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“A Whoredom Unmasked” in John 
Williams’s Warnings to the Unclean

Justin Grant

In 1693, Martin Smith and his wife, Sarah, moved from New Jersey 
to Deerfield, Massachusetts (Boltwood and Judd 269). Cotton 
Mather speculates that they moved to Deerfield because Sarah was 
involved in an adulterous scandal (Magnalia Christi Americana 48). 
Several months after their relocation, however, Martin was captured 
by Native Americans and sent to New France, now Canada. He 
wasn’t released until June of 1698. In her husband’s absence, Sarah 
faced a tumultuous existence in Deerfield. For example, on August 
4, 1694, she entered a complaint to the authorities against John Evans 
for “attempting to force an unclean act upon her,” suggesting rape 
(Sheldon 263). Even though two soldiers reportedly witnessed the 
act, documenting the exact location of the crime, no legal actions 
were taken against Evans and the charges were dropped.

Nearly four years later, on January 11, 1698, Smith gave birth to 
an illegitimate child, and then asphyxiated the infant to death. 
Cotton Mather horrifyingly recounts the incident: “She did with 
much Obstinacy deny and conceal her being with Child: And 
when the Child was born, she somother’d it: But the Neighbours 
found it out immediately” (Magnalia Christi Americana 48). Smith 
was subsequently arrested and held at the jail in Springfield while 
awaiting her trial, which took place several months later when her 
husband could be present. Three judges from the Superior Court of 
Boston, Wait Winthrop, Elisha Cooke, and Samuel Sewall presided 
over the scandalous trial. Moreover, the judges were accompanied 
by a battalion of twenty six soldiers because of fear of Native 
American attacks during their journey to Springfield.

Smith’s subsequent trial proceedings revealed the grave seriousness 
Puritans placed on infanticide cases. At the hearing, the allegations 
against Smith were read aloud to her by the foreman, John Holyoke. 
He stated:

On Tuesday the eleventh day of January…betwixt the hours 
of one and five a clock afternoon…in the dwelling house of 
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Daniel Wells…by the providence of God one female bastard 
child did bring forth alive being led by the instigation of the 
devil, between the hours of one and seven a clock afternoon 
of the same day, withholding her natural affection, neglected 
and refused all necessary help to preserve the life of said 
child, and with intent to conceal her Lewdness the said child 
did strangle and smother. (Sheldon 263-64) 

Smith entered a plea of not guilty to the charges. However, a 
jury of twelve men brought in a verdict of guilty, and Justice 
Winthrop sentenced her “to be hanged by the neck till she was 
dead” (Sheldon 264). Before Smith ascended the scaffold for public 
hanging on August 25th, John Williams of Deerfield preached to 
his congregation the dangers of sexual promiscuity in his execution 
sermon titled Warnings to the Unclean.

Tellingly, in Williams’s sermon, Smith is on trial for whoredom, 
not infanticide. Williams anxiously proclaims that there are “so 
many instances of these horrid and unnatural sins of Murder and 
Uncleanness; but especially of this latter, that there is ground to 
fear” (4). It is important to note that in the space of Williams’s 
sermon, “Murder” refers to infanticide and “Uncleanness” refers 
to whoredom. Williams suggests that “Uncleanness” is more 
widespread, contagious and damaging than homicide. Most 
intriguingly, he sees “Murder” and “Uncleanness” as “unnatural 
sins,” suggesting a blurring comparison of abject horrors. Of most 
significance is the final word of Williams’s declaration—“fear.”

Current scholarship on Puritan infanticide trials tends to exclusively 
frame them as ‘about’ women and female ‘sexuality,’ which 
neglects how a concern about ‘whorish’ behavior was tied to men’s 
relations with God. As such, this article begins by investigating 
why the greater evil, whoredom, was a such a vitriolic sin in the 
Puritan consciousness. This is done in order to contextualize 
how Williams’s sermon unintentionally authorizes the creation 
of a ‘whorish imaginary,’ which I coin to mean both physical 
and spiritual adultery against proscribed relations with God and 
family. Important to note, ‘whoredom’ as linked to ‘prostitution’ is 
distinguished here as giving oneself over to any force that inverts 
spiritual and social hierarchy. I will argue that Sarah Smith’s resistant 
and ‘unclean’ body functions as a disruptive potential to both the 
public execution ritual and the sermon’s disciplinary mechanism 
for control, and inculcates a terrain of sexual possibility outside of 
the ‘city upon a hill’ for spectators. Williams creates a genealogy 
of whoredom that extends beyond its premise of castigating abject 
maternal bodies, and interrogates the limits of gendered and sexual 
borders.
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Both infanticide and whoredom were sins invested with complex 
meanings in Puritan culture. Writing on the Puritan execution 
sermon in Executing Race: Early American Women’s Narratives of Race, 
Society, and the Law, Sharon M. Harris observes that “whoredom or 
promiscuity was…the central theme of all infanticide sermons in 
the early decades of the eighteenth century” (32-33). She explains 
that infanticide narratives became an outlet for ministers to regulate 
women’s social and moral positions, and focusing on ‘sexuality’ 
became a way for doing so (26). This was especially pressing because 
by 1700 cases of premarital pregnancy were rising exponentially in 
the colonies (Schorb 295). This phenomenon prompted legal officials 
to revise a 1623 English concealment stature that made “concealing 
the death of a bastard” a capital offense (Harris 34). Harris contends 
that women’s “concealment” of the conception, birth, and death of 
an infant became a way for ministers to link infanticide to gender 
and to control unbound and dissolute bodies. She argues that 
infanticide trials revealed the degree to which women were posited 
as “natural…receptacles of immorality [that] concealed sin and…
undermined public custom,” which she reads alongside ideology 
produced from the Salem witchcraft proceedings (35).

