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Introduction

Religious Institutes in Western

Europe in the 19th and 20th

Centuries: an Underrated History?
Jan De Maeyer, Sofie Leplae & Joachim Schmied|

he Italian historian Nicola Raponi rightly insists that in both church histo-
ry and general history not enough recognition is given to the history of
the development of religious institutes in Western Europe in the 19th
and 20th centuries.! The reason is that historians all too often see religious
orders and congregations as separate entities and ignore the fact that religion
and religious experience also influence cultural history. This does not mean
that historiography has completely neglected religious institutes. In fact

there is an impressive number of studies that give the careful reader a good
overview of the development of individual institutes, both in relation to the
broader religious movements as well as in relation to their apostolate (educa-
tion, health care, etc.). However, we still do not have any studies that focus on
an international comparison - such as, for example, a systematic analysis of
the position of the Holy See and of local bishops. The possibility of such

an approach presupposes a forum for research and discussion in a (Western)
European setting. This is exactly what The European Forum on the History of
Religious Institutes in the 19th and 20th centuries (Relins-Europe) intends to
establish. The present volumie is the initial result of the work of this interna-
tional research group.

1 See the contribution of Raponi in this volume. In general we refer to “religious institute”,
the official canonical term. However, other terms are alse used, e.g. “religious institution”,
"community”, “congregation” etc.



