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Summary

The act of voluntary giving to those in need has been an enduring facet of human history.
In the Catholic tradition, benevolence is intrinsically associated with the virtue of charity,
prescribing not only the dispensation of alms but also the intemalization of love for the
other out of love for God within the believer's disposition. Charity moreover served as an
important source of social assistance for those facing poverty, preserving this function well
into the nineteenth century, particularly in regions strongly influenced by Catholicism and
with limited public sources of assistance, such as Belgium. In Belgium, a country ‘created’ in
1830, Catholics and the Church played a pivotal role in shaping the nation's identity and
culture, as well as its social sphere, notably within the fields of social assistance and
education. In this context, charity fulfilled multiple functions, serving as a means for believers
to practice their faith, a resource for social assistance, and a mechanism to affirm the
enduring societal relevance of religion in modemity, which became increasingly contested
as time progressed. Charitable organizations like the Ladies of Charity and the Society of
Saint Vincent de Paul, which constitute the main focus of this study, were able to flourish
in this environment, persisting as primary outlets for the social engagement of the Catholic
lay elites.

For a long time, the master narrative for understanding the history of charity in modem
society — and of religion in modemity in general — was rooted in modernization theories.
These theories posited the irreconcilability of religious beliefs and practices with the
trajectory of modernity, anticipating a diminishing role for religion in society as
modernization advanced. When applied to charity, this narrative suggested that, driven by
processes of industrialization and escalating social needs, charity would naturally be
replaced by more rational approaches to social assistance, ultimately culminating in the
development of welfare states. However, reality proved more complex, and religious
beliefs and practices remained part of modemn life. During the latter decades of the



twentieth century, historians and social scientists sought alternative explanations for the
continuing role of charity in modern society and explored the subject through various new
perspectives, such as social control and gender history. Nevertheless, the religious
dimension of charity faded somewhat into the background. More recently, historians have
embarked on a more earnest consideration of religious belief in modern history, leading
to a vibrant field of research exploring the development of religious identities, beliefs, and
practices in tandem with modernity. Concerning the history of charity, the endeavor to
deconstruct the legacy of modemization theories and incorporate the religious dimension
proved challenging, however, due to the close intertwining of religious, social, and political
goals and motivations in charitable ideas and practices.

Focusing on the Ladies of Charity and the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul, referred
to as the ‘Vincentians', this study undertakes an in-depth exploration of the intricate
relationship between the spiritual objectives and social goals of charity in Belgium. Spanning
the period from the establishment of these organizations in the early 1840s to the
tumultuous era of the Second World War, this investigation traces the development of
the Vincentian organization during a tumultuous period in history. The tensions created by
societal transformations resulted in a complex dynamic of conservation and renewal in the
ideas and practices of Vincentian charity, which was closely entwined with the broader
developments in Belgium’s socio-economic, political, and cultural history. The unique
characteristics of the Belgian context significantly shape the outcomes of these efforts,
providing a fertile ground for Catholic social engagement, but also fostering intense
contestation in the social and political arenas. This study unfolds how the Vincentians
continually sought to reconcile the temporal and transcendent objectives of their charitable
work to ensure its enduring relevance and legitimacy. These efforts were reflected in the
construction of their organizations' image, their personal identities as charitable individuals,
their framing of the issue of poverty (or social misery), their approach to ‘the poor,’” and
their self-historicization as part of the Catholic mission of establishing a modem society
founded on the Christian worldview.
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Samenvatting

De praktijk van vrijwillig geven aan zij die minder hebben, is een blijvend onderdeel van de
menselijke geschiedenis. In de katholieke traditie is liefdadigheid intrinsiek verbonden met
de deugd van caritas, die niet enkel het geven van aalmoezen voorschrijft, maar ook de
internalisering van liefde voor de ander uit liefde voor God in de gezindheid van de
gelovige. Caritas vormde bovendien een belangrijke bron van bijstand voor mensen die
met armoede geconfronteerd werden, en het deze sociale functie van caritas bleef relevant
tot ver in de negentiende, bij uitstek in regio's met een sterke aanwezigheid van
katholicisme en beperkte sociale voorzieningen, zoals Belgié. In Belgié, een land dat
‘gecreéerd’” werd in 1830, speelden katholieken en de kerk een cruciale rol in het
vormgeven van de nationale identiteit en cultuur, evenals in de sociale sfeer, met name op
het gebied van sociale bijstand en onderwijs. In deze context vervulde naastenliefde
meerdere functies, en diende het als een middel voor gelovigen om hun geloof te
praktiseren, als een hulpbron voor sociale bijstand, en als een mechanisme om de blijvende
maatschappelijke relevantie van religie in de modemniteit te bevestigen, die steeds meer
betwist werd naarmate de tijd vorderde. Liefdadigheidsorganisaties zoals de Dames van
Liefdadigheid en het Genootschap van Sint Vincentius, die de belangrijkste focus van deze
studie vormen, slaagden erin te gedijen in deze omgeving en bleven prominente kanalen
voor het sociale engagement van de katholieke lekenelite.

Voor lange tijd was het dominante verhaal over de geschiedenis van caritas in de
moderne samenleving — en van religie in de modemniteit in het algemeen — geworteld in
moderniseringstheorieén. Deze theorieén postuleerden de onverenigbaarheid van
religieuze overtuigingen en praktijken met de moderniteit, waarbij ze anticipeerden op een
afnemende rol van religie in de samenleving naarmate de modemisering vorderde.
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Toegepast op liefdadigheid suggereerde dit verhaal dat liefdadigheid, omwille van
processen van industrialisatie en toenemende sociale nood, natuurlijk zou worden
vervangen door meer rationele benaderingen van sociale bijstand, hetgeen uiteindelijk zou
resulteren in de ontwikkeling van welvaartsstaten. De realiteit bleek echter complexer te
zijn, en religieuze overtuigingen en praktiken bleven een integraal onderdeel van het
moderne leven. In de laatste decennia van de twintigste eeuw zochten historici en sociale
wetenschappers altemnatieve verklaringen voor de voortdurende rol van liefdadigheid in
de modeme samenleving en onderzochten het onderwerp vanuit verschillende nieuwe
perspectieven, zoals sociale controle en gendergeschiedenis. Desalniettemin bewoog de
religieuze dimensie van liefdadigheid daarmee enigszins naar de achtergrond. Meer recent
zijn historici serieuzer gaan nadenken over religieuze overtuiging in de modeme
geschiedenis, wat heeft geleid tot een levendig onderzoeksgebied dat de ontwikkeling van
religieuze identiteiten, overtuigingen en praktijken in samenhang met de modemiteit
verkent. Wat betreft de geschiedenis van caritas bleek de poging om het erfgoed van
moderniseringstheorieén te deconstrueren en de religieuze dimensie diepgaand in de
analyse op te nemen echter uitdagend, vanwege de nauwe verstrengeling van religieuze,
sociale en politieke doelen en drijfveren in caritatieve ideeén en praktijken.