Harris’s subsequent analysis of the witchcraft trials and 
faulty accusations provides a useful contextualized history 
for understanding the stigmatized position of women in late 
seventeenth century Puritan culture. “In both witchcraft trial 
narratives and infanticide narratives,” writes Harris, “gender…
ideologies were implicated in the constructions of ‘evidence’ and 
guilt” (28). She illustrates that individuals accused of witchcraft in 
Salem, most prominently servants and widows, bear a significant 
resemblance to those accused of infanticide in the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries. Servants and widowed women in 
Puritan hierarchy were always already suspect of “Uncleanness,” 
“Sabbath Pollutions,” and “Sinful thoughts, words, and actions” 
and the like, to borrow the language of Williams (28). Thus, in 
Harris’s formulation, Williams’s sermon, published in 1699, serves 
as an early artifact or example of this claim.

While Harris provides foundational claims about the historical 
circumstances surrounding the whorish thematic in execution 
sermons and the inscribed meanings of women’s bodies in the 
aftermath of the witchcraft trials, her arguments are limiting 
because she neglects to fully address the tangible role the infanticide 
played in these texts and how whoredom was not merely a physical 
act, but also a spiritual state. The whorish ‘thematic’ is in actuality 
part of the functional deployment of a ‘whorish imaginary’ 
in Williams’s sermon, which does not limit itself to mediating 
women’s bodily practices. In fact, Sarah Smith usefully stages not 
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simply female sexual misconduct, but—through a series of shifts 
and associations—a cautionary tale about men, male zeal, and male 
ministers’ faithfulness to their male congregants. Moreover, I will 
argue that bewitching ideology ‘enters’ Williams’s text in terms 
of metaphors of border crumbling—the language used in many 
witchcraft sermons—rather than following Harris’s claim about 
paranoid female monstrosity.

As previously mentioned, Smith’s infanticide is decidedly absent 
from Williams’s sermon. It is important to explain this silence in 
order to understand how the infant functions in the minister’s 
text. In Women Who Kill, Ann Jones explores the religious teachings 
surrounding infanticide in early America. Puritan theologians 
taught that when a woman murders her unbaptized infant, she 
also kills the babe’s soul. Thus, “the unbaptized have no place 
in heaven” according to Calvinist doctrine (Jones 77). Jones most 
poignantly observes that ministers often curtailed discussion of 
the infant’s damned fate during execution sermons—a resonant 
claim that holds valid in Williams’s text—but she provides no 
explanation for this silence. One possible explanation, as Martha 
Sexton argues in Being Good: Women’s Moral Values in Early America: 
“The murderous mother substituted an image of female power…
exercised at the expense of mankind and at its most vulnerable” 
(86). In other words, she suggests that Puritan ministers were 
preoccupied with retaining and validating patriarchal control that 
the deceased infant’s fate was deprioritized. In Sexton’s framework, 
the infanticide perpetrator represents an imminent threat to the 
masculinist order that must be vigorously cleansed.

While Jones and Sexton provide fruitful discussions of the spiritual 
and social dynamics of infanticide, their observations and arguments 
are shortsighted because their focus on ‘murderous mothers’ 
obscures the central thematic of ‘whorishness’ used to explain and to 
explore the wider social and theological threat of infanticide. Useful 
for shedding light on the absentee infant’s physical and spiritual 
death in the Puritan execution sermon, Thomas Foxcroft explains in 
Lessons of Caution to Young Sinners (1733), delivered on the occasion 
of Rebekah Chamblit’s execution for infanticide on September 23, 
1733: “Pride has tempted many a young Woman to destroy the fruit 
of her own Body, that she might avoid the Scandal of a spurious 
Child” (35). Here, Foxcroft suggests “Pride” is an inherent sin 
linked to the universal Puritan body, which thus causes a woman 
to “destroy the fruit of her own Body.” Perhaps most significant is 
the “scandal” Foxcroft refers to. The “scandal” is most distinctly 
unauthorized sex. Hence, the body of the deceased infant functions 
as a public marker, or ‘evidence,’ of a woman’s sexual degeneracy. 
The minister suggests a linear narrative to which a woman falls into 
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uncleanness. Excessive pride leads to whoredom, which is made 
public and tangibly felt by the dramatic presence of the infanticide. 
For Foxcroft, addressing a woman’s private, “spurious,” and illicit 
whorishness in the public space of the execution sermon is of vital 
significance for illustrating (sexual) sinful decay, and to police 
congregational bodies (supposedly) heeding his cautions.

