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NORTHERN EUROPE, c.1780-c.1920 
 
PLATFORM STATEMENT 
 
Before the last quarter of the eighteenth century there was a generally clear and remarkably 
uniform pattern of church-state relationships across Europe, which had emerged from the 
religious conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There was a firm union in each 
state between the political and religious establishments, in which the former was able to 
exercise sufficient control for the purposes of stable government, whilst using the latter as its 
effective agent in exercising authority over morals and personal behaviour and delivering the 
provision of education and social welfare. In most cases the governing elite in church and 
state were drawn from the same educational and social backgrounds. The major differences 
were between those states that permitted a level of toleration to religious beliefs other than 
those of the established church and those which did not. This pattern of church-state 
relationship suited both Protestant and, in an era of weak papal authority, Roman Catholic 
states, though the relationship was noticeably looser in places where the Protestant religious 
establishment was Calvinist, since the organisational structure and theology of Calvinism 
(which was generally not in favour of unrestrained secular interference in the affairs of the 
church) had proven viable especially in areas where political authority was fragmented. 
 
From the late eighteenth century this pattern of church-state relationships began to break 
down all over Europe, though the change was delayed longest in parts of Protestant northern 
Europe where some countries still retain established churches. However, even where this is 
the case the relationship between church and state has been transformed. In some of those 
states in which a complete separation of church and state took place there was a recognition 
that, even though the majority church should no longer remain an established one, it should 
be officially recognised that that church should enjoy a special recognition by the state 
different from that given to other churches. Everywhere, however, a substantial degree of 
religious pluralism has developed since at least the middle of the nineteenth century even if it 
has not always resolved earlier conflicts between different religious groups. 
 
The aim of this project is to explore this process of change during the period between about 
1780 and 1920, to examine the differences of timescale between one part of northern Europe 
and another, and to look particularly at the impact of this change on the question of 
ecclesiastical reform. There has been an assumption that it was the change in the church-state 
relationship that was largely responsible for the ecclesiastical reform movement of the 
nineteenth century, and that it was the state that was the principal agent of change, with the 
national churches seen as resisting changes that had to be forced upon them. Recent research 
across Europe has shown that the picture is much more complicated than that; that in some 
parts of Europe ecclesiastical reform was initiated by the churches; and that there were times 
and places when it was the state rather than the church that was hostile to alterations in the 
status quo. However, even recent research has been limited by the fact that language and 
other difficulties have restricted the degree with which religious historians of one part of 
Europe have been able to compare developments in their own areas of research with the 
findings of religious historians in other parts of the continent. This project has deliberately 
sought to overcome these difficulties by bringing together teams of religious historians from 
across northern Europe to look at all the major aspects of the changes in the church-state 
relationship, and its impact on the ecclesiastical reform programme, in a way that will seek to 
compare and contrast these developments in different parts of the continent. It is an 
innovative approach to the study of a major theme within European religious history which 
establishes a model for studies of other important themes in the future. 
 



The general background against which the process of ecclesiastical reform took place may be 
loosely described as that of ‘the rise of modernity’. It is assumed that the period between 
1780 and 1920 reflects the development from a pre-modern to a modern society, and that the 
modernizing process expressed itself in political, economic, social and cultural terms. With 
regard to politics, the period witnessed the emergence of a representative parliamentary 
system, democratic political organizations and constitutional frameworks safeguarding the 
classic rights and liberties. From the point of view of economics, the period was characterized 
by industrialization and the expansion of a capitalist economy. In social terms, class became a 
primary feature; culturally, the period saw, among other things, the growth of mass culture 
and mass media. Social and structural differentiation typified the general development of 
society in the ‘long’ nineteenth century, leading to e.g. greater participation in politics, 
nationalism, urbanization, division of labour, commodification, growth in literacy, etc. 
 
Two major intellectual catalysts for the beginning of the changes in the church-state 
relationship across Europe were the development of both pietism and (‘Enlightened’) 
rationalism during the eighteenth century. Pietism and its various Evangelical offshoots 
developed attitudes of personal piety and religious enthusiasm which some Protestant 
religious establishments found it difficult to accommodate, resulting in damaging schisms, 
whilst other Protestant religious establishments which took a more encouraging attitude 
found that the movement transformed the theological and liturgical outlook of their churches 
in a manner that was both positive and negative. Rationalism, which had as much impact on 
the Roman Catholic Church as on most groups of Protestants, had widely different impacts in 
different parts of Europe. Within some Protestant establishments it was seen to be responsible 
for a latitudinarianism that provoked both Evangelical and more traditional forms of doctrinal 
opposition within those churches. In other parts of Europe, especially in Catholic southern 
Europe, it contributed to agnosticism, atheism, anti-clericalism and secularisation. It reached 
its most extreme form in post-revolutionary France, both in the immediate aftermath of the 
revolution of 1789 and again in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. It could lead to 
major persecution of the church by the state. 
 
