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I dedicate this book to my youngest son, Matthew Englander, who loves history.


Countryman:… wee teache them schoole learning, to know good from bad… beeing growen to riper age, wee send them to the Universities, where many become so learned, as they gaine by learning their owne living: or, if not, yet such taste of learninge, as they are the better. Some also we bring up in ye Innes of Court, where if they profite, wee suffer them to proceed…

Courtier and Townsmen: [but] all men are not apte for one thing, yet is it commendable, nay rather necessary, that there be persons prepared for sundry actions, not so much to serve their own turnes as their prince and countrey: respectes of more importaunce, then the safety of any private gentleman, either his person, his patrimony, or his parents … in respecte of the common wealth, … the service thereof, (whereunto we are all bound, yea the best of us all) …

(Anon, Cyvile and Uncyvile Life, 1586 edn.)
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Preface

I would like to thank the editor of this series, Dr John Stevenson, both for his suggestion that I write this work in its present form and for his forbearance in waiting for it! I had already spent over 30 years thinking about the subject when I sat down to fulfil the commission and, in a sense, this made the book more difficult to write. The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, dc early in my career appointed me to a Fellowship, gave me the opportunity to work unhindered for a full year on this topic and provided me with the stimulating conversation of scholars addressing similar problems. I thank the Faculty of Arts Research Committee for financial and moral support while I was undertaking the research for the book. I am particularly grateful to Professor Gerald Aylmer, whose Special Subject at the University of York and whose work on the King’s and State’s Servants stimulated my interest in the subject initially; Professor Patrick Collinson, whose deep knowledge of Tudor and Stuart society has taught me humility; and Professor Kenneth Charlton, under whom I had the privilege to work at the University of Birmingham, whose perspective on the professions was so illuminating. Especial thanks also go to Mrs Valerie Humphrey, who worked so skilfully and so cheerfully with me to perfect the manuscript for the press.

The study draws upon my own research into the learned professions and inevitably upon a burgeoning academic literature. Only quotations have been given references in the text. Other referencing uses a list system. Modern readers could find puzzling the terminology used to describe some features of the professions. Early modern clergy, lawyers and doctors were often charged with using verbal ‘mumbo-jumbo’ (what we would call jargon) to mystify laymen; scholars have added their own layer of impenetrable language. I have tried to use ‘plain’ English where possible and have supplied a brief glossary on pp. 273–85 to explain technical terms, which are unavoidable in such a text.

Long ago Professor F.J. Fisher, my supervisor at the LSE, set my mind thinking about the work of the professions by asking in that characteristically penetrating way of his: ‘What on earth did the clergy do all day?’ At that time I was concerned mainly with the development of the clergy, but some time afterwards I spent a very valuable year in Washington dc at the Woodrow Wilson Center concentrating on the learned professions in general and discussing the subject with a highly supportive group of scholars, which included Geoffrey Best, Bronislav Geremek, Gladys and Kurt Lang, Jack Pole and Paolo Prodi. Some of the resulting work was published in my book Education and Society, 1500–1800 and in article form. I am delighted to thank for their financial and academic support: the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, dc; the Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington dc; the Huntington Library, San Marino, California; the British Academy; the Faculty of Arts, The Open University, Milton Keynes; and the University of London. Along the way I have received marvellous support from, among others, the staff of the British Library; the Public Record Office; the Bodleian Library; the Cambridge University Library; the Library of Congress; the Institute of Historical Research; the Lichfield Joint Record Office; Stafford Country Record Office and the William Salt Library; Bedford County Record Office; Hereford Record Office; Northamptonshire Record Office; Norfolk and Norwich Record Office; Worcestershire Record Office; and the Guildhall Library, London. My especial thanks are due to individual scholars who have given me the benefit of their wisdom whether it be in print or in person. In a book of this length it has not been either possible or desirable to footnote in great depth and yet the book owes much to the work of others. I have tried to strike a balance between footnotes for the benefit of a non-specialist audience and making proper acknowledgement. Direct quotations are footnoted in the text and I have also indicated the main sources of information. For the rest I direct the reader’s attention to the Select Bibliography. I mention here those scholars upon whom I have drawn most considerably and seek the forgiveness of anyone I have inadvertently omitted from the list: Gerald Aylmer, J.H. Baker, Molly Barratt, Geoffrey Best, W. Birken, Gerald Bray, Christopher Brooks, Juanita Burnby, W.F. Bynum, Kenneth Charlton, Patrick Collinson, David Cressy, Claire Cross, Geoffrey Dickens, Stewart Dippel, John Duffy, Daniel Duman, Mordechai Feingold, Kenneth Fincham, Jack Fisher, Robert Frank, Jr, Toby Gelfand, Ole Grell, Felicity Heal, Christopher Hill, Geoffrey Holmes, Ralph Houlbrooke, Joel Hurstfield, Eric Ives, Joan Lane, Peter Lake, Brian Levack, David Lemmings, Gillian Lewis, James McConica, John Morgan, Victor Morgan, Margaret Pelling, Wilfrid Prest, Quentin Skinner, David Robinson, Lawrence Stone, Keith Thomas, Charles Webster and Michael Zell. I thank the Honors class at University of Maryland College Park (1979–80) who took my first undergraduate offering in this area and, especially, Neb Mohanty who produced such an excellent project on the American Medical Profession.

Above all I thank my family, David, Daniel and Matthew Englander and Andrew O’Day. When one’s bedtime story is a history of the professions one deserves unstinting praise and this comment applies to my spouse as well as my children! My dear husband and colleague, David Englander, died suddenly from cancer in April 1999. David was always my greatest supporter and my most constructive critic. He would have relished seeing this book in print. I hope that it is a fitting memorial to our historical partnership.

Rosemary O’Day

The Open University, September 1999




Part OneProfessions, Work and Vocation





Chapter OneIntroduction and Approaches to the History of the Learned Professions
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The Lord opened to me three things. Relating to those three great professions in the world, physic, divinity (so called) and the law. He showed me that the physicians were out of the wisdom of God, by which the creatures were made…. He showed me that the priests were out of the true faith, which Christ is the author of…. He showed me also that the lawyers were out of the equity and out of the true justice and out of the law of God…. And that these three, the physicians, the priests and the lawyers, ruled the world out of the wisdom, out of the faith and out of the equity and law of God; the one pretending the cure of the body, the other the cure of the soul, and the third the property of the people.

(N. Penney (ed.), The Journal of George Fox, Cambridge, 1911.)




Introduction

George Fox assumed the existence of three learned professions – the clergy, the lawyers and the physicians. His critique suggested that these God-designed professions had wandered away from the truth of their vocation and now mistakenly believed that they were called and trained up by men. This book answers a need for a text about the learned professions of the clergy, the lawyers and the practitioners of medicine in the period from 1500–1750, which will, among other things, enable us to assess the validity of this reproof. It takes as its starting point the manner in which these occupations evolved during that period and the nature of their relationship with the wider society. While the modern debate about professionalisation is addressed briefly, it is considered more important to convey the dynamism apparent in the development of the learned professions, to identify their features, and to show how dissimilar or similar they were to other employments. This leads into a discussion of the phenomenon of ‘profession’ itself.