Similarly, Williams’s Warnings to the Unclean operates on the same 
ideological premise of the infanticide representing the visual 
product of a woman’s spiritual spiral into whoredom. While 
Foxcroft believes pride leads a woman into whoredom, Williams 
asserts idleness and intoxication are the ‘true’ roots of the grievous 
sin. In either case, the infanticide is imagined as ‘evidence’ to a 
woman’s whorish decay. Williams writes: “Unclean persons are idle 
persons; there was abundance of Uncleanness in Sodom, and that 
because there was abundance of Idleness. Ezek. 16.49. Be aware of 
drinking away your precious time: Drunkenness ushers in Murder 
and Adultery: Drunkards are often Unclean” (36). Here, Williams 
suggests promiscuity is caused by indolence. For the minister, the 
body of the whorish perpetrator is imagined by its very excess, and 
articulated through a metaphor of bodily consumption. Too much 
free time leads to “unclean” thoughts and actions. ‘Naturally,’ this 
presupposes that an individual drinks too much alcohol, which 
leads to adultery, and finally to murder. Indeed, this logic provides 
the impetus for the deployment of the ‘whorish imaginary’ in 
Warnings to the Unclean. For Williams, even men have the potential 
to become sinful whores, which Harris, Sexton, and Jones all seem 
to gloss over and leave silent.

In Puritan theology, whoredom was not merely linked to carnal 
desires, but also to broader theological concepts. John Cotton 
explains: “For spirituall whoredom is not infinite in the act of it, but 
onely in respect of the object of it, to wit, in respect of the infinite 
God, against whom it is committed” (Narragansett Club 158). Here, 
Cotton articulates “spirituall whoredom” by emphasizing the word 
“respect” twice. He is calling attention to the “respect” or honor 
the Puritan convert should feel in their covenant with Christ. 
Cotton explains that any worldly “object,” be it carnal flesh to 
polluting thoughts, which prevents a convert from upholding their 
affection for Christ is a sin “committed”—“spiritual whoredom.” 
Complicating Sharon M. Harris’s claims discussed earlier and 
reflecting Cotton’s assertions, Cotton Mather observes: “Tis also 
remarkable that witchcraft is generally in scripture joined with 
spiritual whoredom, i.e. idolatry” (More Wonders 202). Or Michael 
Wigglesworth who reflects upon his nocturnal ejaculations in his 
diary: “When I look upon my vile ungrateful impenitent whorish 
heart I am ashamed to think that God should love or owne me…I 
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could even take vengeance of my cursed heart that is so deceitful 
and desperately wicked in impenitent departure from God” (47). 
Indeed, Puritans believed that the infinite love Christ shares with 
them must always be mutually reciprocated as the supreme object 
of worship for fear of the withdrawal of God’s graces.

Elizabeth Maddock Dillon’s recent literary scholarship on spiritual 
conversion is useful for imagining the implications infanticide had 
on the Puritan minister. Regardless of gender, Puritan converts were 
‘Brides of Christ’ in a marriage vow. Dillon explains: “The Bride 
of Christ image appears repeatedly in Puritan rhetoric, as does 
another cross-gendered image—that of ‘nursing fathers,’ usually 
used in reference to ministers who nourish the flock with their 
metaphorical milk” (130). So, if Williams, for instance, imagined 
himself as a ‘nursing father’ to the mouths of hungry congregants—
sucking spiritual nourishment out of his reverent breast—the 
troublesome potentials of infanticide are particularly alarming 
and significant. In his address to “The Reader,” Williams anxiously 
proclaims: “[Whoredom] is a sin against a man’s own body, it is 
a defiling of that which should be the temple of God; it is a Sin 
loathsome in itself, and makes those who are guilty of it, loathsome 
to God, and to man too, when it is discovered” (6). Here, Williams 
offers his reader a cross-gendered depiction of whoredom and 
its consequences. Of most significance is the minister’s emphasis 
on whoredom not only violating and disrupting the body of the 
perpetrator, but also other bodies as well, both real and spiritual. 
In this light, we can view Sarah Smith as simultaneously rejecting 
her ‘nursing father’s’ spiritual milk, and rejecting her maternal role 
as an actual nursing body to her infant. Smith is a physical and 
spiritual murder of holy sustenance that is imagined in Williams’s 
Warnings to the Unclean through a language of polluted excess, 
“defiling…the temple of God” and His people in multiple ways. 

