
(thought)

RELIGION, LANGUAGE AND THOUGHT

The mental and moral worlds overlap so much they are included together. The
following are particular topics on which pieces were written by Alan Macfarlane in
the early 1980’s: Deceit, Gossip, Heresy, Language, Morality – regulation of,
Morality and social distance, Promises and trust

[The following overview of the mental world and of morality was written for the
E.S.R.C. final report by Alan Macfarlane in 1983]

Over vie w of the m ental  and moral  worl d

  The s tudy of  alien modes of  thought has long been a centr al concern of  anthropology
and it is  here that it has made many of  its mos t str iking contributions. The historian
would als o like to enter  the thought worlds of the people he s tudies, but at first s ight the
formal natur e of most of  the sur viving documents and the fact that they were wr itten by
an educated elite w ould seem to make it impossible to go far in this dir ection. Yet recent
work on w ills, diar ies , inquisition r ecords and other sources has s hown that the pos ition
is  not en entirely hopeless  one.

  To star t w ith, we can learn a considerable amount about literacy and education at the
local level, the ability to r ead and wr ite and sometimes facts  about the owners hip of
books f rom inventor ies . The degr ee to w hich ability to read and write was impor tant, the
accounting abilities of village of ficer s, the dif fus ion of the w ritten w or d, all can be partly
reconstructed from village recor ds . The control of the wr itten w ord is often a pow er ful
tool in perpetuating the division between a cultured elite and ordinary peasants, between
the 'Gr eat' and the 'Little' traditions . The degr ee to which this w as  the cas e over pas t
centuries  in our communities can be examined in s ome detail.

  Another  ar ea for inves tigation concer ns thoughts about death, dis ease and causation.
The occas ional witchcr af t or sor cery tr ial, religious sentiments  expr ess ed in w ills,
verdicts in coroner 's inquisitions  can be us ed to begin to build up a picture of the mental
reactions  to the high levels of mortality and mor bidity and to the insecur ities  of  the
economy. There ar e hints  of  millenarian beliefs  about the end of  the wor ld, of judgments
and providences. The activities of  minority religious groups, particular ly the Elizabethan
nonconf or mis ts  and later  the Quakers pr ovide information on religious  beliefs  and
sentiments and force people explicitly to define their  beliefs .

  If , f or  the present, w e include her e religion, then the outs tanding feature of the religious 
system that emerges  fr om both our areas  is  its 'protes tantism' , that is the emphas is  on
individualis m, as ceticis m, inter nalization of r evelation. Contrasted to the w or ld of  saints,
pilgrimages, r ituals, masses, local cults etc. of  souther n Catholicis m or other  world
religions , this is religiously a very domesticated, not to say impoveris hed w or ld. M any
take the Ref or mation to be the tur ning point, and it is cer tainly the case that the tendency



in this  direction w as heightened by the abolition of  the magic and ritual of Catholicis m,
culminating in the ultimate r ational, quiet, meditative tendencies of  Quakerism. But it
seems likely that the political change at the Ref ormation did not r eally make a complete
br eak in an older  tradition. For  the religious system, as  can be seen, f its ver y w ell w ith
thos e f eatur es  of  the kinship, political and economic sys tem w hich seem to be pres ent
well before the Ref ormation. There was and continued to be a w or ld of  spir its  and of 
Spir it, w hich the histor ian needs to bear constantly in mind. Yet there is  a striking
absence of that elabor ate s piritual and ritual world w hich Dur kheim, for  example, saw as
a manif es tation of the particular mechanical solidar ities  of an agr icultur al world. It is 
already a world of much nonconformity and toler ance, of individual opinion, of inner 
revelation r ather  than communal ritual.

  In purs uing the diff icult topic of mind and thought, we w ould need to look more
carefully at language and s peech. This is difficult because we are dealing with wr itten
records  alone, and hence do not know what everyday s peech w as like, except
occasionally w hen it is repor t. We can indeed make s ome s tudy of  changes  in grammar
and vocabulary and the meaning of wor ds , and the introduction of  new concepts  over 
time. I ndeed, since ever y w or ld us ed can be intensively analys ed with the use of the
computer, and we have almos t all the mater ial s ur viving f or  tw o par is hes  over  hundreds
of  year s, it w ill be pos sible to make a most interes ting study of linguistic us age. Thr ough
patient analys es we should also be able to piece together  s mall sets of infor mation on the
attitudes  to many things : tow ards night, day and the divisions  of time, towar ds  natural
objects , tow ar ds the human body and its  parts. There are even occas ional glimps es,
particularly in court cases  or libelous  rhymes, of the sens e of humour of villager s and the
us e of language in gos sip and ridicule. But all thes e gleanings need to be set within a
range of other  records .

  Moving tow ar ds the mor e abs tract field of symbolis m, we can on the bas is  of  the
documents  make some comments on the s ymbolis m and importance of colours, number s
and ges tures . The w ork of anthropologis ts on clas sif ication of  animals, on boundar ies, on
purity and danger , can be par tially r eplicated. We can study the material for  the us e of
pr overbs and s ayings, the use of  analogies  and metaphors, the concepts of luck and
chance. I n none of these topics will local community s tudies provide mor e than a
glimpse, to be supplemented by material fr om other contemporar y sources. O ften a
sear ch for material on a particular topic leads  to a complete absence of  information
which then pos es a dif ficult problem of  interpr etation.

