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Preface

The idea for this book arose out of our shared interest in European religious
history, which had already led us to edit three volumes of essays. These were
mainly concerned with France and Britain and raised a number of historical
issues which we wished to explore on a broader canvas. We were also attracted
to, and have enjoyed, the process of joint authorship. This has often led to
questions about the mechanics of writing: whether one of us has had primary
responsibility for the authorship of a particular chapter or section. In practice,
it has been a genuinely collaborative effort, each sentence being a shared
endeavout.

The opportunity to write this volume stemmed from an invitation from
Dr Lester Crook of I.B.Tauris, and we are grateful to him and his staff for
seeing the book through to completion. A book such as this could only be
a collaborative effort, and the two of us have pooled our respective knowledge
and research into religious history. We are, though, grateful to those numerous
scholars who have written in such learned fashion and often so engagingly
about European Catholicism. The enterprise owes much to their findings. We
of course remain responsible for any errors of fact and of interpretation.

To have reflected the full weight of scholarship on which the book is
based would have turned the text into a briar of footnotes and have added
to a manuscript which is already long, We therefore made a conscious decision
to cite only direct quotations, excepting papal encyclicals which can easily be
found elsewhere, and to highlight those works which made an especial con-
tribution to our own understanding. The works in particular of Hubert Jedin,
John McManners, William Callahan, Owen Chadwick, Eamonn Duffy, Martin
Conway, Tom Buchanan, Maurice Larkin, Frances Lannon, John Cornwell,
René Rémond, Gérard Cholvy, Yves-Marie Hilaire, Hugh Mecleod, James
McMillan and Mary Vincent, to name but a few, have been great sources of
inspiration. As French specialists, the approaches we have adopted mirror
those pioneered by Gabriel Le Bras, Fernand Boulard and Jean Delumeau,
and continued by Ralph Gibson, among others, whose untimely death has
proved a great loss to the academic community.

We would like to thank particular colleagues from within the School of
History at the University of Reading. Brian Kemp saved us from our schoolboy
Latin when it came to deciphering the nuances of papal encyclicals. David
Laven provided numerous Italian and Austrian examples, both geographical
areas which are under-researched, and also read through some of the earlier
chapters. Michael Biddiss read the whole manuscript and saved us from a

vii
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number of silly errors, as well as acting as a stimulating and challenging
respondent to our ideas. Benjamin Arnold likewise went through the entire
manuscript and his encyclopaedic knowledge helped us to clarify many of the
links and themes running through the history of Catholicism in the medieval
and modern periods. From outside the School of History, Christopher Durston
of Saint Mary’s College, University of Surrey, proved immensely helpful with
textual advice together with interpretative suggestions. We were also assisted
by the expertise of Silvo Lennart, Brian Murphy, Tomasz Schramm and
Krzysztof Marchlewicz of the University of Poznan; the two latter scholars
provided several suggestions for reading in the case of Eastern Europe.
Finally, we should thank our long-suffering families who have patiently
borne the gestation of this volume and whose support has been unflagging.

Nicholas Atkin and
Frank Tallett
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Introduction

AS befits an institution whose name means literally ‘universal’, the Catholic
Church has exerted a formidable influence upon all aspects of European life
and endeavour from the Christianisation of the Roman Empire in the fourth
century onwards. Whether it has truly been ‘universal’ remains questionable.
It has always struggled against internal faction, apostasy, heresy and schism.
The separation of Rome and Constantinople produced a Roman Catholicism
which was soon at odds with the Orthodox version of Christianity subsisting
in the Byzantine Empire. The rise of Islam mounted a further challenge,
sweeping through former imperial possessions in Syria, North Africa and
Spain. The Great Schism of the fourteenth century, which saw two and at
one point three rival claimants to the see of Peter, augured a disintegration
of the Catholic world, as did the emergence of serious forms of late-medieval
heresy typified by the Cathars, Waldensians and Hussites. Notwithstanding
these trials, the notion evolved that the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries
witnessed the emergence of a ‘golden age of Christianity’ founded upon a
Christendom united in its Catholicism.

Whether the medieval world truly merited such plaudits must be seriously
open to doubt, particulatly after the work of scholars such as Jean Delumeau
and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, who emphasised the superficiality or non-
existence of a great deal of supposed Catholic belief and practice, particularly
at the popular level.! Less controversy surrounds the impact of the Protestant
Reformation of the sixteenth century which undeniably split Christian Europe.
Many, including Catholics, have since interpreted this event as the start of a
long period of retrenchment and decline, the first, and by no means the most
serious, of a series of shocks with which the Church has had to contend. As
the Catholic apologist Henri Daniel-Rops has remarked: ‘By ousting religious
authority in favour of individual judgement, the Reformers involuntarily
undermined the bases of faith and prepared the ground for irreligion.”? To the
Reformation may be added the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment,
the French Revolution, the emergence of industrial society, the scientific and
the intellectual discoveries of the late nineteenth century, the experiences and
aftermath of two world wars, the rise of political extremism and the seismic
cultural shifts of the 1960s. Fractured by these successive upheavals, the
Catholic Church in Europe can no longer be spoken of as all-embracing,
even if it ever had been.

It would, however, be a mistake to believe that in the modern period
Catholicism has become marginalised, irrelevant or redundant, and that there
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has been an irreversible and linear process towards secularisation. According
to the European Valnes Systems Study (EVSS) of 1982, 54 per cent of West
Europeans continued to profess allegiance to Catholicism. Although more
recent statistics suggest that there has been further slippage, religious belief
still gives shape, structure and a sense of purpose to the lives of millions of
people; the Church, especially under the pontificate of John Paul 11, does not
hesitate to pronounce on a whole range of issues, from nuclear disarmament
to matters of individual conscience, even if its message has not been popular,
or indeed heeded; and the international nature of the faith has lent it a status
largely unmatched by any other ideology. It could be plausibly argued that
Catholicism was significant in the collapse of Eastern-bloc communism, a
competing but materialistic ideology which had always prided itself on its
universality and innate appeal.

Because of its manifest influence, its enduring qualities and claims to
universality, there has been no shortage of historians, theologians and analysts
who have attempted to write on European Catholicism. The range of writing
displays a bewildeting vatiety of approaches and concerns.’ Some are works
of apology or polemic. Some are accounts of institutional structures, notably
the papacy and the great Vatican Councils of 1870 and 1962—65. Some place
Church—state relations at their heart. Some are concerned with the leading
personalities, whether they be popes, theologians, saints, or humble, albeit
exceptional, individuals, such as the Curé d’Ars. Some have attempted to
penetrate the life of the ‘ordinary Catholic’, either deploying a quantitative
approach which measures attendance at weekly mass, the take-up of vocations
and the number of confraternities, congregations and orders, or adopting a
qualitative analysis in order to uncover what Catholicism really meant as a
lived-out faith. Some have chosen instead to interrogate the faith from the
standpoint of its enemies, whether these were revolutionary dechristianisers,
anti-clerical peasants, positivist philosophers or atheist ideologues. Some have
tackled the impact of Catholicism on the non-European wotld. Some have
concentrated on key events in the life of the Church, most depressingly the
Vatican’s response to the Holocaust. Few are those who have attempted to
embrace all the many diverse characteristics contained within Huropean
Catholicism. When this has been attempted, it has usually, and understandably,
been undertaken as a team enterprise, an acknowledgement of the diversity,
complexity and eclecticism of the subject.

The present study may, then, be considered a rash endeavour, for it seeks
to provide a history of European Catholicism since the mid-eighteenth century
to the present in its multifarious guises. The rationale for so doing is that it
fills a gaping hole in the Anglophone scholarship. Older works, even including
the magisterial series edited by Hubert Jedin, by definition do not include the
late twentieth century, and several of these venerable texts privilege theology
and the institutional history of the Church at the expense of its membership.*
The aim of the present volume is to reincorporate the rank-and-file, to balance
coverage of institutional matters with politics and society, and to elucidate in
some measure the changing nature of the faith itself. This accounts for the
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long perspective adopted here, for it is only when the history of Catholicism
is surveyed from a high vantage point that the truly significant changes in
topography can be delineated and mapped. It is only with the historian’s
privileged gift of hindsight that the fortunes of the Church, whether priest,
prelate or people, can be discerned. Even then, it is probably too early to
judge the full impact of the monumental changes inaugurated by the Second
Vatican Council. After all, the after-effects of that other turning point in the
history of modern Catholicism, the Council of Trent (1545-63), did not fully
make themselves felt until the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

It is with the eighteenth century that this book commences as by that
stage a form of Catholicism, most appropriately labelled as Tridentine, had
evolved which set the tone for the Church’s interaction with the modern
world. The subsequent shape of the book adopts distinct episodes in the
narrative of Catholic life — revolution (1789—1815), restoration (1815—j50),
retuning (1815-1914), reaction (1914—45) and revision (1945—2002) — high-
lighting and blending themes which illustrate both continuity and change.
Among these topics may be cited the oscillating fortunes of the papacy, the
shift from a Europe of established churches to one of state neutrality in the
matter of religion, the lives of both regular and secular clergy, Catholic
relations with the political world, gender dichotomies within the faith, the
nature and extent of practice and belief, and the impact of local circumstances
upon a religion that made claims to universality. Of necessity, some areas are
privileged at the expense of others. There is less concern with theology as a
distinct discipline than with the ways in which it affected the operations of
the Church and its adherents. Restricted attention is also given to the relation-
ship between Catholicism and artistic endeavour, mainly because this demands
a particular expertise. The emphasis has also been on Europe, rather than its
involvement with the wider world, for instance the life of missionaries and
inter-faith dialogue. And within Europe, the authors have shunned that
emphasis upon France as the model for religious life which pervades so much
existing scholarship, a bias which naturally reflects the sheer scale of research
carried out on this one country, though some particular attention has been
given to the events of the revolution of 1789 since this was a watershed for
Catholicism not just in France but in Europe more generally. Attention has
also been paid to areas of Catholic life often overlooked in many histories
such as the fortunes of the Catholics of the Eastern Rite who acknowledge
the supremacy of Rome while retaining a distinctive liturgical identity.*

If there is any single overarching theme which dominates the particulars

* In many older histories, these Catholics are referred to as ‘Uniates’, a term that has
carried pejorative overtones ever since the Union of Brest-Litovsk of 1596 which brought
together the Ruthenian and Roman Catholic Churches. The more neutral expression
‘Catholics of the Eastern Rite’ is preferred here to refer to those former Greek Orthodox
Church members who were in communion with, and accepted the jurisdiction of Rome,
while continuing to enjoy a distinctive liturgy, ritual and canon law. Apart from the
Ruthenians, the most significant groups are the Copts, Maronites and Melchites, as well as
the Malabar Church of India.
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in this book it is the resilience of Catholicism — its ability to interact with a
society which has undergone changes far more profound, intense and rapid
than anything witnessed in the medieval and early modern periods. This might
offer some comfort to a religion which feels itself besieged at the present,
but so much of this loyalty and adaptability has emanated from the laity and
rank-and-file clergy as opposed to the hierarchy, or at least the Vatican. This
might seem to be a weighted conclusion, particulatly in the eyes of those
who believe that John Paul 1l has provided a much needed discipline and
sense of direction to the faith, but the authors have genuinely attempted
throughout to steer away from polemic and emotive engagement with the
issues. Neither is a Catholic, though whether this is a help or a hindrance is
for the reader to decide. Yet both remain sympathetic to the genuineness of
transcendental beliefs and would not seek to portray religion and religious
disputes mainly as the outcome of economic, cultural or political tensions,
nor to relegate religion to the second rank as a causal explanation. In this
way, we do not share what Ferenc Fehér has termed the ‘general ennui’ with
religion which characterises the writings of so many reared in an increasingly
secular and technological wotld.> However flawed, this then is an attempt to
write an up-to-date history of European Catholicism in its many guises, and
with its many strengths and failings.



CHAPTER ONE

Catholicism in Retrenchment:
the Eighteenth Century

TO seize hold of eighteenth-century Catholicism is no easy matter. It lies
uncomfortably between the heroic age of the Counter-Reformation with its
living saints, its overseas expansion, the flowering of baroque piety and the
rebuttal of the Protestant challenge, and the maelstrom of the revolutionary
attack upon religion which began in France during the 1790s but which was
exported to the rest of Europe on the bayonets of the French armies. In so
far as it attracts attention, it is usually considered as an aspect of the period
dominated by the Enlightenment, and consequently the religious identity of
eighteenth-century Catholicism has been rendered indistinct. That an identity
does exist should not be doubted. It is best understood as a continuation of
the Catholic/Counter-Reformation of the preceding two hundred years. In
particular, initiatives taken at the Council of Trent (1545—63) came fully to
fruition only after 1700, producing the best trained and professional clergy
that the Church had ever known. The religious life, as displayed by the
women’s orders especially, manifested an unprecedented variety, vigour and
commitment to social purpose. Arguably, the quality of lay religiosity had
never been higher.