I have tried to achieve a balance between chronological narrative and incisive comment about features of the professions concerned; between concentrating upon the learned professions themselves and broadening our knowledge of the world of work in general. What was the nature of professional ‘work’? How did contemporaries regard their work? How did they do their work? What was their relationship with those they served? Our knowledge of professions will be informed by discussion of the ethos that underpinned their labours. The whole story cannot be encompassed in one hundred thousand words but, I sincerely hope, the main points have been made and addressed in sufficient detail that the reader’s work on English society, 1500–1750, will be informed and illuminated by them.

As a result of studying the individual learned professions against the background of the society and polity they occupied we are in a much stronger position when it comes to defining the professions themselves. Sociologists and modern historians have produced a checklist of the characteristics of a profession – this includes a sense of commitment and vocation; an appeal to expertise; a reliance upon theoretical as well as practical knowledge and skills; a professional ethic; internal control of training, recruitment, placement and discipline; growing organisation and, flowing out of that, a certain autonomy in the workplace and an evident esprit de corps. But this list derives from observation of nineteenth- and twentieth-century professions and, frequently, from professions in a North American context. It has also come under considerable attack from other modern scholars. From our study of the early modern professions in their context we should concentrate upon defining their features and only then, for purposes of elucidation, compare and contrast them with modern professions.

By examining the learned professions on their own terms, we will be forced to take proper cognisance of, among other features, their place in society; their membership; their segmentation; their internal competition and rivalries; their internal and external regulation and discipline; their philosophy; the fluid character of the work involved, the accumulation of the body of knowledge underpinning professional activity, and the evolving concept of and relationship with the laity.

The development of professions did not take place in a vacuum. Self-evidently they were not static entities but variables changing in response to more basic social forces. Professions were rooted in society and responded both to internal and external pressures. The changes associated with Renaissance and Reformation interacted with them. To a great extent the history of the clerical profession, for instance, is closely related to the history of the religious settlement. It cannot be understood properly without some understanding of the nature of religious debate and especially of the relationship between Church and State. While I have sought to avoid turning certain chapters of this book into a narrative history of the changing relations between Church and State, I have had to underpin my account of professional development with an explanation of these relations where relevant. I have tried not to digress by going into too much detail. Perforce my account is frequently schematic and simplified in the interests of my argument about the growth of the professions. The reader who requires more detailed narrative is directed to classic authorities. The same point applies to both the law and medicine.

During the early modern period interest in religion, the law and medicine blossomed throughout society. Sections of the laity were deeply concerned with the health of their souls. Religious services themselves, even if for many people they did not stretch much beyond the rites attached to the passages of life, were in great demand. Simultaneously, the laity became more litigious and more obsessed with their physical health. In these circumstances there was clearly a stimulus for the production of specialists to supply these services. In the aftermath of the Reformation, it was clear also that these specialists would not necessarily be clerics. Until now the attention of historians has been given largely to prosopographical analyses of the professions which grew up between the early sixteenth and the late eighteenth centuries and, to a lesser extent, to the ways in which these groups ‘matched’ the organisation of professions in the mid to late nineteenth century. Necessary though these studies are, they tend to miss another feature of the period – that the learned professions grew out of a philosophy of life which emerged during the tumults of the sixteenth century (both Renaissance and Reformation) and held the educated sectors of society in its grip for a hundred years or more. This philosophy (which, for want of a better term I will call Social Humanism) saw service in Church and State as the raison d’être of the elite and meant that the response of the thousands of young well-educated men who entered these professions was to see their work in terms of vocation, service and commitment rather than of simply earning a living. It was this philosophy which enabled professionals to lay out a professional ethic and to claim authority as well as expertise. It also was the source of a bond between clergymen, lawyers and doctors and that part of lay society which had been reared and formally educated in the same tradition and the identical institutions. Education and the professional groups involved in providing it were seen as vital.

While professions had an internal life, they were also involved in discourse within elite society as a whole about their areas of expertise. What, for instance, was appropriate religious belief? Was Galen’s approach to medicine the only acceptable one? What was the nature of the common law? The common educational background drew ‘laymen’ into ‘professional’ debates – just as today men and women with no ‘professional’ involvement in medicine may still engage in philosophical debates about the wisdom or otherwise of various policies. While professionals can claim that they ‘know best’ and that the policies will affect them, lay persons can reply that, despite lack of expert medical knowledge (something which they respect), they have a right to an input because they are the ‘end users’. (See 484 for an interesting discussion of the dialogue between ‘professions’ and ‘the middling sort’.)

Although the professions had similar roots, it should not be expected that the early modern professions were identical to one another. We may compare but we should also contrast. It will become apparent that the professions were very different from one another. Also, particular issues, problems and themes may be seen to emerge from the development of individual professions. The book is divided into five parts and each part is subdivided into short chapters treating aspects of the professions. While I have tried to provide sufficient comparable information to permit a scholar or student to set all the learned professions side by side – for example, data pertaining to recruitment, discipline, expertise, career structure and so on – I have used each chapter to address a specific issue. For instance, Chapter 3 shows how important the institution of the Church of England was to defining the clergy as a profession; Chapter 6 explores how common lawyers developed their own body of expertise and their own internal regulatory system; and Chapter 9 intimates the difficult problem of disentangling the history of medics from the history of medicine.

It should become clear that an individual profession was not a uniform nor even a unified entity. Professionals disagreed among themselves, often about their identity and their role in society. Perhaps the most famous of such quarrels was the argument in the Church between the hierarchy and the so-called Puritans. Some professions were segmented. The legal profession presents one obvious example – with the common law having an upper and a lower branch and the law itself having several specialist forms – but the medical profession also encompassed several segments.



Approaches to the history of the learned professions

There are several ways in which historians have come to grips with the problem of treating the development of such social phenomena. It seems appropriate to describe some of the most prominent of these approaches and to assess their validity. Finally, it is necessary to explain what is distinctive about the approach taken in this book.



Sociologists and the professions

Some scholars (sociologists and historians) are interested in the phenomenon of professionalisation and see the history of the professions as an aspect of this subject. This phenomenon in its fully developed form has been identified as a feature of nineteenth- and twentieth-century society. According to this view, the learned professions developed through professional associations in response to urban and industrial demands upon their services. This was followed by ‘the professionalisation of everything’ from plumbing to day care.

The history of the professions in England has been dominated by a model provided by descriptive sociologists. A. Carr-Saunders and P.A. Wilson published The Professions in 1933, but its evolutionary account of the origins and structure of the traditional learned professions of law, medicine and the Church and of some of the newer professions overshadows historical writing on the subject. They assumed that professions were nurtured by industrialised societies and, by and large, historians have agreed with them. Celebratory histories of the various professions have echoed Carr-Saunders and Wilson’s perspective. Most social historians, until recently, have not contested their views. This was, perhaps, because few of them had studied the early modern professions. (462; 477; 475.)

Sociologists of the Professions have since subjected the modern professions to a form of comparative analysis. They have indicated those features or traits, which the professions have in common and have suggested that a profession’s ‘profession-ness’ can be measured according to how few or how many of these traits are displayed. Thus the concept of the continuum is applied to professional development. At best this provides the historian with a yardstick against which the professions can be measured. (Kenneth Charlton used this method to effect in his articles.) Contrasts within a profession from age to age certainly help to highlight developments in that profession and to show in what ways professions differed from their modern counterparts. Detailed sociological studies have also drawn attention to the inadequacies of generalised definitions of professions. Larson’s Rise of Professionalism presents a sophisticated analysis of professionalisation, which relates its different forms to the modes of production prevalent in society at the time. (468; 463; 474.)