  Although this w ill overlap with our  discus sion of the eff ects of liter acy and of  the moral
univers e, it is s till perhaps  worth r ecording a f ew pr eliminar y impressions concer ning the
mental world of the inhabitants of  thes e two parishes. The integration, monetar ization,
mobility which we have s tress ed throughout s eems to have cr eated a mental wor ld very
far from that in many ecologically similar  s ocieties . For  example, the w or ld we witness 
in the Nepales e s ociety is a long way f rom that r evealed by the Kir kby Lonsdale and
Earls Colne mater ial. The r igid polar ities  of s pace and time, divided into sacr ed and
pr of ane, saf e and danger ous , tame and w ild, male and f emale, w hich have been
documented f or  many peas ant s ocieties  are largely absent. A s predicted by
anthropologists, wr iting and paper , money and contracts, in other w or ds fr ee
communications , have homogenized time and space: they are dead, flat, conquer ed. The
village is not filled with dangerous ar eas , the year s with special times . There is  more
qualitative evaluation that w e might find in a moder n indus trial society. But w hen w e



place the evidence against the r eported situation for mos t human societies , the qualitative
diff erences ar e r elatively slight. Concepts of purity and danger , f or  example, are very
weakly developed; ther e are f ew, if any, abs olute taboos. I ndeed the ver y concept (and
word) taboo, is f or eign to the cultur e. The obs es sion in the s ociety is not w ith boundaries
and thr es holds  and rituals to join or  divide, it is with money, contr acts, custom, f air 
behaviour .

  All these, of course, are tentative and pr eliminar y impressions, for the data has not been
pr operly analysed and is  not, in any case, conclusive. Further more, f irs t impressions are
sometimes  wr ong. But cer tainly, at pr es ent, it would s eem that w hat w e are finding in
Earls Colne may contrast very strongly with what is repor ted f or  other mainly
agricultural s ocieties . If, as w e have argued, the political, legal, economic and social
worlds ar e als o unusual, it w ould not be s ur prising if  the mental w or ld was likewise.

Personal morality

  Finally, there is  the res idual s phere of  pers onal morality. This encompasses topics s uch
as  the degree to which moral codes  ar e universal - one code for the r ich and poor, men
and women, old and young - or dif ferentiated. Anthropologists have often noticed the
absence of abs olute standar ds  of  truth, good and evil in the s ocieties they s tudy. Thes e
matters  are contingent; it is  good to lie to an enemy or even to all those outs ide the
family. Was this the cas e in our  s ample villages? How far  did the ' moral community'
stretch; was  it bounded by the village bor der or did it even encompas s tow nsmen?
Ques tions  concerning truth and f alsehood, of  fair nes s and unfair nes s, of  generosity and
meannes s, of  cruelty and kindnes s are among the most diff icult and intriguing f or
historians. If , as in Earls  Colne, we are lucky enough to have people ar guing about these
matters  in the ecclesias tical and equity courts , it is  poss ible to begin to s ugges t cer tain
features of the mor al systems  of  past villagers .

  We may take jus t one impr es sion from Ear ls  Colne concer ning the unifor mity of 
morality. In many peas antries  tr uth and morality are limited, of ten one is  only tr uthful,
honest and f air to a ver y s mall set of close kin. 'A moral f amilism'  s ets  each f amily
against another and certainly once outs ide the village all mor ality is dead and deception
reigns. Truth is relative to the s ocial relations hips. Also morality is cut acr oss  by class or 
caste: the mor al systems  and res ponsibilities end at the bounds of peasantry, nobility etc.
What is  curious at fir st sight about the material fr om our villages  is that people appear  to
have subs cribed to an idea of  univers al morality: people were expected to tell the truth,
the whole tr uth and nothing but the truth, that s trangers  could be tr usted, that mor ality
stretched outs ide the family and even the village. I t is plain that many contempor ar ies 
believed that dis inter es tedness and altruism exis ted, that the w orld was  not full of 
ravenous wolves. The ideas of  the 'gentleman', of  the wor d being as  good as a bond, of
fair  dealing, are all parts  of this complex. It is eas y to see how neces sary all this w as  for a
commercial economy, yet this does not diminish the f act that is contr asts so strongly to
the situation in many societies.

DECEIT

    The f ailur e to keep promises  may be an unintentional form of  deceit.
But there ar e mor e conscious for ms  of  the misus e of language leading to



deceit. Thes e als o broke ethical codes and needed to be r egulated. They come
under s uch general headings  as ' lying', 'cheating', 'cosenage' , 'deception',
'f raud’ ,’  fals e pretences' etc. and these and s imilar wor ds  need to be
looked up and examined in context. We are to a certain extent dealing here
with the ver bal counterparts to such acts as  the use of f alse weights  and
meas ures. Thef t can be perpetrated as  easily by thes e methods as  it can be
by actual phys ical removal of  objects .

   Ther e are numerous subtle shades of deceit. There is dow nright pos itive
lying - s aying s omething w hich the s peaker knows to be untr ue. There is 
evas ion, the f ailur e to bring forw ard information which w ould be expected
if  one were being honest, there is  fr aud, the pretending to be or know s omething
which one does  not, and so on. I n many societies each of these is a f ine art and
one would not expect to get ' the truth, the whole tr uth and nothing but the
tr uth' fr om any other mortal - and would presume that everyone but one's 
clos est f amily would be engaging in var ious shades of 'terminological
inexactitude' as Churchill put it, all the time. Truth is  contextual and
relative. Life is  a cons tant battle to def end oneself against the prying
eyes  of  neighbour s, enemies , authority etc. Lying and deceit, es pecially
towards  outs iders , are built into the s ystem.

   But it could be argued that in order  to w ork the gover nmental and
economic sys tem w e see in EC it was ess ential that lying, deception,
fr aud etc. be kept to a minimum. O f course it existed, but if no-one
could be trusted, one would end up in a Hobbesian world of a w ar  of  all
against all. Bargains could not be struck, power could not be delegated etc.
 The system would have to r ely upon  those pers onal ties of 
patr onage etc. us ed by other societies to get over these pr oblems. There
is  very cons iderable s cope for close inves tigation her e.