Yet all was not well, and it is hard to resist the impression that Catholicism
was almost everywhere in retrenchment. Overseas, the Church’s missionary
activity made little new progress: it had been decisively rebutted in Japan in
the early seventeenth century and was in retreat in eighteenth-century China.
Within Europe itself, a high-water mark had been reached in the reconver-
sion of lands which had fallen to the Protestants. The elites in society had
apparently lost sympathy with a baroque faith that was going out of fashion.
Even the most pious states were nibbling away at the Church’s autonomy and
privileges. While the Church retained enormous wealth, it proved incapable
of moving reform beyond the vision of the Council of Trent. At the root
of much of this was a flawed papacy which failed to provide a coherent
sense of purpose. The Church thus struggled to meet the challenges of the
age, especially in the intellectual sphere. Yet if the ‘lethargical mystique of
popular conformity’, as John McManners has so elegantly termed it, lulled
the Church into a false sense of security, such conformity was none the less
the bedrock on which all else rested.!
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The Religious Geography of Europe

In 1448, Andreas Walperger, a Benedictine monk from Salzburg, painted a
map of the world. His concept of Hurope had less to do with physical
geography than with religion. Europe was Christendom, its cities coloured in
red to distinguish them from the surrounding unbelievers who inhabited much
of the rest of the earth. Crude though the depiction may have been, there
was a substantial truth behind Walperger’s portrayal of Europe as essentially
Christian and Catholic, despite the long-standing rift between Orthodox and
Latin Churches and the presence of pockets of Judaism and Islam. Yet, one
hundred years later, the fragile unity of Christendom had been shattered by
the effects of the Protestant Reformation. For some, Europe still remained
a synonym for Christendom, but Catholicism could no longer claim to be
universal, a paradox given the spread of its missionaries in the New World.
Although the tide of Protestantism would ebb and flow, pushed back in no
small measure by the success of the Catholic Reformation, by the ecarly
eighteenth century the religious contours of Europe had become delineated
and would endure until the present. Universality had given way to plurality.*

What, then, were the points of the religious compass around 1750? The
lodestone of Catholicism pointed southwards. An arc of Catholic territories
extended from the Iberian peninsula, where Spain was the Counter-Reforma-
tion state par excellence, with ‘more habits than men’, through France into the
Italian lands, reaching up to include seven of the nineteen Swiss cantons, the
Austrian Netherlands, elements of the Holy Roman Empire including Bavaria
to the south and the assorted Rhenish polities to the west, the patrimonial
possessions of the Habsburg rulers (Styria, Carinthia, Carniola, Tyrol, Silesia,
Moravia, Upper and Lower Austria and the kingdom of Bohemia), as well as
Croatia, Slavonia and Hungary, the home of a significant Calvinist minority
which enjoyed limited freedoms granted when Catholicism was made the state
religion in 1731, to end in Poland, the self-termed ‘Catholic bastion’, where
Protestant and Orthodox minorities rubbed shoulders with the Catholic
majority.

Protestantism had firmly established itself in northern and western Europe,
yet even here Catholicism retained substantial enclaves. Though there were
few Catholics to be found in the Scandinavian kingdoms, in the United
Provinces they constituted a significant minority, enjoying effective religious

* The terms ‘Catholic’ and ‘Counter-Reformation’ are both unsatisfactory in describing
early modern Catholicism. ‘Counter’ suggests that it was merely a reaction to the Protestant
threat whereas, in fact, its roots were more complex. The term ‘Catholic’ lends insufficient
weight to the way in which the Church did respond to the threat from Protestantism, and
implies that the Church was in greater need of reform in the sixteenth century than at any
previous time. This was simply not the case. Today, historians cannot satisfactorily agree
on an appropriate label, though the terms ‘Catholic Restoration’ and the more neutral
‘early modern Catholicism’ have been proposed. Rather than get bogged down with this
debate, this book has chosen to use the more traditional terms, acknowledging that they
carry an interpretative baggage of which the reader should be aware.
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toleration in spite of the existence of fitfully enforced punitive legislation.
There were around 200,000 Catholics in Holland in 1750, 20,000 of whom
were congregated in Amsterdam, though numbers were in decline as the
century closed. Likewise, substantial pockets of Catholics were to be found
in parts of the British Isles. In Ireland, they constituted the overwhelming
majority of the population. There were perhaps five Catholics for every
Protestant, despite the fact that over 4 million converted between 1703 and
1788 in order to avoid institutional discrimination. In Calvinist Scotland and
Anglican England, Catholicism retained the characteristics of what one author
has referred to as a ‘fortress faith’, largely built on the support of European
refugees and Irish immigrants.” There were approximately 80,000 communicant
Catholics in England in 1770. Middle- and lower-class Catholics tended to be
concentrated in the urban centres of the north; in the south, the faith was
based around the leadership of gentry houses. Wales was dominated by
‘Church and Chapel’, the Anglican and Nonconformist communities which
reflected deeper social cleavages. Still more complex was the situation in the
German territories. Not only were these lands the birthplace of Protestantism,
the decentralised nature of German statehood positively encouraged the
intermingling of religion and politics. Many rulers, both Catholic and Protes-
tant, used confessionalisation to promote local integrity and independence
from the empire’s hierarchy as well as a means to acquire ecclesiastical wealth
and enhance their social control. The eatly successes of the Reformation had
put virtually the whole of north Germany, Bohemia, the Palatinate, Wiirttem-
berg and a majority of the Imperial Cities in the hands of the Reformed
religion. Yet, as a result of a militant Counter-Reformation, allied with dynastic
princely interests, the Catholic Church regained much ground. Over fifty
princes converted to Catholicism after 1600, and by the mid-cighteenth century
an elaborate mosaic of religious affinities had given way to a clearer north—
south divide and a greater degree of internal homogeneity. Catholics in
northern Germany were chiefly confined to the western Rhineland (their
numbers in Cleves accounted for 6o per cent and in Lingen for 97 per cent)
and Silesia, which Prussia acquired in 1740.

Turning to eastern Burope, three distinct religious spheres can be discerned.
While Islam had retreated from the high-water mark of its conquests after
the siege of Vienna in 1683, it still retained control over Serbia, Greece,
Albania, Bulgaria and the Romanian provinces though the Habsburgs clung
on to Transylvania. Little effort was made to convert the indigenous popula-
tions who remained loyal to Greek Orthodoxy rather than to Rome, though
Islam did find an overwhelming number of converts in Bosnia and Albania,
for example. In the second sphere, the Russian territories, the population was
similatly Christian, but here the Russian, rather than the Greek Orthodox
Church, held sway. Given that Moscow perceived itself after the fall of
Constantinople in 1453 as the “Third Rome’, there was a profound mistrust
of Roman Catholics, most of whom were immigrants of German, Italian,
French or Polish extraction and whose numbers were tiny. When, in 1685, the
Jesuits opened a house in Moscow, it was shut down four years later by Peter
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the Great, although it was the Jesuits again who in the 1740s attempted to
reimport their faith. Far more numerous were the Catholics of the Fastern
Rite. In the eyes of Rome, these groups were important as they symbolised
the universality of Catholicism, and constituted a possible means of reuniting
East and West. In the eyes of the Tsars, they were objects of suspicion, and
were mercilessly persecuted, notably by Catherine the Great (1762—96) whose
reign cost them 8 million faithful in converts and emigrants. In the remaining
sphere, Poland-Lithuania, where over half the population was Catholic, it is
calculated that there were an additional 4 million or so Catholics of the Eastern
Rite, their numbers swollen by conversions from the Greek Orthodox faith,
the result of aggressive Catholic proselytising and the weak organisation of
Orthodoxy. Adding to the religious plurality of Poland were its 200—300,000
Dissidentes de Religione — the Lutherans, Calvinists and numerous sectaries —
mainly to be found in the west and in Polish Prussia, together with substantial
Jewish minorities who had sought refuge from persecution in western Europe,
always excepting the United Provinces. (As historians have observed, their
concentration in the east would lay the foundations of a later tragedy which
the Catholic Church would do little to prevent.) Under the three partitions
(1772, 1793, 1795), the Polish state was swallowed up by its neighbours, Russia,
Prussia and Austria, and the Catholic Church was significantly weakened,
although the faith would continue to unite a majority of Poles and provide
a sense of national identity.

If, by the eighteenth century, Catholic universalist pretensions no longer
accorded with reality, the Church had nevertheless recovered its poise after
the devastating blow of the Protestant Reformation. Geographically it had
entrenched itself firmly in the south of Europe, won back hinterlands in
northern and western territories and, through its link with the Eastern Rite
churches, retained a sizeable presence east of the Elbe, where we should not
of course forget Poland. Additionally, it had established successful missions
in the newly discovered overseas territories, most notably South America,
Africa, the Philippines and South-Hast Asia. Geographically reconstituted,
the Church in the eighteenth century nevertheless had to confront a further
dilemma: the burgeoning power of the state. What, then, of its relationships
with the ruling elites?

Established Churches and Erastianism

A full appreciation of Church—state relations in the eighteenth century requires
a recognition that contemporaries did not draw a clear distinction between
religion and politics. Temporal and spiritual authority overlapped. Rulers
occupied their thrones as a result of divine will. God’s judgment on heretics
and wrong-doers would operate in the here-and-now as well as in the hereafter,
and would not be restricted to individuals but would extend to the whole
community, thus potentially endangering the stability of the realm. Moreovet,
the presence of a dissident religious minority within the kingdom invited
outside intervention from co-religionaries. Citizenship, social order and religion
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thus went hand-in-hand. For these reasons, ‘established” churches had been
put in place by the eighteenth century, in both Protestant and Catholic Europe,
which reflected the symbiotic nature of Church—state relations. “Where would
we be if there were no state religion and submission to the Church?’ asked
the Empress Maria Theresa rhetorically. “Toleration and indifference are the
most certain means of destroying the accepted order.”

The existence of an established Church conferred mutual benefits to both
sides. First, the state protected the doctrinal exclusivity of Catholicism: for
example, only active members of the established Church were allowed to
participate in public affairs; it enjoyed a monopoly of public worship; actions
such as heresy and apostasy were criminal offences, as were elements of the
Christian code such as blasphemy and adultery; and attendance at mass was
compulsory, at least on certain dates of the year. Some German ordinances
even indicated that essential activities, such as feeding livestock, must be done
so as not to interfere with church services. Second, the state guaranteed the
Church its income, either by directly funding its ministers or, more usually,
by enforcing payment of the tithe, a nominal 10 per cent of agricultural
production. And, finally, the Church was accorded some representation in the
machinery of the state. Merely to take one instance, in the hereditary lands
of the Habsburgs churchmen sat of right in the local estates and abbots were
entitled to belong to the financial commissions of the Diets; and, overall, the
prelates comprised one-third of the civil bureaucracy.

The benefits to the Church from this arrangement were obvious; the
benefits to the state were no less significant. The Church preached submission
to the temporal authority, a significant role at a time when the pulpit remained
probably the most effective means of mass communication. In the later words
of Robert Browning:

Above, behold the archbishop’s most fatherly of rebukes,

And below with his crown and lion, some little new law of the duke’s.

Additionally, the collection of information and the dissemination of news
and princely propaganda fell in large part to churchmen who substituted for
the lack of a civil bureaucracy. It was said of eighteenth-century seminarists
that they were prepared not so much to administer the sacraments, as to
administer the provinces. And the Church was left to manage the charitable
and, above all, the educational work which would otherwise have fallen on an
under-manned, under-resourced and unwilling secular administration, or would
not have been performed at all. It was surely no coincidence that subversive
notions which undermined the established political and social order flourished
best in those regions where the clerical grip on education was weakened.

While Church and state may have been ‘joined at the hip’, the trend in the
eighteenth century was undoubtedly towards greater state tutelage of the
Church, a process known as Erastianism. The term derived from the Swiss
theologian Thomas Erastus (1524—83) who argued that civil authorities ought
to exercise jurisdiction in ecclesiatical matters. The motor for this development
was two-fold. On the one hand, princes were eager to curtail papal influence
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in their dominions, a strategy in which they generally had the backing of their
clergy, though at the same time rulers were not averse to invoking papal
authority as a means of disciplining the local Church when it suited their
purposes. On the other hand, princes steadily encroached upon the autonomy
of native Churches in respect of appointments, control of wealth and the
extent of clerical jurisdiction. Yet if the state was gaining the ascendancy
over the Church, the balance of power was not everywhere the same. As we
shall see, at one end of the specttum stood the Iberian peninsula, where the
state had always enjoyed superiority. In the disparate patrimonies of the
Habsburgs, the rulers had more ground to make up, but achieved considerable
progress by the 1780s. The picture was more chequered in respect of the
German and Italian lands, yet here too secular authority made substantial
inroads. France, Switzerland and Poland were at opposite ends of the spectrum
to the Iberian peninsula in that the Church retained appreciable independence,
though for very different reasons.*

Within Spain, the Bourbon rulers who inherited the throne in 1700 were
no less concerned than their Habsburg predecessors to maintain the symbiotic
relationship between Church and state, but went further in freeing themselves
from papal authority. In 1709, Bishop Francisco de Solis suggested that the
king was ‘obliged to protect his kingdom and churches from the slavery of
the Roman Curia’.® To this end, a series of concordats (1717, 1732 and 1753)
was forced upon an unwilling papacy, giving the Spanish crown the right of
appointment to around 12,000 benefices and leaving the Holy See control of
a mere fifty-two. Charles III (1759—88) further prohibited the proclamation
of papal bulls without royal assent. He curbed the autonomy of the In-
quisition, something not too difficult to achieve since it had been initially
established as a royal council, although it did enjoy a brief renaissance when
it was needed to guard against the contamination of the French Revolution.
Additionally, the religious orders were subject to increasing royal scrutiny; the
Jesuits and the Hospital Order of San Antonio were expelled, for example,
and explicitly Spanish congregations were set up, enabling the crown to meddle
more directly. The readiness of the reforming ministers of Charles III to
intervene in the running of the Church stemmed partly from the fact that the
clergy were viewed as royal bureaucrats with a role in the modernisation of
the state; they were ‘the philosopher’s stone which will enrich towns and
villages and make them happy’.® The financial pressures of continuous war
between 1793 and 1812 led to further state controls, notably an appropriation
of Church wealth which had disastrous consequences for the charitable work
hitherto performed by the orders. The paradox was that the monarchy sought
to fortify itself as a Catholic power at a time when Spain’s international
standing was on the wane.