Gericht op de Dames van Liefdadigheid en de Vincentiusvereniging, oftewel de
‘Vincentianen', duikt dit onderzoek dieper in de complexe relatie tussen de spirituele
doelen en sociale objectiveen van liefdadigheid in Belgié. Deze studie omvat de periode
vanaf de oprichting van deze organisaties in het begin van de jaren 1840 tot het tijdperk
van de Tweede Wereldoorlog en traceert de ontwikkeling van de Vincentian-organisatie
te midden van een bewogen historische achtergrond. De spanningen die voortvloeiden uit
maatschappelijke transformaties resulteerden in een gecompliceerde dynamiek van
behoud en vernieuwing in de ideeén en praktiken van Vincentiaanse caritas, nauw
verweven met bredere ontwikkelingen in de sociaal-economische, politieke en culturele
geschiedenis van Belgié. De unieke kenmerken van de Belgische context hadden een
aanzienlijke invloed op de uitkomsten van deze inspanningen. Ze boden een vruchtbare
bodem voor katholiek sociaal engagement en stimuleerden tegelijkertijd intense strijd in
de sociale en politieke arenas. Deze studie onthult hoe de Vincentianen voortdurend
streefden naar een harmonie tussen de wereldlijke en transcendente doelstellingen van
hun liefdadige werk in hun zoektocht naar blijvende relevantie en legitimiteit. Deze
inspanningen uitten zich in de vormgeving van de constructie van het imago van hun
organisaties, de manier waarop zij vormgaven aan hun identeit als liefdadige mannen en
vrouwen, hun benadering van het armoedevraagstuk, hun houding tegenover ‘de armen’,
en hun zelfhistorisering als uitdragers van de katholieke missie om een moderne
samenleving te vestigen gebaseerd op het christelijk wereldbeeld.

viil



Acknowledgements

As the culmination of this jourmney approaches, | take a moment to reflect on the trials and
triumphs of the past four years and to extend my sincere appreciation to those who have
contributed to this thesis, both directly and indirectly.

This dissertation is the outcome of a joint PhD between UAntwerpen (main
institution) and KULeuven (partner institution), and its contents have been significantly
shaped by this collaboration, for which | am deeply grateful. Allow me to provide a brief
history of how this collaboration unfolded. When | applied to the project that led to this
thesis, | was working as a research and teaching assistant while simultaneously preparing a
FWOQO application under the supervision of Kaat Wils. Although my initial intention was to
explore other options in case my proposal did not succeed, the intriguing questions posed
in the project description sparked my interest. The idea gradually took root in my mind
that venturing outside my trusted Leuven University and my usual area of interest — the
history of radical right movements — might be beneficial to my development as a
researcher. This way, | met historians Bert De Munck, sociologist Stijn Oosterlynck, and
moral philosopher Patrick Loobuyck, the driving forces behind the interdisciplinary project
Solidarity and Religion in a Modemizing and Post-Secular Context: An Historical, Politico-
Philosophical, and Sociological Analysis. Contrary to my own perception that the interview
did not go well, | received the message that | could start on the historical PhD of this
project. Consequently, a choice had to be made, and not without some heartache, |
decided to embark on a completely new adventure, researching a topic with which | had
no prior experience in a university | was unfamiliar with. However, things have a funny way
of working out. Bert, responsible for the historical part of the project, became my
supervisor and suggested the option of constructing my research project as a joint PhD
between UAntwerpen and KULeuven. ‘We can ask Kaat to be your supervisor at KUL', he
said enthusiastically, pointing out that they were working together in the context of other
projects as well. Peter Heyrman agreed to become a member of my doctoral committee,
solidifying the connection of this research project to KADOC, which constitutes its primary
archival institution, and Tine Van Osselaer accepted the role of chair. And so, the pieces
of the puzzle came together.

| believe the framework of this PhD serves as a fine example of the high degree of
collaboration and exchange taking place in (Belgian) academia, and | am pleased to have
been a part of it. | would like to express my profound gratitude to my supervisors, whose
keen interest in and thoughtful commentary on my research | have greatly appreciated.
Since the project’s inception, | felt much trust and support from Bert, who was always
open to my plans and ideas and allowed me considerable autonomy in both the process
and the result. At the right times, he offered wise, comforting words, such as ‘good research

1X



creates new questions’ when | struggled with the scope of my research and ‘synthesizing
literature is a lost art’ when | felt | was summarizing too much. Kaat has broad expertise in
modern cultural history, and her contribution to this thesis has been substantial. | believe
that Kaat understood where | wanted to go with my research even before | put it on
paper, and her encouragements were of great value during the writing process. Time after
time, her questions and considerations motivated me to dig deeper — in the literature, in
the sources, and in my brain. | also want to express my appreciation for Tine, who | did
not really get to know until well into my third year due to Covid, but who has since been
an important source of support for my research and me personally. Thank you also to
Peter, for always taking the time for my questions and for welcoming me to the KADOC
office. My archival prospection was duly postponed because of the lockdown, but as soon
as the rules became a bit more flexible, | was allowed to work alone in one of the offices
overlooking the courtyard. Despite the empty hallways during this period, it was a very
pleasant experience that allowed me to build familiarity with the source material. Patricia’s
assistance in procuring these sources and her patience with my tendency to hoard archival
pieces were of great value to me throughout my research. | want to thank Peter, Patrick,
Stijn, Leen Van Molle, Bernhard Schneider, and Filip Santy for their help and feedback as
well.

During my research, | had many interesting and warm interactions with various people.
Doing a joint PhD can be a blessing in this regard, but also a curse. Between Covid,
personal circumstances that forced me to take some time off, and beginning my writing
year, | sometimes found it difficult to find my place in any of the three institutions where |
had a desk. However, when | was introduced to Lise and Michiel within the context of the
interdisciplinary Solidarity and Religion project, | immediately understood what Bert had
meant when he told me that he, Patrick, and Stijn had put together a team of three
researchers that formed ‘a good combination’ on a professional as well as personal level. |
thoroughly enjoyed our regular ‘reading club” and the many discussions we had about our
subjects and philosophies of life, whether they took place in a cozy coffee bar, on video
call, or even via email. A year later, Els began her PhD in the context of the related Soligion
project, focusing on a similar topic as mine in post-war Belgian history. We not only found
common ground regarding our research but also bonded over the challenges of life during
a PhD, notably during our long talks in a Swedish sauna last spring. Els made a dedicated
effort to get me out of the house once in a while to grab a coffee, after which | returned
home to resume writing with renewed energy. | want to thank them for their enduring
support and friendship, which | value deeply. For many reasons, completing this PhD was
an overwhelming experience for me, but my colleagues at both universities were always
kind and treated me like a member of the respective departmental communities, not like
the outsider | at times felt like. More broadly, | have found the academic community to be
uniguely open to meaningful connections. | will always have fond memories of the many



people | met during the numerous scientific conferences and seminars | attended and
participated in over the last decade.