These metaphors of ministerial nursing, metaphorical milk, and 
congregational sucking in Puritan theology signal an invitation for 
queer and gender perverse readings of Williams’s text. Williams 
would have been aware and immersed in this conversion rhetoric, 
and perhaps explains the unintentional whorish erotics of his text. 
As Thomas Shepard, Jr. explains in Eye-Salve (1672): “Though there 
be the murmuring and strife of the congregation in some times of 
temptation, [the minister] must remember he is a nursing father…
and [the congregant is] a nurse [that] must be gentle” (259). Here, the 
‘nursing father’s’ metaphorical nipple is imagined as sensitive to the 
congregational mouths’ feeding. Shepard cautions his congregants 
to be “gentle” when sucking, but the ‘nursing father’ upholds his 
duty even in discomfort. Moreover, John Cotton explains in The 
Bloody Tenent (1646): “When the kingdoms of the earth become 
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the kingdoms of the Lord (Revelation 11:15) it is not by making 
Christ a temporal king, but by making temporal kingdoms nursing 
fathers to his church” (204). Here, Cotton suggests that even at the 
rapture, spiritual milk will squirt and flow, putting out the fire of 
damnation at the Day of Judgment. Thus, these perverse images of 
cross-gendered maternalism could be read as ‘entering’ Williams’s 
sermon not only through his gender queer ‘whorish imaginary,’ but 
also through the language of pollution. Smith has let the spiritual 
milk spoil and coagulate in her rejection of the minister’s nipple. 

To date, most scholars, such as Kathleen Brown, have only addressed 
“metaphors about uncleanness” conjured in William’s sermon. 
According to Brown, most Puritan witnesses would have imagined 
Williams’s “uncleanness” metaphor in terms of “excrement and 
rotting corpses,” in which the infanticide narrative was considered 
a “crime of the flesh.” She argues that the condemned woman 
“brought together ideas about female sexuality, sin, the body, and 
death in ways that made the female body the standard for most 
kinds of bodily and social corruption” (87). Her conclusions fall 
in agreement with Sharon Harris’s examination of infanticide 
narratives discussed earlier in this article.  

An even more resonant and far-reaching argument is proposed by 
Teresa Toulouse. She has argued that William’s sermon imagines 
New England as a battlefield, warring against the wages of spiritual 
degradation. In The Captive’s Position: Female Narrative, Male Identity, 
and Royal Authority in Colonial New England, Toulouse examines the 
biblical “borders” Williams references in his text, and the ways 
in which “seduction” is imagined as an addictive and combatant 
force (156). Examining Williams’s sermon as resonating the ‘city 
upon a hill’ metaphor, to borrow a term from John Winthrop, she 
asserts: “As in the Smith sermon, bodily representations of the 
border between the inside and the outside of the individual female 
fornicator or non-fornicator intersect…with representations of an 
entire people as a border or frontier” (157). Toulouse further claims 
that Williams’s continual usage of boundary metaphors linked 
to the home suggest his own paranoia of ‘internal,’ personal and 
private pollutions. Toulouse’s arguments are incredibly useful for 
carving out a new interpretation of Williams’s sermon by viewing 
the ‘whorish imaginary’ as a form of border disruption. While 
both Brown and Toulouse implicitly and explicitly read and frame 
Williams’s sermon in terms of contamination metaphors—where 
the body of the female infanticide perpetuator signifies spiritual/
social/communal rotting—they fail to address Smith’s body as a site 
of resistance. Her body is sexually signifying beyond ‘corruption’ 
(morality), and thus does not merely serve as a victimized tool for 
communal regulation. 
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Throughout Williams’s sermon, Smith’s body is hauntingly 
uncontainable and chaotic. In his text, Smith’s body becomes 
counter-discursively transformed into an erotic taxonomy in the 
minds of spectators. This is illustrated by Williams’s discursive 
attempt to categorically harness her body. “Light…Attire…
impudent and immodest carriages, filthy communications, idleness, 
intemperance, by which the body is inflamed, and modesty 
banished; the command that forbids the acts of Uncleanness,” 
writes Williams on Smith’s ‘whoremongering’ body (7). Here, the 
body of Smith is marked in excess. Too many “immodest carriages” 
and “filthy communications,” for example, has led her body to 
become “inflamed” in “uncleanness.” In Williams’s formulation, 
her body is so swollen in sexual “pollution” that it is about to burst 
and is on the brink of fluid seepage. From Williams’s perspective, 
the macabre imagery he invokes functions to eliminate the deviant 
sexual body’s infection (and virility/toxicity). However, he 
counter-discursively reveals the sexually liberatory effects Smith’s 
body affords, from intoxicated passions to uninhibited desires. 
The spectators could be imagined as inebriated by this narrative, 
producing unyielding fantasies beyond the ‘border’ of communal 
regulation—a ‘wilderness’ of possibility outside the ‘city upon a 
hill.’

Most strikingly, the language of Smith’s bodily excess was not 
limited to Williams’s sermon. Midwife testimony during her trial 
also revealed similar language patterns. For example, Mary Lyes 
noted: “I heard that Sarah…was sick [and] I went to her and found 
her in such a state that I thought she was in travail and the child 
nere birth for her water was Broken.” Another midwife stated: 
“[Smith] began to sweat when she got up. She came to the fire…
[and I] saw by the sheete that which caused [me] to tell her that 
it could not be so unless a childe was borne” (qtd. in Henigman 
73). In both cases, the midwives articulate Smith’s birthing body 
as sickly, oozing, and shaking. Her body is imagined as pushing its 
borders, resisting by leaking and, as we shall later see, by sleeping. 