The relative ease with which the crown asserted its authority over both
Church and papacy during the eighteenth century owed much to the singular
facts of Spanish history. With the conclusion of the reconquista which eventu-
ated in the fall of the Moorish kingdom of Granada in 1492, the Spanish
crown had established itself as the foremost defender of the Catholic cause.
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Subsequently the crown took the initiative in expelling Moors, Jews and
Protestants from the Iberian peninsula; Spanish armies spearheaded the
Counter-Reformation within Europe; and, overseas, the conguistadores carried
Catholicism into the New World. Both Church and papacy grudgingly
acquiesced in the extension of temporal authority which royal leadership of
the Catholic cause entailed, thankful for the triumphs which it produced.
Paradoxically, the growth of royal authority over clerical affairs was further
facilitated by the clerical Inquisition, established during the reconguista to
safeguard Spain’s religious and, above all, racial purity. Its writ theoretically
ran everywhere although it was most effective within Castile. It contributed
importantly to ensuring that an Hispanic-style Catholicism was central to a
burgeoning sense of Spanish self-awareness.

Similarly, in neighbouring Portugal, which re-established a native dynasty
in 1640, the balance between throne and altar had always been tilted in favour
of the former, thus facilitating an extension of royal authority in the eighteenth
century. Under John V (1706—50), the crown purchased from the papacy the
right to create various ecclesiastical offices, which included transforming the
court chapel into a patriarchate whose holder was always a cardinal and a
member of the royal family; and, in 1740, the monarchy assumed the patronage
of all dioceses and abbeys. The Marquis de Pombal, the energetic First Minister
of the feckless Joseph I (1750—77), further asserted royal authority over the
Church after 1751, reducing the Church’s immunity from taxation, suppressing
the Jesuits and sequestering their lands in 1759, as well as temporarily severing
the link between the Portuguese bishops and Rome. He also took closer
control of the Inquisition which had been fundamental to maintaining Portu-
gal’s religious purity. From its initial campaign against the Jews (85 per cent
of its victims between 1540 and 1732 were Jewish), in the eighteenth century
it turned to the indoctrination of the masses, now assisted by diocesan
visitations whereby bishops and their delegates kept a close watch on local
behaviour. As in Spain, Catholicism helped to forge a sense of national self-
awareness.

If, in Spain and Portugal, the state had always been the dominant partner,
the same could not be said of the Austrian lands, at least at the start of the
eighteenth century. There were hesitant initiatives under Leopold I (1657—
1705) to restrict papal authority, notably in the special case of Hungary in
1701, where the crown claimed rights of ‘apostolic kingship’, but it was, above
all, under Maria Theresa (1740—80) and her son, Joseph II (co-regent 1768—
80, sole ruler 1780—90) that the state gained the upper hand. The Empress
concluded concordats with the Pope in respect of Naples and Sardinia in
1741, and unilaterally abrogated papal authority in her Austrian lands. This
left the way open for a redrawing of diocesan and parish boundaries, taxation
of the clergy and royal appointment to ecclesiastical positions. In Austrian
Lombatdy, renowned for its piety and clericalism, a Giunta Economale was
instituted in 1767 to oversee clerical affairs which, among other things, halved
the number of monastic houses and reduced their income by two-thirds.
Joseph’s policies impacted even more harshly upon the Church. In 1781,
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bishops were made to swear an oath of loyalty to the crown; papal cor-
respondence with churchmen had to be vetted by the government; six specially
created seminaries were set up to train parish clergy; and marriage became a
civil contract. Perhaps most famously, Joseph’s Edict on Idle Institutions, one
of over six thousand ordinances relating to religious matters, suppressed the
contemplative monastic orders, more than halving the number of monks in
Habsburg lands, in the Emperor’s own words, ‘shaven-headed creatures whom
the common people worship on bended knee’.” The sheer volume of legislation
on ecclesiastical affairs led Frederick the Great of Prussia to refer to him as
‘My friend the Sacristan’; he referred less flatteringly to the Empress Maria
Theresa as the ‘apostolic hag’.?

The Habsburg rulers were driven, above all, by two distinct but interrelated
concerns. The first was the need to re-establish Catholicism as the dominant
faith in their lands. While the southern Netherlands and the Tyrol had remained
firmly within the Catholic fold, Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia, for example,
had succumbed to Protestantism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
There was also a need to reinvigorate the Catholic faith in the two-thirds of
Hungary which had been won back from the Ottoman Empire by 1711. A good
example of the measures taken to strengthen the Church in its proselytising
mission was the establishment in 1733 of a General Fund to pay the salaries
of parish clergy in Hungary. Prelates were initially asked to make voluntary
donations, but in 1769 Maria Theresa obliged them to pay one-tenth of the
income of their benefice; and when Joseph abolished the monasteries he
transferred some of their wealth to clerical salaries. In the same way, he
allocated revenues from the Jesuits and other orders to the payment of the
parish clergy in Bohemia, in 1783 setting their annual stipend at 400 florins.
The Habsburgs’ second objective was to produce a more powerful and stream-
lined military state. This was especially important in the aftermath of Austria’s
defeat in the Seven Years War (1756—63) which had left the monarchy with
a crippling debt of more than 280 million florins and the prospect of further
conflict with Prussia. The Habsburgs had, of course, traditionally used the
Church as a tool of state-building, Catholicism providing some degree of
cultural uniformity in their heterogeneous lands. Joseph and his mother were
no different from their predecessors in this respect, but by the late eighteenth
century the emphasis had shifted. Joseph, in particular, recognised the potential
of Catholicism as a powerful instrument both of social control and of
modernisation, and his reforms were directed, in part, to ensuring that he
controlled its pastoral and teaching activities. For example, the clergy produced
by his new seminaries were to act as models of social utility in their parishes.
He also recognised that the Church could be a bar to economic progress and
the growth of state efficiency, and he was prepared for radical reforms to
correct this. Hence his dissolution of ‘unproductive’ religious orders and the
seizure of lands which fell under the dead hand of the Church. It comes as
small surprise that the General Fund not only supplemented the meagre salaries
of clerics, but also enhanced the crown’s war chest.

Josephinian ecclesiastical reform thus went hand-in-hand with other institu-
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tional changes aimed at augmenting power at the centre and improving
bureaucratic effectiveness at the periphery. Yet Joseph’s subordination of the
Church was perceived by many, including laymen, as an attack upon the
institution and religion more generally, not least because he meddled in matters
of liturgy and doctrine. This, together with hostility to his other state-building
policies, contributed to the general unrest besetting his lands at the time of
his death and the consequent reversal or abandonment of several of these
measures by Leopold II (1790—92). Joseph might have done much to sub-
ordinate ecclesiastical privilege, but the extent of his achievement was never
as great as he would have wished.

As Grand Duke, Leopold had already instituted a series of coherent and
incremental changes in Tuscany, working principally through Scipione de Ricci,
the Bishop of Pistoia and Prato, as well as through Jansenist clerics, to make
the Church more effective at all levels. Papal jurisdiction and taxation were
abrogated, parish and diocesan boundaries were redrawn, the regular orders
were called to account, greater authority was given to synods of lower clergy,
the Church’s judicial powers were reformed after 1771, and there were serious
efforts to raise the level of popular piety by eradicating superstitious practices.
Such initiatives were not always popular. When the authorities proposed to
demolish an altar dedicated to the Girdle of the Virgin Mary in 1787, a riot
ensued. Leopold was undoubtedly motivated by a genuine belief in Enlighten-
ment principles. Elsewhere in the peninsula, rulers and their ministers may
not have shared his convictions, though they often professed attachment to
them, but similar initiatives were everywhere adopted, though their precise
nature and content varied from region to region. In Piedmont, limits were
imposed on clerical legal immunities, the Inquisition was effectively squashed
and Rome had to accept that vacant sees would be administered by the crown.
Bernardo Tannucci, the Principal Minister in Naples between 1754 and 1776,
adopted a series of anti-clerical policies including the expulsion of the Jesuits
and the adoption of civil marriage. His counterpart in Sardinia, Giovani Battista
Bogino, was more concerned with reform, outlawing the accumulation of
multiple benefices in the hands of a single prelate, creating diocesan seminaries,
limiting ecclesiastical privileges and establishing permanent vicars in parishes.
The Viceroy in Sicily, Caracciolo, closed some monasteries, reduced the number
of feast days, and even legislated on the amount clerics could spend on
sweetmeats, though he left ecclesiastical censorship untouched. Some of the
most draconian measures were adopted in the Republic of Venice, including
its hinterlands of Brescia, Bergamo, Cremona and the al di la del Mincio.
Driven by the influential patrician Tron, the Republic, which had always insisted
upon a remarkable independence from Rome, introduced extensive ecclesi-
astical changes in the 1760s, including some of the most radical measures
undertaken by any European state against the monasteries and convents.

To summarise the condition of Church—state relations within Germany is
no easy matter, given the variety of polities comprising the empire. On one
level, there were the sixty-five ecclesiastical territories ruled by archbishops,
bishops, abbots and priors in whose lands the identification of Church with
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state was, by definition, total. Yet even here, the elected rulers were not averse
to asserting their authority against that of Rome, and a series of disputes
with the papacy arose over the role of the nuncios, over the refusal of Rome
to recognise episcopal elections and over the control of monasteries, for
example. The preoccupation of the emperors with Austrian matters after
16438 left the episcopacy to fight its battles with Rome without whole-hearted
imperial support and, in any event, the emperors feared that episcopal in-
dependence from Rome might mean greater autonomy from Vienna. The
most extreme statement of episcopal independence from Rome came in the
document known as the Punctuation of Ems produced by the archbishops
of Mainz, Cologne, Trier and Salzburg in 1786. Not all bishops wete prepared
openly to subscribe to this, fearing an extension of the powers of the
metropolitans, those archbishops or primates who enjoyed authority over a
collection of dioceses known as a province, as well as being responsible for
the administration of their own particular diocese. Nevertheless, bishops and
archbishops were united in rejecting papal interference. In practice, the elective
nature of the ecclesiastical rulers meant that they all too often eschewed
longer-term reform of the state in favour of immediate enrichment for
themselves and their relatives. This meant that the ecclesiastical territories
had a not unjustified reputation for inefficiency and corruption which allowed
secularisation to emerge as an issue by the 1780s.

Of the Catholic dynastic states, easily the most important was Bavaria.
Here, the attempts by Max 111 Joseph (1745—77) to solve his perennial financial
difficulties, by tapping the extensive and tax-exempt land holdings of the
Church and the monasteries, had only limited success against vested clerical
interests. His successor, Karl Theodor (1777—99), was more interested in
exchanging Bavaria for the Austrian Netherlands, and consequently bothered
little with matters of internal state development, especially after his efforts to
control the local bishops ended in failure. Most bizarre of all the states were
the Palatinate and Saxony, whose ruling dynasties had converted to Catholicism,
but whose populations remained overwhelmingly loyal to the Protestant con-
fession. In the former, a legacy of Louis XIV’s intervention in the 1680s was
a Catholic ruler who, assisted by the Jesuits, sought by every means to
undermine the formidable Protestant presence, a tragic policy that resulted in
outright persecution and upheaval without ever denting the substantial Calvinist
and Lutheran majority. In Saxony, the Catholic rulers, while offering support
to their co-religionaries, nevertheless adopted a more conciliatory approach in
recognition both of their political feebleness and the strength of the official
Lutheran Church which retained the allegiance of a majority of their subjects.

The same impulse to encroach upon papal authority and clerical indepen-
dence which has been noted in Spain and the Habsburg lands was further
apparent in France, but here the impulse was most effectively resisted. The
motives behind the state’s claims were the same as elsewhere: a desire for
greater efficiency and a need for more revenue, particularly acute during the
prolonged reign of Louis XIV. It was he who, in 1682, used a council of
French prelates to propound the Gallican Articles which sought to restrict the
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admittedly limited influence of Rome. Yet a mere ten years later these had
been reversed. The eighteenth century constituted a catalogue of failed
attempts on the part of the crown to assert its dominance over clerical matters.
Proposals to subject the clergy to taxation in 1710 (the dixieme), 1725—26 and
1749—51 (the vingtieme), were unsuccessful; suggestions in 1787 that the clergy
divest itself of some of its seigneurial and hunting rights in order to assist the
government financially merely encountered assertions of financial immunity.
Almost unbelievably, at a time when royal debts stood at 5 billion /Zures, the
crown received less from the Church than it did from the royal lotteries. A
Commission on the Regulars, set up in 1766 to reform the monasteries, partly
in response to state prompting, achieved meagre results and merely served to
demonstrate that, left to its own devices, the Church would never reform
itself.

