Gender, the Hat, and Quaker Universalism
in the Wake of the English Revolution

In 1661, the Quaker John Boyer was beaten, blinded and left to die after
refusing to doff his cap to a nobleman.! Other Quaker men in revolutionary
and Restoration England suffered similar reprisals for their insulting denial
of ‘hat honour’ to their supposed superiors. Others yet found themselves
gaoled, fined, or whipped for refusing to remove their caps in court.” In 1652,
James Nayler explained to one judge the early rationale for this practice.
Charged with blasphemy for claiming that Christ resided within him, and
then accused of failing to pay due reverence to the court, Nayler said that he
kept his hat upon his head not in contempt but in obedience to authority. He
obeyed the authority of God rather than that of man, however, and divine
authority recognized no earthly degrees of difference: ‘T honour the Power
as it is of God, without respect of persons, it belng forbidden by Scripture.
He that respects men ’s persons commits sin, and is convinced of the law as a
transgressor.” The Quaker missionary Edward Burrough echoed these senti-
ments, asking ‘Hath not God made of one mould and one blood all nations
to dwell upon the face of the earth? And doth not he that respects persons
commit sin?’. He challenged his readers: “‘Must it now be an offence not to
put off the hat or give respect to the person of him that hath a gold ring
and fine apparel? Hath not all the earthly lordship, tyranny, and oppression
sprung from this ground, by which creatures have been exalted and set up
one above another, trampling underfoot and despising the poor?*

John Perrot tried pressing this notion that God was no respecter of persons
to its furthest point, one that denied distinctions based on sex as well as social
status. A Quaker missionary imprisoned in Rome from 1658 to 1661, Perrot
urged in one missive home that if any Friend be moved of the Lord God to
pray in the congregation of God ... without taking off the hat, or the shoes,
let him do so in the fear and name of the Lord’.” Although Quaker men assid-
uously retained their hats before all people, they kept the common practice
of uncovering during prayer, while women prayed with heads covered.
Perrot wrote that this was yet another needless, carnal custom of the sort that
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Quakers had otherwise repudiated. More to the point, it implied an unwar-
ranted distinction between men and women where none existed. God was no
respecter of persons, in this sense or any other. George Fox, then coming to
be recognized as the leader of the Quakers, reacted to Perrot’s intervention
angrily and with alarm. He hounded out Perrot and those who agreed with
him, and refined a centralized system of discipline over members of the sect
that emerged from the fray.

The Quakers’ refusal of ‘hat honour’ to their superiors is well known; once
meant to deny distinctions, it became a distinctive badge of the movement and
its members. The ‘hat controversy’ that splintered the early movement and
helped solidify a Quaker sect over the 1660s is rather less familiar, however,
as are the gender dimensions of both hat testimonies. Generally overlooked
or quickly dismissed, this hat controversy has received better, if still brief,
mention in a few Quaker studies. Richard Bauman, for example, treats it as
a manifestation of the struggle between spontaneity and formalism, between
the inner light and outward forms; Larry Ingle depicts it as a contest between
individual conscience and group discipline.’ The hat controversy did manifest
these tensions; but highlighting its gender dimension suggests that a conflict
over the social significance of spiritual equality lay behind it as well. Accord-
ingly, this essay first introduces the broader history and historiography of
dress and gesture before turning to the Quakers’ use of the hat to repudiate
earthly hierarchies of social rank. After a brief excursion to outline the history
of headwear in marking sexual subordination, it examines the conflict over
Perrot’s plea that his fellows fully reject all carnal distinctions. It argues that
the hat controversy illuminates a struggle among early Quakers between a
universalism premised on the fundamental sameness of all individuals and a
communalism, or separatism, that abstracted the spiritual from the social in
ways that maintained difference.

Recognizing this struggle, in turn, clarifies something of the change in
Quakerism at the time of the Restoration and its broader significance. That
Quakerism changed is not in doubt; precisely what it changed from or to, and
why, remain matters of some dispute.” A focus on the hat controversy suggests
that Quakers unwilling or unable to embrace the premises of a universalism
rooted in similarity always had a tendency towards separatism, one that the
experience of heightened persecution in the Restoration only magnified. The
strengthening of this separatist impulse, tied to an assertion of difference
more generally, shaped the roles accorded to women in their ranks and the
rhetoric defending those roles. It also contributed to a compartmentalization
by which religion went from being the ‘totalizing and world-transforming
immanent force of seventeenth-century English society” to something more
contained and containable, safer and separate from political life, thus making
religious difference more readily tolerable.
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As the Quakers themselves well understood, dress and gesture serve as
forms of communication. They very often communicate distinctions, be they
between men and women, clergy and laypeople, or the intricate gradations
of social status. They can, moreover, not just communicate hierarchies based
on other factors but also help construct or undermine those differences.
Michael Braddick has recently called for studies of the ‘politics of gesture’,
by which he means ‘how power relations, cultural or partisan identities and
divergent social interests were expressed and contested non-verbally’.” Citing
Sir Francis Bacon’s reference to gestures as ‘transitory hieroglyphics’, Keith
Thomas has warned that ‘no student of social differentiation can afford to
neglect the part played by differences in physical comportment in separating
social groups from each other and arousing feelings of mutual hostility’."
While historians’ attention to gesture is relatively recent, scholars of many
sorts have long pointed out that clothing serves functions beyond the
purely practical, especially in demarcating difference. Clothing ‘does more
than merely cover and protect the body’, Penelope Corfield notes: “The
visibility of dress conveys instant and often multiple messages: social; sexual;
occupational; generational; ethnic; geographical; personal. Some of those are
conveyed implicitly; others explicitly and self-consciously."!