During the nineteenth century a different political and social movement also had an impact on 
religious attitudes. This was nationalism. It could both strengthen religious establishments 
where the church was seen as closely identified with the nation, but it could also weaken 
them and help to promote religious minorities in areas where religious establishments were 
identified with an alien culture. Particular problems were created for the national Roman 
Catholic churches during the nineteenth century by the growing power of the papacy and the 
Ultramontanist movement within the church that sought to abolish the Gallicanism of earlier 
years – a term applied not just to France but to all those other Roman Catholic churches that 
had sought to identify with the states of which they were a part – and to ensure that the papal 
claims were fully recognised. 
 
Although the relationship between church and state in the eighteenth century had been an 
exceptionally close one throughout Europe, its nature had differed between those churches 
that had been very much subservient to the state, and those in which the relationship had been 
more one of interdependence. In both cases there had been a role for both clergy and laity 
even if that of the latter had largely been one of ecclesiastical patronage. Throughout Europe 
there was an increasing degree of professionalisation within the ranks of the clergy during the 
nineteenth century which altered both the respective roles of clergy and laity as well as the 
legal framework within which both majority and minority churches operated. It also led to 
demands, both from within and from outside the churches, for a reform in the way that 
churches were structured, that clergy were educated and that the pastoral needs of the laity 
were provided for. Much of this debate was an internal one within the churches, though 
inevitably from time to time the state became involved, sometimes as the promoter of reform, 



but sometimes also to defend vested interests. The reform movements of the nineteenth 
century resulted in much criticism by the reformers of earlier practices, criticisms which have 
been only too readily accepted by later historians. It is, however, important to chart the 
pattern of reform carefully; in many cases the ‘revolutions’ attributed to particular decades 
turn out to be much more gradual changes that took place over a much longer period. 
 
During the eighteenth century religious minorities had been either persecuted or only 
grudgingly tolerated in the interests of political stability. There was a growing recognition by 
governments from the end of the century that such attitudes were counter-productive, though 
the measures taken to deal with them differed considerably. They might take the form of 
religious disestablishment and a freedom to exercise any form of religion or none, or they 
might take the form of a gradual relaxation of restrictions on religious minorities permitting 
them to become, over a period of time, full members of their communities. Whichever course 
was adopted could cause either dismay within religious establishments that their privileges 
were being extinguished or resentment within religious minorities that the concessions made 
to them were insufficient. Whilst there were certainly areas in Europe in which 
interdenominational relationships improved during the nineteenth century, there were others 
in which they significantly deteriorated. Some of the growing rifts between religious groups 
developed from new forms of popular piety which emphasised their denominational 
distinctiveness, whilst at the same time religious leaders endeavoured to suppress those 
elements of popular piety that they regarded as outdated or superstitious. 
 
Much of the pressure for reform from within the churches, and sometimes that from the state 
on churches unable or unwilling to address reform, related to economic and financial issues. 
Too much power, both clerical and lay, had during the eighteenth century been vested in too 
few hands. There were frequently enormous financial disparities between the incomes of the 
higher and the lower clergy, or between those of clergy with the same pastoral 
responsibilities, which it was difficult to address without causing serious conflict. In many 
cases ecclesiastical endowments or sources of clerical income were based on arrangements 
that were no longer accepted as being appropriate. The reforms that took place in these areas 
in the nineteenth century were the subject of much debate in both the religious and the 
political arenas. One of the areas that needs to be explored is how much common ground 
there was in the ideologies of ecclesiastical reform across Europe, how many common 
problems and how many common solutions. Some of the evidence is to be found in the 
extensive programme of church building and restoration across Europe, as the churches 
endeavoured, sometimes with state help, to put their own places of worship in good order and 
to respond to the shifts of population from the countryside to the growing urban communities. 
There was also during the nineteenth century a considerable degree of theological and 
liturgical innovation which both resulted from, and contributed to, the more practical aspects 
of the ecclesiastical reform programme. 
 