Why was the Church in France apparently so immune from state inter-
vention? The Church’s separate corporate identity was predicated, above all,
on its financial autonomy. This had originated in the sixteenth century when,
in return for some limited financial payments to the crown, the Church had
gained the formal right to tax exemption and had established a body, the
General Assembly of the Clergy, which subsequently evolved as a puissant
defender of ecclesiastical privileges and immunities. No other established
Church in Europe was as well organised as that in France. Meeting formally
every five years, the Assembly negotiated a lump-sum payment to the crown,
the so-called ‘free gift’ (the very name underscored the voluntary nature of
the payment); it headed a system of clerical taxation which was wholly
independent of the crown; and it, or its permanent officials, did not hesitate
to defend clerical privilege, whether this was the right of a priest in some far-
flung parish not to have his servant conscripted into the militia, or of a
cardinal to exercise precedence over a peer of the realm. At the same time,
the Church contrived to become an indispensable part of the matrix of
government finance, without surrendering any of its fiscal autonomy. It not
only contributed lump-sum payments to the crown’s war chest, but also used
its superior ability to mobilise credit to raise loans which were passed on to
the cash-strapped monarchy. Fiscally indispensable, the French Church was
immune from royal subversion.

Within Switzerland, too, the Church enjoyed autonomy from Rome, a result
of its particular historical circumstances. The civic authorities had already
established a large measure of de facto control over religious life even before
the Reformation, helped by the fact that there was no Swiss diocese and by
their location on the outskirts of the ‘“foreign’ dioceses of Lausanne and
Constance, both of which had feeble incumbent bishops. This autonomy was
subsequently reinforced during the Counter-Reformation of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries and the Enlightenment of the eighteenth. Catholic cities
supervised clerical appointments and the dispersal of ecclesiastical revenues,
for example, just as effectively as did their counterparts in Protestant cantons.
Although there was conflict between Protestants and Catholics in 1712, it was
not in the interest of the ruling elites of either denomination to let this get
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out of hand, and a series of compromises were made which permitted
Catholics and Protestants to live cheek-by-jowl in reasonable harmony.

It remains to consider Poland. Here, the Church’s autonomy was a product
of the weakness of the central apparatus of the state rather than a result of
the Church’s inherent strength, though this was considerable. The elective
monarchy exercised little real power, which lay in the hands of the S¢w or
Diet, dominated by the nobility and the Catholic bishops (prelates of the
Eastern Rite had no entitlement to seats). Even within the Diet there existed
what may be labelled a balance of weakness since any member could in-
dividually block all legislation in that session by invoking the infamous /Zberum
veto which prevented the emergence of cohesive policy. In these circumstances,
the Church was rarely challenged and was, by and large, left to manage its
own affairs. Because of the haphazard nature of the Polish kingdom, rather
it was the Church which was able to impose something of its will on the civil
bureaucracy. For instance, it was the Archbishop of Gniezno, the Polish
Primate, who served as regent in periods of inferregnum, and who arguably
constituted the single most important figure in the realm after the sovereign.

From Spain to Poland, from Naples to the Rhineland, the trend towards
‘established’ or national Churches was thus maintained. At the same time, the
extent to which the state was able to exert an ascendancy over the Church
clearly varied, and owed much to local circumstances. Everywhere, there was
one chief loser — the papacy — which found its room for manoeuvre in the
local ecclesiastical matters circumscribed. The reasons for the loss of papal
influence relate not just to the internal evolution of Church—state relationships,
but to wider matters to which we must now turn.

The Latin Theocracy

The papacy was unique in Europe in that it was the only true theocracy. As
a temporal ruler the Pope exercised absolute authority over the Papal States,
comprising Emilia, Romagna, the Marches, Umbria and Latium and, addi-
tionally, had a more limited jurisdiction over Avignon and the Venaissin in
the south of France, and the enclaves of Pontecorvo and Benevento in the
Kingdom of Naples. The reasons for the Pope’s claim to both spiritual and
secular authority at this level were essentially two-fold. First, it stemmed from
the doctrine of the Petrine Commission whereby the popes, as purported
heirs of St Peter, exercised the powers which had originally been given to
Peter by Christ. The key biblical texts were Matthew 16:13—23, where Christ
declared to Peter: ‘I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven, and
whatever you bind on earth shall also be bound in heaven’; and Christ’s thrice-
repeated injunction to Peter, in John 21:15—17, to ‘Feed my lambs, feed my
sheep’. Second, the Latin theocracy was predicated upon the widely-held belief
that papal responsibilities to the wider Church could be exercised only if the
Pope enjoyed territorial independence. In the Middle Ages, these dual aspects
of papal authority had come under challenge: from the Conciliarists who
urged that authority lay with the national and supra-national councils of the
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Church which were superior to the Pope in matters of faith and government;
and from the undue influence exercised by secular rulers over the person of
the Pope during the period of the Avignon Captivity (1309—77) and the Great
Western Schism (1378—1417). The papacy circumvented the challenge from
the Conciliarists, but at the expense of devolving a large measure of authority
over clerical appointments, jurisdiction and taxation to the civil powers,
resulting in the formation of nationally orchestrated or Gallican churches. It
was but a short step from these to the creation of ‘established’ churches
alluded to eatlier.*

The Protestant Reformation opened a further phase in the shaping of
Rome’s authority. Not only did the Pope lose his claim to be head of a united
Christendom, he also became ever more dependent upon his co-religionaries
among the crowned heads of Europe to reimpose Catholicism, princes who
were all too ready to exploit the Reformation as a means to further their
autonomy. The paradox was that at the same time as papal temporal power
was on the wane, Rome’s authority within the Church was enhanced. Under
the energetic leadership of Pius IV (1559—65), the Council of Trent was guided
to a successful conclusion. Theological markers were laid down which clearly
delineated the boundaries between Catholicism and the Reformed religions;
a series of reforming decrees laid the basis for a long-term revival of
Catholicism; and the papacy emerged as the arbiter of theological matters. A
lavish building and cultural programme helped to reassert the dignity of Rome
and its place at the centre of Catholicism. Much of this foreshadowed
developments in the nineteenth century when Rome, stripped finally of any
effective temporal authority, sought to compensate by asserting its moral and
theological leadership.

The enhancement of papal authority in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries did not survive into the eighteenth as Rome struggled to meet the
challenges posed by a new intellectual climate. The anti-clericalism of the
Enlightenment is commonly credited with this process but, in fact, develop-
ments within Catholic thinking were far more harmful. The whole issue of
authority within the Church — whence it derived, who held it and how it was
to be exercised — did not go away, and was raised again by two controversies:
that over the Jansenists and that concerning Febronianism.

There was a strong irony in the case of the Jansenists. They had originated
as a small, recondite group, distinguished by their particular doctrine of grace
and theology derived from the writings of the Bishop of Ypres, Cornelius
Jansen (1585—1638), who died from a disease contracted by inhaling the dust
of old books. They incurred the frequent charge of imitating the Protestant

* The distinction between ‘Gallican’ and ‘established’ churches is a fine one. The former
emerged during the late Middle Ages and, although the phrase refers to the French Church,
it applies to most of Europe. A Gallican Church possessed certain characteristics: it was
one which governed itself without reference to Rome, even though it accepted that the
papacy had a primacy of honour. An ‘established Church’ shared this trait, but was
distinguished by its symbiotic relationship with the state, though in practice the distinction
becomes a largely abstract one.
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doctrine of predestination, thus prompting the quip that a Jansenist was merely
a Calvinist who said mass. Imbued with a sense of their own rectitude, the
Jansenists were initially confident of Rome’s support and adopted a pro-papal
or Ultramontane posture (literally ‘over the mountains’, an allusion to Rome’s
far-reaching influence). Their illusions were finally shattered when Louis XIV,
who erroneously believed them to be republicans, pressured Clement XI into
issuing a definitive condemnation through the bull Unigenitus (1713). The
Jansenists responded by reinventing themselves as a political faction opposed
to despotism in all its forms, whether papal, episcopal or royal. This allowed
them to draw support from secular quarters, most notably the French parle-
ments, the superior courts of appeal which also exercised a representative
function. The Jansenists further broadened their appeal by singling out for
attack the Jesuits, an order already suspect for its wealth, excessive influence
and loyalty to Rome. Yet once the Jansenists had triumphed over their enemies,
they lost a focus for their energies. The strict puritanism and rigorous lifestyle
of Jansenism’s clerical supporters only hastened the movement’s decline,
alienating rather than attracting popular support.

If Jansenism was most developed within France, and enjoyed pockets of
strength in Tuscany and parts of the Habsburg Empire, there were other
intellectual challenges to papal authority. These are often labelled Jansenist,
though their emphasis could be significantly different. For instance, in 1700
Bernard van Espen, a dry jurist at the University of Louvain, produced his
Jus Ecclesiasticnm Universum, followed thirteen years later by the Zractatus. In
these, he revisited conciliar notions, privileging the role of bishops and the
state against that of the papacy. Similar ideas were propagated in German
lands by Hugo von Schénborn and Kaspar Barthel, two leading theologians,
but their most distinguished advocate was Mgr de Hontheim, the co-adjutor
or parallel Archbishop of Trier, a keen student of John Locke who had been
trained at Louvain and who wrote under the pseudonym Justinus Febronius.
In 1763, he published De statu praesenti Ecclesiae, which argued that the popes
had no mandate to intervene at the expense of the episcopacy since the
bishops had an authority as heirs to the twelve apostles which was on a patr
with that of the Pope as heir to St Peter. By diminishing the primacy of Rome
in such a manner, Febronius aspired to a reconciliation between Catholics and
Protestants. Many Protestants welcomed his attacks on the papacy though
they were less keen on his plans for reconciliation. Nor were Catholic bishops
eager for such a rapprochement, though they were attracted to his ideas because
of a natural irritation with Roman interference. So too were Erastian rulers,
who used his ideas as a stick with which to beat the Jesuits, the most prominent
defenders of papal authority. Significantly, the monarchs of Spain, Portugal
and the Habsburg lands defied a papal condemnation of Febronius (1769),
and insisted that his works be used in universities. Febronian influences can
be detected, too, in the policies of Joseph II. He forbade the reading of
Unigenitus and in 1782 rebuffed Pope Pius VI when he travelled to Vienna in
the hope of curtailing the Emperor’s zeal for religious reform. Kaunitz,

Joseph’s minister, deliberately slighted the Pope by shaking Pius VI’s hand
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rather than kissing it. Four years later, the attempts by Karl Theodor of
Bavaria to bring his bishops to heel by the appointment of a papal nuncio
resulted in a joint protest from the three clerical electors and the Archbishop
of Salzburg which again drew on Febronian precepts. The resulting Punctua-
tion of Ems (1786), even though it did not receive the direct support of the
German episcopacy, was nevertheless the most extreme statement of anti-
papalism and went further than anything Febronius had ever advocated.

Intellectual arguments over the perimeters and nature of papal power were,
in practice, less damaging than the inchoate manner in which Rome dealt with
them. Whereas in the sixteenth century Rome had at least established bound-
aries between Catholicism and Protestantism, in the eighteenth it singularly
failed to impose its authority upon theological disputes within the Catholic
world. Unigenitus in particular opened the papacy to ridicule. Jansenism was
condemned not by reference to the work of Cornelius Jansen, but to that of
the respected Oratorian author, Pasquier Quesnel (1634—1719), whose Réflexcions
Morales sur le Nouvean Testament, published in 1672, was reputed to contain the
offending doctrines. Only one member of the commission set up to investigate
the Réflexcions spoke French and could thus understand the original text; the
translation of Quesnel’s work they used was flawed; Quesnel himself was not
allowed to appear; and certain of the condemned extracts not only contradicted
Jansen’s arguments but transpired to be quotes from scripture. As an exercise
in dishonesty, Unigenitus could hardly have been bettered. The Theology Faculty
of Caen voiced a widespread sentiment when it mocked papal claims to
doctrinal infallibility as “frivolous’.” Overall, Unigenitus served only to sustain
the appeal of Jansenism and, in some instances, added to its allure. The
Republic of Venice and the Kingdom of Sardinia, traditionally hostile to
Rome, became bastions of Jansenist dissent, and in Holland a schismatic
church was formed which rejected the authority of Rome. Likewise, denunci-
ations of van Espen and of Febronius were all too often ignored, thus revealing
the weakness of Rome and the unwillingness of Catholics to accept its primacy
in matters of faith.

In a similatly maladroit fashion, the papacy mishandled what is commonly
referred to as the ‘Chinese rites controversy’, although this matter has generally
received less attention, played out, as it was, a long way from Europe. The
clash of cultures inherent in much overseas missionary activity was revealed
with particular clarity here in China where the Virgin and the Crucifixion
were puzzling and off-putting to the sophisticated indigenous civilisation.
Notably, the question arose as to how far Catholicism should accommodate
local customs. For their part, the Jesuit missionaries, pioneered by the remark-
able Matteo Ricci (1552—1610), had successfully sought a wodus vivendi with
native habits as the best way of evangelisation, until their efforts were halted
when Clement XI (1700-21) first condemned the use of Chinese rites, a
prohibition subsequently confirmed by Benedict XIV (1740—58) in 1742 and
1744. In vain did the Jesuits protest that a respect for ancestors, practised by
the Chinese, was different from ancestor worship. The Chinese authorities
were outraged, the activities of the missionaries were restricted, and there
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were few converts among the literati—official elites of Chinese society. The
globalisation of Catholicism had suffered a serious reverse.