Such observations about the ability of dress and gesture to communicate
and to construct difference apply across time and place. Scholars of the early
modern period, however, have argued that their subjects had an especially
strong sense of the formative, or transformative, power of such things.
Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass, for example, have suggested
that clothing could transfigure the pre-modern self: ‘For it was investi-
ture, the putting on of clothes, that quite literally constituted a person as
a monarch or a freeman of a guild or a household servant. Investiture was,
in other words, the means by which a person was given a form, a shape, a
social function, a “depth”.”"” Such characterizations do not necessarily trans-
pose modern theoretical preoccupations in ways foreign to early modern
observers. Thomas, and others, have highlighted the belief that externals
of dress and deportment manifested truths about the soul. Instruction
in proper behaviour mattered precisely because conduct was not just an
external affectation. It both shaped and revealed one’s nature.”” The mutable,
humoural body alone only imperfectly anchored identity and difference."
Living in an overtly and intensely hierarchical society, early modern men
and women also had an especially keen eye for the signs and symbols of
status. Until the early seventeenth century, sumptuary laws had sought to
reserve certain fabrics and colours to mark different dignities. Social conven-
tions continued to shape practices such as bowing, kneeling, prostration and
eye contact between people of varying ranks. To a degree that may now seem
foreign, their own dress and gestures, and the gestures of those they encoun-
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tered, shaped the identities of early modern men and women.

The hat had long constituted a key element of ‘sartorial semaphore’."” The
style and substance of headwear readily designated members of different
professions, clerics of differing confessions, even women’s marital status and
sexual availability. When and where people removed their hats also signified
status. They bared their heads in the presence of superiors, such as fathers,
landlords or sovereigns, and even when hearing the royal name or seeing a
servant carrying the king’s food."® As a 1564 tract called A Pleasant Dialogne
or Disputation Between the Cap and the Head explained, removing the cap in
sign of honour ‘is a very ancient custom, and it sprung up of this, that because
the head is the noblest part of the body, and the tendrest and aptest to receive
harm, the same being presented bare and naked to our betters, is the greatest
sign of obedience and humility that can be’."”

The routine and recognizable nature of hat honour made refusal to doff
the cap a readily available sign of disrespect or protest. The late medieval
Lollards kept their hats on their heads in defiance of the priestly authorlty
they dlsputed Over the late 1500s and early 1600s, parishioners of a puritan
bent sometimes wore their caps during the Prayer Book services they
disdained or in front of the bishops whose presence they despised.'® Such
protests occurred in more obviously social and political contexts in the
months preceding and years following the outbreak of civil war in 1642. One
observer noted with some surprise that the Earl of Strafford travelled from
his parliamentary trial to prison with ‘no man capping to him, before whom
that morning the greatest of England would have stood discovered’. When he
saw bishops in Westminster Hall with ‘no man cap to them’, he opined that
‘God is making here a new world’."” When King Charles himself travelled to
and from his trial for offences against his subjects, he found himself similarly
confronted by people who refused to bare their heads, with soldiers abusing
those who tried to do s0.”” A new world indeed: when a delegation of Diggers
appeared before Lord General Fairfax after attempting to restore private
property to the ‘common treasury’ that God intended, they explained that
they kept their hats on their heads as Fairfax ‘was but their fellow creature’
and ‘all men are equal’.”!

Quakers, then, were not unique in either the action or the basic impulse
that first drove it. Gerard Winstanley, the Digger spokesman, wrote of an
equality premised on the presence in each individual of a share of the ‘Spirit
Reason, which I call God’.” The Quakers similarly spoke of the indwelling
Inner Light common to all creation. George Fox later recalled that he had
experienced the core of this revelation in 1648, realizing that ‘every man was
enlightened by the divine light of Christ; and I saw it shine out through all, and
that they that believed in it came out of condemnation and came to the light
of life’.” By 1650 the ‘Quaker’ name had emerged, first applied pejoratively
but soon embraced by Fox and his fellows.** By 1652 a recognizable band
of Quaker itinerants had appeared, and they quickly grew in number.”” The
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foundation of the theology that impelled this movement, as Leo Damrosch
notes, was ‘the full presence of Christ in each of the saints’; for them, ‘the
indwelling Spirit and saviour Christ were synonymous’.” E. P. Thompson
once wrote of early Quakers who borrowed a ‘ranterish’ belief in a sort of
‘mystic pantheism, which took God as dispersed throughout all creation’. He
quoted one Quaker’s assertion that ‘as touching Christ’s Flesh, we are Bone
of his Bone, and Flesh of his Flesh, and we have the Mind of Christ’.?” Theirs
was no ‘God at a distance’ or ‘God beyond the stars’** They did not expect
Christ’s second coming at some point in the future; rather, each personally
experienced it as they recognized the power of the light within themselves.
Nor was this redemption reserved for the few. God had not predestined a
select number for salvation, but was a light that existed within all people
that had only to be allowed to work its transforming effects. Quakers used
words such as ‘light’, ‘seed’, and “spirit’ to convey a sense of the illuminating,
engendering or animating energy of the divine. In various publications, John
Perrot called this Inner Light the ‘Spirit of Love’, ‘Spirit of Life’, and ‘Seed
of Immortal Love’. One man, an ‘earthen vessel ... known among men by
the name of Samuel Fisher’, published a collection of answers devised by
Fox, Perrot, Burrough and himself to queries that had been asked of them.
To the question “What is God really in himself, without any definition?’
they answered that God was ‘a Spirit, Light, Love, that One, Omnipotent,
All-Sufficient, Spiritual, Substantial, Living, Everlasting, Infinite Subsistence,
which hath his own being of himself and gives being, life, breath and All
things unto All, in whom we, and all mankind, who are his offspring, both
live, move and have our being.””’