Scolding: chiding, scolding, mockery, reviling, cursing

Swearing: blasphemy, swearing, obscene language

Time: hours, days, weeks, feast and fasts

GOSSIP

   A nthropologists have spent some time in analys ing goss ip - e.g. the work
of  G luckman et al. This is because working in s mall-scale, face-to-face,
fair ly immobile and dens ely connected s ocieties  they have r ealized how
very important the topic is . The making and breaking of r eputations , the
dishonour ing or honour ing of a per son, are of central concern where
merit or honour or esteem or prestige come basically not fr om wealth



or  clas s or whatever, but f rom w hat people think of one. That this was an
important matter in seventeenth century villages one cannot deny. A s I
may alr eady have pointed out, good fame was as impor tant as  good actions .
To destroy a pers on's reputation w as to destroy not only his view of
hims elf , but even threaten his livelihood. A  dishonest justice, a
deceitf ul bailiff , an immor al cler gyman were not acceptable. H ence the
force of the lament so vividly r ecorded in the Harlakenden vs. P artridge
case when a bailiff  was accus ed of  cr ooked dealings by the judge and
replied w ith w ords something like 'oh my lor d, I am dishonoured, I am
a ruined man'.

     The ess ence of  goss ip, a curious  w ord to be used since it is
not wholly bad(derived f rom gods ib) and is  quite legitimate in many
ways , is the f act that it is car ried on indirectly. This joins 
together var ious quite s eparate activities  w hich we will look at
under this heading. All of them involve the ins idious attacks on
people - w hich may or may not be tr ue (truth is  ir relevant, as  is 
well know n in the law of  libel) - and may or may not be justif ied.
But the attacks are not dir ect ver bal abus e on another  pers on, w hich
has been dealt with elsewhere under ver bal abus e. Ther e are basically
tw o major  strategies w hich could be used in these attacks . One of them
is  s pecif ically to 'sow dis cord'  betw een people. That is to spread
information which w ill lead to bad feeling betw een people. The other,
encompass ing this  but much wider  w as to slander  or def ame a pers on,
that is  to attack his or  her reputation.

MA KEBATE, SO WER O F DIS CO RD

      Both these terms  w ere used in the records , or in the lis ts  of 
ar ticles to be pr es ented. A  makebate is  defined as ' one w ho or  that
which creates contention'. The per fect example fr om this very period
is , of cours e, Iago, w hose fatal s cheming led to mur derous dis sension.
In f act, there ar e many examples  of this in Shakespear e's  plays. The
word makebate only occur s once in our  data s o f ar , but it s hould be poss ible
to go beyond this , especially in the Chancer y and other dis putes , to see
whether  ther e wer e many other  instances  of  this  kind of activity.

DEFA MATIO N A ND  SLAN DER

    Def amation is  defined by the S OED  as ' the bringing of  ill fame upon any
one; disgrace...to attack the good name of ; to dishonour by report' . It is 
in the words  of the time, to detract fr om the ' fame'  or r eputation of  a
pers on - how  he is thought of by the wor ld. I t is difficult to see much
diff erence her e f rom the word 's lander' , w hich is  defined by the SO ED  as 
the 'utterance or  diss emination of  fals e s tatements or  reports  concer ning
a person, or  malicious  misr epres entation of his  actions, in or der to def ame
or  injure him, calumny, def amation..'  I ndeed the dictionary makes them
almost synonyms. The w or ds that ar e s poken in this w ay ar e the s lander,
the inf or mation may be s candal. It is  thus  necess ary in order to examine
this  topic to look under  all these headings.



    In our data s o far  ther e are
28 r eferences to the w or d ' defamation', 18 to ' scandal' and about 27 to
's lander' . These will need to be extr acted in order to see what kind of
information was thought wor th pr es enting, who w er e the of fenders  and the
of fended etc. Def amation appears  to have been the special concer n of the
ecclesias tical cour ts and mos t of the cases we have come fr om than court.
Was slander ever tr ied elsewhere? Wer e the pres entments usually for 
remarks  that w ere untr ue, that w er e malicious, or  that were both? F or 
it is r ecognized in the def inition that ther e are tw o separ ate elements
to this  activity. F irs tly, it may be untrue. But even if it is  true, if
it is malicious(done w ith evil intent), and has  harmful eff ects on a
pers on' s reputation, it could still be presented.

    An analysis of this subject should give us some insight into what
were cons idered to be damaging things  to s ay about a pers on - to attack
his sexual prowes s, honesty, godlines s or what? This , an inter es ting mir ror
image, gives  us s ome inf ormation about what reputation or  honour  cons isted
of . Is there evidence that slander s w er e ever dealt with more directly,
outs ide the court proces s, by phys ical ass aults  etc  ?. I s there evidence that
people other  than the individual concer ned w ere caught up in def ending
honour? I n many M editerr anean societies , f or  example, honour and reputation
ar e not an individual but a f amily matter, particularly between brother
and sis ter. To spread a slander about one member of the f amily w ill bring
in the rest of  the kin, especially if  s ome aspers ions are cast on the
chas tity of the w omen. I s there any evidence of  this  in the evidence, or 
were people expected to preserve their own r eputation, as  individuals ,
against the tongues  of  their neighbours ?