The truth was that the sloppiness evidenced above was as much a symptom
as a cause of the papacy’s declining influence. This decline was hastened by
Rome’s inability to look beyond its interests as a secular princedom. The papal
court was categorised by backstairs intrigue and parochialism. The Pasquino,
a dilapidated classical statue situated in the heart of Rome, on which people
posted so-called pasquinades, essentially witty epigrams, was constantly plastered
with stories about high-ranking churchmen. The court’s worldliness was act-
ively encouraged by the cardinals who comprised the Curia. It suited their
purposes that popes should be worthy as individuals, but enfeebled politically.
At elections, factions within the Curia accordingly put forward a suitably pliant
candidate, always in league with secular rulers who shared this interest in
electing an acquiescent pontiff. The Spanish Foreign Minister, Grimaldi, wrote
an azde-mémoire for the ambassador in Rome, ranking the cardinals of the
conclave as ‘very good’, ‘good’, ‘doubtful’, ‘indifferent’, ‘bad’ and ‘very bad’
according to their dependability.’

This meant that the cighteenth century witnessed the elevation of a series
of unassuming men. It was frequently remarked of Clement XI that he would
always have been esteemed worthy of the papacy if he had never obtained
it. After his death in 1721, illness and old age became almost prerequisites for
papal office. His successor, the sixty-six-year-old Innocent XIII (1721—24) had
already resigned from his diocese on grounds of ill-health before his accession.
Benedict XIII (1724—30) was seventy-five on attaining office and enfeebled.
Appatently, when asked a question his typical response was, ‘Do it yourself!™"!
His successor, Clement XII (1730—40), was seventy-eight, and remained blind
and bed-ridden for most of his pontificate. To be fair, individual popes were
generally well meaning, and some possessed fine qualities, including wit and
charm. The most outstanding was Benedict XIV (1740—58). His assemblage
of a great library and authorship of the classic text on canonisation, the De
Servornm Deio beatificatione et beatorum canonizatione, established his claim as a
great scholar and he had considerable political acumen and moral judgement.
Clement XIII (1758—69) was an unremarkable figure who lacked the vigour
of his namesake, Clement XIV (1769-74), a keen horseman who had to be
dissuaded from riding after taking too many tumbles, and a practical joker
whose japes, in the words of E. E. Y. Hales, were ‘unsuitable for any sexa-
genarian, let alone a pope’.'? His successor, Pius VI (1775—99), was not without
merit, proffering plans for the overhaul of the Papal States, but was vain and
self-absorbed, and concentrated on secondary issues. He became especially
agitated, for example, over the white horse which the King of Naples was
supposed to present annually to the Pope in token of his fealty. Crucially, all
the popes lacked energy, drive and leadership. Far too often, they proved
defensive, rejecting reasonable initiatives for reform of the monasteries and
liturgy, for example, and adhering to positions which were outmoded, a
foretaste of developments in the nineteenth century.

The experience of the nineteenth century suggests that, in any case, the
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papacy could have done little to assert its position on the international stage.
Even Benedict XIV, whose political skills, tact and shrewdness made him
easily the most able of the eighteenth-century popes, was unable to rekindle
Rome’s authority. The problem lay in the fact the Papal States were similar to
other interstitial political units in that they were incapable of standing up to
the military heavyweights who disposed of much greater resoutrces. In order
to compete, successive popes, from the sixteenth century onwards, had central-
ised authority within their dominions and increased revenues, for example
through the sale of office. This produced some success, creating an elaborate
bureaucracy which was among the most sophisticated in Europe. Nevertheless,
corruption and family influence were integral to the system. Nepotism was
outlawed by Innocent XII in 1692, but continued to be practised, particularly
by Pius VI who constructed an enormous palace at Rome for his nephew,
Luigi. Pluralism and simony continued unchecked. Bizarrely, the popes were
afraid to implement Tridentine reforms which would have outlawed such
practices, fearing that to do so would undermine their temporal authority. So
it was that the Papal States were viewed as among the most inefficient and
backward on the Continent. Luther’s disillusion with Rome dated from his
dispiriting visit there in 1510; Metternich, a natural supporter of hierarchical
and patriarchal rule, was equally scandalised three centuries later by the
appalling governance of the Papal States and by the impoverishment of its
peasantry which provided a constant invitation to revolt. As Roger Aubert
has remarked, “Temporal power, which was demanded from the world as an
irreducible prerequisite for the independence of the papacy, had in reality
become an additional cause of the weakness of this institution.’’

Given this enfeeblement, Rome’s territories were vulnerable to outside
influence. They no longer provided the freedom and independence necessary
if the Pope was to look to his wider responsibilities within the Catholic world.
They became the plaything of the diplomacy of the courts of Vienna, Paris
and Madrid, which did not hesitate to send in their troops when it suited
them. Significantly, military occupation of the Papal States in the eighteenth
century produced none of the outcry which had greeted the sack of Rome
by Charles V’s unpaid mercenary troops in 1527, though to be fair there was
none of the uncontrolled violence of the sixteenth-century soldiery. Otherwise,
rulers’ consciences might have been stirred. Whatever the case, it increasingly
suited secular rulers to deny Rome a say in international affairs; that way
matters could be dealt with more speedily by reference to power politics. It
is telling that the popes were denied an effective seat at all peace settlements
from Westphalia in 1648, through Utrecht in 1713, Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748 to
Vienna in 1814—15, although Consalvi’s skill as a diplomat compensated for
the lack of a formal voice at the latter.

Preoccupied with Italian politics, constantly engaged in backstairs intrigue,
undermined by the Cutia, economically enfeebled, unable to stand up to the
emerging great powers, and theologically discredited, the papacy in the eight-
eenth century acted as little more than a referee rather than as a judge in both
international and domestic affairs. More and more, the popes were perceived,
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and treated, as petty temporal princes rather than the fountainhead of Christen-
dom. One sardonic tract doing the rounds in late-eighteenth-century France,
Pape en chemise, quipped: ‘Christendom will be happier when the Pope is reduced
to the status of plain abbé de St Pierre.'* It would take the arrogance and
intransigence of Pius IX (1846—78) to restore something of Rome’s theological
credibility, at a time when its temporal power was once again under threat.

The Sociology of the Church: the Secular Clergy

Making sense of the sociology of the eighteenth-century Church is no easy
matter. One possible way to broach the topic is to draw an initial distinction
between the ‘secular’ clergy, that is those clerics who lived in the world and
who frequently had responsibility for the cure of souls, and the ‘regular’
clergy, monks and nuns who were bound by specific religious vows and
generally formed communities; though, as we shall see, the differences between
the two groups were not always clear. Common to both were issues concerned
with structure, numbers, social origin, wealth, function and calibre.
Structure was of utmost importance to the seculars, reflecting the hier-
archical nature of the Church. Such hierarchy was based on an interpretation
of Christ’s legacy which devolved power to St Peter, the apostles and
the disciples, and through them to their heirs, the papacy, the prelacy and the
priesthood. Although, as we have seen, it was not always accepted that
the articulation of the Church into different units implied a superiority of
one over the other, a pyramidal conception of authority had emerged which
corresponded with the priveliged world of the ancien régine, which still divided
society into three estates, of which the clergy was the first. Although this
division no longer reflected reality, to challenge the top-down nature of office
within the Church was to question the basis on which society was built.
The hierarchy of personnel within the Church corresponded very broadly
with a territorial and administrative framework although, on the ground,
numerous exceptions and peculiarities existed. At the top of the tree were
the cardinals, all of whom were appointed by the Pope, though some were
nominated by secular rulers. Their functions were to advise His Holiness,
administer the Church when there was a papal vacancy and to elect a new
pontiff. Some, predominantly Italians, rarely left Rome and comprised the
Curia. This latter body had been divided since 1588 into fifteen separate
congregations, six of which were concerned with administration of the Papal
States and nine with oversight of the papacy’s spiritual concerns, including
the /ndex (list of prohibited books) and the regulation of the bishops. Other
cardinals ratrely visited Rome and remained in their native lands, occasionally
combining service to the Church with service to the state, as in the case of
Cardinal Fleury (1653—1743) who acted as First Minister to Louis XV (1715—
74), a practice the Council of Trent had outlawed with only limited effect.
The archbishops, who might incidentally also be cardinals, had responsibility
for their own sees, as well as more limited control over a number of suffragan
dioceses. The limits of ecclesiastical jurisdiction did not always accord closely
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with geopolitical boundaries. So it was that part of Inner Austria fell under
the Archbishop of Salzburg and other parts to the Patriarch of Aquileia in
the Republic of Venice, while Madrid, capital of a vast overseas empire, did
not even enjoy diocesan status. Archbishops and bishops reigned supreme
within their dioceses, giving both spiritual and administrative direction to
the see. In these tasks, they were frequently hindered by the canons of the
collegiate and cathedral churches, who became increasingly obstructive as the
scope of their duties was reduced. More significant as props to the bishop’s
authority were the deans who acted as his eyes and ears in the outlying districts
of the diocese. Last, but arguably most important, were the parish clergy who
had care of souls. Their role had been heightened as a matter of deliberate
policy by the Counter-Reformation which sought to channel popular religion
within the parish.

In terms of numbers, up to 2 per cent of the population of Continental
Europe in the eighteenth century laid claim to clerical status of some kind.
This probably marks a decrease when compated to catlier periods both in
absolute terms and as a proportion of the population; and, indeed, numbers
continued to drop generally after 1700. Table 1.1, which has been culled from
a variety of sources, gives some indication of the number of secular clerics
within the major Catholic states, though the figures should be regarded as
approximate.

TABLE 1.1 Secular clergy in the major Catholic states

Country Year Number Population % of
(millions) population
France 1790 88,000 25 0.352
Hungary 1787 13,263 7 0.2
Naples 1780 48,174 5 0.96
Poland 17723 10,000 56 0.2
(Clergy of the (Latin
Latin Rite) Catholics)
Portugal 1789 18,000 2.5 0.72
Spain 1800 57,488 10.5 0.54

These raw figures mask a number of important variables. First, it must be
stressed that not all seculars had charge of a parish. In Spain, for example,
only about one-third of the ordained clergy served in this way; while in France
there were 39,000 curés and 20,500 vicaires who had direct responsibility for the
cure of souls, yet there were some 28,500 priests who served as canons,
chaplains, hospital auminiers, Lenten preachers and so on. In both Austria and
Poland, it was not uncommon for regulars, most notably the Jesuits and the
Capuchins, to undertake parish duties: the religious life of Vienna in this
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regard would have collapsed without Jesuit assistance. Second, the regional
distribution of the parish clergy was all too frequently uneven. Again, to take
the Spanish example, the towns were much better catered for than the country-
side, and there was a greater density of parish clergy per head of population
in the north than in the south. The average number of parishioners per priest
was around soo nationally, but whereas the dioceses in the north and the
Mediterranean littoral fell close to or bettered this figure, the average in the
south was significantly higher. Thus the ratio was 1:153 in Alava, 1:170 in Leon
and 1:441 in Aragon, but reached 1:1,115 in Cordoba and 1:1,721 in Murcia.
In France, the regional disparities were not as pronounced yet, even here, the
areas of Provence, the Massif Central, the Vendée and western Brittany, with
their relatively high levels of parish clergy, stood in marked contrast to
Languedoc, Champagne and the central and south-western provinces. In
Portugal, around three-quarters of the seculars lacked a permanent benefice
but many parishes, especially in the impoverished Serra in the south, had
insufficient funds to attract an incumbent. As we shall see, this imbalance
between relatively clericalised and under-staffed regions prefigured nineteenth-
century geographical patterns of religious piety and dechristianisation.

In terms of social make-up, two observations need to be made about the
episcopacy. First, bishops were generally youthful on appointment. They
moved seamlessly from ordination or university graduation to a canonry, before
attaining a bishopric, usually by their mid-twenties; for example, Prince
Clement Wenceslaus became Bishop of Freising and Regensburg at the age
of twenty-two. Few managed the record of the eight-year-old son of Philip
V whose father installed him as Archbishop of Toledo in 1735. Bishops
frequently went on to exercise political office alongside their episcopal duties.
Second, the highest echelons of the Church were dominated almost every-
where by the aristocracy. In France, for example, only two non-noble bishops
were appointed between the years 1774 and 1790, and a small handful of
aristocratic families monopolised the most lucrative sees: the Rohans at Stras-
bourg, the Rochefoucaulds at Rouen and the Talleyrands at Reims. Spain is
usually held up as an exception to the principle of aristocratic domination,
and since advancement depended heavily upon training and education it was
indeed possible for men of humble origins to rise to the highest positions.
In practice, however, it was the nobility, albeit the lesser aristocracy, who
tended to dominate. Rather, the exceptions to the rule were located in the
German lands, the Papal States and the Kingdom of Naples. In the former,
leading Catholic dynasties such as the Schoénborns and Wittelsbachs, and
clements from the Imperial Knights, exercised a stranglehold over the Prince
Bishoprics of Mainz, Cologne and Trier, as well as the smaller dioceses such
as Wirzburg and Salzburg. However, as they were not always members of
the episcopal order, they were unable to fulfil all of their episcopal duties
and, accordingly, had recourse to subordinates, known as ‘suffragan bishops’.
Manifesting an impressive devotion to their obligations, which belies the
traditional picture of a corrupt aristocratic German Church, these suffragans,
who were peculiar to the Holy Roman Empire, were principally drawn from
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the middling ranks of society: in the period 1600—1800, none of the ten
suffragans of Speyer or the seven suffragans of Basle stemmed from the
nobility. In the Italian peninsula and off-shore islands, the Papal States were
unusual in that the number of noble bishops in some sixty-five dioceses
declined from 4o per cent to around 3o per cent during the course of the
century. Only around one-third of the occupants of the 131 sees in the
Kingdom of Naples were of noble extraction although, admittedly, in Pied-
mont, Sardinia and Venice the trend was quite the opposite.

