Graham Hammill

“Miracles and Plagues: Plague Discourse as Political Thought”

This lecture proposes that plague discourse in early modern England served as a means by which to explore contradictions in the constitution, configuration, and preservation of the body politic.  In that way, the plague was the practical side of the miracle, the figure by which early modern political philosophers theorized and debated the interrelations between the mystical authority of the sovereign and the emergence of new forms of life.  While plague legislation offered a paradigm of community based on exceptionality and immunization, local responses to the plague by writers like Thomas Dekker, Henoch Clapham, and George Wither experimented with neighborly and democratic forms of sociality.  After discussing these writers in the context of contemporary thought on biopower, this lecture turns to Michael Drayton’s Moses, His Birth and Miracles as a test-case: initially published in 1604, Drayton’s poem uses the nexus of plague and miracle to commemorate key events in Queen Elizabeth’s reign; republished and strongly recontextualized in 1630, the poem refigures that nexus to explore limited constitutionalism and some possible biopolitical effects.