Throughout this PhD trajectory, | was lucky to be able to count on a solid support
system outside of academia as well, and | want to express my gratitude to the people who,
in big and small ways, motivated me to persevere, distracted me from work, and shared
parts of their lives with me. My partner, Allyster, has been with me for almost half my life,
and words cannot express the love, respect, and appreciation | feel for him. He nurtured
both my physical well-being and inner strength, ensuring | had the confidence and resilience
to pursue and achieve my goals. As | have written somewhere else before, in raising me,
my parents gave me the freedom to ask questions and the courage to answer them. | want
to thank them for their unwavering support, for their listening ears, and for their warmth.
Their advice and care were of immense value during the last four years (and always). |
share a tight bond with my brother, Victor, and our adventures are a source of great
happiness in my life. These adventures occurred less frequent as my PhD progressed, and
we resorted to late talks on the terrace and watching comy TV. It is high time for a
VicHantie’ (this wordplay unfortunately does not translate). | also want to thank Maxine,
who | met already halfway through, but who has been a great friend to me and provided
me with welcome distraction. Adrien, my fellow historian and longtime comrade; the
distance between us does not diminish our friendship, and | look forward to all our
discussions still to be had. With Britt, my oldest friend, | shared the PhD experience, just
as we have shared so much of our lives, joys and sorrows alike. Lastly, | want to mention
Philémon, my wise little companion. Thank you to all the other friends and family who
were there for me and brightened my days, | love you all.

Hannah
Herent, December 2023

X1



X1l



Table of Contents

SUMMARY Y
SAMENVATTING Vil
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS IX
INTRODUCTION 1
AT THE INTERSECTION OF SOCIAL, RELIGIOUS, AND GENDER HISTORY 6

[.1]. From charity to welfare? 7

|.2. Sociocultural perspectives on the history of poor relief 5

[.3. Understanding Catholic charity in modernity 24
DELINEATION, SOURCES, AND TERMINOLOGY 31
STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK 38

APOSTOLIC ACTIVISM: VINCENTIAN CHARITY IN TIMES OF CHANGE (C. 1840-

1880) 41
A CHARITABLE RENAISSANCE 43
[.1]. Origins and modus operandi of the Vincentian organizations 44
[.2. Revivalism, political Catholicism, and the call for social action 57
[.3. In defense against secularization 73
[.4. A charitable crusade 89
THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF VINCENTIAN CHARITY 99
[.1]. The visitor: the embodiment of Vincentian spirituality 100
[.2. The visit: the charitable exchange and its effects [
[.3. The visited: defining deservingness 126
CONCLUSION 138

A SPIRITUAL PURPOSE AND SOCIAL GOALS: THE VINCENTIANS AND THE

CATHOLIC SOCIAL PROJECT (C. 1880-1920) 143
THE VINCENTIANS AND THE SOCIAL QUESTION [45

[.1]. An ongoing quest for class reconciliation 146

[.2. The social value of Vincentian charity 156

[.3. Strengthened by antimodernism, weakened by war 168

Xiii



CATEGORIES OF DIFFERENCE IN THE VINCENTIAN SOCIAL PROJECT
[.1. Promoting temperate families in pleasant homes
[.2. Gender and class in the Vincentians’ identity construction

CONCLUSION

BETWEEN HOPE AND DESPAIR: RETURN TO THE ESSENCE OF VINCENTIAN WORK
(1920-1945)

CHARITABLE SPIRITUALITY IN THE FACE OF IDEOLOGICAL TURMOIL
[.1. Are there no more poor?
[.2. A battle for modemity

OLD AND NEW TARGET AUDIENCES
[.1. Towards a new relationship with the workers
|.2. The superior suffering of the shamefaced poor
[.3. Who has the youth, has the future

CONCLUSION
FINAL REFLECTIONS
ANNEXES

LIST OF IMAGES

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

BIBLLOGRAPHY
Unpublished sources
Published sources
Secondary sources
Webpages

X1V

176
177
193

208

213

215
216
226

238
239
253
261

277
281
293
293
295

297
297
299
306
334



Introduction

The member of the Society does not limit himself to a
quick run to the home of the poor: he sits himself
down, takes possession of his only chair, and there
hears the story of the misfortunes of this wretch.

He insists, he urges him to unburden himself from
certain secrets that weigh on him, mixes his tears with
his own, and, with the help of patience, of time, and of
kind words, creates in this withered heart the same
friendship which he has shown it.!

In nineteenth to mid-twentieth-century Belgium, the two main Catholic charitable
organizations for the lay elites were the Ladies of Charity and the Society of Saint
Vincent de Paul, exclusively for women and men, respectively. Established in the early
1840s, both organizations took the life and works of Vincent de Paul (1581-1660) as
their inspiration. At the core of Vincentian charity, practiced by the members of these
organizations, lay a profound commitment to visiting people living in poverty within the
intimate confines of their homes and forging meaningful connections with them.
Therefore, the material relief distributed by the members of these organizations, in the
form of food, furniture, clothing, coal, medicine, and so on, not only served to address
the physical needs of the visited families but also aimed to incentivize these families to
open their doors to the visitor and be receptive to the charitable exchange about to take
place. Central to this exchange was not merely the giving and receiving of alms, but the
opportunity it provided to the visitor to instruct, guide, moralize, and convert ‘the poor’.
To maximize the beneficial potential of the poor visit, the Vincentians performed these
visits weekly and preferably over an extended period. Simultaneously, members of the
organizations were expected to seize the opportunity to practice kindness, respect, and
humility, and more broadly, to work towards self-sanctification. They were to do so
collectively, and, furthermore, the local conferences of the organizations were intended
to forge close-knit communities of socially active and spiritually exemplary laypeople.
In addition to the weekly visits to their beneficiaries, the Vincentians therefore attended

''SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855), 13-14; SVP,
Handboek van het Genootschap van den H. Vincentius-a-Paulo (Ghent, 1874), 13.



weekly meetings and other joint activities to strengthen their ties. By placing their
commitment to combating social misery (both in the material and moral sense) and to
self-development in the service of God and the Church, the Vincentians believed that
their charitable work — which, as we will see, included much more than the poor visit —
could contribute to establishing a Christian version of modern society. Throughout the
first 100 years of the existence of these organizations, the subject of this book, the
Vincentians remained loyal to this purpose, continuously seeking ways to reconcile their
social goals and spiritual purpose in light of societal transformations.

First established in Paris in 1833, the Society quickly gained popularity and new
divisions were created across Europe and, later, overseas as well. In Belgium, where the
Catholic tradition was and remained strong, the Society was created in 1842 and
experienced an explosive growth during the nineteenth century, becoming a highly
successful national division of the organization. Around the same time, in the early
1840s, a similar organization was created exclusive to lay women: the Ladies of Charity
of Saint Vincent de Paul. Originally, this organization started out as a grass-roots
movement of a handful of Brussels’ Catholic working women who wanted to help the
poor in their community and committed themselves to making a weekly monetary
contribution to be distributed among those in need. In 1842 or 1843, and interested local
priest assumed supervision of the initiative and reformed it to an association of Ladies
of Charity. The result was an organization that closely resembled the Society, having a
membership base of upper-class lay women and being dedicated to poor visits. Both the
Society and the Ladies placed their organizations under the protection of Saint Vincent
de Paul, patron of charity works, and largely modeled them after the example of Vincent
de Paul’s seventeenth century Charités; charitable associations for lay Catholic women
that provided guidance and care for the poor in their homes.