The canonries of the collegiate and cathedral chapters were similarly havens
for the nobility. In Germany, the quarterings of nobility required before entry
to a canonry had been increased during the seventeenth century, although
there was some subsequent relaxation of the rules in Cologne, Li¢ge, Brixen
and Chur, for example, which permitted entry to the well-to-do non-noble.
Everywhere, the aristocracy was under-represented among the ranks of the
parish clergy. Of over 8oo priests who were ordained in the huge archdiocese
of Besancon after 1734, fewer than two dozen were titled. A similar picture
can be perceived in Poland. The remuneration of the parish priest was, in
general, too low to attract nobles who found more lucrative and congenial
opportunities in the fields of the military, royal bureaucracies and estate
management. Crudely speaking, priests were drawn from the middling ranks
of society, and were overwhelmingly urban in origin. This bias derived largely
from the fact that educational opportunities were more pronounced in towns,
which possessed schools and monasteries, vital instruments in clerical educa-
tion. The wealth qualification which was imposed, either explicitly or implicitly,
upon aspirants to the priesthood also emphasised the urban basis of clerical
recruitment. Although the sons of better-off peasants provided recruits,
especially in France and Portugal, the very poor were everywhere excluded.

Both contemporaries and historians have encountered inordinate difficulties
in assessing the wealth of the Church. In terms of corporate status, there is
no doubt that it enjoyed enormous fiscal privilege. By the eatly eighteenth
century, the Church may well have possessed one-sixteenth of the land in
Bohemia, two-thirds in the Kingdom of Naples, about one-third in Lombardy,
almost a half of the Papal States, perhaps just over a tenth of France,
approaching two-fifths of Austria and nearly half of Bavaria. Land-ownership
was low in Poland, at under one-tenth of all territory in 1772. This was due
to the Amortisation Decree of 1635 which had prohibited the transfer of
land to the clergy in order to prevent the emergence of a powerful rival to
the land-owning nobility who, in 1772, owned some two-fifths of Polish soil.
Elsewhere in Europe, clerical ownership of land may have declined in the last
quarter of the century, as the estates belonging to the suppressed Jesuit order
were sequestrated and monarchs dispossessed clerical institutions, but in
comparison to other sections of society the Church was still a formidable
player in real estate. Its properties were widespread in the countryside, but
they were most noticeable in the towns where it possessed some of the
choicest urban locations.

In addition to land, the Church drew its wealth from other sources: tithes,
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rents on property, bequests, and payments for the performance of marriage
and burial services (surplice fees) as well as other religious offices. In Portugal,
a long-standing colonial power, the Church was actively involved in overseas
trade. Such corporate wealth was, in turn, protected in some measure by tax
exemptions although these were being steadily eroded by cash-starved mon-
archs driven, above all, by the never-ending need to finance war. In Austria,
Venice, Spain and Portugal, legislation was passed to prevent land coming
into mortmain, that is falling under the dead hand of the Church and thereby
enjoying fiscal immunity. In Spain, after 1793, the involvement in conflict
with France led the crown to force clerics to contribute to state loans on a
massive scale.

These above observations, however, tell us little about the distribution of
wealth among the secular clergy where inequalities were enormous. Some
bishops were richer than others, depending on the size of their dioceses, but
none was poor. One of the most frequently quoted examples is that of the
Prince-Bishop of Strasbourg who enjoyed an annual revenue of around one
million /Zvres, though less than half of this was ever declared for taxation
purposes. The Archbishop of Toledo had an annual income of 3 million
reales. On another level, there was the Bishop of Embrun who had a relatively
meagre income of 30,200 /Jvres, and the Bishops of Valladolid and Tudela
who had to get by on under 100,000 reales though none was by any means
destitute. The parish clergy, by contrast, could not marshal these levels of
remuneration anywhere in Catholic Europe. In 1768, the minimum income
for a curé in France was set at soo /vres, raised in 1786 to 700 /Jvres. In the
Austrian lands, Joseph II looked to increase the basic minimum to 400 florins
per annum, hardly a princely sum. Somewhere between these disparities of
wealth distribution stood the canons. Their salaries varied, but none was worse
off than the parish clergy and some were considerably richer. So it was that
the members of the canonry of St Bertrand de Comminges commanded
between 8oo and 5,000 /vres annually.

Ecclesiastical wealth ensured that the functions of the secular clergy were
not merely spiritual, but also economic in nature. Everywhere the Church
was intimately involved in the economic life of a region, both as a consumer
— the cathedral of Seville required 24,195 litres of wine, 10,040 litres of oil
and 11,500 kilos of wax annually, for example — and as a major employer.
Peasants and urban workers were dependent on ecclesiastical institutions for
their livelihood, whether it was the 50,000 labourers who constructed the
monastic palace of Mafra close to Lisbon, the hundreds of peasants who
toiled on the estates of the Archbishop of Seville, the 237 musicians, vergers
and other employees of the cathedral at Toledo, the wig- and robe-makers of
Lyon who dressed the clergy in their finery, or the candle-makers of Angers
who supplied the cathedral. The Church was also a formidable patron of the
arts, providing employment for painters, sculptors and artisans of all kinds.
The Counter-Reformation witnessed a (te)fashioning of church architecture
in the baroque style, sometimes on a huge scale, which extended into the
eighteenth century. The exalted status of the altar, the use of elaborate side
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chapels and windows, the symbolic meaning attaching to much decoration,
was all designed to contrast with the starkness of Reformed churches and to
revitalise Catholic worship. For the poor and the destitute who constituted a
significant proportion of early modern society, the Church was the first port
of call. The Archbishop and chapter of Seville were reckoned to have sus-
tained 20,000 peasants in the hunger-year of 1709. Alongside these dramatic
interludes was the more routine but no less significant help on offer. Well-to-
do clerics made substantial bequests in their wills for the relief of poverty,
and parish clergy usually ear-marked part of their income for poor relief.
Research in Naples and France suggests that the clergy were also significant
as providers of loans, often at low or negligible rates of interest. In Franche-
Comté, the clergy were second only to lawyers in this regard. Loans came in
the form of a few sous from the curé, unsecured except by a verbal promise
of repayment, or as notarised loans, perhaps disguised as a ‘sale’ to circumvent
the Church’s ban on usury. The chronological pattern of lending, with many
debts contracted in March—May and a second smaller peak coming in October—
November, suggests that they were taken out to meet the twin low points in
the peasants’ fiscal year: in the spring to cope with the difficulties of pro-
visioning and to purchase seed for planting; in the autumn to meet the
demands of the tax collector. These ‘soft’ loans, small though the sums may
have been, were of real importance in tiding parishioners over seasonal hard
times and helped to prevent the irreversible slide from poverty into destitution.

The political role of the prelates at the highest levels of government has
already been touched upon, but it should also be remembered that the parish
formed the basic administrative building block of ancien régime societies. Clerics
helped enumerate tax registers, kept lists of births, marriages and deaths,
propagated royal decrees, provided basic demographic information and were
used by governments as sources of advice on issues as various as crop
management and veterinaty care, all critical matters at a time when bureaucrats
were overworked and governments were expanding their range of adminis-
trative concerns. More important, from his parishioners’ point of view, was
the role of the parish priest in finding and vetting marriage partners. Even
anti-clerical critics of the Church appreciated these social and utilitarian
functions of the lower clergy.

Much more contentious was the part played by the Church in the administra-
tion and enforcement of law. Ecclesiastical courts were common throughout
Catholic Europe, but the scope of their jurisdiction was severely circumscribed
by comparison to eatlier centuries, being limited to matters such as sexual and
marriage offences. The readiness of royal courts to accept writs — the recurso
de fuerza or the appellatio ab abusu — from plaintiffs alleging that ecclesiastical
judges had exceeded their authority, and to hear such cases themselves, meant
that the area of Church jurisdiction was continually being eroded. Royal courts
still looked to clerics for assistance in enforcing the law, however. In general,
priests were expected to preach obedience to government edicts. They were
occasionally asked to assist the law courts by issuing a monitory, effectively
a kind of subpoena which threatened wrong-doers or reluctant witnesses with
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excommunication if they did not appear in court or cooperate with the police.
Clerics displayed some reluctance to wield this rusty weapon, however, recog-
nising that it was no longer effective and might invite ridicule. There were
instances in France of priests being jeered at and stoned in the pulpit as they
sought to read out the monitory. Most significant was the role accorded the
Church in censorship. In France, this duty fell upon the Sorbonne (technically
the Faculty of Theology of the University of Paris), alongside the government
and courts. Additionally, the papacy issued the /ndex, a list of prohibited
books begun in 1557, and abolished only in 1966, supplemented by locally-
produced rosters. The effectiveness of censorship varied considerably. In the
relatively closed societies of Spain and Portugal, where enforcement was in
the hands of the quasi-independent Inquisition, and in Austria, where it fell
to the Jesuits until the intervention of the Archbishop of Vienna in 1759,
censorship could be severe; in Italy and in France, it proved less easy to
prohibit the influx of salacious and subversive material from the Netherlands,
the publishing heart of Europe, and the authorities were, in any event, divided
as to what should receive a #zhil obstat as a bill of health. As the century wore
on, the nature of works placed on the lndex shifted significantly to include
a greater number of secular texts, an indication of the Church’s ongoing
battle against Enlightenment ideas.

The one book to which the secular clergy regularly turned was the cate-
chism. The educational role of the Church will be examined in more detail
in the case of the regulars, who were at the forefront of instruction, but the
parish priest was a significant player in the administration of the catechism
which was regarded as the most effective way of bringing the people to piety,
a view that remained more or less unchallenged until the twentieth century.
In 1861, Pius IX reiterated the importance of catechetical instruction as the
key to religious indoctrination in the bull Divini illins redemptoris, a view that
would be repeated by Pius XI in 1929. In many parts of Europe, Sunday
mass would be followed by a catechism class in which children would be
introduced to the basics of Catholic dogma through a question-and-answer
technique. This could prove an extremely tedious business, as much depended
on learning by rote; and the catechisms deployed were often dated. In the
18508 Mgr Dupanloup, the energetic Archbishop of Orléans, deplored the fact
that many French parishes were still using catechisms dating back to the
seventeenth century, while the Spanish Church continued to rely largely on
the texts of Gaspar Astete (1599) and Jerénimo Ripalda (1618) until the mid-
nineteenth century.

Although the eighteenth-century clergy was the butt of much Enlighten-
ment sarcasm, in truth the quality of the seculars had never been better. The
vices of non-residence, concubinage, pluralism and simony had been largely
eradicated from the episcopacy, though it had proved more difficult to wrest
control of benefices from the monarchy and the atistocracy, who valued these
as placements for younger sons. To be sure, there were not many great
theologians and scholars among their ranks, and the saintly Bishop of
Marseille, Mgr Belzunce, who personally ministered to the city’s plague victims
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in 1720, and whose example was invoked by the unfortunate priest struggling
against disease and doubt in Camus’ 1948 novel, La Peste, stands out by virtue
of his unusual spirituality and compassion. But, taken as a group, the prelates
of the eighteenth century were distinguished by their pastoral dedication and
administrative efficiency. The Spanish bishops have equally been commended
as models of charitable giving, assiduous in their promotion of public works,
keen to ameliorate the lot of the poor and attentive to the well-being of their
dioceses. Even the contemporary Protestant cleric Joseph Townsend noted
that their piety and zeal ‘can never be sufficiently admired’.”

At the bottom rung of the ecclesiastical ladder, the parish clergy was also
undergoing a renaissance in the eighteenth century, though there still was a
considerable degree of national texturing. Parts of Spain and the Kingdom
of Naples remained notable black spots, for example. One official in the
Spanish diocese of Mondofiedo bemoaned priests who parroted the Latin
mass ‘without understanding what they were saying’.'® The quality of the
clergy was determined by several variables. In part, it depended on the calibre
of the bishops. It was not possible to have good parish priests unless an
example was set from above. The Council of Trent had strengthened the
authority of the prelates in their dioceses, making it possible for them, at
least in theory, to exclude unworthy candidates from the priesthood and to
insist upon clerical attendance at educational retreats and synods. Of even
greater significance in the improvement of the parish clergy was the establish-
ment of diocesan seminaries. These had also been ordered by the Council of
Trent, but in practice there was a considerable time-lag in turning legislation
into reality, so that many foundations dated from the late seventeenth, or
even eighteenth, century. The intention behind Trents reform decrees had
been to create a parish clergy which was clearly distinct from, and capable of
serving as a model for, the laity.

The availability of a seminary education, together with effective episcopal
tutelage, ensured that France could boast the best-trained clerics in Catholic
Europe by the mid-eighteenth century. Here, the ex¢ was distinguished from
the laity by his lifestyle (he no longer drank to excess, gambled, went hunting
or played cards); by his sexual mores (a truly celibate clergy had emerged
which no longer maintained mistresses and was careful to employ female
servants only if they were over the canonical age of fifty); by his dress (wigs
and bright stockings were out and the soutane was in); and was set apart by
his education and culture. There was an increased stress upon his unique role
in conducting certain religious rituals, including baptism and extreme unction.
And even in death he was separated from the majority of his parishioners
since he enjoyed the privilege of being buried inside the parish church whereas
they were confined to the cemetery. Not for nothing has the French priest
been described as an étre séparé.”