Smith’s case generated multiple religious writings, each of which 
explore the impact of her whoredom in discrete ways, showing 
profound concern over her simultaneous imperviousness and 
‘looseness.’ Cotton Mather’s Pillars of Salt (1699) takes up the Smith 
archive in this seminal work. In his text, Mather traces some of 
the most influential and pivotal criminal cases in the seventeenth 
century British North American colonies. The Smith section of 
Mather’s work was subsequently reprinted in Magnalia Christi 
Americana, printed in 1702. The dire attempt by Williams to harness 
and restrain Smith’s chaotic and resistant body is also vigorously 
pursued by Mather. Attempting to reconstruct her fall into sinful 
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decay, Mather explains: “Her despising the continual Counsels and 
Warnings of her godly Father-in-law laid the Foundation of her 
Destruction” (48). Indeed, Mather’s remarks resonate with Martha 
Sexton’s claims discussed earlier in this chapter. To reiterate, she 
explains that the infanticide perpetrator represents a symbolic and 
physical threat to patriarchal hierarchy.

While Williams places attentive focus on Smith’s whorishness, 
Mather is preoccupied with Smith’s illicit resistance to authority. 
Although Mather acknowledges and agrees with Williams that 
Smith’s fall into infanticide was caused by “Sins of Unchastity,” he 
obsessively discusses the fact that she fell asleep during Williams’s 
four hour execution sermon and made a feeble attempt at a public 
confession for her sins. He feels as though she isn’t repentant 
enough. Mather writes: 

She slept both at the Prayer and the Sermon, in the publick 
Assembly on the Day of her Execution: And seem’d the most 
unconcern’d of any in the Assembly; professing therewithal, 
That she could not but wonder her own Unconcernedness. 
At her Execution she said but little, only, That she desir’d to 
give Glory unto God, and to take Shame unto her self, and 
that she would warn all others to be aware of the Sins that 
had brought her unto this miserable end. (48)  

Of particular significance in Mather’s assertions is the repetitious 
and shape-shifting use of “unconcern.” There is a strand of biting 
irony and humor to the minister’s words. While at once the entire 
congregation is most “concerned” with Smith’s fate, Smith is the 
least “concerned”—or completely “unconcern’d”—which deeply 
“concerns” Mather. Reasoning further, Mather insists that she 
must “wonder [about] her own Unconcernedness” because there 
is so much to be “concerned” for, perpetuated (or perhaps even 
aggravated) by the fact that everyone else around her is incredibly 
“concerned” for her. 

According to Mather’s retelling of the Smith narrative, Williams’s 
execution sermon affects and disciplines the spectator’s 
consciousness, while Smith remains resistant and unmoved. 
Williams ironically cautions to Smith in his sermon: “And you 
are now enjoying your last Opportunity in God’s house; you that 
have idled, slept away, yea whored away…so many Sabbaths 
and Lectures, shall have no more” (53). Most humorously, Smith 
was probably asleep when Williams stated that she “slept away…
so many Lectures.” Nevertheless, the linkage between sleep and 
whorishness is striking because of Smith’s potential dreams that 
may enable her to resist the reality of the penal machine. Thus, the 
disciplinary function of Smith’s exposed and spectacular body on 
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the scaffold unsuccessfully manifests/reproduces power relations, 
and is thus rendered an incomplete exercise of authority. Her body 
and actions are a disruptive force for the ‘execution of justice’ to be 
enacted and carried through effectively, cleanly, smoothly, and most 
important, comprehensively. As Foucault eloquently argues: “From 
the judicial torture to the execution, the body [of the condemned] 
produce[s] and reproduce[s] the truth of the crime” (Discipline 
and Punish 47). Meaning, a public execution “justifie[s] justice” by 
inscribing the “truth” of the crime onto the body of the condemned 
(42). Moreover, Foucault artfully explains that this moment of 
“truth” is contingent upon the “scene of…[public] confession.” He 
explains: “Public [confession]…established the public execution as 
the moment of truth. These last moments, which the guilty [wo]man 
no longer has anything to lose, are won for the full light of truth” 
(Foucault 43). From Mather’s point of view, the divine revelation of 
spiritual (sexual) truth and the enactment of justice are regrettably 
incoherent during the ritualistic performance of Smith’s execution.

While Mather explains that Smith “said but little” during her 
public confession and repentance opportunity, he asserts “That she 
desir’d to give Glory unto God, and to take Shame unto her self, 
and that she would warn all others to be aware of the Sins that had 
brought her unto this miserable end” (Magnalia Christi Americana 
48). Here, there is an implicit feeling or sense of melancholia to 
Mather’s claims. Although he states that she briefly took a “sense of 
Shame unto her selfe,” that feeling doesn’t suggest an internalized, 
remorseful state of consciousness. Rather, “Shame” is counter-
discursively imposed or hailed upon the minister for ‘failing’ to 
reach, probe, and effectively punish Smith’s ‘whorish heart.’ Even 
more striking is the logistic reality that Mather wasn’t even present 
for Smith’s execution, and thus illustrates the widespread effects 
Smith’s resistance had on Puritan ministers in the New England 
area. As Jodi Schorb argues in “Hard-Hearted Women: Sentiment 
and the Scaffold,” “recalcitrant prisoners,” such as Smith, “were 
not well suited for the public [execution] ritual” because they 
“interrupted the necessary emotional transaction between 
spectator and spectacle” (294). Williams even concedes “rivers of 
tears should run down our eyes,” but they don’t (20). Indeed, a 
“lingering sense of failure” permeates Mather’s writing “prompted 
by the frustration that [Smith is] still concealing something,” which 
is even further intensified in Williams’s sermon (Schorb 296).

