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Abstract
This paper explores the role of religion in shaping moral concepts in Early Modern literature,
with a specific focus on the way religious ideals intersect with literary themes of virtue, sin,
and morality. Through the examination of key texts from the period, including works by authors
such as John Milton, Christopher Marlowe, and William Shakespeare, the study assesses how
religious belief systems influenced the moral frameworks presented in Early Modern English
literature. By analyzing themes such as divine justice, redemption, free will, and the
consequences of moral choices, this paper illustrates how religion both reinforced and
complicated moral discourses during the Early Modern era.
Introduction
The Early Modern period, spanning from the late 15th century to the early 18th century, was
marked by significant religious upheaval. The Protestant Reformation, the Catholic Counter-
Reformation, and the rise of individualism significantly altered the way people thought about
morality, virtue, and sin. Early Modern literature reflects these societal changes, often engaging
with religious themes to explore complex moral questions.
Religion, both as an institution and a personal belief system, played a pivotal role in shaping
the moral landscape of Early Modern England. In a period when religion governed nearly every
aspect of life, it is unsurprising that moral conflicts—frequently revolving around divine
justice, salvation, and the human soul—are prevalent in the era’s literature.
This paper aims to explore how religion influenced moral narratives in Early Modern texts. It
will focus on religiously-influenced themes of morality in plays, poetry, and prose and how
these works both reflect and critique the religious values of the time. By examining major
works from playwrights, poets, and novelists, the paper will highlight how the interplay
between religious doctrine and morality functions within Early Modern literature.
The Protestant Reformation and Its Impact on Morality
The Protestant Reformation, beginning in the early 16th century, led to profound changes in
the religious landscape of Europe. In England, the split from the Roman Catholic Church and
the establishment of the Church of England under Henry VIII had lasting effects on the
relationship between religion and morality. Protestant ideals emphasized personal piety and
individual responsibility for salvation, shifting the moral discourse from communal to personal.
Objective of the Study

e Analyze the Depiction of Religious Morality: Examine how different authors of the Early
Modern period, particularly Shakespeare and others, depicted religious beliefs and their
influence on character behavior, ethical dilemmas, and moral choices within their works.

e Investigate the Influence of Christian Doctrine: Investigate how Christian teachings, such
as mercy, forgiveness, justice, and salvation, were integrated into the moral constructs of
the period’s literature, and how these teachings influenced the characters’ decisions and
societal views.

e Assess Religious Conflicts and Tensions: Explore the tensions between different religious
perspectives—such as the Protestant and Catholic ideologies—and how these are reflected
in literature. This includes how these tensions might shape moral arguments within the
narrative.

e Examine the Role of Non-Christian Morality: Investigate the representation of non-
Christian characters and belief systems, particularly in works like The Merchant of Venice,
to understand the moral challenges posed by characters who did not adhere to mainstream
Christian doctrines, and how these portrayals reflect societal perceptions of religious
difference.
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e Assess the Impact of Religious Morality on Social and Legal Issues: Examine how the
religious and moral themes in Early Modern literature intersect with contemporary social
and legal issues, such as justice, punishment, and forgiveness, highlighting the interplay
between religion, morality, and law during this period.

The Catholic Counter-Reformation
In response to the Reformation, the Catholic Church initiated the Counter-Reformation to
reaffirm Catholic orthodoxy and suppress Protestantism. The Council of Trent (1545-1563)
sought to clarify Catholic teachings, including ideas about sin, redemption, and morality. The
Catholic focus on rituals, the sacraments, and the importance of the Church in moral life offered
a distinct counterpoint to Protestant individualism.
literature review,
Michel Foucault's (1978) The History of Sexuality, offers an essential exploration into the
relationship between power, knowledge, and sexuality, emphasizing how cultural institutions
shape and regulate individuals’ sexual identities. Foucault challenges traditional historical
narratives by suggesting that sexuality is not merely a biological or personal aspect but rather
a product of power dynamics within society. His work critiques the ways in which discourse
surrounding sexuality is often shaped by religious, political, and social forces, making it central
to any understanding of morality in early modern literature. Foucault’s exploration of how
sexual norms are constructed and controlled through institutional power provides valuable
insights into the role of religious and societal expectations in shaping moral frameworks during
the early modern period. This understanding, in turn, informs contemporary interpretations of
how early modern texts reflect and negotiate these power structures.
Bercovitch (2014), Early American literature is profoundly influenced by religious ideas,
particularly the Puritan legacy. The Puritan belief system, with its emphasis on personal
salvation and the moral responsibility of individuals, significantly shaped the moral narratives
within American literature. As Bercovitch argues, the early American literary canon is rife with
religious symbols, doctrines, and moral quandaries that reflect the deep influence of religion in
shaping American identity and values. In works like 7The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel
Hawthorne, the intersection of religious morality and personal sin provides a rich context for
exploring the complex relationship between the individual and the religious community,
highlighting how Early Modern moral frameworks continued to resonate across both the
Atlantic and into the New World.
Methodology
The methodology of this study on "The Role of Religion in Shaping Morality in Early Modern
Literature” aims to use a combination of qualitative literary analysis and historical
contextualization to examine the influence of religion on moral themes in key texts from the
Early Modern period, particularly focusing on works by William Shakespeare and other
influential writers of the time. The approach will integrate both textual analysis and historical
research to explore how religious values and moral dilemmas were portrayed in the literature
of the period.
1. Textual Analysis
The study will begin with an in-depth textual analysis of selected literary works from the Early
Modern period, focusing on key authors such as William Shakespeare (particularly works like
The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, and Measure for Measure), Christopher Marlowe, and John
Donne, among others. The analysis will focus on:

e Characterization: How religious figures or characters influenced by religion navigate
moral challenges in the works. This includes characters who adhere to Christian beliefs
and those who represent non-Christian or alternative belief systems.