That Vincent de Paul had created a durable format for lay charity was exemplified
by the fact that the nineteenth-century iterations of his Charités, the Ladies and the
Society, were able to amass and largely maintain an impressive membership base during
the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century and continued their work even after
the establishment of the welfare state after the Second World War, albeit in different
forms and, in the case of the Ladies, under a new name.” The Society was certainly the
largest of the two organizations, counting 19 363 active members at the height of its

2 The Vincentians have received even less attention in the period after than before the Second World War.
A vast field of research remains open here, especially with regards to the Ladies of Charity, which
transformed into Wederzijds Hulpbetoon in 1958. For the Society after 1945, see the relevant chapters in De
Maeyer and Wynants eds., De Vincentianen in Belgié and Els Minne’s ongoing research of Catholic inspired
poverty initiatives (Belgium, 1950-1990). For a short history of the Ladies of Charity from its foundation
until 1990, written by members of the organization themselves, see: van der Sypt, 150 Jaar Bewogen Leven.
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success in 1913.> The associations of Ladies were much smaller, collectively counting
only 2 702 members at their height in 1944.* This disparity can be attributed, among
other reasons, to the absence of centralization among the associations of Ladies and the
greater competition with other charitable organizations geared towards women, most of
which also maintained a local focus.” Moreover, religious orders and congregations
remained a highly popular option for women seeking ways to deepen their devotion.

In this regard, the third member of the ‘Vincentian family’, the Daughters of Charity
of Saint Vincent de Paul, proved to be a very attractive option for women wanting to
combinate social engagement with a religious lifestyle. Also created by Vincent de Paul
in the seventeenth century, this organization offered a middle path between a lay
association and a religious order. As a society of apostolic life, the Daughters resembled
a congregation because its members lived together in a community, but they were not
cloistered, and instead of making religious vows like those required to enter a
congregation, its members made a yearly vow of chastity, poverty, and obedience. In
practice, the society of Daughters functioned very similarly to a ‘regular’ congregation,
however. For many elite women, engagement in a ‘purely’ lay association like that of
the Ladies therefore remained a more attractive option which allowed them to combine
charitable action with marriage, family life, and wealth. The Ladies, like the Society,
furthermore distinguished themselves from the work of the Daughters and many other
lay charitable organizations in terms of their broad approach to charity. It was common
for charitable organizations and religious institutions to focus on (a combination of)
specific types of action (such as education, food distribution, and care for the sick) and/or
specific types of social need (such as the combination of poverty with sickness or old
age, and particular issues like alcoholism). As such, the Ladies and the Society were a
unique type of Catholic charitable organizations that set themselves apart by their purely
lay character and upper-class membership, by their low threshold for membership in
terms of skill and education, and their principal commitment to helping the poor in
general. In this book, which focusses on lay charity in the strict sense of the term, the
term ‘Vincentians’ refers only to the members of these organizations, not the Daughters.°

During the period between their establishment and the end of the Second World War,

3 Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’, 54.

4 DLSVPB JV 1944,

5 On the decentralized nature of women’s charity, see: Heiniger and Topalov, ‘Femmes et Hommes en
Charité’, 228-231. Belgique charitable, the overview of private and public sources of social assistance
around the turn of the century, mentions a great variety of female Catholic organizations, congregations and
orders which were active in the social field (Ludovic Saint-Vincent, Belgique Charitable: Charité,
Bienfaisance, Philanthropie etc., etc. (Brussels, 1893)).

¢ The Daughters of Charity had a unique identity and (very long) history of their own. See for example:
Dinan, Women and Poor Relief; Brejon de Lavergnée, Le Temps des Cornettes.



the Society and the Ladies created all kinds of initiatives to support their beneficiaries,
ranging from Sunday Schools to mutual aid societies and social secretariats, but their
main activity remained the poor visit, which they believed was the best tool to provide
the poor with personal guidance, promote harmony between the social classes, to
propagate and disseminate God’s love, and to work towards self-sanctification. This
entanglement between the Vincentians’ spirituality and social engagement stood at the
core of the organizations’ identity, but it was also the source of the increasing criticism
they endured during the period under study. Because the Vincentians used social
assistance as a means to proselytize and required the poor to observe religious duties and
display good morality, their charity was not unconditional, and they approached the poor
in a way that was prominently paternalistic. In addition, the goal of the Vincentians’
charity was not to provide a structural solution to poverty itself, much less to eradicate
inequality. As they saw it, poverty and wealth were part of God’s design, and both
conditions contained pitfalls as well as opportunities to grow in one’s faith. Their goal
was therefore to alleviate misery, for example in the form of pauperism, which they
believed was a problem especially in modern, industrialized societies.

Despite the popularity and longevity of the organizations, the Belgian Society and
Ladies have featured only marginally in social and religious historical research, and there
have been only very few studies dedicated specifically to the history of these
organizations. Yet, as [ will aim to show in the chapters of this thesis, the history of the
Vincentians provides a unique perspective on the history of religious experience and
performance, on the continuities and discontinuities in ideas about poverty, its causes,
and its solutions, on the expression of class and gender roles and their entwinement with
religious identity, and on the Catholic search for continued legitimacy and relevancy in
modern society. Guiding the exploration of these topics through the lens of the history
of the Vincentian organizations is the question how they reconciled their spiritual
purpose and social goals in the face of great changes in the socio-economic and political
domains, most notably processes of secularization, the rise of socialism, as well as the
changing nature of poverty, the debates that construed it as a social issue, and the
available options for social support.

In addition, I examine the ways in which these dynamic configurations of the
Vincentian organization’s identity and purpose were in turn reflected in their concrete
charitable practices, most notably the poor visit, as well as their approach of the poor,
whom the Vincentians praised as a source of spiritual gratification, but whom they also
categorized in terms of worthiness and deservingness, and whom they loved and feared
all at the same time. In addition, I explore how the Vincentians’ conception of their goals
and purpose also shaped their ideas about what it meant to be good Vincentian men and
women in both a spiritual and social sense, identities that developed in conjunction with
the class and gender roles that developed among the upper classes as well as those
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promoted by the Church. This identity was of great significance, because Vincentian
charity served not only to aid and moralize its recipients, but also, at least equally
important, to achieve the self-sanctification of its members. This meant that it implored
its benefactors to perform and deepen their faith according to the ideal of the Vincentian
man or woman, the development of which therefore stood at the core of the
organizations’ mission.