HERESY

   This  offence w as  one where ther e w as  a divis ion of wor k between the
Chur ch and the State. A Gener al Synod or Bis hop of the Diocese could
certify that a pers on was a heretic and upon certificate of  such
conviction, the w rit de haeretico comburendo could be granted. I f the
individual did not abjur e, he was to be burnt. There is no indication
of  any persons  being prosecuted for this off ence in Earls  Colne
throughout the period

LANG UAG E:  CO NTROL O F

   M odern work in s ocio-linguis tics has brought us back to an awar eness 
that was ver y common in this per iod that w or ds have power  and that the
distinction between verbal and physical actions  is not absolute. The
concept of the speech act etc. is useful in helping to emphasize the many



forms of linguistic us age w hich were subject to control. Anthr opologists 
working in non-literate cultures  are particularly aware of  the impor tance
of  w ords, but his torians , r eliant on the w ritten wor d, tend to miss  their
significance. It is  obvious  that w e are dealing w ith a culture w hich is
already dominated by paper and w riting, but never theless in ever yday
life the manipulation of  speech in various  w ays  w as of  gr eat concer n
to the authorities. We have already dealt with speech that off ended agains t
the political order  in a serious  w ay under  ' treas on' , and the subject is 
covered elsewhere in r elation to s erious cur sing under  witchcr af t.
But the r esidue of the manipulation and control of language is  best
dealt w ith her e. As  a start w e may look at the contemporary categor ies
of  illicit or prohibited speech. I n the ar ticles for  the Ar chdeaconry
of  Colchester for  1635,article 29, people were admonis hed to enquir e
whether  ther e wer e 'any reputed common...blasphemers  of G ods holy
name, common and us ual s wearers, f ilthy speaker s, railers , sow er s of
discord among their  neighbour s, or  speaker s against minis ter's 
marr iages ...' In the model ar ticles f or  cour t leets in 1510 it
was stated that jur ies  s hould pr es ent ' all common chiders  and
br aw ler s to the annoyance of his  neighbour s and eves dr opper s under
men' s w alls or  windows  by night or  by day to bear  tales or to
discover their  counsel to make debate or dis sension among neighbour s' .
Fr om thes e two statements w e have the f ollow ing categories:
blas phemy, ordinary sw earing, filthy language, railers , s ow ers  of
discord, chiders and brawlers , evesdr opper s and goss ips. Looking through
Jess ica’s  verbal abuse categories there ar e als o the f ollow ing w ords:
slander , def amation, s cold, r eviling, s cof fing, mocking ,makebate.

    Each of these terms overlapped, but they were also slightly
diff erent and it will be necessary to s pend an hour with a good
dictionar y in order  to s ort them out. The word 'defamation'  reminds 
one that to be 'of good name and f ame' was  extr emely important in this
society - it was  an off ence in the eccles iastical courts  not merely to
have committed a wr ongful act, but even to have behaved in a w ay which
would have led reas onable people to s us pect one of s uch an act.
This  was the obvers e of the s aying that justice must not only be
done, but must be s een to be done. This  was the danger  of  goss ip
and slander. The concern with good reputation is of centr al
importance in our  material. But it is  necess ary not only to deal
with the negative use of  language outlined above, and which should
also include the obver se of  prayer s, i.e. cursing, but also with
the failure to conf orm to the positive use of language. This is
the area which was specifically cover ed by the equity courts -
deception, broken promis es, f raud etc. In relation to economics it was
the concern of  Chancer y etc., in r elation to marr iage it was the
concern of the ecclesias tical cour ts, especially the breaking of 
marr iage contr acts. One might, as a tentative s tart, divide the
control of linguistic acts as  follows :

spreading fals e or damaging information -slander , def amation, gos sip,
eves dropping, backbiting, makebate etc. Thes e w er e indirect attacks 



on people through the spoken wor d (GO SS IP) 

direct attacks  on pers ons thr ough spoken w or d: chiding, r ailing,
scolding, scof fing, mocking, cur sing (S COLDI NG) 

us ing f or bidden language -invoking name of God(blasphemy),
us ing ordinary sw ear-words, us ing f ilthy language( SWEARING )

All the above have a cer tain similarity in that they w ere all
pr ohibited. Tw o allied, though s lightly diff erent matters  w ere:

failing to keep one's word: oaths, pr omises etc. (PROM ISE)

giving false or mis leading infor mation: lying, deceit, fr aud etc.( DECEI PT)

A more detailed consider ation of  thes e five categories  of  verbal
control w ill be f ound under  the titles in capitals.

MORALITY – REGULATION OF

   N aturally, in the r eal w or ld the r egulation of  morality overlaps  w ith
the regulation of  the peace etc. But we may artif icially cut off  a
realm her e. Of fences agains t the peace is dealt w ith under public peace,
the regulation of  the physical and economic wor ld(excluding pr operty)  is 
dealt w ith under regulation of village lif e, the regulation of  proper ty
and of thought and ideas  will be dealt with els ew her e. Here we are
dealing w ith thos e aspects of  behaviour  -whether  verbal or  phys ical acts -
which w er e consider ed to be immoral or unethical. This  encompass es that
diff icult bundle of  things which encompass  f air ness, equity, jus tice, sin,
immorality etc. I t is an extr emely tangled s ubject, a main concern of 
the ecclesiastical courts, but als o of the equity and manor ial cour ts .
How are w e to divide and clas sif y the s ubject? Three w ays  of doing this
would be as follows . F ir stly by the nature of the behaviour  in ques tion,
which w ould boil down to thoughts, words and deed. S econdly, by the s ocial
distance of the par ties involved, which would s pr ead outw ar ds fr om the
individual, through his close kin, to villagers , to unrelated persons .
The third cr iterion would be the types of contr ol agents and the types
of  s anction they impos ed, f rom inf ormal kin and neighbour ly pr es sur es ,
through the local cour ts  up to Chancery. There ar e other cr oss -cutting
clas sif ications w hich need to be borne in mind - among the mos t important
being time and space. Much behaviour on a week-day, for example, w as
immoral on a S unday.