Work on the modern professions has been conducted on both sides of the Atlantic and the model adopted often has more validity for North-American society. The hypothesis that all occupations eventually become professionalised has some credence in a society where plumbing or tile-laying is described as a profession and where the term ‘professionalisation’ describes the forms of specialisation, monopoly and organisation without any reference to the historical context. Some works, with a more philosophical import, have seen the development of professions in essentially negative terms (473).

Professions are viewed in several ways by sociologists: through functionalist and process theory approaches. Professions may be considered as relatively homogeneous communities, with members sharing identity, values, perception of role and interests. Members of a given profession learn the norms and values through a process of socialisation, which takes place during their education and training. Institutions help to reinforce these norms and values and make professionals dependent upon their peers and colleagues rather than their clients for their professional rewards. Members are markedly loyal to their professional communities and this leads to perpetuation of the institutions which underpin them. Professions may also be viewed as dynamic and segmented. For example, there are sociologists who dispute that professions are always unified bodies of men, observing the phenomenon of segmentation and competition within both developing and mature professions. A profession, according to this approach, contains many different values, identities, interests which are sometimes in opposition to one another. Segments within a profession are not the same as specialisation: within the medical profession, for instance, a segment such as surgery often contains specialisations of its own (478; 479).

It would be dangerous for the historian to adopt sociological approaches in their entirety. Sociologists have tended to divorce the professions from their historically specific context. They have been too readily absorbed by the model that they have constructed, which can bear little resemblance to individual cases. They have baldly extracted the features held in common – for example, that clerics, lawyers and medics all based their claim to expertise upon a body of theoretical knowledge – and ignored differences. They have also implied that the only true profession is the developed modern profession. If historians follow this line, emphasising structure, neglecting contemporary meaning, and concentrating upon looking back into the past for the origins of the present, a crude whiggery will result.

Most historians find such an exercise unrewarding. A study of structures which ignores their meaning for the society in which they grew up seems unproductive. The approach of the descriptive sociologist is static and not dynamic: it offers no explanation of why the professions developed in given ways. Even the sociologist proponents of ‘process theory’ underemphasise the interaction between context and content. A welcome development has been the realisation among sociologists themselves that professions are historical constructs. The historian should explore the role which early modern professions played in their society, the forms which they took and the ideologies which shaped them. Employment of the comparative method (which properly involves comparing and contrasting) will lead the vigilant historian not into whiggery but into an intensified awareness of the role of context in importing meaning to historical developments (469 pp. 20–32).

Nonetheless, it can be useful to refer to the models constructed by sociologists as long as these do not prevent us ‘seeing’ the professions as they were. If a profession is defined as a body of people who offer a service to clients on the basis of expertise; who ground their expertise and authority in a body of theoretical knowledge as well as practical skill; who claim a monopoly; who follow a code of ethics in performing their services; who have an internal organisation that disciplines its members; and who have a large degree of autonomy in their work, then this definition can usefully be applied to the professions we study, to highlight these features of their development. It is useful to ask whether the cohesive tendencies of professionalism were dominant or whether segmentation was rife. If, however, these definitions prevent us seeing other aspects of a particular profession’s nature (for example, the way in which professions willingly accommodate the participation of non-members in some areas of their work) or other features which they hold in common then it is a barrier to proper understanding. Unfortunately, there has been a tendency to assume that these ‘other’ features of the professions were in some sense ‘contradictions’ of professional identity. It is preferable to view them as objectively as possible as other characteristics, some of which were specific to given professions and contexts and some of which simply diminished in importance over time. (290 pp. 241–69.)


Recent studies of the early modern professions

In the last two decades historians have paid rather more attention to the history of the early modern professions. In general they have preferred to eschew discussion of the ‘causes’ or long-term ‘course’ of professionalisation. Rather they have chosen to assume the existence of professions in early modern times, to describe their changing structure and pedigree and, occasionally, to compare them with modern professions, while emphasising the role of professions in society. This approach springs from the fact that these historians are principally interested in the functioning of contemporary early modern society rather than in sociological phenomena.

Studies fall into two main groups: the histories of individual professions – such as the clergy or lawyers; and the histories of society which concentrate upon the learned professions. C.W. Brooks’ Pettjfoggers and Vipers of the Commonwealth, Wilfrid Prest’s The Rise of the Barristers, H.J. Cook’s The Decline and Fall of the Old Medical Regime in Stuart London and Rosemary O’Day’s The English Clergy, fall into the first category, while Geoffrey Holmes’ Augustan England is representative of the second. (325; 370; 386; 309; 514.)

There are some glaring gaps in our knowledge of the organisation of the learned professions – for instance, there are no thorough studies of the university dons or the ecclesiastical lawyers or the medical profession. Often we have to use histories of institutions such as the universities, the Church, the Inns of Court or the Westminster courts to piece together a picture of the professionals who staffed them. The history of the professions has become the history of the victors – those groups who survived the upheaval of the English civil wars and revolution and eventually organised through professional associations in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There has been no room for a history of ecclesiastical lawyers and even civil lawyers have received short shrift. Yet these groups were tremendously important to society and they possibly shared in the ethos and the organisation of the ‘victors’.

It is even more difficult to arrive at an understanding of any single profession over a long chronological time period. Some attempts have been made to make it possible for the student of early modern society to span the mid seventeenth century divide but these are few and far between. This remains a problem for the scholar which has not been solved by any general work. Yet it is important to note how the professions responded to changes in the intellectual, moral and religious climate. This is the more particularly the case if historians are suggesting that ‘professions’ did predate the industrial period. (For several good examples see 465; 312; 371; 532.)

My own works attest to the importance of ideology in the shaping of the profession of the early modern clergy. The clergy, on the one hand, shared in the dominant ideology of the grammar school and university-educated sections of the contemporary elite from the Reformation onwards and, on the other hand, as an institution and as a social grouping developed distinctive ideologies. Dippel’s focus argues that the clergy’s ideology turned exclusively around ‘an hierophanic axis’ related to the concepts of ‘sacred space, time’ and especially person and that this ideology became ‘the central component of their professional identity. To some extent this builds upon valuable work done by historians such as R.L. Greaves. My own writings, using rather different language, also identify the importance of this element of their development but see it as but a part, albeit a crucial part, of the ideological standpoint of the clerical profession. The emphasis upon the separate and holy nature of the priesthood certainly set the clerical profession apart from the laity but a different ideology served to unify the learned professions of law, medicine and church. Much more work remains to be done on the distinctive ideologies prevalent among lawyers and doctors, which have received scant attention from legal and medical historians. (283; 307; 309; 510; 276; 304.)

Books such as Penelope Corfield’s Professions and Power and Geoffrey Holmes’s Augustan England have helped address such issues as the precise relationship between professionals and power in the state and society. Professions and Power is especially searching in its critique of the precise nature of professional ‘power’, challenging a simple equation of knowledge and power. Through case studies of professionals ‘at work’ in society she has demonstrated that professionals were exercising power and influence in Britain, and not simply as dependents of the aristocracy, and that knowledge, where it ‘related to something of great interest to a given community’ and was believed to be efficacious, assumed a ‘social significance’. It seems fruitful to extend this approach to a consideration of the relations between professions and their patrons and clients as well as between the professions and the ‘state’. In some cases we could find that features assumed to be new to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were in fact established in our period (464).