As an overarching reflection, I consider the convergence of these different aspects
of the organizations’ ideas and practices into the Vincentians dynamic beliefs about their
role in and contribution to modern society, in particular their plight to act as advocates
of the Christian worldview and communal ideal, as well as their participation in spaces
of political-ideological conflict in an effort to co-create modernity to this end. As I will
argue, the history of Vincentian charity has in the past proven difficult to reconcile with
the idea of religious modernization, a notion that has largely replaced the teleological
secularization narratives of modernization theories. Thus, this study is guided by an
explicitly open conceptualization of the ‘modern’ and ‘modernity’ in its approach to the
history of the Vincentians, which at times opens new perspectives on common
assumptions about their ideas, their practices, and their self-historicization in modern
society. In turn, these insights shed new light on the history of Catholic charity in
modernity and its dual function as a religious practice and a form of social activism.



At the intersection of social, religious, and
gender history

Given that religious charity played a crucial role as a significant provider of social aid
during the nineteenth century — a period marked by the escalating politicization of
poverty — it not only served as a conduit for expressing devotion but also became an
integral component of the social, political, religious, and cultural history of much of
Western society. Yet, it was not until the 1980s when charity (and, more broadly, the
voluntary sector) began gaining interest as a historical subject an sich. At the same time,
the development of new perspectives in the areas of social, religious, and gender history
had important consequences for the ways in which the role and function of charity in
modernity was interpreted. In the pages that follow, I will retrace the main
historiographical developments that shaped our understanding of the history of charity
and that inspired new approaches to the subject.

The initial subchapter commences with post-war narratives of ‘charity-to-welfare,’
portraying charity as the irrational and inefficient precursor to modern, rational
approaches to social assistance. Following the discrediting of normative views on
modernization that underpinned these interpretations, a ‘voluntaristic renaissance’
emerged, focusing on the private, voluntary sector (charitable or philanthropic) and
reassessing the ongoing significance of non-governmental sources of social assistance
for both benefactors and beneficiaries. Concluding the transition from overarching
narratives to in-depth examinations of charitable institutions, this subchapter provides
an overview of studies on the history of the Society and the Ladies in Belgium and
beyond. The second subchapter delves into the theoretical foundations of various new
historical perspectives developed in the last half-century, exploring their implications
for studying the history of charity. This overview begins with the rise of ‘new social
history’ and insights from ‘history from below’ approaches. The ‘social discipline’
paradigm significantly influenced the interpretation of charity’s function, but historians
examining benefactors’ motivations presented a more nuanced perspective. Gender
historians further illustrated that charitable actions were diverse and driven by various
considerations, emphasizing women'’s religiosity and religiously inspired social action.
In the final subchapter, I revisit the long-term impacts of modernization theories on
interpreting religion and religious social action in modernity. I explore alternative
perspectives on the nature of modernity and the role of religion, focusing on the concept
of ‘multiple modernities’ as an alternative to materialist and normative definitions of
modernity.



I.1.  From charity to welfare?

Despite the crucial role of religious poor relief in the history of European societies, the
topic was long neglected by post-war historians. Instead, the history of charity was
absorbed into the new and busy sociology-dominated research field of ‘welfare studies’,
which was preoccupied with the nature and origin of the welfare states and shaped the
dominant perspective on the history of social assistance until the 1970s-1980s. Often,
these scholars interpreted the ‘triumph’ of the welfare state —i.e. ‘the complex of policies
that, in one form or another, all rich democracies have adopted to ameliorate destitution
and provide valued social goods and services’’ — as proof of the inevitable victory of
secularism over religion itself. Such narratives of secularization told a story of declining
religious belief and practice in both the private and the public space, as well as of a
continuing expansion of the power of the state. Whilst traditional, religious mechanisms
of social assistance could no longer deal with the challenges posed by rapid
industrialization and the growth of an industrial and urban working class, so the narrative
went, religion in general was at the same time confronted with a sharp decrease in
relevance as a moral system. In response to the issue of poverty and social
dissatisfaction, the state stepped in through regulation and redistribution, making
religious organizations offering poor relief obsolete and eventually creating a highly
secularized welfare state. This way, so-called oppressive religious poor relief schemes
were replaced with rationalized systems of social assistance based on values of
citizenship and social rights.® These narratives were underpinned by theories of
modernization that regarded capitalism, democracy, and secularization as integral
elements in the development of modern nation-states, with the welfare state seen as the
inevitable outcome. This perspective reflected a distinctly normative and linear view of
history.” The result was a rather one-sided perception of the relationship between modern
society and religious actors, in which the intrinsic characteristics of the latter could have
no place in the former.

These modernization theories and their application to the history of social assistance
had important ramifications for the scholarly perception of the history of religious
charity. After all, the charity-to-welfares narratives were driven by a strong welfare
optimism, and the scholars behind them often openly supported this compulsory
approach of social solidarity, considering as the most rational approach to social issues

7 Hacker, ‘Bringing the Welfare State Back In’

8 Grell, ‘The Protestant Imperative’, 45; Safley, ‘Introduction’, 1-4; Stark and Iannacone, ‘A Supply-Side
Theory’, 230-231; Orloff, ‘Social Social Provision and Regulation’, 190-192.

® Orloff, ‘Social Social Provision and Regulation’, 192; Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision, 20-21; Van
Molle, ‘Comparing Religious Perspectives on Social Reform’, 9; van Kersbergen and Manow, ‘Religion
and the Western Welfare State’, 5-7.



and as ultimate stage of modernity.'” As the antithesis of the welfare state, private,
voluntary modes of social assistance, especially those that were driven by religious
motivations, were framed as not only ineffective, but also as irrational, paternalist, and
generally as a-modern. However, as time progressed, the acknowledgement that welfare
states were fallible and the realization that private, voluntary organizations continued to
fulfil important roles in welfare systems led to these narratives being called into question.
This change in perspective was driven by several developments both in the socio-
political and scientific domains that took place during the late 1970s and 1980s. These
years were marked by increasing skepticism about the necessity and benefits of a central
state, culminating into an ‘ideological crisis of the state’.!" The economic crises that
plagued Europe during this time led to criticism of the welfare state, which was accused
of being too costly and inefficient by the political left and right alike.'? In particular, the
‘new right’” movement, spearheaded by political figures such as Margaret Thatcher and
Ronald Reagan, called for a more minimal state, a reduction of public spending, and a
partial transfer of social solidarity mechanisms to the community level."?

In turn, this re-evaluation of the welfare state in the political sphere did not leave the
field of welfare studies unmoved and gave rise to the new and busy field of comparative
welfare studies, occupied mostly by political scientists and sociologists. Challenging
functionalist modernization and secularization narratives, these scholars questioned the
idea that the welfare state was the natural outcome of processes of modernization and
set out to uncover the mechanisms through which materialist grievances were
transformed into public policy. After all, the Western welfare states were by no means
copies of each other and great variety existed among them in terms of ideological
foundation and intermediary structures, indicating that the development of welfare states
was dependent on the historical power and influence of sociopolitical actors. In a first
wave of comparative welfare studies, scholars were primarily concerned with the social
democratic variable, claiming that strong labor movements and social democratic
political rule were preconditions for welfare outcomes,'* and that variations among
countries with equally strong social democratic movements could be explained by the

10 Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision, 21.