MORA LITY AND  S OCI AL DI STANC E



   What is r ight and good is dependent not only on the nature of  the
actions  or the words in thems elves , but it is aff ected by s pace and time,
as  has been stated. But it is  even more af fected by the s ocial context
in w hich wor ds  ar e spoken and deeds are done. This is abundantly clear
to anthropologists. One of the premis es  of  the cr oss -cultural study of 
law is that what is  right and rational will var y depending on the par ties
concerned. A n aff ectionate gesture may be right and pr oper tow ar ds one's 
mother, but not tow ards one's  sister etc. Things are expected of 
husbands, which are not expected of other men etc. The morality of language
and actions within the context of a number  of s pecif ic relations hips is
of  great impor tance. H ow  should a hus band behave and w hat happens to him
if  he f ails to conf orm, should one behave in the same way to s tr anger s as
one does to co-villagers  or  kin? I s mor ality univers al or  is it cross -cut
by gender , class, kins hip etc.

     This  rais es so many huge and complex
pr oblems that one f eels like avoiding all these s ubjects. I t may well be
that thes e topics  w ill be bes t dealt with under  the chapter s on class ,
kins hip etc. S ince we ar e her e dealing with the f ormal regulation of
conduct, per haps we can limit ours elves  merely to cons idering those types
of  behaviour  w hich var ious of ficial ins titutions - the chur ch, customary
law, common law etc. f elt competent to inter fer e with and enforce. We will
leave on one s ide economic rights in pr operty, which w ill be dealt with
under proper ty. We will als o leave on one side all consider ation of  breaches
of  the peace. One is lef t w ith actions which were not actionable at common
law, but wer e consider ed all the s ame to be matters of  public concern.

PROMISE AND TRUST

   ' An Englishman's  word is  his bond' . Behind this old phrase there
lie a w ealth of meanings . I t could be argued that in many s ocieties 
ther e is ver y little f aith placed in pr omises; one s ays a thing
depending on the context and it is  expected that one w ill do s omething
else. The idea of  ' holding a per son to their  word' is abs ur d.
Language in the present cannot bind behaviour in the f uture. The
situation will have changed etc. O ne of  the neces sities of a mar ket
capitalis t economy, however , is that pr omises be kept. One cannot w rite
down and have witnessed every one of those thousands  of s mall
agreements and contracts  one has  to make. When one agr ees  on a price,
on a purchas e, on a job being done, on hir ing or fir ing, on a boundar y,
on a wage, on an engagement, on a rendezvous , many of the agreements
ar e done orally. As  time pass es, the situation may w ell change and it
may no longer be so much to the advantage to both partner s that the
pr omise be eff ected. But if  one fails  to tur n up at the church f or
the wedding, or f ails to deliver  the wool, or to appear as a w itnes s
in cour t, the other  suff ers  damage. I t is es sential that words  of
pr omise s hould be honour ed, even if they tur n out to be a pers on's
disadvantage. This is another  ar ea wher e the morality of language is
concerned and it is  again the cour ts concerned with ethics - the



equity courts, particularly Chancery, and the eccles iastical courts ,
 w hich ar e mos t concer ned w ith enf orcing promis es . H ow  ar e we to
see ins ide the system, to s ee what kinds of promise were binding and enf or ced?

   The fr equency of  the appearance of  the word 'promis e' or  one of
its other  vers ions, over  500 times  in our data, s how s how  important
this  idea was and it w ill be wor th analysing in s ome detail. But
ther e are many situations and pieces of  material bearing on the
keeping of one's word which w ill never explicitly be labelled in
this  way and it w ill need to be a car ef ul search. In the meanw hile,
tw o illus trations  of the sort of  material one might us e can be
mentioned.

     The fir st is  the br each of pr omise surr ounding marriage. The pow er
of  the spoken wor d to bind futur e behaviour is very well illus tr ated
by this  topic. Marr iage was  a life-time union w hich af fected a pers on's
happiness  more than any other  single decis ion in his  or her  life.
The choice of a mar riage partner  w as of  cr ucial importance and w as
a difficult and delicate matter. D uring the cours e of the negotiations
betw een f amilies and individuals  leading up to it, it might well be that
a person would realize that they had made a mis take. But the s ys tem of
engagements was s uch that if a per son s poke the f ollow ing w ords, in the
future tense, to another  pers on( and it was  r ecipr ocated) 'I  will take thee
to be my law ful w edded w ife', then the espousal or engagement could not
be broken of f without the agr eement of both par ties. N o w itnes s was  needed,
just the wor ds  spoken bound a pers on for lif e. It was the breach of  this 
simple pr omise that led to so many cases in the eccles ias tical cour ts 
of  this  period - and it w ill be w or th analysing some of  them. The
binding power of pr omises w as  equally w ell illustrated by the sequel to
this . I f a per son made a slip in tens e, absent-mindedly or even
unwittingly us ing the pr esent tens e ' I take thee to be...' etc. and this 
was reciprocated, again no witness es being needed, then the couple were
indissolubly marr ied by cannon law . They could not be fully divorced once
they had sexually cons ummated the union, unless  ther e wer e present one of
the rar e grounds for annulment or divor ce. Thus  a dozen w or ds without any
actions  could bind a per son f or life.

