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ULRICH L. LEHNER, The Catholic Enlightenment: The Forgotten History
of a Global Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 272
pp. ISBN 978 0 19 023291 7. £19.99 (hardback)

Although the historiography of the past two hundred years has tried
to make us believe that there is an intrinsic contradiction between
religion and modernism, there are movements that prove the oppo-
site. Among these is the Catholic Enlightenment, a social and intel-
lectual movement of the eighteenth century (and beyond) that has
championed modern Western values such as criticism of slavery,
women’s rights, and ecumenism. In his present book, Ulrich L.
Lehner, who has published extensively on the topic over the past
decade,1 takes the narrative to the global level and examines the
impact of the Catholic Enlightenment beyond its core regions, mean-
ing first and foremost in the world of overseas Catholic missions. 
Lehner does not conceal his intent to convey a message related

explicitly and iteratively to present-day papal policies, namely, those
of Pope Francis. He provides a narrative of Catholicism from the hey-
day of the Catholic Enlightenment to the ‘dark period’ (p. 3) of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when an aggressively con-
servative and ultramontane Catholicism prevailed, and picks up var-
ious lost threads with the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s.
How does Lehner tell this story? Chapter one provides an intro-

duction to the major topics at stake, along with some of their impor-
tant champions: the reaction to Spinozism as a new way of relating
science to faith; Jansenism in ecclesiology and devotional practice;
the reforms of Pombal and Joseph II as acts redefining relations
between church and state; Benito Feijoo as a Spanish example, and
Lodovico Antonio Muratori and Pope Benedict XIV as Italian exam-
ples of reforming Catholic thought. The following chapters see some
of these settings discussed in more detail: chapter two deals with tol-
eration and tolerance, making a clear distinction between the accept-
ance of private non-Catholic faith and the granting of equal rights to
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non-Catholic communities in Catholic states, while chapter three
focuses on topics related to women, from female scientists and seem-
ingly liberal views on interrupted sex, love marriages, and abortion
to ‘proto-feminism in new religious orders’ (p. 98).
What follows in chapter four is an attempt to portray Catholic

missions in the Americas, China, and India as mindful of the person-
al and cultural integrity of the indigenous people, with a particular-
ly interesting sub-chapter on bishop John Carroll and North Amer i -
can Catholicism around 1790 (pp. 110–13). Chapter five presents the
many ways in which Catholic theology sought to (re-)frame the irra-
tional in the eighteenth century, including Benedict XIV’s (1740–58)
attempts to create reasonable grounds for the definition of miracles,
the redefinition of the liturgical processes, and how the church dealt
with the remnants of popular magic. Chapter six assesses the notion
of holiness in the Catholic eighteenth century, and although Lehner
does not find much engagement with Enlighten ment, he detects
‘modern’ virtues and emphasizes the role of Catholic martyrs and vic-
tims (for example, during the French Revolution). Chapter seven tack-
les the difficult relations between Catholic abolitionism and the wide-
spread practice of slavery in Catholic countries, including the Papal
States. In his conclusion, Lehner describes the French Revolution as
the beginning of the end of Catholic Enlighten ment, portraying
members of the Constitutional Church and explaining the rejection of
reform Catholicism in the decades and centuries to follow. Not until
the Second Vatican Council would some of the main ideas of Catholic
Enlightenment resurface, often without reference to their origins.
As mentioned above, the book makes no attempt to conceal its

agenda. While Lehner does articulate some caveats and strives for a
balanced judgement (for example, on questions of slavery: ‘ambigu-
ous record’, p. 205), the overall message is nevertheless clear: the
Catholic contribution to modernity has been unduly understudied,
underestimated, and for the most part has yielded better results, in
terms of modern values, than its Protestant (that is, capitalist, nation-
alist, and imperialist) counterpart. It is obvious that by following this
line of argument (positively or negatively), one accepts the overall
narrative and is forced to take a clear theological and even political
stance. And it is equally evident that this is precisely what Lehner
wishes to provoke. More conservative Catholic readers who share
the concerns of the 1790s and those of the 1960s alike will probably
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disagree, as will proponents of gender or postcolonial studies, who
will not see the broader picture of ancien régime colonialism and gen-
der determination (of whatever denomination) seriously challenged
by individual thinkers and case studies. Moreover, some doubts
remain as to whether the outlined narrative can entice such readers
seriously to engage (in a positive way) with the wealth of material
presented by the author.
This material and its exposition are the strengths of the book.

Although for obvious reasons some Catholic Enlighteners have by
now starred in more than one of Lehner’s books, he has an undis-
puted grasp of material that has visibly expanded from Europe to
embrace several scenarios around the globe and that, as in previous
works, combines intellectual with social and political history. The
arrangement of the material into topics is original, though not thor-
oughly coherent and somewhat eclectic, and more conceptual and
methodological framing would have been desirable.
This leads to the conclusion that the book can certainly be useful

reading for students if accompanied by some complementary
accounts (for example, Steffen Martus’s Aufklärung, which, although
published in 2015,2 totally lacks any Catholic perspective). It might
prove helpful to subordinate the somewhat forced focus on ‘En light -
en ment’, which often boils down to an equation with Tridentine
reforms, to a less ‘Whig’ (or rather, ‘Conciliarist’) narrative of moder-
nity and progress. It is true that no comprehensive history of the
early modern Catholic world exists, and Lehner is one of the few his-
torians capable of writing one. It remains doubtful, however,
whether there was a coherent ‘movement’ behind that world, as the
book’s title suggests, and if so, whether ‘Enlightenment’ is the best
term to describe it.

2 Steffen Martus, Auklärung: Das deutsche 18. Jahrhundert—ein Epochenbild
(Berlin, 2015).
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