So, on the one hand, Smith’s physical body is duly punished by 
the gallows device. Yet, on the other, the ministerial apparatus 
implemented for spiritually cleansing Smith still renders her 
‘whorish heart’ unscrubbed and filthy. In his article “Lethal 
Theatre: Performance, Punishment, and the Death Penalty,” Dwight 
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Conquergood explores the participatory engagement the spectator 
and minister had on creating meaning from the “body and speech 
of the condemned.” He explains that during the execution sermon, 
ministers looked for “signals of divine grace” in the soul and body 
of the convict, and “when they recognized true penitence then they 
could interpretively reframe the hideous torture of a hanging [to the 
spectators] into a catalyst for salvation.” Moreover, Conquergood 
explains that ministers “endeavored… to turn the earthly scene 
of capital punishment into a stunning morality play” (469). He 
pinpoints the moment and feeling of the capital sinner’s shame 
and repentance as the dramatic precursor to the “final act”—the 
execution. Thus, the flat and dispassionate dénouement of Smith’s 
confession is an abrasive and resistant force to the theological and 
social practices and goals of the Puritan execution, and also serves 
as a stark contrast to her disruptive, open, and chaotic body. For 
Mather, he is unable to readily and fully articulate a combative 
response to Smith’s unaffected and impervious positionality. 
Mather leaves his reader with little solace, only observing that she 
is a woman of “lies” and is also “stupid” (Magnalia Christi Americana 
48).

Comparatively, Williams’s text is about Smith’s whoredom, while 
Mather’s text is about Smith’s hard-hearted obduracy, but both texts 
are variations of a Puritan spiritual crisis. Yet, in Williams’s sermon, 
the problem goes beyond Smith’s imperviousness—in many ways, 
Smith’s imperviousness may be read as a threat to the spiritually 
guarded border of the ‘city upon a hill’—a temporal Puritan locale 
first textually conceived by John Winthrop in A Modell of Christian 
Charity (1630). A location where “the eies of all people are uppon 
us,” writes Winthrop. Moreover, he warns: “If wee shall deale 
falsely with our God in this worke wee haue undertaken…wee shall 
be made a story and a by-word throughout the world” (Winthrop 
47). Here, Winthrop suggests the always imminent global mockery 
that will ensue if Puritan bodies are not kept ‘clean’ and spiritually 
devoted in their covenant with God. Echoing Winthrop, Williams 
explains: “We live in such an Age of the World, wherein the Light 
of the Gospel shines with greater cleanness…then it ever did since 
the first revelation of it” (4). Here, Williams takes up Winthrop’s 
pervasive ‘city upon a hill’ by invoking imagery of light. This is 
done not only to illustrate that the ‘city upon a hill’ is a place of 
observation by people “throughout the world,” but also a place 
that is now “cleaner” than it once was. Williams’s statements could 
be read as a response to Winthrop’s first revelation of the ‘city upon 
a hill.’ For Williams, Puritans inhabit a space that is now “cleaner” 
because of the great turmoil the elect have been forced to endure 
and combat. No longer is the ‘city upon a hill’ a site of relative 
isolation for the world to see. Rather, it is a space that is continually 
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under attack by those outside, worldly forces.

This interpretation certainly gains credence given the turbulent 
warring climate of the 1690s when Smith was tried and executed 
for infanticide, which I am positioning as both a threat to the ‘clean’ 
‘city upon a hill’ as well as its anxious borders. For example, King 
William’s War broke out in 1689 and didn’t end until 1697. This 
was one of the earliest markers of the French and Indian Wars, 
which was a dispute between the French and English over control 
of the colonies. Battles sparked between the French and Iroquois 
in Western New York and between the English and French on the 
Hudson Bay. These attacks by New France were instrumental in the 
British militarization of the colonies (Earnes 15).

Bloodshed was not merely isolated to New York. In Deerfield, 
Massachusetts—where Williams and Smith resided—disputes 
between the English and French over control of the Connecticut 
Valley waged violently. The town was located in a shallow and 
exposed valley often traveled by the Algonquin and Iroquois tribes. 
Outside of Deerfield, there was nothing but wilderness for forty 
miles to the east and west. During Queen Anne’s War, Deerfield 
turned into an armed camp in fear of French and Native American 
invasions. And by February of 1704—just five years after Williams 
preached Warnings to the Unclean—one hundred and forty two 
Mohawks and Abenakis, followed by two hundred French troops, 
attacked Deerfield and killed fifty six English settlers and over one 
hundred others were taken captive. This event became known as 
the Deerfield Massacre (Haefeli and Sweeney 272-73). Moreover, 
Williams’s daughter Eunice was one of those taken captive. 
Although Eunice was eventually released, she chose not to return 
to Deerfield and instead decided to marry a Native American and 
stay with him and his French-Indian tribe. She can be thought of 
as an ultimate border crosser and rupturer of the ‘city upon a hill.’