   A  second example can be found in the very interes ting Rose Partr idge
case. The central issue as I recall it over the disputed land in the
cour t r olls was broken promis e. Rose alleged that Roger H ar lakenden s aid
that he w ould do one thing, w hich he never  perf or med. All the rest, the
forging of court rolls , dis putes  over  other property and whether  Rose
was a good mother  etc., arose out of this alleged br oken pr omise. I t
seems clear that if  Rose could prove that a promise had been made and
not kept then equity or 'fair nes s'  demanded that she be r ecompensed.
Indeed, it could be ar gued that a great deal of  the function of equity
lay in attempting to r emedy this  s ituation, it was concer ned w ith making
people keep to spoken or  even unspoken but s trongly implied as surances.
People could imply things by their  actions  as w ell as their  words, by
what they did not s ay as  well as  w hat they did say. A deeper analys is  of 



our equity material should throw  s ome f ascinating light on this attempt
to bring action into line w ith language.

SCOLDING

   A lthough their  effects w er e all damaging, the prolifer ation of dif fer ent
words f or  diff erent forms of dir ect ver bal attacks s ugges ts  that, as an
anthropologist studying a present community would realise, there were very
important diff erences in diff erent forms of attack. Dr awing on the very
interes ting work of  du Boulay on mocker y in Greece, Bailey and others  on
vicious  verbal abus e in many peasantr ies, we may look at the dif fer ent
words to see w hat they might mean. This  is  especially impor tant since it
is  one of  the main findings  of r ecent anthropological studies of  many
peas antries ar ound the w orld that one of the central f eatur es of  their
cultural sys tem is a high level of  verbal abuse. Whatever  the reasons  -
for example it is  argued that in a non-mobile, poor , closely connected
situation hostility builds up and then breaks out with exceptional
bitternes s - the results  are that verbal abuse  is ver y extreme -
pr oviding a backdrop to the high levels  of  phys ical abuse. Hence the
study of this subject will pr ovide a valuable ins ight into the degr ee
to w hich English society had the ' cultural' dimension of a traditional
peas antry.

    It will finally be necess ary to s or t the various  types of verbal
abus e into s ome kind of order , either  in ter ms of  virulence, s ocial
distance, the degree of humour involved, or some other  clas sif ication.
But at pr esent, not know ing w hat the various  categor ies w er e, we will
have to s tar t with jus t taking them one by one.

CH ID ING 

   S o f ar  the wor d 'chide' occur s some five times  in our data and it
will be necess ary to s ee how it was used and who was  accused of it -
e.g. was it always women, w ithin marr iage etc. The S horter Oxf or d
English D ictionar y( SOED)  defines  it as 'to contend w ith loud and
angr y altercation, brawl, w rangle' , ' to utter r ebuke', or  to ' scold, find fault with'.

    What seems  clear her e are tw o things. Firstly that it is a nois y
activity, meant to be overheard by others to whom one is implicitly
appealing. S econdly, that there is  some element of r ebuke -in other
words an appeal to some unf ulfilled s tandards. Chiding ther efore has
some justification, reminding a person of their  duties  in a loud voice
so that they w ill come under press ure f rom others . I t is a delicate
matter to decide who has  exceeded the bounds  of  justif ied criticism.
The way in w hich this was decided, and the nature of  the implied
cr iticisms, will be very interes ting to analyse w hen w e have the
full texts and the per sons involved.

SCOLDIN G



    The s eriousness  of  the of fence of  s colding, a more powerful for m of
chiding it w ould seem, is s hown by the fact that one could be a 'scold'
and that a s pecial ins tr ument of  humiliating punishment, the cucking
stool, was r es erved for those who wer e proved to be scolds. Its relative
infr equency is  show n by the f act that s cold and w ords like it only
appear some ten times in the present data. We w ill need to see w ho
thes e w er e, whether  they were pr es ented several times etc. The
SO ED  definition of scolding s ugges ts that it shar ed with chiding the
tw o elements  of noise( to attr act neighbour s)  and some ref er ence to
a standar d w hich was not being maintained. But it had two extr a features .
One was  the us e of uns eemly language, w hich par ticular ly connected it
with women, who w er e presumably not per mitted to use certain language
of  a strong kind reser ved f or  men, and the s econd, w as  that ther e
was a mor e tor rential and non-stop flow  of  abus e. Chiding w as of 
less er duration. The ass ociation of s colding etc. with women is wor th
purs uing. It is eas y to see how in a society wher e men were stronger
phys ically, socially and economically, women's main methods  of  defence
and contr ol would lie in the use of their tongues  - but even this 
defence w as taken away if it was  estimated that their abuse was
too str ong, unjus tified etc.

MO CK ERY ,S COF FI NG,RA ILI NG 

   The es sence of  s colding and chiding was  the vehemence of  the abuse -
nois y and with the use of s tr ong language. This  is w hat dif fer entiated
it f rom mocker y etc. While both us es of  language wer e bas ed on an appeal
to external standar ds, the ef fect was  achieved in mockery etc. much more
quietly by the us e of humour of various  kinds - s atire, irony, exaggeration,
imitation etc. Such tools are very important indeed in many societies  -
for ins tance they are a centr al theme in D u Boulay's  portrait of  a
Gr eek mountain village. One of the interes ting things about the EC
evidence is how little thes e language arts  w ere developed. The one
us e of the w or ds mockery and scoff ing in the whole of the data s o f ar 
comes in the notorious  case w her e Henry Abbott was amerced by the
manor court. When the bailiff  came to distrain some cloth f rom A bbott
Abbott did ' in very contemptuous  s cof fing and mocking manner agains t his 
foresaid lor d'  said to the servants of the lord that, Mrs  H arlakenden
being lately dead, 'I had thought your mas ter had sent you to me to have
taken cloth to make mour ning coats '. The humorous  imputation of
meannes s, lack of  f ilial respect, pover ty etc. was, of  cour se,
gr os sly insulting. But w hy is  ther e s o little of this - or per haps it
will be f ound els ew her e once we examine reported speech.

