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ABSTRACT

This thesis explains the earliest years ·of Quakerism through

perspectives and theories provided by contemponry soclologicill

research on millenarian sectarianiS1ll •. Chapters One .and Two·aredevoted. .
. ~. ~ -

to critical reviews of the social scientific'1iterature on millenarian

sectarianiS1ll, particularly relative,deprivation theories and community-
. ',-

. ~'.

building theories. •In Chapter Three, aspects of these theories are. \

applied to Quaker history, and~in Chapter Four a modified version of

Bryan R. Wilson' s "dominant responses to the world" categories e;re

used heuristically to explore the internal dynamics within the early

Quaker movement.

The methodology employed by the study. that of testing

millenarian sectarian theory against early Quaker history, allows

several important theoretical facts to emerge. Among. the most important

is the clarification of distinctions between a religious movement

and a social movement. Furthermore. the complexities of Quaker history
~. .

highlight the heuristic viability of using a sixfold classification

when analyzing group leadership variables.
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A SOCIOLOGIClXL INTERPRETATION OF MILLENARIAN QUAKERISM--1648-l662

INTRODUCTION

Within the social scientific literature on millenarianism

and millennialism, different researcllers often use the terms "movement",

"group", and "sect" in reference to the same collective fellowship.

Factually the terms'themselves connote slightly different meanings.

"Movement~', for instance, implies a collectivity: that lacks the amount

of organization and structure comparatively attributed tQ a "group".

"Sect", particularly when it refers to Western Christianity, implies a

small religious fellowship that emphasizes exclusivity, individual
, '

perfectionism, community, membership by merit, and hostility to the

world (Troeltsch I, pp. 331-343; Weber, 1976, pp. 320-322).

But despite these differences in connotation, I will use all

three terms interchangeably in this study. My purposes are well

served by this rather free usage, since I ain not concerned with de-. ,

fining any of them'with preciSion. Rather, I wish to analyze various

aspects of one millenarian fellowship, the early Quakers, and they can

be call~(i- a "sect" jult as aptly as they can a "movement" or a "group".

In fact, each of these terms has been~pplied to them by ~ther researchers. i
" / '"

!with specific ref~rence to!Troeltschls two ideal types, "church"
and "sect", Vann rightly observes rhat "as soon as one attempts to use
these ideal types to understand the historical development of Quaker insti­
tutions, it becomes apparent that/neither is altogether appropriate and
th~t subtle manipUlation of them is essential". However, he prefers to
refer to the early Quakers as a "oovement" rather than either of them
(1969b, p. 199). Martin, following Troeltsch, refers to Quakerism as a



More specifically, the intent of this work is to analyze. .
Quakerism's origins and· deveiopmentfran its beginnings in England

~0~o-i.~482 to the crucial year 16623 according to categories,

"

2.

, '

insights, and analytical tools provided by many of ihe soeio16g1.cal

studies on-millenarianism~.,Chapters OM and Two will be deVoted to a

survey, by no means· ~xhauStive, .of social sci,entific 'literature on
,

millenarianism. Then, in <;hapter,Three I will apply the appropriate

material from the first two chapters in an interpretation of Quaker
., .' ,/

history. The assumption, of course, of ' this study is. tha~ Quakerism

. was a millenarian ,group, eagerly anticipating the imminent return of

Christ; and I will shew that this assumption is justified in the early

pages of Chapter Three.

1(continued) . .
. "sect" (p. 58; see Troeltsch, II, pp. 780-784).

Wilson, while qualifying Troeltsch's use of the' term "sect" (1973,
pp. 11-16) refers to Quakers in this way (p. 14). Owens") refers to
Quakers both as a movement (p. 187) and a group (p. 215).

2Al though FO~ indicates i~ his Journal that he had be~
travelling as early as SepteIIber, 1643 and seems to have been attracting
attention to his religious views at least by 1647, he seems to have
acquired his first converts by 1648 (Nickalls, Journal, pp. 3-9;
QPE, p. 37). However, he was soon imprisoned, and spent the next
ff!W years, until late .1652, in and out of jail (~, p. 37).
Sometime dUring 1650-1651 he seems to have deeply moved a Mansfield
separatist group CE9,W, p. 380), and by the winter of 1651 his success
at gaining converts was increasing (~, pp. 37-38). For our purposes,
the early dat~of 1648 is sufficient, since we realize that the movement
probab.ly did not begin in eamest until at least late 1651 or early 1652.