The central belief in a universally indwelling Light had a number of impli-
cations. Initially it promised both unity and equality. It manifested itself in an
urgent missionary impulse. In William Dewsbury’s refrain, the seed already
existed in individuals of ‘every kindred, tongue and people and nation’.”
Quakers testified to the Light’s presence before audiences in such places
as Alexandria, Athens, Zante and Rome. Some travelled the Atlantic, culti-
vating the seed from Newfoundland to Nevis, Boston to Barbados. After
Mary Fisher spoke before Sultan Mehmed IV at Edirne, she reported of her
Ottoman hosts that ‘there is a royal seed amongst them which in time God
will raise. They are more near truth than many Nations.” She and others
spoke not of converting but of convincing. In an address intended for the
people of India, Perrot insisted that ‘the one spirit and power of love, makes
all but of one soul’.”” The early Quaker interpretation of the Inner Light
manifested a universalism premised on the fundamental sameness of all in
God’s creation.

This belief also shaped Quakers’ language, dress and gestures in ways that
denied distinctions of social status. In addition to refusing to perform hat
honour, they abandoned honorific titles, calling people by their given names.
They adopted the familiar ‘thee and thou’ forms of address instead of the
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formal ‘you and ye’. Many divested themselves of finery and favoured a
studied plainness in dress. Such actions served several purposes. Like others
among the godly, Quakers who dressed simply did so in part to avoid vanity
and frivolous excess.” They wanted to renounce all carnal creations, all empty
forms that rested not in the spirit. But the common impulse initially behind
such things was a denial of distinctions of social rank. Such distinctions did not
exist; acting as if they did was dishonest hypocrisy. Fox later noted that “When
the Lord sent me forth into the world, he forbade me to put off my hat to any,
high or low; and I was required to “thee” and “thou” all men and women,
without respect to rich or poor, great or small.” Such acts, he said, repudiated
‘an honour invented by men in the Fall, and in the alienation from God’.**

But what of distinctions of gender? How far did the belief in an Inner Light
promise to undermine all hierarchies of privilege based on birth, not just those
of social status but also those of sex? Without doubt, the Quaker movement
saw women in much more prominent roles, and in greater numbers, than did
any other movement or group of the revolutionary years. Elizabeth Hooton,
one of the first people convinced by Fox, became an indomitably confronta-
tional missionary; Margaret Fell emerged as the organizational centre of the
group. Women published their own works and assisted with the publications
of others. Forty per cent of the titles published by women in the 1650s came
from Quakers.”® Women routinely spoke in front of Quaker meetings and
had the support of their fellows as they set off on public preaching tours
throughout the country and beyond, often leaving behind husbands and
children as they did so. Of the nearly 300 women Phyllis Mack found to
be active between 1650 and 1665 as prophets, missionaries and writers, over
200 were Quaker.”® Quakers both male and female insisted that the Light
manifested itself equally in both men and women, regardless of sex. When
horrified contemporaries reiterated St Paul’s injunctions that women remain
silent in the church and under subjection more generally, Quakers responded
by citing Paul’s promise to the Galatians: “There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all
one in Christ Jesus.””

But what sort of equality was this and what were its implications? Did
it insist upon the fundamental oneness of all before God, or did differ-
ence supersede the similarities? Quakers themselves had no single answer,
which has contributed to divergent evaluations by scholars, as perhaps have
preferences shaped by modern incarnations of debates about difference and
equality. In response to scholars who offered glowing appraisals of the Quaker
empowerment of women, Phyllis Mack provided a lengthy, nuanced study
which argued that the movement did not empower women as women. Some
contemporaries saw women as fit vehicles for prophecy precisely because of
their weaknesses; on the other hand, Quakers premised defences of women’s
speech on a dissolution of gender that failed to valorize the feminine. When
‘there is neither male nor female’ in Christ, men and women as such cease
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to exist. ‘Self-annihilation was’, Mack acknowledges, ‘a prerequisite for
the preaching of both sexes’. Men as much as women sought to transcend
their earthly identities and described themselves as containers of the spirit.*
Nonetheless, in their defences of women’s public speech Quakers relied on
feminine labels to describe that which was weak and to be overcome, leading
Mack to argue that, ultimately, ‘the self-transcendence of Quaker men was
different from the self-alienation of Quaker women’.””

Kate Peters has responded by suggesting that the early Quakers’ negation
of worldly gender must not be exaggerated. She points out that the much cited
defences by Fox and Richard Farnsworth argued only for a spiritual equality
that extended no further than public prophecy; as she notes, both Fox and
Farnsworth complemented their defences of women’s spiritual equality with
descriptions of carnal difference, promising continued wifely obedience to
earthly spouses and fulfilment of domestic duties. They attempted simultan-
eously to defend and to contain the very active women around them. She
also suggests that these limited defences of women’s spiritual equality need
to be weighed against the actions of women within the movement.* Judging
from their activities, many Quaker women either felt themselves empow-
ered by the notion of transcending gender or at least felt it no hindrance to
their continued activism. Elaine Hobby responded with a brief reminder
of the diversity of arguments for women’s public speech, pointing out that
there was ‘no single or coherent tradition with which women’s preaching was
defended by Quakers’.*' Stepping back from the explicit defences of women’s
speech and turning to the hat testimonies also highlights a persistent tension
between notions of similarity and difference, one that had implications not
just for discussions of gender but for the movement more generally.