    Another instance w ould be the scoff ing r emarks made by one of H ar lakenden's 
men( Cobbe?) when as ked w her e cer tain lands  lay - he replied to the
lear ned J udge in the Court of  Common Pleas  in a most mocking manner .
To explain the absence of this ver bal device, as well as the vir tual
absence of mocker y thr ough physical imitation ( theatre, f ar ce, puppets etc.)



will be interesting.

BRAWLIN G AND  REVI LI NG.

    Brawling is def ined by the S OED as 'to w rangle, squabble'. S ince we have
dealt w ith physical as saults under  'aff ray' and they w ere the concern
of  the of ficer s of the public peace, br awling and reviling seem to be
limited to public and noisy quar rels in which no weapons were dr awn or
blow s of a physical kind given. They were of ten the outcome of  the
pr eviously dis cus sed s colding etc., but they could als o jus t be the r esult
of  a tw o-sided quarrel. They did not necess arily imply a f ailur e in
some way, but to publicly quarrel in itself was  an immoral act. A per son
who did s o f requently should be discour aged. It w ill be interesting to
see who and in what context the 13 instances  of  use of  the wor d
br aw l and five of  the word revile occur .

CU RS ING 

   This  s hould pr obably be as sociated w ith s wearing, but it is  also
subtly different. I t is logically consistent to believe that if prayers
work, s o do their  r evers e, curses. By expr es sing str ongly and with
certain w ords a view about people or the w or ld, to cur se one's  neighbour s
or  his cr ops , one could har m them. In certain s ituations, as K eith Thomas
has shown, cur sing was  used by the chur ch itself to kill vermin or
one' s enemies. The old testament w as full of  the pow er  of  the curse and
the dying curs e of a man, and es pecially of a par ent, is very power ful
in many s ocieties . One of the curiosities again in the EC material is 
that although cur sing (and the Evil Eye which is an extreme form of  it),
seem to have been r ecognized as theor etically pos sible -witness  the
remark of  Joss elin when a per son's  windmill was  burnt dow n..' the
woman often wisht it w er e on a light fire, god sometimes gives  in
pers ons  their cur ses...' - there is , on the w hole,  little concer n
with curs ing. So far, there are only three r eferences to the w or d
curs e, and I  doubt if there are any to alter native w or ds such as 
malediction. I n s ocieties ter med peas ant there is  a constant
appr ehens ion of envy, the evil eye, cur sing etc. The w ork of
Bailey, D u Boulay, Pocock on India, and many others have shown the
enor mous pow er  of  envy leading to cur ses. Or  in A frica, the curs e of
the elder s is an impor tant form of  social contr ol. Why is  it s o
relatively abs ent in the material? Is  it that the records  do not
record it, or was  it r eally largely abs ent. This will obviously
over lap w ith the extreme form of  curs ing, namely witchcraft. Was  ther e
any cur sing of  kin, appeal to dead ancestors  etc?

SWEARING

   This  w ill be taken to cover all us es  of  f orbidden w ords. Words, like
ever ything els e, ar e acceptable in their appropriate context. Thus the name



of  G od, or of private parts  of the body, may be used in the appr opr iate
situation. But if  they are taken out of  that situation and they become
dangerous  and thr eatening. This is  particularly the case in a society such
as  that of England at this time when so much us e was  made of f or mal oaths
in many s ituations - s o help me God etc. I t debas ed the cur rency to use
it too fr eely and offended laws of  decency and holines s to use loos e
language. The thr ee major categories of  immoral use of  language wer e
taking the name of God in vain -blas phemy; ordinary oaths and sw earing;
the use of w or ds which w ere categorized as  ' filthy'. We may deal with
each of  thes e in turn.

BLAS PHEMY 

   We have s een that the ar chdeacon's  articles in 1635 as ked that those
who wer e common ' blasphemer s of Gods holy name'  s hould be pres ented.
So f ar there are only five instances in the name index to derivatives 
of  the word 'blas phemy'. We w ill need to look at these in context and see
what lay behind the pr es entments . It might also be pos sible to look at
the wor d 'God’ ,’ Jesus ' etc. , but only in certain contexts  for there
would be many ref er ences . I t is inter es ting that the argument was pus hed
to its logical conclus ion by the Q uaker s w ho ar gued that all oaths
invoking the name of G od were blas phemous - is there any ref lection of 
this  view  in the mater ial? Is  ther e any suggestion of changes whereby
it became more acceptable, or  less  acceptable, to us e religious wor ds 
in ordinary language - or in jokes  etc? Who were the blasphemers  and
what was their  punishment? Were they doing it f or  a particular 
purpose?

ORDI NARY SWEARING 

   When the same ar ticles s poke of  'common and us ual s wearers'  it is
not quite certain w hat it means. P res umably it refer red to the f act that
people, r ather  than reserving their s olemn affirmations ' by our lady' ,
'by my father' s death'  or w hatever  to thos e ser ious occas ions when an
oath was required - w hich were very many (the word 's wor n'  is  f ound
over  1400 times in our  data s o f ar ), would use such af fir mations  or 
oaths in their  or dinar y speech to shock or  make particular points.
The wor d 'sw ear' and its  derivatives appears  about 60 times  in the
material. It w ill be interesting to s ee what particular oaths were us ed,
who was  accused, and how  they were dealt w ith. Josselin may have some
remarks  on this and other kinds of  oaths, sw ear ing etc.

