He meaneth
them whiche had once professed christian religion, but became afterward contemners and mockers, as
Epicurians and Atheistes’, see 2 Pet. 3 (Bishop).

8 Shagan, Birth of Modern Belief, 104.
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English dictionary, glosses ‘Atheos’, as ‘he that doth not beleve that god is’.>® There are no
qualifying personal or religious deficiencies here; an ‘Atheos’ is no more or less than
someone who rejects the existence of God. It is also clear that for Elyot, atheos does not have
a clear equivalent in English. His provision of an English gloss aids comprehension of
classical authors rather than providing a vocabulary to describe unbelief in the contemporary
world. This is also true of some later works produced to aid classical scholarship. Richard
Huolet’s 1552 English-Latin dictionary supplies ‘atheos’ as an approximation of ‘Infydele’,
rather than, say, atheist or unbeliever.®° In the first edition of Thesaurus Linguae Romanae Et
Britannicae (1565), Thomas Cooper combined the elements found in both Elyot’s and
Huolet’s definitions, glossing atheos as ‘He that beleveth no God: godlesse: a miscreant: an
infidell’.%! The addition of ‘miscreant’ to Cooper’s definition indicates the extent to which,
by the 1560s, atheos was beginning to take on the more negative connotations of the word
atheist, which typically referred—with explicit hostility—to contemporary, rather than
ancient, unbelief. When John Florio’s Italian-English dictionary was published in 1598, the
terms ‘Atéo’ (atheist), ‘Atheo’ (atheos), and ‘Atheista’ (atheistic) are grouped onto a single
line and defined as ‘an atheist, a miscreant, godles, one that thinks there is no god’.®> Here the
contemporary Italian term Atéo shares space with the Latin words Atheo and Atheista and the
sense that an atheist is ‘a miscreant’ is prioritised over the sense that he is ‘godless’. So, over

the course of the sixteenth century distinctions between classical and contemporary unbelief

3% The Dictionary of Sir Thomas Eliot Knyght (London, 1538), sig. Hhiir. The later expanded edition preserves
the definition found in the 1538 text: see Thomas Elyot, Bibliotheca Eliotae Eliotis Librarie (London, 1542),
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! Thomas Cooper, Thesaurus Linguae Romanae et Britannicae Tam Accurate Congestus [...] (London, 1565),
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were eroded and the English term atheist increasingly became seen as a cultural category
encompassing a range of moral deficiencies supplementary to unbelief itself.

The rapid pace of this change meant neutral discussions of pagan unbelief using the
term atheos are generally confined to the first half of the sixteenth century, where the term
was applied to writers such as Diagoras and Lucian of Samosata, the second-century satirist
and rhetorician. As with Elyot’s matter-of-fact definition, early uses of atheos were primarily
descriptive rather than pejorative, indicat