II

First, though, a brief survey of the distinctive history of women’s headwear
and its significance is necessary. For one, that history seems to have meant that
the defining Quaker practice of refusing hat honour to social superiors was
not available to female Friends. In Joseph Besse’s compendious record of the
sufferings of the early Quakers, for example, none of the Friends subjected
to court sanctions for their refusal to remove their hats were women.* Either
Quaker women submissively removed their headwear in court or, more
likely, no one expected them to do so in the same way they required this
gesture from men. As recently as 1615, Chief Justice Sir Edward Coke had
ordered a female defendant to remove her hat, but she then, quite properly,
replaced that hat with a handkerchief to cover her hair.” Men signalled their
submission by uncovering but women signalled theirs by remaining covered,
in at least some fashion. The strictures of women’s hat honour differed from
those that applied to men.
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Women’s headwear had long had a special significance, focused in part
on hair and its connection with sexual shame. Late Antique Mediterranean
customs had held that a married woman must keep her head covered in public,
a practice to which the Apostle Paul gave a place in Christian Scripture and
thus to subsequent European history. In one of his letters to the Corinthians,
Paul had written:

I would have you know, that the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the
woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God. Every man praying or proph-
esying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his head. But every woman that
prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head: for that
is even all one as if she were shaven ... For a man indeed ought not to cover his
head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God: but the woman of the man.
Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man. For this
cause ought the woman to have power on her head because of the angels ... Judge
in yourselves: is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered? Doth not even
nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? But if a
woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering.*

As this suggests, the practice and interpretation of women’s head covering
varied within the early church; Paul may well have been responding to
women who thought that their Christian rebirth somehow freed them from
existing conventions. Certainly, by the early third century, some Carthaginian
women who had become consecrated virgins thought they had thereby made
themselves free from both the shame and the veiling practices that pertained to
married women. Tertullian responded with a tract On the Veiling of Virgins,
arguing at length that Paul’s injunctions meant that all women of reproduc-
tive age must cover their head and hair, in all public appearances. The veil
was not just for women who had submitted to ‘the common disgrace’ of
marital sex, but for all women as sexual creatures who might tempt men to
sin. The effort he spent attempting to prove that ‘virgins’ were still “‘women’
suggests that he was responding to a specific argument that sexual renun-
ciation and Christian baptism had made these individuals fundamentally
distinct.” Certainly, he insisted, virgins were not some third sex free of sexual
shame and danger, not a ‘third generic class, some monstrosity with a head
of its own’. He warned all members of his female audience that: ‘All ages are
periled in your person. Put on the panoply of modesty; surround yourself
with the stockade of bashfulness; rear a rampart for your sex.*

Throughout the middle ages, adult women who claimed any sort of
respectability wore something, at least, upon their heads. While unmarried
women might show their hair, wives generally hid theirs. The chronology of
changes to women’s headwear is unclear, but it seems that over the sixteenth
century such apparel less often covered the hair. French hoods and other new
styles left more hair visible, and by the end of the century small ornaments
or net cauls sufficed even for married women.”” Preaching before the court
in 1550, Bishop Hugh Latimer made what sounds like a rear-guard effort to

306

MUP_17C26_2_06_Kesselring.indd 306 22/09/2011 14:43



GENDER, THE HAT, AND QUAKER UNIVERSALISM

retain full head coverings, and to remind women of their significance. He
cited Paul’s dictum that ‘a woman ought to have a power on her head’, which
he interpreted to mean that a woman’s covered head ‘declar[es] that she hath
a superior above her, by whom she ought to be ruled and ordered: for she
is not immediately under God, but mediately. For by their injunction, the
husband is their head under God, and they subjects to their husbands.” Yet,
the ‘power’ women wore, he said, was naught but a false sign: ‘It is a false sign
when it covereth not their heads as it should do. ... [TThere should not any
such tussocks nor tufts be seen as there be; nor such laying out of the hair,
nor braiding to have it open.” True, he conceded, Scripture made no specific
mention of the need for complete covering of the hair, but only because in
‘Scripture-time’ no one was yet ‘come to be so far out of order as to lay out
such tussocks and tufts’. Latimer complained, moreover, that women seemed
not to read the right meaning into the sign they wore upon their heads, seeing
their bonnets as merely another opportunity for costly decoration rather
than as reminders of their subjection.*

Moralists came to focus their efforts on keeping some distinction between
the male and the female and some badge of womanly subjection. The fervid
Elizabethan social critic Philip Stubbes barely bothered with visible hair.
Instead, he focused his denunciations on the curling, dying, ‘trimming
and tricking’, and even the purchasing of hair: women’s sign of subjection
had instead become an ‘ensign of pride’.”” Such pride might go so far as to
prompt women to cut their hair in ways suitable only for men. John Williams
complained that although God had divided men and women, the devil had
now joined them; trimming their hair and bedaubed with cosmetics, women
had become ‘half man, half woman’, ‘Chimera-like’ monsters.” Writing in the
early 1600s, William Prynne gave little attention to the need to cover the hair
entirely, but insisted that women’s hair be left uncut as a ‘natural veil’, which
sufficed as a ‘badge or emblem of their subjection to their husbands’.” While
full veiling fell into disuse, then, the Pauline injunctions remained current.
Moralists insisted that distinctions need remain as a sign of women’s subor-
dination. In practice, it seems that respectable women still wore something,
however small, upon the head, and certainly, they continued to cover their
heads in church while men bared theirs. The Quaker strictures against ‘hat
honour’ had not directly challenged any of this. Quaker men used their hats
to repudiate distinctions of social rank, but not those of sex.