' For a detailed overview of these discussions in Belgium, see: Arcq and Pierre, ‘Politicke Geschiedenis
van de Sociale Zekerheid in Belgi¢’. See also: Van Damme, Armenzorg en de Staat, 9-10. For these debates
in an international context: Mayo, ‘Introduction’, 1-21; Cavallo, ‘The Motivations of Benefactors’; Pelletier
and Von Bueltzingsloewen, ‘Introduction’, 9-10; Wiener, ‘The Unloved State’, 283-285. See also: Vargas,
‘How Poverty Became a Violation of Human Rights’, 502.

12 Barrez, Voorbij het ‘Goud’ van de Jaren Zestig’.

13 King, ‘New Right Ideology’, 797-799; Daunton, ‘Introduction’, 1.

14 Hewitt, ‘The Effect of Political Democracy’.



presence of other powers within the political landscape,'® the distribution of power
between social classes,'¢ the strength of trade unionism,'” the countries’ position in the
international economy,18 and so on.

It became clear, however, that the social democratic model, which portrayed
differences between welfare states as the result of different strengths of social-
democratic movements, could not explain nor encompass all Western welfare states.
Especially the works by Esping-Andersen had major implications for the field, most
notably his suggestion that there were three types of welfare states (social democratic,
conservative/corporatist, and liberal) depending on the configuration of market, state and
family.'” The widespread acceptance of the premise that the social democratic welfare
state was but one variant, did mean that the question how grievances were transformed
into social policy needed to be re-evaluated. Still, the relevant variables were believed
to reside in the sociopolitical sphere. Thus, a second collection of studies pointed to
Christian democratic movements, stating that these could be as effective in creating
welfare states as their social democratic counterparts,20 or even more so,”! even if the
end-result might look different.

Not only Christian democracy, but religion itself entered the arena of explanatory
variables. Authors like Michael Gillespie and Kees van Kersbergen made the argument
that different religious traditions, or rather Protestantism and Catholicism, and their
corresponding charitable traditions ultimately determined the nature of welfare states.*?
These scholars suggested that it was not coincidental that the cradle of the welfare states
could be found in the Christian occident. Instead of delaying the development of the
welfare state, Christian traditions and the political actors that promoted them could play
a fundamental role in laying their foundations during the nineteenth to mid-twentieth
century. Because the Christian denominations put much emphasis on the virtue of charity
and the centrality of the community, they were characterized by a strong tradition in
providing social assistance. This way, Christian actors active in the social sphere were
often able to influence socio-political debate on social provision and welfare.”* In

15 Like the political right (Castles, The Social Democratic Image). More broadly, the opportunities for
building coalitions (Esping-Andersen, Politics Against Markets).

16 Korpi, The Democratic Class Struggle.

17 Stephens, The Transition from Capitalism to Socialism.

18 Cameron, ‘Social Democracy’; Katzenstein, Small States in World Markets.

19 Esping-Andersen, ‘Power and Distributional Regimes’.

20 Stephens, The Transition from Capitalism to Socialism; Schmidt, Wohlfahrtsstaatliche Politik; Shalev,
‘The Social Democratic Model’.

21 Wilensy, ‘Leftism, Catholicism, and Democratic Corporatism’.

22 Gillespie ed., The Theological Origins of Modernity; Kahl, ‘The Religious Roots of Modern Poverty
Policy’; van Kersbergen and Manow, ‘Religion and the Western Welfare State’.

23 Fix, ‘Social Work of Religious Welfare Associations’.



addition, the powerful presence of a clerical right in the socio-political sphere could
explain radicalization of leftist movements, which in turn fostered debate, action, and
change in systems of welfare provision.”* These assertions that religion matters in
shaping systems of social assistance was reasonable and welcome in itself. It drew
attention to the importance of religious ideas, institutions and associations in both past
and present, thereby providing some much-needed nuance to the charity-to-welfare
paradigm on the basis of the acknowledgement that the heritage of religious social views
and charitable practices were still present in secularized Western welfare states.*
However, variable-based explanatory models, including those centered around the
religious variable, were not unproblematic from a historian’s perspective. First, the
suggestion that religious traditions determined historical patterns of poor relief and/or
current welfare systems was equally reductionist as the political-variable paradigm.
While the differences between countries with a Protestant or Catholic tradition were
over-stressed, the variations within both contexts were underplayed.?® Second, the basic
premise of early welfare theories; that the socio-economic condition of modern society
created materialist grievances which then had to be met by a rational system of social
assistance, was not substantially revised. In other words, the efforts to explain the
difference between welfare states resulted in a more nuanced view on the origins of
welfare systems, but ultimately did not question the idea that the development of welfare
states was the inevitable outcome of the modern condition. Instead, the charity-to-
welfare explanatory model was broadened to include mediating variables, specifically
the religious and ideological backgrounds of the socio-political actors that shaped the
debate about and the nature of the welfare system. This suggested that ideology and
religious culture merely shaped the development of charity-to-welfare, but that this
process was nonetheless the product of the materialistic condition of modernity.?’
Nonetheless, the introduction of the religious factor in the history of welfare
development contributed to the acknowledgement of religious actors’ role in the field of
social assistance and the stamp they left on the nature of welfare states. In turn, these
findings inspired scholars to take a closer look at the various actors that were active in
the field of social assistance as well as the relationships between them. Especially the
concept of the ‘mixed economy of welfare’, which was introduced already in the 1980s

24 Pavolini, Daniel and Rana, ‘“Mapping the Relationship’.

25 Related to this is the question whether the welfare state was/is secular in the first place. See for example
the discussions in: Bolzonar, Catholicism and the Welfare State in Secular France.

26 Cavallo, ‘The Motivations of Benefactors’, 47.

27 Kees van Kersbergen and Phillip Manow, for example, maintained that modernization theories were right
in establishing a causal link between industrialization, the need for social policy, and the emergence of the
welfare state, albeit with the added factor of the establishment of a labor market (van Kersbergen and
Manow, ‘Religion and the Western Welfare State’, 7-8).
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but gained traction in the 1990s, has proven its merit in this regard. Using this concept,
historians and social scientists alike drew attention to the great variety of actors in the
field of social assistance, including the state, voluntary organizations, the family, and
the market, creating a dynamic mixed economy of welfare shaped by the continually
shifting relationships between the various actors active in this field. This way, scholars
like Bernhard Harris, Michael Katz, and Jane Lewis have shown that rather than
evolving from charity to welfare, the modern field of social assistance did not develop
linearly but was characterized a variety of dynamic sources of social support which
continuously veered between competition and complementarity.”®

In addition, research into the mixed economy of welfare called into question the
binaries between modern and traditional; private and public; local and central;
voluntarism and obligation. These scholars highlighted the context-specificity and path-
dependency of welfare economies by showing that such dichotomies were themselves
subject to continuous debate, that actors on either side of the binaries mutually
challenged and influenced each other, and that the origins of the welfare state could
therefore only be understood by taking into account the complex interplay of ideas and
actors in the social sphere. As such, the concept of the mixed economy of welfare did
not only contribute to understanding the dynamic origins of the welfare state, but also
allowed for a more open perspective on the composition and structure of the
contemporary welfare state itself. Rather than being a finished product that should either
be glorified as the summum of modemity or rejected as a delusional mistake,
contemporary welfare states remain(ed) a product of interacting and changing ideas and
actors.