Whilst many of the changes, and the pressures that contributed to them, were replicated 
throughout Europe, the mechanism of their implementation, and the timescales within which 
they were implemented varied considerably. Whilst a common pattern of church-state 
relationships across the continent could be identified in 1780, that was no longer the case in 
1920. The process of change that produced the churches of the twentieth century, the vastly 
improved ecumenical relations between them which were such a feature of that century, and 
the shared liturgical and theological outlook that many of these churches have now 
developed, was achieved in a way which produced a widely-differing pattern of church-state 
relationships, from continuing though modified religious establishments, to states with no 
established church but where a majority religion was given a form of official recognition to 
fully secular states in which freedom of religion was granted without conferring any 
particular benefits on any church. The aim of this project is to explain these different 



outcomes, whilst at the same time highlighting those aspects of religious change which were 
more widely adopted throughout Europe as a whole. 
 
In order to explore all these developments in greater depth the project has been divided into 
six main themes. Each theme has a coordinator who will bring together a team of contributors 
from across the countries to be covered in the various volumes. The six themes will be as 
follows: 
 
(1)  Political and Legal Reform – Professor Keith Robbins 
This theme will look primarily at the pressures placed on the churches of Northern Europe by 
political and legal developments in their respective countries. It will include such topics as 
church extension funded by government, pressures for democratisation within the churches, 
the relationships between established churches and religious dissent, measures that had to be 
taken by churches to gain legal recognition, anti-clericalism, the interaction of church and 
state, disestablishment and changes in the political situation which appeared to have little or 
no impact on the status or operation of existing churches. 
 
(2)  Internal Ecclesiastical Reform – Professor Nigel Yates and Dr Joris van Eijnatten 
This theme will look at the opposite side of the coin to the first: the role of the churches 
themselves in the promotion of reforming measures to increase their effectiveness. It will 
include such topics as the role of the churches in church extension, schism as a by-product of 
reforming initiatives, the regularisation of Roman Catholic activity (e.g. the restoration of 
hierarchies in Britain and the Netherlands), moves towards ecclesiastical self-government in 
established or regulated churches and theological innovation. 
 
(3)  Education – Professor Andreas Gestrich 
This theme will look primarily at the role of the churches in primary education, but will also 
consider this role in relation to both secondary and tertiary education in countries where this 
is relevant. It will include such topics as the role of philanthropy in the provision of Christian 
education, the decline of church influence in education as an aspect of growing 
secularisation, reforms in the education syllabus, institutionalisation of the education system 
and the professionalisation of teaching, religious instruction, the role of women in the 
provision of education (e.g. through the religious orders), and the aims of producing both 
good citizens and an intellectual and religious elite. 
 
(4)  Social Welfare – Dr Liselotte Malmgart 
This theme will look at various aspects of Christian social provision against the core 
background themes of private philanthropy versus state provision and the role of voluntary 
societies as an intermediate structure between direct church or state provision. It will include 
such topics as temperance and the drink question, the Christian voluntary sector, health and 
nursing, Christian trade and labour organisations, prostitution and moral values, and the relief 
of poverty. 
 
(5)  Religious Reform – Professor Anders Jarlert 
This theme will look at developments in personal piety in the period and the role of this in 
stimulating religious change. Topics to be covered will include the relationship between piety 
and modernity and between popular piety and academic theology, feminisation or its 
rejection, the role of foreign missions, the cultural consequences of personal piety (e.g. 
teetotalism), revivalism, asceticism, new religious movements, and the development of 
interest in inculcating religious attitudes in children and families. 
 
(6)  Material Reform – Professor Jan De Maeyer & Dr. Peter Jan Margry 
This theme will take a wide-ranging approach to the role of liturgy, architecture and the arts 



in contributing to religious change in the period. It will consider both the intellectual aspects 
of these developments, especially the enormous impact of the Gothic Revival, and the 
practical consequences: liturgical change, the building of new churches and the restoration of 
existing ones (including the financial aspects of these programmes), developments in church 
music, and the role of statues, objects and artefacts in the stimulation of personal piety. 
 
In addition to their role as coordinators of the second theme Professor Yates and Dr Van 
Eijnatten will also act as general coordinators of the whole project. Members of both the 
coordinating and thematic teams will meet at a series of planned workshops in 2007-9. The 
first of these was held at Amsterdam in March 2007 and future workshops are planned as 
follows: London in August 2007 and September 2008; Leuven in January/February 2008; 
Lund and Amsterdam in 2009. 