The same could not be said of his counterpart in Spain. Bishops made
commendable efforts to improve matters, but seminary education was less
satisfactory than north of the Pyrences. To be sure, seventeen new seminaries
were founded, largely thanks to the efforts of the pious Charles 111 (1759—
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88), bringing the total to forty-five by 1800, and their direction was taken out
of the hands of the cathedral chapters which had used them chiefly as
recruiting grounds for clerical lackeys and altar-servers rather than as vehicles
for education. Nevertheless, they were small-scale and poorly administered.
Theology was neglected or badly taught. This was due to the fact that heresy
had effectively been eradicated, without recourse to civil war, leading to a
belief that theological study was not essential, and might even be harmful, to
good spiritual guidance. A system of competitive examinations, /os concursos de
curatos, was placed on a national basis by royal order in 1784 but proved only
partially effective in raising the quality of clerical appointees. Although some
of the criticisms directed at the parish clergy in respect of their ignorance
and worldly ways were exaggerated, a better-trained priesthood would not
emerge until the nineteenth century, significantly after the founding of new
training schools. The problem was that state bureaucrats had made much
greater progress during the same period, and often appeared more up-to-
date. Herein lay the roots of a nineteenth-century anti-clericalism, which would
not be restricted to Spain.

In the Holy Roman Empire, carly initiatives aimed at founding seminaries
in the sixteenth century were interrupted by the Thirty Years’ War (1618—48).
The very first seminary, set up at Eichstitt in 1564, was razed to the ground
by Swedish troops seventy years later and was not reopened until 1710. A
similar fate befell seminaries at Breslau, Salzburg, Basle and elsewhere. Recovery
was slow because of a lack of funds. The chronic indebtedness of the German
territories in the aftermath of the Thirty Years” War, and subsequent conflicts
with the Turks, meant that clerical initiatives on seminaries often foundered
due to a cash shortage. The issue of money was not unique to Germany. The
Church may have been corporately wealthy, but its wealth was fragmented
among its members and there was no mechanism for mobilising resources
when they were required; accordingly, the establishment, funding and upkeep
of seminaries relied on the generosity of individual donors. This problem
with finance was especially acute in Poland where the Church was not as
wealthy as in the German territories. War and plague at the start of the
eighteenth century merely exacerbated the difficulties. It was to the credit of
the Polish Church that thirty-four seminaries existed in 1772, most of them
founded before 1750.

Whatever the improvements in the quality of the parish clergy during the
eighteenth century, many priests remained hampered in the performance of
their pastoral duties by the inadequacies of the parish structure. It frequently
proved difficult to redesignate parishes, originally set up in the Middle Ages,
to take account of subsequent demographic and other changes. Within the
walls of Vienna, there were only three parishes, each crammed with a burgeon-
ing population. A further problem in the parish structure was the inequality
of endowments. It proved difficult to attract priests, especially of good calibre,
to those patishes where the funds were inadequate to support a decent living,
In Spain, there was a correlation between complaints about the ignorance and
low morals of the clergy and regions where resoutrces were slim. Often when
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these parishes fell vacant, it was well-nigh impossible to tempt suitable priests
to take them over. The 1797 census revealed vacancies in nearly 3,000 parishes
in impoverished Galicia, Extremadura and Soria. In 1800, three towns com-
plained to the Council of Castile that they had lacked a priest for over twenty
years because there was no income to support one.

Final observations concern the geography of the secular clergy. Throughout
this discussion, it has been apparent that the wealth, numbers, charitable and
educational resources were concentrated in towns, this at a time when the
majority of lay people, perhaps as much as 95 per cent in some areas, lived
in the countryside. This proved a weakness in that the seculars were not always
able to direct their manpower and resources to where they were most needed.
Lying alongside this town—country fissure, there was a further division to be
perceived between those regions which might broadly be termed ‘clericalised’
and those which were not. In the former, the parish clergy were relatively
numerous; they played a leading role in the direction of religious and social
practices and were generally appreciated by the laity. In the latter, the clergy
were relatively sparse, and there was a good deal of resistance to their claims
to both spiritual and social precedence. The key factor in creating a clericalised
laity was not so much the total number of clerics, including canons and regulars
who would be concentrated in the towns, but the visibility and existence of
parish clergy in the rural communities. Broadly speaking, there was a correlation
between areas of clericalisation and religious fervour on the one hand and
non-clericalisation and dechristianisation on the other, a dichotomy which was
to become increasingly apparent during the nineteenth century. Spain and
France are two excellent examples of this trend. As was noted above, in Spain
the proportion of priests with the cure of souls was much higher in the pious
north and lower per head of population in the southern dechristianised areas
such as Cordoba, Murcia and Seville. In France, the rural density of the parish
clergy was at its greatest in the deeply pious west compared to much of the
indifferent Paris basin and provinces of the south-west.

The Sociology of the Church: the Regulars

Almost everyone in the eighteenth century, in particular the critics of the
Church, insisted that there was an imbalance between the secular and the
regular clergy, with far too many of the latter and too few of the former,
especially at parish level. The Iberian peninsula was singled out as being a
‘monks’ paradise’. And in certain cities the proportion of regulars was high.
So it was that in Padua in 1790, even after the radical Tron reforms, 6.5 per
cent of the population was made up of monks and nuns. In truth, there were
far fewer regulars than contemporaries imagined, even in purportedly clerical
areas, as Table 1.2 shows.

Counting the regulars is fraught with difficulty, not least because the
definition of who was, and was not, 2 monk or nun had never been more
difficult. Crudely speaking, there appears to have been a reduction of the
overall numbers of regulars in the eighteenth century, but an increase in the
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TABLE 1.2 Regular clergy in France and the Iberian peninsula

Country Year ~ Number Number  Total  Population % of
Men Women (millions)  population
France 1790 26,000 55,000 81,000 25 0.32
Portugal 1765 30,772 11,428 42,200 2.5 1.7
Spain 1797 53,098 24,471 77,569 10.5 0.73

diversity of those grouped under this loose heading, a vivid testimony to the
strength and vitality of early modern Catholicism. The older religious orders
such as the Benedictines, Carthusians and Cistercians, together with the
Augustinian canons, continued to be defined by the fact that members swore
solemn vows, lived in closed communities, their prime activity was prayer and
meditation, and each house was largely autonomous, although it belonged to
a larger religious family whose rules it followed. The thirteenth century had
witnessed the foundation of a number of mendicant orders, most obviously
the Franciscans and Dominicans, who circulated within the secular community.
The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw a further expansion in the type
and variety of the orders, including some such as the Sulpicians and Lazarists
who were actually congregations of secular priests living under religious vows.
The Jesuits, founded by St Ignatius Loyola in 1534, had the objective of
undertaking missionary work within both Protestant Europe and newly-
discovered ‘pagan’ territories overseas. Some female orders, including the
Ursulines, Visitandines and Sisters of Our Lady of Charity, were established
precisely with the aim of performing a function within the wider community,
for example education, care of the sick and rehabilitation of ‘fallen women’.
All of these succumbed to the hostility of the Church’s male hierarchy which
objected to the uncontrolled presence of large numbers of women circulating
freely in the community; ultimately, they had to accept claustration (enclosure
in a nunnery) and the veil. By the late seventeenth and eatly eighteenth
centuries, however, females were managing to free themselves of these res-
traints and a number of associations, properly called congregations, were set
up. Their members made simple promises which might be renewed annually
and which had no legal status; they lived an active and peripatetic existence
within the community; they did not adopt the veil; and they were independent
of any religious rule, falling under the control only of the local bishop. At
the other end of the spectrum to the regular orders proper were the con-
fraternities, pious associations of lay people, both men and women, who
might give themselves full time to good works. While statistics are unreliable,
it appears that confraternities and congregations were on the march in the
eighteenth century. Certainly they were in the nineteenth.

Like the seculars, the regular orders were corporately wealthy, but the riches
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were unequally divided. Top of the pile were the older established orders
whose very longevity had permitted them to accumulate substantial bequests
of land, property and money. In Lower Austria, the Benedictine, Cistercian
and Augustinian establishments had considerable land-holdings, the abbey of
Gottweig alone owning well over a hundred seigneuries. In Poland, where as
we have seen the Church was not especially wealthy, the most venerable orders,
introduced between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, dominated land-
holding in the dioceses of Cracow and Gniezno. Least well endowed were
those orders and congregations established in the eatly modern period, the
exception being the Jesuits. All too often, the houses of these relative new-
comers had been set up as a result of a bequest from a single generous
benefactor, whose legacy did not meet running costs and did not permit the
renovation of buildings as they began to fall into disrepair. Particularly un-
happy was the situation of women’s orders and congregations. Since they
were not priests, they could not conduct masses and were thereby debarred
from receiving any endowments from those wishing to have mass said on
their own behalf and on behalf of relatives after death. This was the more
unfortunate in that, by and large, it was the newer orders that were responding
to social needs, and were most highly esteemed by the laity. Even so, this did
not altogether stop the obloquy attached by Enlightenment thinkers to the
contemplative orders being extended to these relative newcomers.

The functions of the religious were extraordinarily varied. The older orders
maintained a commitment to a life of prayer and contemplation; those founded
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were much more involved in social
activity. So it was that the Capuchin friars produced preachers of enormous
talent and popularity in eighteenth-century Spain, organising missions in over
a hundred villages in the archdiocese of Toledo in 1769—70 alone. The most
gifted, Fray Diego, so inflamed his audience with a sermon against comedies
that his listeners tore down the local theatre at Antequera. Other orders, such
as the Brothers of St John of God, were more generally concerned with the
care of the poor. Proselytising and educative missions were staged with great
success by the Montfortains in the west of France. In Poland, there were
9,000 priests among the regular clergy, almost as many as the seculars, without
whom the cure of souls in the parishes would have gone neglected. The
women’s orders and congregations undertook a variety of activities which
can be subsumed under short headings: working in hospitals and providing
medicines; running houses for orphans, aged poor and former prostitutes;
setting up soup kitchens at times of harvest failure; organising creche-type
services for working mothers; teaching industrial skills such as lace-making to
young girls; and maintaining sheltered accommodation for genteel widowed
geriatrics. Above all, the regulars taught. The Jesuits, Dominicans, Oratorians,
Ursulines and Piarists (in eastern Europe) concentrated their efforts upon the
education of the sons and daughters of the well-to-do, and also had extensive
involvement in the training of priests within seminaries. The instruction of
the popular classes was more patchy and was carried out, with varying degrees
of efficiency, by a number of different agencies: parish schools, whose masters
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were notionally supervised by the local priest; dame schools, which were little
more than child-care services; charity schools, which were highly dependent
on local initiatives; the homeplace, where an informal schooling was provided
at the mother’s knee; and the limited number of schools run by religious
orders, most famously the Brothers of the Christian Schools founded by
Jean-Baptiste de la Salle at Reims in 1682. The Brothers distinguished them-
selves by imposing a discipline and harshness which exceeded even that of
the Jesuit colleges.

The most successful of the orders were undoubtedly the Jesuits. They
established themselves at the forefront of lay education, they dominated the
seminaries, they were prominent in missionary activity in the Old and the
New World, they provided confessors to Catholic princely families throughout
Europe, their wealth was enormous, they had extensive commercial interests,
their internal administration was second to none, and they enjoyed a par-
ticularly favourable status with the papacy to whom they swore a fourth vow
of fidelity, after those of poverty, chastity and obedience. They proved
uniquely successful at adapting Tridentine Catholicism to the needs and desires
of the laity, encouraging the use of frequent communion, employing theatrical
gestures in their missions and sermons, adapting Church ritual and practice
to suit local customs, and encouraging the spread of wayside shrines and
crosses and saints’ statues. In 1719, a Jesuit mission not far from Augsburg
was able to establish a following for St Francis Xavier when prayers for rain
produced a veritable downpour.

Success was their undoing, Other orders were jealous of their dominance:
there was widespread envy of their riches; there was suspicion of their
influence upon monarchs; and a distaste among Gallicans for their Ultra-
montane tendencies. Jansenists were opposed to the supposedly lax Jesuit
approach to religious belief and practice, wholly counter to their own rigorous
and demanding position. Yet the Jansenists were shrewd in expanding the
basis of their own support by targeting a group who were universally un-
popular. From the 17508, the Jesuits came under repeated attack. The precise
reasons varied from country to country. In Portugal, their support for the
Indians in South America and their commercial ventures put them at odds
with the crown’s interests, and in 1759 they were expelled on a trumped-up
charge of intended regicide. In France, the parfements, which had always
defended Gallican interests and were often sympathetic to Jansenism, took
advantage of a legal case concerning the economic affairs of the Jesuits in the
trade of Martinique to question more generally the order’s rules, Ultramontane
sympathies and theology. The attempted assassination of the King by a former
pupil of the Jesuits was merely grist to their mill. Against a background of
popular, institutional and court hostility (Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV’s
mistress, disliked them), the Jesuits were ousted in 1764.