With regards to the Belgian case, substantial efforts have been made to reconstruct
the complex interplay of actors and ideas, both religious and non-religious, private and
public. Belgian historians like Peter Heyrman, Leen Van Molle, and Jo Deferme have
made important contributions to uncovering the structures and origins of Belgium’s
systems of social provision and welfare, taking into account not only the social turmoil
and political debates that led to change, but also devoting attention to the wide variety
of social and voluntary organizations that constituted the Belgian social field and that,
in different ways, contributed to its development.”” While they did not use the concept
of the mixed economy of welfare, these scholars tackled the subject in a very similar

28 Some insightful works on the mixed economy of welfare include: Lewis, ‘The Voluntary Sector’, 10-17;
Innes, ‘The “Mixed Economy of Welfare’; Katz and SachB3e eds., The Mixed Economy of Social Welfare;
Bridgen and Bernard Harris, Charity and Mutual Aid; Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision.

29 See for example: Witte, ‘The Battle for Monasteries’; Deferme, ‘The Influence of Catholic Socio-Political
Theory’; Pasture, ‘Building the Social Security State’; Deferme, Uit de Ketens van de Vrijheid; Van Molle,
‘Social Questions and Catholic Answers’; Van Molle, ‘Comparing Religious Perspectives’; Heyrman,
‘Catholic Charity and Public Poor Relief’; Heyrman, ‘Catholic Private Poor Relief and the State’.

11



manner, using an approach that strongly emphasized context-specificity and highlighted
the diversity of ideas and practices related to social assistance, not in the least those
propagated by Catholics. Recently, Hendrik Moeys used the concept of the mixed
economy of welfare to examine the nineteenth-century roots of the Belgian welfare state.
Employing a very broad perspective, he painted a nuanced and detailed picture of the
pre-history and evolution of the subsidiarity principle which is so characteristic of
Belgium’s welfare state.*® These findings, most of which have been done in the last
twenty years, drew attention to the uniqueness of the Belgian case, in which the lack of
social legislation for most of the nineteenth century and the principles of subsidized
liberty and subsidiarity allowed private, voluntary organizations and institutions to play
important, if not indispensable, roles in the Belgian mixed economy of welfare.
Especially Catholics were able to reap the benefits of this arrangement, and these studies
have been able to show that they were not only able to maintain pivotal positions in the
social sphere, but that they also succeeded in leaving their mark on the structure and
ideological foundation of the Belgian mixed welfare economy.

The political and academic debates of the 1970s and 1980s inspired not only new
perspectives on the history of welfare and the origins of welfare states in the broad sense,
but also on specific aspects of the Western systems of social assistance during the
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century. Especially the labor movement drew
much attention, and a rich body of literature has been produced on the socialist and
Christian democratic worker’s movement and unions with regards to their contribution
to the establishment of welfare states.’' Also, many interesting studies have been
conducted on the history of social legislation and public social assistance, of
pillarization, and of health care systems in Belgium and elsewhere.** In addition, the
critique of welfarism rekindled interest in the social function of private, voluntary
organizations, informal support systems such as the family and the community, as well

30 Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision.

31 Hewitt, ‘The Effect of Political Democracy’; Stephens, The Transition from Capitalism to Socialism;
Castles, The Social Democratic Image; Esping-Andersen, Politics Against Markets; Korpi, The Democratic
Class Struggle; Schmidt, Wohlfahrtsstaatliche Politik; Shalev, ‘The Social Democratic Model’; Wilensy,
‘Leftism, Catholicism, and Democratic Corporatism’; van Voss, Pasture and De Maeyer eds., Between Cross
and Class.

32 To give just a few examples, on health care: De Maeyer, Er is Leven voor de dood; Kerkhoff, De Staat
als Dokter; Companje et al., Two Centuries of Solidarity; Companje et al., Two Centuries of Solidarity. On
social security: Hennock, British Social Reform and German Precedents; Vanthemsche, ‘De Oorsprong van
de Werkloosheidsverzekering in Belgi€’; Vanthemsche, La Sécurité Sociale; Pasture, ‘Building the Social
Security State’. On pillarization: Art, ‘Van ‘Klerikalisme’ naar ‘Katholieke Zuil”; Righart, De Katholieke
Zuil in Europa; Billiet, ed., Tussen bescherming en verovering; Hellemans, Strijd om om de Moderniteit;
Lis, ‘Peilingen naar het Belang van de Steun Verleend door het Bureel van Weldadigheid’; Van Damme,
Armenzorg en de Staat.
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as private sources of mutual aid and self-help. Driven by the search for alternatives to
the welfare state model and the acknowledgement that voluntary, non-profit, and
informal structures play(ed) an important role in the provision of social assistance and
support, both in the past and in the present, these bottom-up perspectives created a
versatile field of research into the history of civil society.*

With regards to the history of charity and its non-religious variant philanthropy, a
‘voluntaristic renaissance’ took place in historical research, spearheaded by authors such
as Frank Prochaska, who contributed greatly to the historical knowledge of the diverse
voluntary sector in modern Britain.** During the initial wave of research on the history
of voluntary charity and philanthropy, scholars primarily adopted an institutional
historical perspective. The predominant focus was on mapping the extent and diversity
of the voluntary sector during a specific period, often the nineteenth century. The
research aimed to unveil the types of relief provided and to explore the financial aspects
of the voluntary organizations involved. Despite their institutional focus, these studies
often also included broad reflections on the socio-political component of voluntary
action, in particular the relationship between voluntary action and the establishment or
perpetuation of social and/or political power, as well as the dissemination of moral belief
systems through voluntary action. Especially the French, German, and British voluntary
sectors have received much interest, not seldomly in a comparative perspective,®
sometimes featuring the Belgian case as well.*®

Compared to the international body of literature on charity and philanthropy in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there have been relatively few studies devoted to the
topic (exclusively) from a Belgian perspective. Worth mentioning in this regard are the
contributions made by Stijn Van de Perre, who used a quantitative approach to map
Belgium’s expansive voluntary sector around the turn of the century, in addition to
examining the complex relationship and blurred lines between private and public sources
of assistance, as well as the introduction of new approaches to social assistance during

33 Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision, 22; Morris, ‘Changing Perceptions of Philanthropy’, 138-139;
Daunton, ‘Introduction’, 7-8.

34 Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy; Prochaska, The Voluntary Impulse; Prochaska, Philanthropy and
the Hospitals of London; Prochaska, Royal Bounty; Prochaska, Schools of Citizenship; Prochaska,
Christianity and Social Service.