IT1

It was against this backdrop that John Perrot issued his own particular ‘hat
testimony’. Perrot had an especially strong sense of the universal, equal-
izing aspect of the Light within. Like other Quaker authors, he sought to
transcend his earthly identity and signed his works with such descriptors as
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‘a servant of the Lord who ... was named in the flesh, John Perrot’. Indeed,
he took this practice further than most, signing himself in one publication
as ‘one of your dear sisters” and in another as ‘your sister in our Spouse,
John’.* The universalizing aspect appeared most strongly in his missionary
journeys. A Baptist until Edward Burrough convinced him in 1655, Perrot
quickly turned to spreading the Quaker message. After brief stays in gaols
in his native Ireland, he travelled to England, whence he soon embarked
on a more ambitious journey. Along with the well-seasoned traveller Mary
Fisher, he set out with Mary Pierce, Beatrice Beckley, John Luffe and
]ohn Buckley to awaken people of all faiths, nations and tongues to the
spirit within. After some time in Livorno with the Jewish community, the
group travelled to Zante, briefly dividing when Perrot and Buckley went
to Corinth and Athens, then regrouping to travel through Smyrna, Venice
and back to Zante. There, they divided again: some sought to testify to the
Ottoman sultan, Buckley heading for Istanbul while Fisher and Beckley
went to Edirne. Perrot and Luffe planned to go to Jerusalem, but had a more
dangerous midpoint in view: they returned to the Italian peninsula, this time
to speak with Pope Alexander VII. Perrot and Luffe’s travels ended abruptly
in June of 1658, when their attempts to arrange an interview with the pontiff
landed them before the Inquisition and then in the pazzarella, or prison
for madmen. Luffe died in prison, but Perrot remained until his release in
1661.> Some of his prison writings appeared in England shortly before his
return; others came off the presses in the weeks and months that followed.
These, too, sought to awaken their readers to the power of the Light within
all people.

One of them contained the ‘hat testimony’ that soon splintered the move-
ment. After discussing various outward forms and ceremonies that stifled the
spirit within, Perrot addressed the hat. He suggested that while his fellows
had abandoned most instances of useless formality, this stricture about men
removing the hat in prayer remained, and remained unexamined. He noted
several instances in Scripture in which men of God had prayed with their
heads covered, and other passages which seemed to enjoin the removal of
shoes. He urged his readers: ‘Stand you therefore in the power of God to
salvation, which is the cross of Christ to all that stand in the customs and
traditions.” Hats on or off — or shoes, for that matter — made no difference. He
then pointed to another inconsistency: ‘ask the world what is the difference
between the fleshly head of a carnal man, and a carnal woman, and which of
them two God doth most respect? That one stands in such an exercise with
hoods and fine dressings, or hat on, and the other with hat or cap off; and the
answer of the Seed in them will confound them; and hereby God Almighty is
glorified in you.” If women who shared an equal measure of the divine could
remain covered, so too could the men. To insist on either being covered or
uncovered repudiated the fundamental similarity of all before God, and with

God.
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Perrot elaborated on these points in a second letter. He insisted again upon
the denial of useless outward forms that originated not with God, and upon
the universality of the Light within both male and female:

The purpose of God is to bring to nought all the customary and traditional ways of
worship of the sons of men which have entered into the world and stand unto this
day in the curse and state of apostasy from the true power of the living worship. For
which cause I preach the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ unto that reasoning part
in all which seem to stand in opposition to that which I have received by express
commandment from the Lord God of heaven in the day of my captivity in Rome,
viz, to bear a sure testimony against the custom and tradition of taking off the hat
by men when they go to pray to God, which they never had by commandment
from God, and therefore unto them may be righteously said, Who hath required
this thing at your hands? ... God is one and the same, both in the male and in the
female ... God looketh not for the uncovering the external heads in the female.”

Perrot clarified, too, that this did not constitute an order for men to remain
covered in prayer. The point was to abandon any requirements that had no
proper sanction and to pray whenever and however the spirit moved.

George Fox responded with alarm and anger. He called Perrot before him
and other leading Quakers, berating him for a number of failings. Over the
course of two meetings, he criticized Perrot for the heavy expenses he had
incurred in his travels and imprisonment, and for borrowing on the Quakers’
behalf to support two Quaker women then imprisoned by the Inquisition
at Malta. He complained that Perrot had composed some of his works as
poems, apparently a style that Fox saw as a dangerous affectation.” And
finally he focused on the hat. Perrot’s hat testimony threatened ‘comely
order’ and decency. It risked a return of the ‘Ranterish spirit’ of disorder, and
more particularly, the ‘Ranterish spirit” of James Nayler. Nayler had insisted
upon obeying the motions of the spirit above all external law and institu-
tional discipline; God within mattered beyond all outer forms. Nayler’s entry
into Bristol in October 1656, re-enacting Christ’s Palm Sunday entry into
Jerusalem and accompanied by the hosannas of his fellows, had sought to
advertise the notion of Christ within. To many observers, however, it seemed
a blasphemous claim to be Christ. Nayler’s blasphemy trial before parlia-
ment had exposed the Quakers to ridicule and reprisals. Fox then had moved
to institute firmer discipline, to focus on the needs of the group over the
stirrings of the individual, and to maintain order in ways that to some seemed
a reintroduction of the forms they fought against.”” A separatist impulse
began to overtake the universalizing impulse. Fox thought that Perrot threat-
ened that shift, a shift that had become all the more important to him in the
wake of the Restoration.