Spain was the next country from which they were banished, in 1767. Here
the reformist faction within the court of Charles III feared that members of
the order were abusing their privileged position as educators of the nobility
to pursue their own sectarian interests. Aranda, the chief minister, exploited



CATHOLICISM IN RETRENCHMENT kD)

food riots in Madrid to persuade his monarch that the Jesuits were even plotting
regicide, another allegation without substance. Naples (1767), Parma (1768)
and Malta (1768), under pressure from the Bourbon rulers, rapidly followed
suit. Pressure ultimately fell on the papacy to take decisive action. Clement
XIIT (1758—69) resisted this, eliciting the comment from Louis’ minister
Choiseul that ‘the Pope’s an idiot’.'"® His successor Clement XIV (1769—74),
who had been elected precisely because he was thought to be malleable on the
subject, was finally obliged to dissolve the whole order in 1773, the text of the
decree of abolition, Dominus ac redemptor noster, having been composed for him
by the Spanish ambassador. Papal suppression of the Jesuits prompted Maria
Theresa to abolish the order in Habsburg lands that same year and to use their
confiscated lands and properties to initiate a state-sponsored elementary school
system. They had been on the back foot well before this date, their role in
education and censorship being circumscribed and their places in the University
at Prague taken by Augustinians and Dominicans.

The suppression of the Jesuits was an unmitigated disaster for Catholicism.
At a stroke, it laid bare the papacy’s weakness in the face of princely bullying.
The Church had lost its most successful educators, its most effective mission-
aries and its most innovative thinkers. The papacy abandoned a body of men
dedicated to its service. ‘I have cut off my right hand,” complained Clement
X1V, who thereafter abandoned an earlier habit of kissing the feet of a statue
of Christ lest these were poisoned by the order.’” The demise of the Jesuits
left the Church pootly positioned to tackle the intellectual challenges of the
century. Paradoxically, in France the sale of Jesuit libraries led to widespread
access to Enlightenment books which the fathers had purchased in order to
know better their enemies.

Belief and Practice

It has long been agreed by historians of the eighteenth century that the
intellectual atmosphere of the period, usually encapsulated in the term the
‘Enlightenment’, was hostile to religion in general and to revealed religion in
particular. Catholic writers especially have regarded this as the start of the rot:
Daniel-Rops remarks that before 1748, intellectuals had been ‘cautious’; there-
after the ‘enemies of Christianity threw off their mask’? There is some truth
in this observation, though, as we shall see, it is far from the whole story.

Analysis is rendered difficult because interpretations of the Enlightenment
have varied. Once thought of as a monolithic movement, it is increasingly
regarded as a more nebulous phenomenon which must be understood within
specific regional, class and gender contexts. The Enlightenment certainly did
not espouse any clear set of doctrines or prescriptions. Rather, it is best
viewed as an intellectual tendency which embodied a set of approaches or
attitudes. Notably, it privileged the use of reason as a tool of inquiry; it held
that ultimately everything was knowable through the use of reason, while in
practice using reason not as a means of elucidating a priori, providentially
underpinned truths but as a way of investigating the hitherto uncharted verities
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of the empirical world; it questioned the validity of all human institutions,
whatever their pedigree, and accepted them only in so far as they were
demonstrably useful; and it incorporated a faith in man’s capacity to improve
his condition through his own efforts. The intellectual roots of the movement
went back to the Scientific Revolution of the two preceding centuries, and it
also drew upon the European expetience of contact with non-Europeans in
the overseas discovetries.

In what ways, then, was Catholicism challenged? To begin with, the astro-
nomical discoveries of the Scientific Revolution had shattered the long-held
Aristotelian view of the universe which held that the planets moved around
a central, stationary earth and that the heavenly spheres and the earth were
different in nature and subject to separate laws. By 1700 this interpretation
was no longer viable, yet the Church had done itself great damage, in the
short term, by refusing to acknowledge this, and by persecuting as heretics
those who maintained such views. In the longer term, the Scientific Revolution
proffered an alternative basis for knowledge to that espoused by the Church,
one which was founded upon empirical observation and inductive reasoning
in the case of the natural sciences and the deductive reasoning of the
mathematical sciences as opposed to one founded upon revelation and faith.
The greatest of the scientists, Isaac Newton, whose Mathematical Principles of
Natural Philosophy was published in 1687, portrayed an ordered universe run
by divinely-ordained mathematical laws in which God routinely intervened.
The Newtonian universe offered proof of the existence of a Creator-God
(the argument from design), yet it could also be argued that it proved the
remoteness of God; once the mechanical cosmos was set in motion He took
no further part in its functioning or in the lives of its inhabitants. A parallel
view of Providence, likewise derived from Newtonian physics, was of a God
who was constrained by the natural laws which He Himself had created,
and who was able to intervene in earthly matters only through natural causes.
In this world-view, there was no longer any room for the miraculous, the
supernatural and the magical, leading to what has been termed the ‘dis-
enchantment of the world’.?! It is easy to see how all this resulted in an often
fuzzy deism. The ‘natural religion” of the deists presupposed that there was
a Creator-God, and that certain religious ideas might be present in all men
from birth. But God was stripped of any redemptive role in man’s history,
the divinity of Christ was jettisoned along with original sin, and revealed
religion become an anachronism.

Like the Scientific Revolution, the discovery of overseas lands and their
non-Christian peoples also served to change the grounds of religious debate.
Why had God chosen to leave the heathen outside of His scheme for human
redemption? What was the value of the religions practised in non-European
cultures? An obvious response to both questions was that all religions were
merely human constructs, thus throwing doubt on the unique nature of
Christianity and in particular upon its claim to be founded upon divine
revelation. Put bluntly, Catholicism did not have a monopoly of truth; truth
was relative, not absolute. Montesquieu’s literary device contained in the Persian
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Letters (1721), of having a body of imaginary Persian visitors travel to Paris
and comment from their perspective on what they found, was part of a novel
mode of discourse reflecting the new relativism. Moreover, the tendency to
regard religion as a human institution had the effect of shifting debate from
issues of theology to questions of social utility and the role of religion as a
cement holding together the social order. Religion thus lost its independent
status, and became something that could be assimilated into a wider corpus
of knowledge. The Enlightenment’s confidence that everything could be
understood, through the process of description, reduced knowledge to the
assemblage of information, a method seen most obviously in Diderot and
D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, the first volume of which appeared in 1751. Such
an approach was not wholly original, witness the efforts of Thomas Aquinas
in his Swmma Theologica, and Guicciardini in his Histories. What was striking
about the Enlightenment approach was that its methodology potentially broke
down the link between knowledge and wisdom, and divorced truth from
ethics in a way that had not been the case eatlier.

The possibilities of human advancement manifested by some non-Euro-
pean civilisations accorded well with the Enlightenment’s optimistic view of
human nature and stood at odds with the Church’s doctrine of original sin,
the Fall and redemption. John Locke, in his Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing (1690), argued that every individual was potentially perfectible since,
at birth, man was a fabula rasa, his ideas deriving from sense impressions of
the environment, the origins of what is termed ‘sensualism’. Education was,
therefore, crucial in moulding man’s development. Rousseau’s recipe for
education, encapsulated in Ewile (1762), explored these themes further by
ensuring that his hero’s first (and, for some time, sole) book should be Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. A tew philosophes took these reductionist theories to
their logical conclusion and argued that man was merely a collection of atoms,
without a soul, reacting to sensory impulses. This materialist and atheistic
approach, best exemplified in La Mettrie’s L' Homme Machine (1747) and
d’Holbach’s Systeme de la Nature (1770), constituted a further intellectual chal-
lenge to the Church. Explicit atheism was entirely novel, and it should be
stressed that it won few converts other than the curé Meslier and Helvétius;
the majority of enlightened thinkers leaned towards deism and balked at the
rigid dogma of atheist thought.

The critical spirit which pervaded Enlightenment thought found an easy
target in the institutions of the Church, even if the abuses of the clergy were
caricatured and parodied to an excessive degree, notably in Diderot’s 7he Nun
(1760) and Voltaire’s Candide (1759). The excessive wealth of the Church drew
particular fire, as did the lifestyle of canons, abbots and others who enjoyed
a disproportionate share of the Church’s riches without fulfilling any useful
social role. The philosophes were less scathing about parish priests. Significantly,
they regarded them as functionaries with important responsibility for the
promotion of happiness and welfare, but they had little regard for the priest’s
sacramental functions. It was the religious orders which attracted the most
obloquy. Their usefulness was questioned on several grounds. Their celibacy
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was viewed as a drain on the state’s resources, as an unnatural state of being
and as a standing temptation to indulge in bizarre sexual practices. Their
devotion to prayer and contemplation was seen as wasteful when they might
have been more productively occupied. The fact that a number of the older
houses contained few inhabitants who nevertheless enjoyed extensive rents,
tithes and other income was a standing scandal. In France and Austria,
commissions were set up to close down and amalgamate smaller houses, but
the limited results merely served to demonstrate that the Church could never
put its own house in order and would have to be coerced.

The corollary of Enlightenment scepticism towards Catholicism was an
assumption that all religions were of equal worth, and that no single cult
should be privileged above others. Diderot and other philosophes deplored the
manner in which Catholic states especially attempted to constrain men’s
freedom of belief. ‘Violence will make a man a hypocrite if he is weak,
proclaimed the Ewncyclopédie, ‘a martyr if he is courageous’? A number of
Protestant states had led the way in granting a de facto toleration. In Germany,
the Augsburg Settlement of 1555 had established the principle of cuius regio,
eins religio, whereby the prince determined the religion of his subjects, yet it,
and the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, had called upon rulers to adopt tolera-
tion as a pragmatic policy. In the event, rulers were conscious that any real
measure of toleration would affect their relationship with established churches
and the very basis of divine-right kingship. So it was that toleration, when it
was granted, bestowed only the limited right to practise religion in private;
nowhere would it allow a full measure of civic rights. Moreover, toleration
derived more from economic expediency and pragmatic concern for stability
than from conviction. In Prussia, the Great Elector welcomed large numbers
of Huguenots driven from France by the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes
in 1685, and in the United Provinces the diversity of faiths necessitated a
religious accommodation. In Britain, the Toleration Act of 1689 allowed
religious freedom only to Protestant dissenters, and Catholics laboured under
heavy legal discrimination throughout the eighteenth century, albeit fitfully
enforced. The Archbishop of York noted that the government policy towards
Catholics was one of ‘tacit connivance ... in the private exercise of their
religion”.? The Relief Acts of 1778 and 1791 brought some measure of
relaxation by allowing Catholics to build chapels in private houses, for example.
Yet they remained subject to double-assessment of the land tax; although this
was revised in 1794, they continued to be taxed more highly than their
Protestant neighbours. In Ireland, where Catholics were the overwhelming
majority, they suffered greater repression though, as Marianne Elliott and
others have commented, this was less intense than subsequently claimed.*
The object of such discrimination was, however, less in doubt: to ensure that
Catholics could not deploy either their superior numbers, or wealth and office,
to exercise social or political influence.

Within Catholic Europe, Protestants fared little better. This was especially
true in most parts of Italy and the Iberian peninsula, though numbers here

were slight as they were just across the Alps. This did not stop the Archbishop
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of Salzburg forcibly expelling Protestants over the age of twelve from his
lands in 1731, giving them only eight days’ notice. Ironically, their movement
across Germany inspired a proselytising fervour among many of their co-
religionaries. When toleration did come, it was usually imposed by the ruler
in the teeth of opposition from the clerical establishment. It was in these
circumstances that Joseph II extended freedoms to Protestants and to Jews
in 1781. It was in France that liberty of conscience was slowest to arrive. This
was paradoxical given that France was at the forefront of enlightened ideas
on religion and was where Voltaire used the Calas affair — the case of the
unfortunate Protestant, Jean Calas, who in 1762 was broken on the wheel for
allegedly killing his son in order to prevent his conversion to Catholicism —
to highlight the iniquities of religious intolerance. The essentially humane but
cautious Louis XVI was reluctant to act hastily and it took a crisis in the
neighbouring Netherlands leading to an influx of Protestant refugees to force
the government’s hand. An Edict Concerning Those Who Do Not Profess
the Catholic Religion gave some minimal relief to France’s 700,000 Protestants;
despite its title it did not extend to Jews. It allowed freedom of conscience
to Protestants, recognised the validity of their marriages and permitted the
inheritance of property, but there was no acceptance of their right to enter
the professions or public office, no legalisation of Protestant schools, and the
Catholic Church maintained a monopoly of public worship. Full civic and
religious equality would not come until the revolution.

Given the diffuse nature of the movement, it is small wonder that the
Enlightenment’s campaign for the establishment of religious toleration should
have made such slow progress. Enlightenment concerns were undoubtedly
manifold, and it is a nineteenth-century misconception to see religion as
constituting the dominant element. The French philosophes were exceptional in
their anti-clerical and anti-religious preoccupations. In Scotland, the key issue
was that of economics; the German Aufklirer were busy with cameralist
concerns, including the creation of a Polizeistaat, an eatly experiment in
welfarism; Italian 7//uminati were engrossed in questions of law and economics,
especially money supply. Notr should the threat to revealed religion from
science be exaggerated. The very term ‘science’ dates from the 1830s; in the
eighteenth century, the term deployed was ‘natural philosophy’ and, as such,
God still played a formidable role in the study of the world which He had
created and which embodied His characteristics and purposes. Again, there is
the problem of the diffusion of ideas. The philosophes themselves, while
concerned with self-improvement and education, were none the less anxious
lest their opinions should fall among the popular classes where they would
inevitably be misconstrued and bastardised, and constitute a source of social
unrest. As Voltaire himself reflected to Frederick the Great: “Your majesty
will do the human race an eternal service in extirpating this infamous supet-
stition [Christianity], I do not say among the rabble, who are not worthy of
being enlightened and who are apt for every yoke; I say among the well-bred,
among those who wish to think.” In another famous observation, 