Indeed, as Teresa Toulouse has previously argued, the historical 
context from which Williams is writing offers a useful way of 
understanding his text in terms of borders. Not only does his 
sermon, according to Toulouse, define a “spiritual border” between 
“punishable and nonpunishable sexual behaviors”—and, invoking 
Kathleen Brown’s scholarship, unclean versus clean bodies—the 
sermon also implicitly defines a very real “physical border” between 
warring bodies (Toulouse 156). For Williams, the ‘city upon a hill’—
once a calm and benevolent locale in Winthrop’s time—has become 
transformed into a warring ground that must be ardently defended. 
This rigid binary, I argue, is exactly under siege by the crime of 
whoredom, particularly as whoredom is imagined and put into 
discourse in Williams’s sermon on Sarah Smith. Williams creates 
a culture genealogy of whoredom that posits everyone—women 
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and men—as potential spiritual and physical whores in this zone 
of conflict.

In addition to understanding Williams’s imagination of the ‘city 
upon a hill’ as a site of warring bodies, we can also examine the 
resonant ideology from the witchcraft trials as operating in a 
similar fashion in his text. Williams states: “There were Sodomites 
in the Land. However that be, it’s certain the Prophets reckon up 
the sins of Whoredom and Adultery among the black Catalogue of 
their abominations, and the causes of their calamities” (4). Williams 
goes on to argue: “God finds stubbornness & rebellion which are 
as that Sin of Witchcraft, where Sinners can see only human frailty 
and sins of Infirmity” (42). Here, Williams places “Whoredom and 
Adultery” over “Sodomy” as the “black Catalogue” of grievous 
sexual “abominations” that are to be feared. Moreover, he posits 
“whoredom and adultery” as the major causes of Sodom and 
Gomorrah’s fall into “calamity”—an ultimate disruption of the 
natural order. His invocation of a “black catalogue” and “Sin of 
Witchcraft” points to the ever resonate historical moment of the 
Salem trials and the language of “broken…walls” (Mather, Wonders 
80). In The Wonders of an Invisible World (1693), Cotton Mather writes: 
“The Walls of the whole World are broken down! The usual Walls of 
defense about mankind have such a Gap made in them, that the very 
Devils are broken in upon us, to seduce…[and] torment” (80). The 
language of witchcraft is a language of borders, and comes at a very 
distinct cultural moment when the cohesive Puritan worldview is 
weakening because of increased religious diversity and turbulent 
land wars in the colonies. More specifically, witchcraft is a language 
of border stanchioning to prevent collapse and suffocation. From 
Mather’s perspective, “the walls” of “defense” are now gradually 
opening or decaying, producing “such a Gap made in them.” Those 
diabolical “Devils” seek to terrorize—“to seduce…[and] torment.” 
The “stubbornness & rebellion” of Smith’s whorish “infirmity” 
has caused “humans” to see the “frailty” of the polluted spiritual 
borders. 

To be a whorish body, then, is to pollute both spiritually and 
physically valuable ‘Brides of Christ’ who also need to be ‘Soldiers 
of Christ’ to keep the ‘city upon a hill’ from crumbling. Thus, 
for Williams, the language of a witch’s ‘whorish’ attempts and 
conquests to seduce other cleans bodies to the works of the Devil—a 
figure propagated in Puritan sermons as a warmonger against the 
‘city upon a hill’—can easily be translated to cases like Smith’s. 
Not only does she pollute clean bodies with her seductive powers, 
spiritually murdering strong ‘Brides/Soldiers of Christ,’ but she 
also physically murders another potential ‘Bride and Soldier of 
Christ’—her bastard child.
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In the midst of attempting to harness Smith’s chaotic body, Williams 
provides his reader with a genealogy of whoredom to better 
explain why these metaphorical walls are crumbling. Or, invoking 
the language used by Cotton Mather to describe Mary Martin’s 
1646 infanticide conviction, Williams sets out to provide his reader 
with “a whoredom unmasked” (America Begins 118). Starting out by 
solely addressing Smith, Williams argues: 

For the person Executed for these sins, she is an awful 
instance of the…hardening and stupefying power of 
this brutish Sin of Uncleanness, her love to, & frequent 
practices of it, having occasioned her…many convictions & 
contracted a fearful stupidity and foolishness upon her, near 
the approaches of death. (6)

Here, Williams first explains that Smith is victim to the “awful 
instance…of this brutish Sin of Uncleanness,” which causes her to 
become a “hard” hearted woman unable to escape the “stupefying 
power” of sexual vice. Then, a momentous textual shift occurs when 
Williams explains “her love to, & frequent practice” of whoredom. 
He infers the pleasure she takes in the rejection of monogamous 
domesticity, which is both physical, spiritual, and revolves in a 
continuous cycle of pleasure seeking and satisfaction. In “Against 
Monogamy,” Leo Bersani argues infidelity is the “antisocial drive 
toward sexual pleasure.” Bersani is explaining that social formations 
only permit pleasure from sex when monogamy is present and 
reproduction is its useful purpose (93). 