OBSCENE LANG UA GE

   The former two uses  of language br oke categories by taking words  out
of  a particular f rame or  categor y and placing them els ewher e. A dif ferent
form of  this  activity lay in the use of  'obs cene'  or  ' filthy' language -
an association of  dirt and danger and cros sing of  boundar ies to which
Leach and Douglas  have draw n our  attention. The w ord ' filthy' only
appears  twice in our present sample, the w or d obs cene not at all, and



'dir t' only once. I t is probably under another categor y of ver bal abuse
that we w ill f ind most of the instances  of  pres entments of ver bal
obscenity. I n the light, for example, of Leach' s wor k on animal
categor ies and verbal abuse, it will be interes ting to see what wor ds 
were us ed to w hom in w hat context - w hen people w anted to use obscene
language did they draw  on bodily f unctions , sex, animals or  what?

TIME

   A s a number  of  histor ians( e.g.K VThomas, EP Thomps on) have pointed out,
the regulation of  time, wor k dis cipline etc. is  a central w ay into the
whole problem of the transition fr om a 'pr e-industr ial' to 'industrial' 
world. Our data can throw a little light on this. Among the topics
under w hich the r egulation of  time might be looked at would be.

HO URS O F THE D AY
Were ther e any regulations concerning w hat one could do at var ious
times in the day, how many hours  one could w ork and when etc.?

NI GH T A ND  DA Y

   Ther e wer e many activities  which one could do in the day which could
not be done at night, and many off ences  were wors e if done at night.
For example, burglary was an off ence which s pecif ically involved a
night attack - if done in the day it w as simple housebreaking. It is 
clear that there was a kind of cur few  and the constables seem to have
been meant to keep a patrol through the night hours. Being a ' common
nightwalker'  w as an of fence in its elf . How  often was  it prosecuted?
The ser iousnes s of activities  at night is shown in a matter  to be
enquired of in the court leet(1510): ‘any vagabonds or  gamesters  or 
robbers  among you that w ake on the night and sleep in the day and
haunt the customable ale hous es and taverns and r outs about, and
no man knows  f rom w hence they come, nor  whither  they s hall go...'
It w ill be interesting to look up the contexts of  the use of the
word 'night' .

   Looking at our  crude index ther e is clear ly some inter es ting
material her e. In EC in 1495 two men were accus ed of  being
'common s uspicious nightwalkers' . In 1556 a man ' did unlawf ully
answ er the w atch when they bid him put out his candle and go to bed'.
The attempt to regulate this is shown in two by-laws  pass ed in
the village. I n Colne Pr ior y in 1578 it was res olved:
'A t this court it w as or dained and or dered as by the w hole homage
ther eaf ter to be obser ved and kept that ever y per son r esiding within
the said leet that go out of their  hous es in the night af ter the ninth
hour  shall f or feit unto the Lord 12d and that the cons tables of the
leet have full power to apprehend all pers ons off ending'. S even
year s later EC manor ' agreed that if any per son be f ound out of
his house af ter nine of the clock in the evening except he can s how  a



reas onable cause he shall f or feit 3/4d' . I t is not s ur prising that
the only presentment w hich might come under this head which I have
found s o far  is that of Henry Abbott, w ho was amerced in July 1592
by the EC cour t that ' in the nightime haveing on only his  s hir t came
out of his doors into the highway and greatly dis tur bed the
watchment being then s et in w atch accor ding to the law s of this realm'.
In 1607 in EC court leet, Thomas  H arvie was presented as not of good
behaviour  but a ' night w alker '.

DA YS  OF  THE WEEK

   I t has  been ar gued that one of the major trans itions in moder n
times has  been in the separ ation of labour  f rom leis ur e, the growing
insistence, for example, that Sunday should be a day of r es t. The
ar gument goes that in their  s tress  on ' sabbatar ianis m'  the Pur itans 
were pr eparing the way f or the industrial week with hard labour for 
six days and then an enf orced rest. O ccupations  became more and mor e
restricted and the boundary betw een, first of all 's ecular'  and
sacr ed time, and later  betw een w or k and rest time was elaborated.
Within the w eek there were also subtle changes. Wher eas bef ore
diff erent days  had dif ferent qualities - F riday being unlucky,
Monday being the day f or  certain activities etc. - gradually
the wor ld was divided into the ' week-end'  and the w eek - in
which every day w as  the same.

     Although a good deal has  been
wr itten about this at the national level by C.H ill, K.Thomas and
others no-one has  investigated it at the level of  actual daily
behaviour . This is par tly becaus e the problem of wor king out the
patterns of what day of the w eek it w as  when certain types of
activities occurr ed is  quite beyond pos sibility - except w ith
a computer. We ar e in the unique position of  being able to see
whether , indeed, there w as a shift in our period. Whether , for 
example, there were of ficial or customary rules  w hich tended to
pr event certain actions taking place on certain days , or tended
to clus ter them. For example, we can see w hether people abs tained
fr om economic trans actions on Sundays  etc. The ecclesiastical
cour t material would help  here for there is  some interes ting
material on days of  the week etc. We can even f ind out
something about eating habits  by days  of the week fr om the
fifteenth century accounts.

FEAS T D AY S A ND  FA ST DA YS 

   A s w ell as the s uppos ed shift in emphas is  on particular days
of  the week, it w ill be pos sible to tes t the regulations concerning
special days  or per iods in the calendar  - Lent, Chris tmas, s aints 
days  etc. To w hat extent was diet, sex, labour etc. contr olled in
relation to these? How  w ere the regulations maintained? What
evidence is there that a rhythmical calendar  which accentuated



feas ts and f as ts and the diff erence between sacred and secular 
time, gave w ay to one which made no dif fer ences ?