A further milestone in the history of professions in England has been Harold Perkin’s, The Rise of Professional Society, England since 1880, which, although treating a much later period, nonetheless prompts us to attempt a view of the professional contribution as part of a much wider study of the very fabric of English society. While the professional ethic which Perkin describes is perhaps not that shared by early modern professionals, it is certainly pertinent to ask what this ethic was and how it was communicated and received within the early modern context (475).



The professions as work

It is possible to view the professions as a distinct work form. Very little attention has been given to this aspect by either historians or sociologists. Members of the learned professions regarded their employment not simply as a way of ‘making a living’ but as a vocation from God to be cheerfully and diligently fulfilled. (It is interesting that, by the late twentieth century, medics, for example, were declaring that ‘vocation’ was now too strong a term to use, preferring instead to describe their ‘strong commitment’ to the service of their fellows.) The ethos of the professional has long been seen by scholars as a distinctive feature but we need to study how this ethos informed their work. It certainly made the professions an anachronism in industrialised society. The self-regulatory character of the professions and the relative autonomy of their members in the workplace should be noted, but as important as the service offered by the authoritative expert is the relationship between the professional and his/her clients. What s/he does and how and why s/he does it require equal attention. Whereas in the case of the craftsman, skill alone is tested by the guild, in the case of the professional vocation is tested as well as expertise.




Statistical and non-statistical approaches

There has been a tendency to write about the professions as if only quantitative data will suffice to describe a profession and its evolution accurately. Statistics are valuable. We need to know how many clergy were graduates, for example, and how much money doctors were paid for their cures. But statistics sometimes dazzle – they dazzle so much that scholars fail to perceive the uncertainties they hide. Statistics require careful analysis and explanation if they are to be useful. The evidence which historians have used to study the social origins of professionals provides a case in point. In general scholars have had to approach the social profile of professions obliquely: there are few details of the social origins of practising clergy, lawyers and doctors at the point of entry to the profession but it is possible to study, for example, the data relating to all matriculands at the universities or all members of the Inns of Court or all articled apprentices. Having analysed such data – which itself demands careful source criticism – the historian is faced with the challenge of separating out ‘professionals’ from ‘non-professionals’ in the data set. As such separation is often nigh on impossible to achieve, statistically based statements are often unreliable and confusing. On the other hand, the non-statistical approach, which emphasises instead the validity of individual examples, has been most unfashionable until recently. Historians have seen individual case studies as merely anecdotal. Prosopographical treatments, popular in the 1960s and early 1970s, are not as prominent today. Although they had the merit of balancing individual case histories with statistical accounts, they were unwieldy and unreadable. (359; 370; 480; 481.)

We do need to restore a balance between these approaches if we are to penetrate the nature of early modern professions and assess the relationship between their members and the remainder of society. In this book I have sought an equilibrium between generalised statements about the professions, based on quantitative as well as qualitative data, and information about specific individuals. These individuals have not been selected because of any supposed ‘typicality’ – indeed their appearance in the book has depended upon the availability of material about just these men which makes them untypical in at least one respect – but rather because a historian’s interest is not in some abstraction but in people who once lived, moved and had their being. The lives of these men are used to bring to the fore important issues about the professions they helped to form.



Developing vocabulary of profession

Study of the professions brings the historian up against a semantic problem: the word profession and its derivatives traditionally bore different meanings. Moreover, there was no clear progression through time from one use of the word to another. The words were used in several different senses simultaneously. Good examples current in today’s parlance are the use of ‘professional’ to mean ‘expert’ or ‘paid’ when contrasted with ‘amateurish’ or ‘amateur’ as well as to describe a particular type of occupation.

Nonetheless, the etymology of the word ‘profession’ should surely help us to some understanding of the concept. In its earliest use the word meant a public declaration or vow. It had a religious context and was used to describe the vows made upon entry to a religious order or to the religion itself. By the early sixteenth century the word was sometimes used interchangeably with faith. In 1526 William Tyndale translated St Paul’s Epistle to the Hebrews 3:1 as ‘Consyder the embasseatour and hye prest of ourre profession Christ Jesus’. In the same year Wyndken de Worde wrote ‘Eyther by his owne fayth and professyon, or els in the fayth of theyr spirituall parentes’. This usage continued to be common. John Pory’s translation of Leo’s Africa in 1600 said ‘They embrace no religion at all, being neither Christians, Mahumetans, nor Jewes, nor of any other profession.’

The use of the word in a wholly secular context cannot be established before the mid sixteenth century. R. Copland’s Galyen’s Terap of 1541 ‘The parties of the art of Medycyne, can not be seperated one from the other without the dommage and great detryment of all the medicinall professyon’.

Even though the word is found increasingly to apply to specific occupations (notably, the law, the church, teaching, medicine and the armed forces) it is still, in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, most commonly used to describe a declaration and what is declared rather than a distinctive form of organisation. So Pettie in Guazzo’s Civil Conversatione wrote in 1586 ‘Such as I am (whose profession should chiefelie bee armes)’ and a character in Gay’s Beggar’s Opera of 1727 declared that ‘The Captain looks upon himself in the military capacity as a gentleman by profession’.

On innumerable occasions in seventeenth-century literature (of both a polemical and an imaginative type) the words profession and trade/occupation/vocation were used interchangeably and indiscriminately. So in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar we find


(Being mechanicall) you ought not walke upon a labouring day, without the signe of your profession. Speake, what trade art thou?



Yet it is worth noting that by the middle of the seventeenth century the critics of the ‘professions’ quite clearly meant by that term lawyers, clergy and medics and not tradesmen or artisans and anticipated that this distinction would be readily comprehended. We must conclude that, whereas the word ‘profession’ seems not to have been used exclusively to mean a specialism or a monopoly or a learned occupation as distinct from any other, the word presumably began to carry such meanings as certain occupations began to claim expertise, learning and monopoly and to reflect openly about this claim. Indeed, the sole indication that a profession was any different from a trade or occupation was often the implication that anyone who professed (vows, faith or intention) must needs have thought out what it was that they professed. Neither is there any evidence that when contemporaries spoke of ‘profession’ they envisaged a particular type of organisation. If there was such a thing as ‘a profession’ then it was purely and simply the sum of the individuals who followed it. (See 74, sig.b3r-v.)

It should come as no surprise then to note that the use of derivatives such as ‘professional’, ‘professionalism’ and ‘professionalize’ belongs to the late eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In 1719 Dr Gower Morris spoke of visiting a patient ‘professionally’. ‘Professionalism’ and ‘professionalize’ occurred in 1856 as part of a description of the organisation of teachers. Yet the phenomena, which these words were later to describe, certainly did exist or were in the process of development long before the words were coined. Interesting in itself, a wholly semantic perspective would be overly restrictive and contribute little to our understanding of the professions (199 p. 73).

Yet part of the aim of this book is to reveal how, when and why these phenomena ‘emerged’ and the careful study of discourse about work, vocation, talent and profession will surely provide clues. We should also bear in mind that contemporaries perhaps did not recognise or give modern names to these features or did not regard them as specific to distinct occupations. So another aim of the book is to demonstrate how what we see as the learned professions (law, medicine, church, teaching) grew out of the more general socio-political, religious and intellectual context.