o Religious and Moral Conflicts: Identification of moral dilemmas that arise from religious
teachings or the lack thereof. How characters in these texts wrestle with issues such as
mercy, justice, forgiveness, sin, and salvation.
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The Influence of Religion on Political and Social Structures

Religion also intersected with political power during the Early Modern period. Monarchs like
Henry VIII, Elizabeth 1, and James I used religion as a tool for governance, intertwining
political authority with religious legitimacy. These developments affected not only the morality
promoted by the monarchy but also the social and cultural norms that were presented in
literature.

The Influence of Divine Justice in King Lear and Hamlet

Shakespeare’s plays often engage with religious themes, particularly the idea of divine justice
and the moral consequences of actions. In King Lear, for instance, the suffering and eventual
redemption of the characters are deeply tied to Christian understandings of morality, where
characters are judged by divine forces for their sins. The tension between human agency and
divine justice is a central theme in the tragedy.

In Hamlet, the moral and spiritual struggles of the protagonist reflect the religious debates of
the time. Hamlet’s internal conflict over avenging his father’s death is framed within the
Christian concepts of sin, guilt, and the afterlife. His philosophical musings on the nature of
life and death are rooted in religious doctrines, especially the Christian belief in an eternal soul.
The Role of Religion in The Merchant of Venice

The Merchant of Venice also explores themes of mercy, justice, and forgiveness—concepts
central to both Christian and Jewish religious traditions. The play’s portrayal of Shylock, a
Jewish moneylender, presents a complex moral scenario where religion and morality are
entangled. The contrasting values of mercy, exemplified by Portia’s plea for Shylock to show
mercy, and justice, as represented by Shylock’s strict adherence to the bond, offer a window
into Early Modern moral debates on religion and ethics.

Paradise Lost and the Problem of Sin

John Milton’s Paradise Lost is one of the most profound theological works of Early Modern
literature. Milton’s epic poem presents a complex theology of the Fall, free will, and divine
justice. Through the narrative of Adam and Eve’s disobedience, Milton explores the tension
between God’s predestination and the human capacity for free will. In the context of Early
Modern religious debates, Milton’s portrayal of Adam and Eve’s choice to defy God resonates
with the period’s discussions on the nature of sin and morality.

The Role of Divine Providence in Paradise Lost

The issue of divine justice and providence is central to Milton’s work. The characters of Satan,
Adam, and Eve each grapple with the consequences of their moral choices, and the poem
ultimately emphasizes the importance of repentance and redemption within a Christian moral
framework. Milton’s treatment of free will emphasizes the idea that human beings are
responsible for their actions, and this responsibility is central to the moral teachings of the time.
The Tragic Consequences of Faustian Bargains

Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus presents a powerful critique of religious morality. The
character of Dr. Faustus, who makes a pact with the devil in exchange for worldly knowledge
and power, embodies the moral dangers of overreaching ambition and pride—sins that were
seen as particularly egregious in the Christian tradition. Faustus’s moral decline and ultimate
damnation serve as a cautionary tale about the consequences of defying divine order.

The Role of Redemption in Doctor Faustus

While Faustus is given multiple opportunities to repent and seek salvation, his refusal
underscores the tension between free will and divine grace. Marlowe’s play reflects the
religious anxieties of the time, particularly the Protestant fear of damnation and the Catholic
emphasis on the importance of repentance and confession. The moral lesson of Doctor Faustus
is clear: the pursuit of earthly power at the expense of one’s soul leads to eternal damnation.
The Influence of Religious Morality on Character Development

Across Early Modern literature, characters are frequently defined by their moral choices and
religious convictions. The tension between personal desires, religious teachings, and societal
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expectations creates complex characterizations. This chapter examines how authors of the
period used religious themes to shape characters’ identities and moral decisions. In plays like
Macbeth and Othello, characters struggle with internal conflicts about sin, guilt, and
redemption, often influenced by the religious frameworks of the time.
Religion as a Moral Compass in Early Modern Literature
Religion often functions as both a moral guide and a source of conflict in Early Modern
literature. While it serves as a moral compass for many characters, it can also be a source of
tension and moral ambiguity. The contradictions between religious teachings and human
desires reflect the complex relationship between religion and morality during this period.
Conclusion
The role of religion in shaping morality in Early Modern literature is multifaceted and
significant. Religion provided both a framework for moral judgment and a source of existential
conflict for characters in the period’s literary works. From Shakespeare’s tragic heroes to
Milton’s depiction of the Fall, the literature of the time reflects the profound influence of
religious belief on moral thinking.
This paper has examined how religious themes were used by Early Modern authors to explore
questions of sin, redemption, free will, and divine justice. Whether through the moral dilemmas
of characters in plays or the theological debates within epic poetry, religion played an
indispensable role in shaping the moral landscapes of Early Modern literature. In doing so, it
not only provided moral guidance but also raised profound questions about the nature of human
choice, divine intervention, and the consequences of sin.
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