Thus, Smith’s “social drive” toward “pleasure” is at once radical, 
but also clarifies why Williams invokes so many pollution and 
contagion metaphors in his sermon. If too many bodies mingle and 
engage in promiscuous relations against God and family, pleasure 
would become the imperative above marital and relational purpose. 
In the Puritan context, pleasure moves beyond sex. Moreover, this 
is why Williams quickly ends his remarks by chastising Smith as 
“stupid” and “foolish”—a body soon to be “dead.” Smith will no 
longer be able to pursue the “pleasure drive,” and Williams makes 
every effort to quarantine spectator bodies that may engage with 
her “other” desires. As Michael Bronski argues in The Pleasure 
Principle: “pleasure by ‘the other’ is, by its nature, ‘displaced.’” 
He explains that this “displacement” infers “pleasure resides 
elsewhere,” and “the other [thereby] becomes the forbidden—that 
which is not safe—and as such its potential for pleasure becomes 
greater” (46). So, on the one hand, Williams duly castigates Smith’s 
“forbidden” pleasure, and illustrates to the spectators the dangers 
of such lascivious behavior. On the other hand, however, Smith’s 
body could be read as occupying that space of “elsewhere” on the 
scaffold.
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While Smith’s soon-to-be punished body reveals a temporal 
moment on the ‘brink of life and death,’ the spectators could be read 
as engaging with her illicit whoredom—physical and spiritual—as 
an “other pleasure” that is simultaneously “forbidden” and “not 
safe.” Thus, it is precisely in Williams’s castigation and punishment 
of Smith’s whoredom that incites spectators to desire her “other 
pleasure,” making its appeal exponentially “greater” than if she 
wasn’t disciplined. The spectator could be imagined as struggling 
to locate Smith’s arrival into illicit whoredom, which, following 
Bronski’s claims, is “by its nature, ‘displaced.’” In a sermon 
suffused with images of crumbling borders, one could locate 
that “displacement” as a site beyond the walls of the ‘city upon 
a hill,’ and outside the minister’s control for spiritual and social 
monogamy to God and family. 

For Williams, Smith’s sins consequently become subordinate to 
his fearful recognition of whoredom’s subsuming and polluting 
power in New England. He elucidates: “A whore is a deep ditch, 
and a narrow pit, the abhorred of the Lord shall fall therein” (7). 
Moreover, Williams goes on to argue: “Uncleanness is an aggravated 
iniquity, filling up the measure of other sins” (15). Here, Williams 
detaches whoredom’s association from gender (it is not confined to 
women) and even the physical body, and instead moves it closer 
to explain a state of temporal, geographic consciousness, pervaded 
by fullness and filth metaphors. While Williams’s definition of “a 
whore” may have provoked a sense of erotic longing in the minds 
of spectators—especially the penetrative and vaginal language 
of a “deep ditch” and “narrow pit”—the minister also illustrates 
whoredom’s spiritual control for “filling up the measure of other 
sins,” where even the Lord’s followers have the potential to “fall 
therein.” 

Thus, Williams illustrates the disruptive potentials of the ‘whorish 
imaginary’ to not only pollute and defile clean and monogamous 
bodies, but also to desecrate the spiritual minds of those inside 
the ‘city upon a hill.’ As Michael Wigglesworth scolds in “God’s 
Controversy with New England” (1662): “This O New-England hast 
thou got / By [polluting] excess…Thus must thy worldlyness be 
whipt” (English Literatures 574-75). For Williams, carnal pollutions 
and unclean thoughts have swollen the Puritan social body to such 
toxic excess that a whorish perpetrator can no longer be merely 
“whipt” for his or her “worldly” sin. A whore’s sin becomes a 
state of spiritual and social consciousness that is collectively 
shared among all members that comprise the Puritan social body, 
regardless of gender. The transmission, infection, and incubation 
of whoredom’s disease are symptomatic of the larger borderland 
decomposition that Williams details in his sermon. If, according to 
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Williams, parents are now bringing up their “children and Families 
in Idleness, which doth occasion the abounding of sin, even this sin 
of Uncleanness,” whoredom detaches itself from sinful decay and 
moves closer, ironically, to a ‘way of life’ (19).

So while Williams began the sermon with a straightforward attack 
on the sexual promiscuity that led Smith to conceal and murder her 
child, he ultimately builds a sermon that uses Smith’s body to stand 
in for the larger battle of spiritual and social disintegration, framed 
around both real and imagined warring bodies. Moreover, by 
positing whoredom’s effusive power to seduce all bodies, Williams 
may ironically authorize the ‘whorish imaginary’ of his spectators, 
fueling their minds with images of illicit bodies, shaken borders, 
and falling into deep, dark ditches. The border of the ‘city upon a 
hill’ has been breached when Smith is executed, and minds, such 
as Michael Wigglesworth, are imagined pursuing “the whorish 
outgoings of [the] heart,” which are “after other things” (Diary 17). 
Smith’s “whorishness” helps us view these “other things,” which 
are dark spaces of fear and desire that coagulate around the body 
on the scaffold.
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