Anti-professionalism

If it is difficult to define what a profession was, the expression of anti-professional feeling can be of assistance. By the seventeenth century there was a strong anti-monopolistic lobby which, especially in the years 1640–60, expressed itself in anti-professional terms. (456 pp. 256–64; 455 passim; 410 pp. 157–78; 302 passim; 549 passim; 510 pp. 127–48; 283 passim; 89a; 307 passim.)
 
In essence this was a battle between the ‘have-nots’ and the ‘have-s’. The professions made the laity believe that they had an expertise and authority that was out of the reach of ordinary people; they exploited the demand for their services by charging exorbitant amounts and by depriving those who could not pay. All professions were equally at fault: in 1649 Nicholas Culpeper wrote that ‘the liberty of our Commonwealth [was] most infringed by three sorts of men, Priests, Physitians, Lawyers…. The one deceives men in matters belonging to their Souls, the other in matters belonging to their Bodies, the third in matters belonging to their estates’. George Starkey thought that the monopoly of the College of Physicians was the most iniquitous of all ‘while the most precious of all, their lives, are monopolised, and by the colour of Patent, bought and sold.’ For others, the worst problem lay in the area of religion where the Church taught that ‘Besides the internall call of God, and due qualification through the Spirit, an externall mediate calling by men… is necessary to put a man into the office of minister, and to enable him for the work’ because ‘the Scripture puts a difference between gifting, and sending men for the work of the ministry.’ William Walwyn, for example, criticised the clergy for making their ministry a career like any other, in which profit was their chief aim, and for alleging that they were ministers by divine right to prevent the laity from questioning their pronouncements. Ministers who themselves stood at odds with the authority of the Church hierarchy were nevertheless often high clericalists by conviction and placed the authority of the Scriptures in the way of the ordinary person’s communion with God. (91; 146; 100; 157.)

These critics objected to the way in which the professionals made their knowledge a ‘mystery’. There were vitriolic attacks on the humane learning in arts and sciences, which professionals made the cornerstone of their ‘expertise’. There were assaults on the practice of writing and preaching in Latin. Learned professional treatises were translated into the vernacular: Culpeper, for instance, translated large number of medical works including the pharmacopoeia. The authority of the Scriptures and the necessity for scholarly exegesis were denied.

Attempts to reform medicine and the law and, in particular, to make proper provision for the poor, and pressure to allow any man or woman, who felt the ‘call’ from God, to preach ensued. Lawyers and physicians would be state servants, paid by the state. Making a profit out of clients would be outlawed. The preachers would live on the charitable gifts of those they served (549; 283).

The criticisms levelled by men like Culpeper and Walwyn were not necessarily true, but they were an accurate enough description of the motivation and behaviour of some professionals. Such attacks do allow us to see how some sections of society viewed the professions – as bodies of corrupt, self-seeking individuals who used education, social superiority and contrived mumbo-jumbo and moralising to cloak their grasping motivation and persuade the laity to use their services and submit to exploitation. It could well be that professionals had provoked such feelings among the huge majority of the population by their very success in making themselves distinct and by pricing themselves out of the market. Such an approach has limitations, however. It emphasises the cohesive aspects of the professions and generalises across them, thus potentially neglecting the features which divided the professions. It casts the contribution of the professions to society in a wholly negative light.




Conclusion

This book is unusual in adopting an eclectic approach, drawing upon many different ideas, to the study of the learned professions. The principal aim is to understand the professions on their own terms in an early modern context and to show, as far as is possible in a short space, why and how they developed as they did, demonstrating how modern studies of the professions help us to understand this process.

Unlike other studies, this book accepts that features such as professional licensing authorities and disciplinary bodies grew in importance and were attendant upon the growth and increasing complexity of urban life, but argues that the philosophy and ethos underpinning professions themselves was an earlier phenomenon, which grew out of the Renaissance and Reformation and that it is this feature of the learned professions that was truly distinctive. It was this that separated the professions from other early modern occupations. Recruits to all the professions studied in this book had a common experience of education either at grammar school or university or Inn. This was as true of an attorney or apprentice apothecary as it was of a parson, barrister or physician. While they perhaps did not study alongside one another physically, all imbibed a Christianised social humanist philosophy that encouraged them to discern in their occupation a vocation or calling from God actively to serve the common weal in ways for which their personal talents suited them. This belief underscored their approach to the acquisition of knowledge and skills, their separation from and relationship with non-professionals; their performance of services and their attitude to others in professional walks of life (525; 526).

In following this approach, this common background accepted, the diversity as well as the similarity of the individual learned professions is highlighted. We in the twenty-first century speak of the learned professions in one breath; but are we justified in treating them as a phenomenon in the early modern period? Do we do them justice by emphasising only their common features? The dynamic rather than the static nature of the phenomena is emphasised.






Chapter TwoVocation and Work in the Early Modern Period
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And now Reader, if you by degree deserve the name of a Yeoman, submissively without hautines of hart I pray your patience in preserving this my first practise, for I hold your calling no lesse commendable, and your profession no lesse pertinent to the supporting of this humane societie, then them of higher dignities and degree: for what is the Prince without the Plough? Or the Potentate without the Pasture?

(I.M., A Health…, Epistle to the Reader.)




Introduction

To understand the role of the professions and the ethos that underpinned it, it is necessary to examine the structure of society and the nature of contemporary social thought. Although change was relatively slow, it is well to remember that this was a dynamic society and that the professions grew in a changing context. This chapter focusses upon particular developments early in the period (from about 1450–1640) in order to provide clues to the relationship between professions and their wider society.

Historically, the growth of the professions has frequently been linked on the one hand to the medieval guilds, which regulated trades, crafts and services, and on the other hand to the qualifying associations, which stepped into the breach when the guilds declined. In truth, however, the nature of the relationship between such regulatory bodies and the groups that they professed to control is difficult for the historian to define. The rules are prescriptive and not descriptive – they indicate how members should behave and not how they do behave. Such rules can be variously interpreted: does an insistence that apprentices do domestic work imply that many were neglecting these chores or does it suggest nothing of the kind, simply reiterating an accepted practice or does it introduce a new activity? What we lack, however, is source material indicating the answers to these quandaries. Rarely do we find ourselves in a workshop to inspect the conditions, the way of working, the attitude to external controls. If we do, we are tempted to regard such examples as anecdotes or, worse still, as exceptions to the rules. While not suggesting for one moment that we should disregard studies of the rules purportedly controlling the workplace and the bodies that produced them, the study of how individuals actually worked and how they related to one another in their occupation is as important or more important.

We need also to examine the ethos behind the commitment of professionals to the work they did. Perhaps this was what made them distinctive. To discover whether this was the case – and what that ethos might have been – we must examine contemporary social theory and the way in which professionals related to it.



Work

One should not exaggerate the distinctions between the workaday worlds of the mass of the people of the time, be they merchants and entrepreneurs, manual workers, farmers and agricultural labourers or those in service occupations. Differences of course there were – many of them a direct result of the nature of the work done – and some of these are self-evident. A farmer or agricultural labourer did different work in the summer than in the winter. The number of people required to work on the land varied according to the season, the type of farming, the weather, incidence of pests and so on. The artisan could do the same work in summer as in winter, light permitting, but his work also might follow the seasons. The controls operating on the activities of some types of worker, for example, the labourer, the journeyman, the apprentice, the factor, might be much more rigorous and enforceable than those pertaining to the farmers, merchants and masters. For, as in society and church, the household was the primary unit of the workplace and within it the master and mistress regulated the work of their servants, apprentices and employees. The master and mistress used the law of the land and of the relevant guilds to guide them as employers, but they also adapted these rules to suit themselves and the demands of the local economy. Without their cooperation, the rule of central and local government and of the guilds was as nothing. Because the state and the locality and the guilds had very imperfect instruments of inspection, relying largely on the services of informers and complainants, the masters of the shops, merchant houses and retail outlets commanded considerable autonomy in their work and in their application of regulations from above. (For a good introduction see 513; 533.)