3The year 1662 is so crucial because, on May.2, Parliament
put into law the Quaker Act, which initiated a new and severe period of
Quaker persecution. More than 15,000 Friends were to suffer impris'on­
ment as a result of it and similar laws (SP% pp. 114-115). The act
made it unlawful to: refuse to swear an oat before a magistrate;
encourage another to so refuse; or, meet together for worship with more
than five non-family members (SPQ, p. 23). Since this wave ofpersecu-
tion marked such a radical departure in Quaker history, it is a logical ()
time-boundary for demarcating early Quakerism. " .....

(\

,



QuakeriS1ll is an

who wants to~ the

3.

obvious choice for a researcher, such as myself,

general sociological litetature on mi11enarianism

to a particular historical case. Historically, Quakerism's earliest'

~ears are well documented. Large numbers of Quaker 1e1:ters, journals,

·antagonists' accomts, and several Quaker histories exist: Much of

this material is readily accessible to scholars, if not to a wider'

reading audience. Sociologically, researchers such as Brian Wilson

(1973, p. 37) are aware of the millennia1ist beliefs of early Quakers,

but, as far as I .can determine, they have never devoted a detailed

study to Quaker millenarlanism. Therefore, a lacma exists in the social

s'cientific literature of applied millenarian studies, and this work

attempts to fill the gap. However, I have more than an. academic

interest in Quakerism--I have been a member of "liberal" Quaker meetings

since 1974.

Turning now to the contents and the arrangements of the four

chapters, the two devoted to a partial review and critique of the social

scientific literature on millenarianism examine two types of millenarian

theories. One of the two types is "deprivation theories", to which I

devote much of Chapter One. Of the various deprivation theories

examined I finally adopt one offered by Denton E. Morrison. The other

type of millenarian theories I examine are structural-functional ones,

to which I devote much of Chapter Two.

Among the social scientists who figure prominently in this

discussio,n are Peter Worsley and Elizabeth Kanter. However, 'these two

types of theories by no means exhaust the socia1'scieptific approaches

to millenarian studies, and some of these other approaches do appear

throughout this work. For instance, a comparatively small but persistent
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body of literature emphasizes the psychopathological nature of millenari­

anism, and I' have devoted both a small theoretil!al section and a

small historical section· to this approach. More importantly, Brian

Wilson has identified seven "dciminant responses to the .world" that new,

non-normative religious groups can demonstrate, and, after .modification,

I extensively use his seven categories as a framework for part of the

historical examination in O1apter Four. Finally, some Literature

stresses the innovative potential to which groups may use their mil-

lenarian doctrines, and, at various places, I mention some of these

innovations. However, there is one "interpretive tendency" that

occasionally appears in the literature to which I am relativelY" lUl-

sympathetic, and which does not appear in this work. It is one which,

following Marx and Engels, stresses that millenarian religious responses

cloud a group from truly seeing the social and economic conditions that

are the causes of. their affliction. Differing from this Marxist

interpretation, I argue in various places that millenarian doctrines

provided the Quakers with the ideological' justification for either

launching or continuing attacks against social and economic forces

that they felt were oppressive. The sumnary will highlight the important

points of the study, and derive some modest conclusions from them.

Particular attention will be paid to the terminological cl'arifications
~-

that have applicability for general millenarian theory.

One final note--I have taken care to place Quakerism within

the socio~cultural perspective of 1650's England, but by doing so I

may have presented the Quakers as being more important in the era

than they actually were. That is the risk I take, given the fact

that I decided to concentrate on only one group among the many that
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existed then. ~her researchers studying other groups probably will

have different perspectives than I and even will tell the history of

the period somewhat differently. This question of perspective is

important for historians. or for anyone working with historical material.

since it is so closely linked to a discussion on how to "understand"

history. Yet in these discussions one piece of advice seems to remain

true for studies such as this: readers can understand the impor-

tance of one group within the larger socio-cultural climate only by

reading widely in the era. Fortunately for· us. the era of English

history in and around the 1650 's is fasinating and rich.














































































































































































































































































































































