The hat testimony, then, exacerbated a tension that the Restoration had
made more pressing between the group and the individual, between discipline
and the spirit, between communalism and universalism. Fox complained that
Perrot had “given occasion to the world to say that the people of God called
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Quakers are divided, some with their hats on, and some with them off’.”®
Perrot aggravated Fox further on this count by publishing a work insisting
upon unity with all, not just with a separate few. The full title of the work
offers a good sense of its argument: An epistle for the most pure amity and
unity in the spirit and life of God to all sincere-hearted-souls, whether called
Presbyterians, Independents, Baptists, Seekers, Quakers, or others, under any
other denomination whatsoever, that desire that God’s truth and righteous-
ness in power, may be exalted over all within them and without them (in the
whole earth) for ever. Perrot wrote as one that ‘seeth the end of all distinc-
tions, and separations by names and such like terms as denominations’. The
only real distinction was that between those seeking righteousness and those
who abandoned the search. He urged that people not insist upon particular
and divisive forms or ceremonies, for unity ‘stands in none other than the
measure of the Sprit and Grace of God, as it is given unto and manifested i us
all >’ Fox would not forgive him for suggesting that he felt more unity with
some Seekers, Baptists and Independents than he did with some people who
called themselves Quakers. Fox complained that this showed division among
the Quakers, and suggested an unthinkable fellow feeling for members of
groups that had, in some cases, persecuted Quakers. Quakers had suffered
horribly at the hands of people whose fellows Perrot sought to embrace with
‘amity and unity’ and this Fox could simply not tolerate.”

Indeed, persecution of Quakers worsened after the Restoration.®’ Many,
including Perrot, now found themselves imprisoned. Increasingly ostracized
by Fox and those closest to him, in 1662 Perrot accepted an offer of trans-
portation to the colonies in return for release from Newgate. He went first
to Barbados, then settled in Jamaica after brief travels on the American
mainland. While his departure probably smoothed Fox’s path to leadership
over a separatist sect, it did not end the controversy over the hat and the
larger issues it signified. Perrot and others of his mind continued to write and
to publish, some well after Perrot’s death in 1665.

One of the more important responses to Fox came from Benjamin Furly, a
wealthy Quaker merchant who had settled in Rotterdam in 1659 and quickly
became a leading figure in the Dutch Quaker community. In later years, his
home also hosted many key figures in the budding Enlightenment, including
Pierre Bayle, John Toland, John Dury, and John Locke. He remained
throughout these years an advocate of religious toleration and an opponent
of ‘anything that looks like sectism, singularities, and authority’.*” Now, in
the early 1660s, Furly wrote to suggest that it was Fox who caused unneces-
sary division. ‘Is this a time for us (who are gathered into the unity of the one
spirit and life and truth of God) to be found smiting one another about things
in which neither our unity with God nor with each other is established nor
broken? Is this a day for any to be found beating their fellow servants for
wearing (all) their clothes when they worship ... ?” The time was not oppor-
tune, nor was the matter itself worth contention. ‘Is there any difference to
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be made in clothes in the worship of God? (Especially by such who are come
to the estate in which Adam was before he fell, or to Christ who was before
Adam was) ... Were not all outward coverings made in the fall, from the hat
to the shoe?’ To understand Paul literally, or ‘carnally’, was to lead back to
earthly, carnal forms that stifled the spirit. ‘Are we not called unto liberty
from all yokes and bonds in all outward things, ought we to suffer ourselves
to be thus judged in meats, drinks, times, places, clothes, gestures, or postures
in the worship of God ... Ought any man to make a law, or band for himself
or his brother where the spirit of the Lord hath left liberty in the hearts and
consciences of his people? Especially in a thing which is a fashion of the
world, a thing of no substance?’®

Furly berated those who set about ‘introducing or rather keeping up a
distinction betwixt covering and uncovering, and betwixt male and female in
the worship of God, whereas it is certain that there is no such difference and
that there is neither male nor female but all are one in Christ’. To insist upon
differences in dress and gesture was to deny the fundamental similarity and
equality of all in God’s creation. Paul’s injunction that women be covered
should be read metaphorically, as Fox and other Quakers had done when
responding to opponents who cited Paul’s dictum that women must remain
silent in the church. Richard Farnsworth, for example, had described that
which must not speak in the Church as the carnal part of humankind, be it
in the female or the male: ‘nothing must speak in the church in God, but the
Holy Ghost, and that may speak in the church, either in male or female ...
Let all carnal wisdom in male as well as in female keep silence.”* Similarly, in
1655, Priscilla Cotton and Margaret Cole depicted the “woman’ who was not
to speak in the Church as the weakness in all the unregenerate: “Thou tellest
the people, Women must not speak in a Church, whereas it is not spoke only
of a Female, for we are all one both male and female in Christ Jesus, but it’s
weakness that is the woman by the Scriptures forbidden.” Christ, the true
head, must be uncovered for either a man or woman to speak within the
church.”” Both Furly and Perrot recalled that metaphorical meaning and
applied it to the matter of the hat. That which must be covered, like that
which must be silent, was the carnal part of the person, be it a male or a
female individual. Insisting upon distinctions between men and women at
prayer both repudiated the equality between them, and missed the point of
Paul’s injunction. ‘Is there any difference betwixt the man and the woman
outward, whether considered as in the fall or in Christ? Is not Christ the head
of all and in all, both men and women that are in him? And is not the devil
head both of male and female in the fall?**

But for Fox, dangers from both within and without necessitated a closing
of ranks, with tighter discipline and clearer distinctions. A group of leading
Quakers concurred and in May 1666 responded to the ‘Perrotians’ with the
Testimony that provided the basis for future organization. They decreed
that the movement of the spirit to travel or preach or publish must first be
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subjected to the approval of the community, and that in matters of disagree-
ment, the elders of the Church had the final say.” This imposition of order
would include a reconfiguring of women’s place within the sect and a delinea-
tion of difference. To one ‘hat-man’, Fox challenged that ‘you would bring
all men to sit like a company of women’.*® Responding to another, Fox
asked ‘doth not he pray like a woman covered? ... And doth not the Apostle
reprove such men as pray covered, or would have the women uncovered like
the men, and so make no distinction in the sexes?’®’