The world of work was in theory subject to a variety of controls exercised by central and local government and by the regulatory bodies of individual occupations. In addition to the types of safety and standards regulation with which we are very familiar, there was an attempted control over recruitment and training which was bound up with the rigid compartmentalisation of society itself into estates and the conviction that status was conferred by birth. While the guilds and companies were concerned to organise in their own interests, both national and local governments were preoccupied with the relationship between the workers and the wider society in which they lived. Although it may be true that social theory (as expressed both in polemic and in legislation) lagged behind reality, it is also true that the precise relationship between the two resists definition and measurement. It is perhaps also the case that this social theory had always represented an ideal shared by the ruling elites rather than a reality practised by working men and women – a body of rules mediated by masters (513 p. 37).



Apprenticeship

Traditionally, regulations for entering particular crafts and trades were produced by the individual guilds. The national and municipal authorities did try a little social engineering, however. It should be remembered that medieval rural labourers were often unfree – villeins whose movements were controlled by the lord of the manor. The demographic impact of the Black Death has long been debated by medievalists, but it did weaken the bonds which bound labourers to the land and encourage a drift to the towns. In the Middle Ages, and especially subsequent to the Black Death, there were strenuous attempts to tie the children of agricultural labourers to the soil and to prevent them becoming apprenticed to trades and crafts or entering education with a career in the Church in view: any boy or girl ‘which used to labour at the plough or cart, or other labour or service of husbandry till they be of the age of twelve years, that from thenceforth they shall abide by the same labour, without being put to any mystery or handicraft’ (Statute of 1388). A later statute of 1405–6 forbade husbandmen, with land or rents below 20s in value, to apprentice their children to crafts or trades and ordered such children to be put into other forms of employment, on pain of imprisonment and fine. These statutes assumed (and wished to continue) a world of work in which son followed father; artisan followed artisan and husbandman followed husbandman through the generations. That they had to be passed at all (at a time when parliament legislated little for the nation as a whole) suggests that a situation had grown up in which such transmission of both training and occupation was less common than it had been previously (498; 533).

Today we associate apprenticeship with artisanal occupations. But there was a strong tradition of apprenticeship among merchants, bankers and other occupational groups who were not artisans. For boys from non-artisanal backgrounds apprenticeship often meant leaving home to learn ‘the business’. For the sons of small craftsmen (if existing apprenticeship contracts are representative) it meant learning the trade at home from his parent. Guild authorities recognised the right of a parent to teach his children the trade and, moreover, did not count these against his quota of apprentices. The length of apprenticeship varied according to the trade. The guilds fixed the necessary period bearing in mind the time needed to acquire expertise (for instance, it took longer to learn to be a silversmith than to learn to be a cook). The guild also considered the demand for qualified craftsmen and used apprenticeship as a gate which could be opened, closed or left ajar to regulate recruitment. While the guilds often claimed that rules restricting the number of apprentices any one master might train were in place for the protection of standards, it seems clear that their purpose was also to limit numbers practising the craft. Sometimes the rules prevented the admission of outsiders – the apprentices had to be sons of freemen. When demand was at its highest, or when supplies of ‘home-grown’ apprentices were at their lowest, such restrictive rules were relaxed. Some of the statutes passed by Parliament protected the trades in given areas from competition, granted monopolies of manufacture, or even protected apprentices against their masters. (538 pp. 225–41; 530 p. 112.)

By the act of 5 Elizabeth I usually known as the Statute of Artificers and Apprentices it was laid down that:


It shall not be lawful to any person, other than such as now do lawfully exercise any art, mistery, or manual occupation, to exercise any craft now used within the realm of England or Wales, except he shall have been brought up therein seven years at the least as apprentice.



This law tried to impose apprenticeship upon all existing trades and craftsmen, thus preventing movement from agriculture to urban industries, curbing occupational mobility, guaranteeing standards and reducing the latitude of the guilds. For a part of society it served a benign purpose – limiting untrained competition. A late-seventeenth-century Essex woolcomber could versify thus:


From such as would our rights invade.

Or would intrude into our trade,

Or break the law Queen Betty made

Libera nos Domine.

(Cited in J. Rule, Experience of Labour…, p. 96.)



For others – those who could neither find the time nor the money to serve a full apprenticeship, but had acquired some expertise – it seemed highly unjust. Some trades and crafts were handed down within families and often involved female work – these people had not been formally bound apprentice, but they did possess expertise and they claimed to offer a service at a more modest cost than did their apprenticed equivalents. It is true that this law was more honoured in the breach but its passage highlights a social problem and an indication that guild organisation did not succeed in monopolising work.

The law might also protect the apprentice against his or her master. In 1530 a statute set the maximum fee to be paid by an apprentice on his acceptance at 2s 6d. The Statute of Artificers of 1563 set a maximum daily wage, although the setting of a minimum wage was to be left to the local Justices of the Peace, who would reassess the rate annually and refer their decisions to the Privy Council for approval and application in the following year. This was reconfirmed in 1598 (see 212).

The provisions of the Statute of Artificers have been interpreted as a praiseworthy mechanism for the protection of standards and of the work force, especially in the towns. Urban masters would be permitted to retain only a fixed number of apprentices and journeymen. The wages they offered would be closely regulated. They would not be allowed to admit apprentices who did not fulfil various set property qualifications. They must train apprentices for a minimum period of seven years. Terms of apprenticeship to trades and crafts would not ‘expire afore such apprentice shall be of twenty-four years at the least5 and to husbandry not ‘until his age of twenty-one years at the least.’ As such it would prevent young men marrying and setting up households without the means to support them: this was not new, for in 1556 the London guilds had stipulated that the minimum age for completing a term of apprenticeship should be 24 and had spelled out that this was specifically designed to prevent ‘over hastie marriages and over sone setting up of households of and by the youth and young folkes of the citie.’ Until the nineteenth century the guilds drew authority from this legislation and they resisted its repeal in 1814 (539 p. 228).

A good deal of the Tudor and early Stuart legislation should be viewed against a background of a society unwilling to admit that villeinage was ended or at least of one that was seeking to retain the detailed control of people’s lives that the manorial system had offered. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the manorial courts exercised control over the rights of large numbers of people to dwell in specific properties, to bequeathe their goods as they wished, to behave as they wished; towns and villages were able to force beggars into slavery, to act as guardians of orphans, to deny relief to people who did not belong by birth to their soil. (212, 13 and 14 Car II c. 12; 1 Jac II, c. 17; 3 Wm and Mary c. 11; 8 and 9 Wm III, c. 30; 12 Anne c. 18; 9 Geo I, c. 7; 3 Geo II, c. 29; 519.)

The 1563 and 1597–8 legislation, however, enforced apprenticeship in services, trades and crafts that existed at that time. New specialisations emerged in the ensuing period, which were not regulated by guilds and which, quite legally, might not employ apprenticeship as a method of qualifying.


