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Paradigm Changes in Historiography and the

Debate of Atheism in the 16™ Century

XU Hao
(Department of History, Renmin University of China. Beijing 100872)

Abstract: Atheism in the 16™ century gained a long-time attention of historians, but the viewpoints
of scholars in different periods are poles apart. In this article, the idea that there is a close relation-
ship between western paradigm change in historiography in the 20™ century and the debate of athe-
ism in the 16™ century is put forward. Since the 20™ century, social turn and cultural turn appeared
in western historiographical paradigms, which results inthe objects of historical research turning
from the elites to common groups and individuals in those common groups successively, and in the
research methods turning from looking for pioneers in history to finding out commons and differ-
ences with telescope and microscope. If scientific historiography describes Francois Rabelais as an
atheist with free thought and rational spirit, Lucien Febvre, one of the founders of the Annales
School, would consider the 16™ century is the age of faith and thus claim that Rabelais was a pious
Christian whereas postmodern historiography would confirm that atheist phenomenon existed here
and there in pre-modern western European countries by deconstructing the so-called collective men-
tality by Febvre through lots of cases of atheism in the Middle Ages and the 16" century.
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