Distinctions promoting conventional gender roles became particularly
important to Restoration Quakerism. While in Barbados in 1671 trying to
quell remaining ‘Perrotian’ dissent, Fox announced the institutionalization
of separate meetings for women that recognized their special duties and roles.
As he noted, ‘there is many thlngs that is proper for women to look into
both in their families, and concerning of women which is not so proper for
the men, which modesty in women cannot so well speak of before men as
they can do among their sex’.”® Talk of genderlessness disappeared; women
would be empowered as women. For its time and place, such an institution-
alization of women’s governance was remarkable, ‘no less innovative because
limited to matters of hearth and home’. But as Mack and Hobby have noted,
the creation of the women’s meetings was ‘both supportive and repressive,
and clearly the two functions were linked’. The separate women’s meetings
that enshrined women’s responsibilities as ‘mothers in Israel’ provided both
a ‘site of autonomy” and a ‘means of containment’.”! Equity triumphed over
equality. Spiritual similarity did not negate earthly difference.

The creation of the separate women’s meetings fostered a new schism,
and reinvigorated the existing hat controversy as well. Some men opposed
the new meetings for giving women control over men’s affairs; proposals
for marriage needed to be approved by both men’s and women’s meetings,
an assertion of women’s power that some male Friends found deeply offen-
sive.”” But others criticised yet again the institutionalization of difference and
sect, with its abandonment of the universalizing promise of the light within.
Control over marriage had become another way of compelling conformity,
with permission denied to those who varied on the matter of the hat. William
Mucklow now published or republished earlier texts from the hat contro-
versy, including a letter from Furly and the Dutch Quakers which insisted
again that ‘every member is to be guided by the measure of Life, in which
alone the true unity and good order is’.”” In embracing unity with the few,
they suggested, Quakers had abandoned unity with all.

Robert Rich was among those whose earlier disputes with Fox found a
fresh airing. Rich had defended Perrot and his views, even while disavowing
the Quaker name. He admitted that he had once counted himself among
their number, but Fox’s censure first of James Nayler and then of Perrot had
convinced him of his error. Whereas he had once ‘contended only for one sort
of people’, he said his ‘present state is to own that which is of God in any sort
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of man’.”* He had come to believe that ‘those of all religions that feared God
and acted righteously towards Men, were accepted of God’, no matter the
name by which they went. In the aftermath of the Great Fire, he donated £210
to help people rebuild, dividing it among representatives of seven churches:
the Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian, Independent, Anabaptist, Quaker, and
‘Church of the First Born’. He did so, he said, for ‘the gathering and uniting
of the seed of Jacob dispersed and scattered amongst the various constitu-
tions of outward Forms, into the new Jerusalem, viz. the free grace and love
of God, which appears to all men’.”> While the other recipients accepted his
donations, the Quakers quickly returned their share, refusing any indebted-
ness to this ‘hat man’ and Judas. (His gift of precisely £30 made this last label
a little too easy a choice.)” Rich saw this as further evidence that Fox sought
only to create enmity and ‘to make parties’. Under his leadership, strictures
on hat-honour, whether its denial to men or its requirement before God, had
become marks of distinction emptied of their true meaning. Like Jeroboam
with his two brazen calves, Fox had made ‘thee, thou and the hat’ into
dangerous idols.”” Rich maintained that in accepting centralized leadership
and party control, Quakers had fallen into the same apostasy as the Church
of Rome. In giving so much power to Fox, they had chosen for themselves ‘a
king, like other sects and nations, to judge and rule you’. What they had lost
in this apostasy was any sense of the ‘universal free grace of God’ that resided
within members of ‘all nations, sects and people together’.”

Another early supporter of Perrot who now found his writings republished
was Isaac Penington. If anyone had a background that would dispose him to
a conflicted response to Perrot’s hat testimony and its premise of the funda-
mental similarity and equality of all, it was Penington. His father had served
as Lord Mayor of London and a longstanding member of parliament before
dying while 1mprlsoned for his role in the reglclde, Isaac Jr had dabbled with
ranterism before turning to the Quakers in 1657 or 1658. Penington later
admitted that when he had first heard Perrot’s hat testimony, ‘the fleshly and
reasoning part in me did exceeding stiffly rise up’, but further reflection led
him ‘not to set up a rule in my mind either for or against the thing, but to wait
singly how the Lord would draw me’. Perrot’s terrible sufferings in Rome,
his providential delivery, and the ‘sparklings of life which brake forth from
him’ all prompted Penington to urge patience; so, too, did the sure testimony
in his own heart that Perrot walked uprightly in the Lord.”” More generally
he agonized over the implications of the attack on Perrot. As he later recalled:

Nor was I for keeping on the hat in prayer: but I was against the imposing of
putting off the hat, believing that no man was to have a law laid upon him by
others what to do in the particular, nor to lay a law upon himself but to wait what
the Lord would have him do. I had likewise a fear begotten in me, that there was
an eldership and authority of man coming over us, and that we were not left so
nakedly to be guided by the principle of truth, which we were first directed and
turned to.”
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Within a few years, however, Penington came to accept the need for an
authority that diminished independence and equality. The pain of dissention
among Friends, together with the apparently providential warnings afforded
by his own arrests and sufferings, led Penington back to Fox. Whereas he
once feared ‘an eldership and authority of man’, he now asked: ‘Hath God
made all equal? Are there not different states, different degrees, different
growths, different places, etc.? Then if God hath made a difference, and given
degrees of life and gifts different according to his pleasure, what wisdom and
spirit is that, which doth not acknowledge this, but would make all equal?’ To
deny such differences was to deny the Lord. ‘O my Friends, ... honour the
Lord in his appearances, and in the differences which he hath made among
the children of men and among his people. He gave Prophets of old, and the
rest of the people were not equal with them. He gave Evangelists, Apostles,
Pastors, Teachers, etc., and the other members of the churches were not equal
with them. He hath given Fathers and Elders now, and the babes and young
men are not equal with them.”'