The decline of apprenticeship

Historians have suggested that apprenticeship had probably been in decline for many decades before the repeal of the Statute of Artificers in 1814. They disagree profoundly concerning the chronology. The history of the 1563 legislation and the terminology of the act suggest that apprenticeship had always been difficult to enforce. Recent work suggests that in the south-east of England apprenticeship terms of seven years were the norm prior to 1750, with a marked decline down to 1791–2 and a plateau or even an upturn down to 1840. There appears to have been little regional departure from the overall pattern. (539 pp. 228–30, 236.)

Apprenticeship was not synonomous with guild organisation, but the two were, in practice, closely linked. Work, highly relevant to the understanding of the place of the professions in this society, suggests differing chronologies for the decline of various types of urban guilds. This might propose that while there was an accepted national pattern for the maintenance and decline of apprenticeship, there were differences which were guild or even occupation specific. M.J. Walker indicates an overall expansion in guild membership in gildated towns in the south, reaching a high point in 1710–30. After that there was an overall decline. But the mercers’ and drapers’ guilds and those of other distributive or entrepreneurial trades began their decline in the period 1690–1720; the manufacturing guilds collapsed abruptly in the 1740s and 1750s; and the service guilds, including the barber-surgeons, either sustained their numbers or went into gradual decline before 1760 and then into sharp decline in the 1760s and 1770s. Keith Snell has argued that apprentices became aware that their masters were using the system to their disadvantage (as cheap and manipulable labour) and, effectively, voted with their feet. Many ended their contracts prematurely. Relations between masters and apprentices worsened. The guilds’ ability to protect apprentices declined. (539 pp. 239–69; 550.)

Medieval guilds had been much more than economic organisations, however. Their power was rooted in their consensual commitment to looking after communal interests. By the seventeenth century this aspect had considerably diminished and by the eighteenth apprentices and journeymen no longer perceived of the guild as their protector and masters also saw the organisations as acting against their interests (533).




Working life

The working life of the people below the gentry was also subject to considerable regulation by governments and guilds. As we have suggested this regulation was in theory self-imposed and acceptable to apprentices, journeymen and masters alike. The romantic image might be of independent artisans and farmers, but if the guild authority were upheld and national legislation followed in practice, the reality was somewhat different.

In 1515 parliament passed important legislation fixing the working day. From mid-March to mid-September labourers were to work between the hours of 5 am to either 7 or 8 pm; during the winter they were to work the shorter hours of daylight. Out of these working hours they were allowed one half-hour for breakfast; one and a half hours for dinner and rest. The act also set official wages: a day labourer would earn 3d a day in winter and 4d for the longer hours worked during the remainder of the year. An artisan (who had served his apprenticeship) would earn 5d a day in winter and 6d a day for the rest of the year. In the reign of Edward VI, labourers were forbidden to combine to improve their pay and conditions. (2 and 3 Edward VI, c. 15.) More specific legislation pertained to the occupations that were predominant in England’s economy and her overseas trade – cloth, wine, fish, agriculture (212).

Traditionally the apprentice lived in with his master’s family. He or she was on a par with a farm servant and was often bound by the indenture to both master and mistress.* The master was bound to provide for the apprentice the tools of the trade, clothing, food and, at the end of the contract, to help assist him to set up as journeyman or independent master. The master might be obligated to pay company dues, etc. at this point. Serving an apprenticeship meant becoming a member of another household than one’s native home and gave the apprentice rights of settlement in the parish concerned. This system prevailed until the late eighteenth century when apprentices began to ‘live out’ either with their own family or in lodgings and go to work at their master’s workshop each day. (539 pp. 256–7.)

* See p. 166 for details of the duties of an attorney’s apprentice.

Conversely, the working life of many was extremely flexible and the young man who had served his apprenticeship and become a master (as opposed to a joureyman) had considerable autonomy in the organisation of his daily life. In addition, it was very common for men to follow more than one occupation. A combination of husbandry, a craft and a trade was popular: the seventeenth-century Quaker George Fox, described how in the 1630s he was ‘put to [i.e. apprenticed] a man, a shoemaker by trade, but who dealt in wool, and was a grazier, and sold cattle; and a great deal went through my hands.’ (228 Vol. 1, p. 2.)

Did the learned professions introduce new and distinctive methods of work organisation or mimic those common to other occupations? Was it work organisation or an ethos underlying their work (or both) that separated the professions from others? An answer to this question should emerge through the chapters of this book; as a preparatory step it will be helpful to consider the development of the professional ethos.


The ethos of the ruling elites and of the professions

This world of craftsmen and tradesmen was seemingly far distant from that of the ruling elites. In the Middle Ages the upper classes in England were land owners. They did not work with their hands or their minds. They were in control; other people did the hard manual labour for them. Land conferred status and power. There were other ways of achieving these coveted commodities, most notably via education, the Church and the King’s service. Men who acquired status by this route always stressed the non-manual nature of their skill and their non-dependence upon ‘work’ for their income. To be ‘idle’ was a virtue; to be ‘industrious’ was unthinkable. Those who were lawyers, higher clergy or physicians in the Middle Ages, therefore, laid little emphasis upon what they did for their living. Historians have described them as belonging to status professions. They possessed the skill to offer advice in given areas of life, not to do anything. This emphasis on the consultative nature of the professional’s role has survived into the twenty-first century as has, of course, the idea that ‘profession’ is status conferring.

But this land-based society was being modified during the later Middle Ages and the early modern period. Men with land still possessed status and power and sixteenth-century authors treating suitable employments for gentlemen continued to deplore manual labour.


But is not Husbandry, Tillage, Grasinge, Marchandise, buying and selling, with such other trades … thinges meete for a Gentleman?

In plain speeche I tell you, that I thinke not one of them fit for a gentlemans exercise … full evill it becommeth the person of a Gentleman to practise any of these trades.

(Anon, Cyvile and Uncyvile Life, p. 20.)



Groups of lawyers and doctors and clergy were growing in number and importance and, on the strength of their profession, claiming a greater influence. The attitude to a man’s role in society was changing subtly. This change is characterised in England with the acceptance of the social humanist teaching of the Renaissance.

The early humanists were deeply influenced by intellectual developments in Italy. Tiptoft, Elyot, Smith, More and Colet made a direct attack on the accepted Aristotelian ideal of the contemplative life as they accepted a Ciceronian stoic morality that saw men as actively pursuing the good life in search of salvation. Such humanists were obsessed with the concept of honesty, which was to be achieved only by fulfilling the duties of one’s position. In order to fulfil his duties a man had to realise what they were. The English humanists had no doubt whatsoever that these obligations had nothing whatsoever to do with the contemplative life. They despised this, not even combining the active and contemplative lives in their ideal. On the contrary men were called to action. A man would know the nature of his calling, and therefore of his duties, through self-knowledge. He was possessed of free will and this enabled him to pursue this calling. These thinkers, realising that men must be motivated to follow their vocation, believed that men would try to be virtuous because this would bring them honour (high status) and because God had called them to be virtuous.

This concept of the way to honesty, rooted as it was in a vision of action, had many links with the world of learning. The gentleman was convinced of the importance of reason – of complete decorum and gravity, of the suppression of the sins of the flesh, of the deliberate cultivation of the four cardinal virtues. Quentin Skinner has noted that these four cardinal virtues were subtly different from those of the Aristotelian system: honesty and piety are the goals of man, to be achieved through cultivation of prudence (the practical version of wisdom), justice (not love), fortitude (a non-martial, passive version of courage) and temperance (which moderates the sins of the flesh). The gentleman can pursue this course with the help of education. There is a link between the active life of the mind and action in society. Learning is useful to the gentleman. It must be deployed in the interests of the common weal and for the public discussion of relevant issues. (490, Chapter 1; 538a I, especially pp. 126–7; 501 pp. 145–8.)

Quite clearly these humanists were influenced heavily by the writings of Cicero and other Roman writers. The use of classical ideas as a justification for sixteenth-century convictions continued through the century and permeated the writings of many who were no scholars. The writer of Cyvile and Uncyvile Life was keen to remind his reader ‘if you remember what Tully [Cicero] telleth you…. That men are not only borne to themselves….’ Their thought was not, in essence, Christian. But it could be Christianised. For instance, the writings of St Paul on free will and other matters had a particular appeal for them because they provided a Christian justification for their stoic morality and platonist view of the will (60).

The idea that the landed gentleman (including the nobility as well as a substantial section of the gentry) would lead an active life of service in the state and it would be based upon an education (or intellectual preparation) was foreign to early-sixteenth-century England. An unnamed gentleman believed that:


It becomes the sons of gentlemen to blow the horn nicely, to hunt skillfully, and elegantly to carry and train a hawk … the study of letters was for rustics….

(J.H. Hexter, ‘The Education of the aristocracy in the Renaissance’, in Reappraisals in History, 1961.)



Another equated learned talk with preaching. But it is significant that at this time such attitudes were being held up to ridicule. In France, La Noue noted with contempt the aristocrats who took little care to educate their children in choses honnestes and were satisfied by mere literacy, which prepared them only for idle pursuits. In England too there are signs that some of the upper classes were rejecting the old idea that learning was an attribute of clerks and accepting that there was a place for learning in preparing lay persons for an active role in society. The idea finds full expression in the argument between Archbishop Cranmer and the commissioners for the refounding of Canterbury Cathedral School in 1541; the commissioners wanted to restrict entry to the sons of gentlemen; Cranmer argued strenuously in favour of admitting poor men’s sons on the grounds that they were frequently brighter than those of the gentlemen; the reply of the commissioners was that the sons of ploughmen and artificers should follow their fathers’ callings whereas ‘gentlemen’s children are meet to have the knowledge of government and rule in the commonwealth’. Later, in 1579, one author argued that teaching those who had no aptitude for a life of learning or public service even how to read and write was a waste of time for all. (512; 60 pp. 21–2.)

The new attitude to the relationship between learning and the gentleman’s social duties had practical manifestations. The aristocracy and gentry began, in larger numbers, to send their sons to school – Winchester, Eton, Shrewsbury – or to provide them with a classical education at home. They sent their sons to the universities. By the 1560s there were large numbers of gentle-born students in the colleges of the ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge. It seems that the majority of these students had no need to earn a living. They were, instead, being educated to practise the art of being a gentleman, with all that that implied in terms of governmental responsibilities at local and national levels. Arthur Ferguson called it ‘active citizenship’ and ‘applied learning’. Being a gentleman had become a calling. So Sir Thomas Elyot wrote in The Boke Named the Govenour a chapter entitled ‘The education or form of bringing up of the child of a gentleman, which is to have authority in a public weal’. (501 pp. 165–8; 98; 525.)

The similarities between the aristocracy’s conception of its role in society in the sixteenth century and the conception of the learned professions are striking. The gentleman’s calling is altruistic – for the good of society as well as in his and his family’s self-interest. The economic incentive to pursue this calling is often minimal because the aristocrat (be he noble or gentleman) draws his livelihood from rents on land. There is an enormous emphasis upon the need for education (which is provided for by teachers, schools and books). The skills practised are non-manual and involve the giving of advice based on intellectual expertise as well as experience and as well as the execution of magisterial duties. The concept of the gentleman’s calling came to be shared by the learned professions.

The sense that individuals and groups were called to work for the good of the commonweal persisted and became a lasting part of the professional ethic. This distinguished ‘professional men’ from artisans and craftsmen who promised to behave morally and give their masters due service not to serve the public good. It was an ethic that was not confined to either the gentry or any particular profession. Ralph Rokeby the younger was one of those who wrote about the appropriate commitment of a gentleman to education for public service. In 1565 Rokeby, a lawyer of Lincoln’s Inn, addressed his four nephews in a memoir, Oekonomia Rokebiorum, designed ‘to preserve the fine traditions of public service and beneficence which had so long distinuished his line’. Thirty years later he rewrote the work for yet another generation. Having fully assimilated Renaissance doctrine, he recommended for his nephews’ education the Bible, Tacitus, Plutarch, Guicciardini, Castiglione and Gentillet. Such sentiments were acceptable also in group situations. For instance, the Royal Society of London for Improving of Natural Knowledge, established much later, in 1663, had as its goal ‘the advancement of the knowledge of natural things and useful arts by experiments, to the glory of God the creator and for application to the good of mankind’ Many individuals who were opposed to what we today would call ‘professionalisation’ would yet have endorsed this sentiment. (533 p. 100 for the form of indenture; 496 p. 237.)

Some agonised over the correct balance to be maintained between learning and practice. ‘A man should endeavor to share and divide his tyme betweene the sweetnes of contemplation and the life therof action and busines’, wrote Sir William Drake. For such as he, learning was a tool and should not become a passion. Drake set himself a list of classical works to study – a list which included Guicciardini, Machiavelli, Plutarch, Aristotle and Cicero – but his following statement indicated that his motivation was practical: ‘Tis more profitable for a civill life to reade the discourses that attend upon history then any philosopher whatsoever & thos of Machiavell Polybius Gomines Guicchardine these joyned with an exact observation of the courts of kings and acquaintance with the ablest men of all sorts will much conduce to wisdome.’ While Drake instructed ‘Stratton to procuer bookes of the iurisdiction of as many courts as he can’ and Mr Henley to obtain the journals of parliament for his instruction, he warned himself ‘be sure not to studdy much bookes of learning for they divert busnes take up the memory to much, and keepe one from more usefull things.’ (30.)

What concerns us is the extension of the concept of active piety achieved by learning and placed at the service of the state to other aspects of English life. The English gentleman of the early sixteenth century aspired not to become a well-rounded individual, but rather a man active in civil life; there is no emphasis on learning for learning’s sake. This explains why so many sons of the aristocracy flooded into the universities and the Inns of Court, especially in the years between 1590 and 1639. From here they were prepared to take on the ‘work’ of leadership and administration in the parishes and counties of England and Wales. When J.T. Cliffe studied the gentry of Yorkshire in the period before the civil wars he found that of 679 heads of families in 1642, 79 had attended a university only; 70 an Inn of Court only; 92 both a university and an Inn of Court; four a Catholic college only; one a Catholic college and an Inn of Court and one a Catholic college, university and an Inn of Court. At least some of these men had a need to find a career. For a mixture of demographic and socio-economic reasons, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the sons of many landed families, denied the role of rentier, did need to support themselves in an aristocratic lifestyle. To some extent they did so by pursuing a career in the law or the Church, using the same rationale. (492 p. 73.)

More important for the future of the learned professions was the extent to which the social ambience and the curriculum followed in the grammar schools and at the universities and Inns of Court were shared by intending clergy, teachers, medics and lawyers who came from rather more humble backgrounds.
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