Nor were women their equals. In 1678, Isaac’s wife Mary wrote to women
dissatisfied at having separate meetings from the men, praising the separation
for allowing women to perform those ‘services that are more proper for us than
for the men, and to do some other services that are mean, and of less concern
than is convenient to engage the men in’. She explained that ‘Our place in the
creation is to bring forth and nurse up, to keep things orderly, sweet and clean
in a family, to preserve from waste and putrefaction, and to provide things
necessary for food and raiment.’ Strikingly, she concluded, “The men need not
grudge us this place in the body, wherein we are meet helps, and usurp not
authority over them, and act as the inferior parts of the body, being members,
though but a finger or toe.”* She did not seem to find being an inferior an
impediment, and remained a strong force within the sect for years to come. Just
as some women had found talk of the transcendence of gender empowering,
she and others now found the assertion of difference an aid to action.

Nor was there, of course, any one “women’s position’ in the hat controversy
itself. Among others, Jane Stokes, Isabel Harker and Mary Booth all stood by
Perrot, Booth having also defended Nayler in his troubles.*’ Rebecca Travers,
Booth’s sister and another one-time Naylerite, claimed to see pride and self-
exaltation on both sides of the hat controversy, but ultimately implored the
hat-men to submit for the sake of unity within the sect. Like Isaac Penington’s
agonized writings on the conflict, her text makes clear how deeply difficult
some found it to negotiate the tensions between spontaneity and formalism,
between the individual and the group, and between a universalist appeal and
a separatist focus. But even as she sided with the group, she suggested that she
was not at all prepared to subject the leadings of her own share of the light
to the judgement of others. To those who might criticize her for pleading for
her leaders, she said simply, ‘T answer in the feeling of that power which justi-
fies, and therefore none can condemn.”® As long as the Inner Light remained
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central to Quakers’ beliefs, the shift from universalism to communalism,
from spiritual similarity to earthly difference, would always remain partial
and potentially reversible.

IV

By the time the hat controversy revived in the 1670s in the midst of the dispute
over the women’s meetings, Quakers had an especially able defender in the
recent convert, William Penn. His writings on the hat demonstrate a subtle
but significant change in the rationale for the denial of hat-honour, and in the
Quakers’ conception of their place in the world. In one publication he listed
‘Sixteen reasons why cap-honour and titular respects are neither honours nor
respects’. The heading alone gives a hint of the change: he focused here not on
asserting some fundamental sameness or equality of all, but on showing that
Quakers meant no offence in abandoning meaningless customs and fashions.
Reason fourteen did acknowledge that ‘God is declared to be no respecter
of persons’; elsewhere Penn objected that by current custom, ‘the hat is
ne’er as frequently off to equals and inferiors as to superiors’. Otherwise his
arguments stemmed from the premises that true honour better manifested
itself in more meaningful ways than the doffing of a cap, in ways that grew
from virtuous respect and obedience, and that Quakers had no objection to
such displays of honour.” They denied hat-honour, but not difference and
degree. In his response to the ‘hat-men’, he accused them generally of innova-
tion and individually of improprieties, but focused his effort on defending
the Quakers’ status as a church. Like any other society, body, or church, they
constituted a group that one might join or leave, and that might in turn accept
or reject the members it chose.*”

The Inner Light continued to be a vital force in Restoration Quakerism
and beyond, but not quite in the all-encompassing ways some early advocates
anticipated. Those in possession of it would be a group apart, proudly
bearing the Quaker label and humbly wearing plain dress while the men kept
their hats upon their heads before all save God, but they would not be found
among ‘every kindred, tongue and people and nation’. The shift from univer-
salism to communalism happened in part because of the heightened pressures
of persecution in the Restoration, but also manifested a pre-existing tension
within the movement over the earthly manifestations of spiritual equality.
Penn devoted himself to the search for religious peace on the basis of the
Quakers being a people separate and safe, their differences being matters
of private conscience and not of public consequence.”” Part of this project
involved depoliticizing what had once been a deeply political gesture. Perrot,
Rich, and others of their kind had hoped for ‘peace and amity’ based on a
recognition of the similarity afforded by the shared seed of the divine; Penn
and the Quakers sought a toleration of difference.
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The new insistence by Penn, Fox and other Quakers that hat-honour was
‘an earthly, vain and mean thing’, and thus its absence not something that
merited punishment, prompted ‘hat-men’ to cry foul. If hat-honour was
so mean a thing, why expel those men who felt moved to wear their hats
in prayer? With no reference whatsoever to men, women, or the relations
between them, Penn simply responded that the hat’s removal was a decent
and necessary ‘token of the unveiling of our spirits to God in prayer’. He
insisted, furthermore, that “That which gives weight to any gesture is the
reason inducing to it, and both the end and frame of the mind in using of it’.**
It is not the historian’s place to take sides in such disputes, but perhaps one
might suggest that Penn erred in that last statement and knew it. The viewer’s
response to a gesture gave it at least as much meaning as did the actor’s
intent. Penn and his fellows achieved no small thing in making their denial
of hat-honour appear a simple marker of difference rather than a profound
assertion of similarity.

Dalbousie University KRISTA J. KESSELRING
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