35 A few examples are: Maurer, La Ville Charitable; Heiniger and Topalov, ‘Femmes et Hommes en
Charité’; Topalov ‘Langage de la Réforme et Déni du Politique’; Hennock, British Social Reform and
German Precedent; Mommsen and Mock, The Emergence of the Welfare State in Britain and Germany;
Ritter, Social Welfare in Germany and Britain; Pelletier and Von Bueltzingsloewen eds., La Charité en
Pratique: Chrétiens Frangaise et Allemands sur le Terrain Social, XIXe-XXe Siecles (Strasbourg, Presses
Universitaires de Strasbourg: 1999).
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this period.’” Another example is the article by Kristien Suenens and Maarten van Dijk,
who examined the charitable activities of female Catholic congregations in West-
Flanders between 1830 and 1880 against the background of the growing sociopolitical
conflict between Catholics and liberals.”® Peter Heyrman has also devoted significant
attention to Catholic charity in his research of nineteenth-century poor relief and of the
identity construction of Catholic elites.”

Even though the popularity of lay Catholic charity throughout the nineteenth century
(and later) was acknowledged in studies on Belgium’s sociopolitical and welfare history,
this type of organization was seldomly treated as a subject of inquiry themselves. Being
the largest and most well-known lay Catholic charity in Belgium, these studies often
refer to the Society of Saint Vincent as the main outlet for the charitable fervor of the
Catholic elites and as the prime example of the conservative Catholic approach to the
issue of poverty.*’ In 1992, KADOC studies published a book on the history of the
Belgian Society at the occasion of the organization’s 150" anniversary.*' Edited by Jan
De Maeyer and Paul Wynants, both experts in the social and political history of
Catholicism in Belgium, this book offered a thorough overview of the development of
the Society from 1842 to 1992. Its contributors focused much attention on the
institutional history of the organization and the development of its network of auxiliary
works, delved deeper into the composition of its membership, and at times reflected on
the ramifications of religious, socio-economic, and political changes on the ideas and
practices of the Society. As the authors themselves stated, this collection did not offer a
definitive study of the Vincentians’ history,*> however, but it did provide a solid basis
for further research. Of great value in this regard were the researchers’ substantial effort
to collect and centralize a large part of the disperse archives of the Society, which are
kept in KADOC. Aside from the KADOC study, the Ghent division of the Society has
also formed the subject of several masters’ theses.*” The Belgian Ladies of Charity,

37 Van de Perre, ‘Public Charity and Private Assistance’. See also: Van de Perre, ‘Catholic Fundraising to
Educate the Poor’.

38 Suenens and Van Dijck, ‘La Belgique Charitable’.

39 Heyrman, ‘Catholic Charity and Public Poor Relief’; Heyrman, ‘Catholic Private Poor Relief and the
State’; Heyrman, ‘Imagining the ‘Bon Patron Catholique’.

40 Lis, Social Change and the Labouring Poor, 129-139; Van Molle, ‘Social Questions and Catholic
Answers’, 105-106; Lamberts, ‘Het Ultramontanisme in Belgi¢’, 46-47; Heyrman, ‘Catholic Charity and
Public Poor Relief’; Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 181-182; De Maeyer, Arthur Verhaegen; Art, De
Maeyer, de Pril and Kenis, ‘Church Reform and Modernity’, 111-112.

41 De Maeyer and Wynants eds., De Vincentianen in Belgié.
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meanwhile, have been the subject of only two explorative studies. One by Filip Santy,
which focused on the history of the association in Courtrai, and one by Koen Rotsaert,
who did the same for the Ladies of Bruges.*

Originally founded in France, the history of the (local conferences of the) French
Society has received by far the most attention, usually from an institutional historical
perspective or with a focus on the organization’s members.* Especially Matthieu Brejon
de Lavergnée, specialist in the history of charity and social assistance in France, has
made great contributions to the historical research of the French Society, approaching
the topic from various perspectives, including gender history and the history of elites.*®
In addition, Society’s history in other countries has been investigated as well, such as in
Italy,47 Scotland,*® Gemlany,49 Canada, the US,’! and in Brazil.>> While the Ladies also
had an international presence, only few historical studies have been dedicated to their
history, specifically the explorative study by Sarah Curtis on the Ladies in nineteenth
century Paris and Silvia Marina Arrom’s contribution to the ‘forgotten history’ of the
Ladies in Mexico during the second half of the nineteenth century.>

I.2.  Sociocultural perspectives on the history of poor relief

Over the course of the last half century, charity gained increasing attention from
historians interested in the various sources of social aid and welfare during the nineteenth
and first half of the twentieth century. Over time, the historical research perspective on
charity has shifted from viewing it as incompatible with the modern demand for rational
and effective approaches to poverty, to recognizing it as a practice with a profound
history that not only endured within an expanding welfare economy but also influenced

4 Santy, ‘De Dames de la Miséricorde’; Rotsaert, ‘De Dames van Barmhartigheid’.

45 Dumons and Pelussier, ‘Etre Congréganiste et Confrére’; Dumons and Pelissier, ‘La Congrégation des
Messieurs’; Dumons, ‘Laicat Bourgeois et Apostolat Social’; Dumons, ‘De I’(Euvre Charitable’; Gaudrie,
‘Les Conférences Bordelaises’; Mercier, La Société de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul; Udovic, ‘“What About the
Poor?’.

46 Brejon de Lavergnée, La Société de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul; Brejon de Lavergnée, ‘Making the Charitable
Man’; Brejon de Lavergnée, ‘Furia Caritatevole’; Brejon de Lavergnée, ‘L’Affirmation d’un Laicat
Catholique?’.
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the characteristics of this social assistance system. The shift in the historical research
perspective on charity was instigated by a reconsideration of modernization theories.
The once-prevailing notion that the welfare state was the inevitable and desirable result
of modernity in the social sphere was revised. This reevaluation paved the way for a
renewed focus on voluntarism in the study of the history of social assistance.

While the initial exploration of charity’s history primarily adopted an institutional
and sociopolitical lens, aligning with traditional methodologies in welfare history, the
subject also gained traction in social, gender, and religious history. These research fields
underwent significant theoretical shifts in the 1970s and 1980s, marked by a cultural turn
in the social sciences that highlighted the significance of context-specific systems of
meaning. This cultural shift challenged teleological narratives of modern history,
fostering new perspectives on social assistance. Approaches such as social control
theories, feminist history, and history from below played a crucial role, eventually
influencing the study of the history of charity. Despite taking time to permeate the field,
these fresh perspectives and discoveries have proven invaluable in stimulating fostering
discussion about the nature of charity and its historical role in society.>*

Concomitantly to the revision of top-down approaches to the history of welfare
states and systems of social assistance, a counter-current of bottom-up perspectives from
the late 1970°s onwards emerged. The ‘new’ social historians were concerned with the
social meaning of poverty and the experiences of the poor. They criticized the bias of
welfare historians toward the political and the institutional, rightfully pointing out their
neglect of the beneficiaries of social assistance. The master concept in this body of
literature was that of social discipline, inspired by Michel Foucault’s concept of
‘normalization’ and Gerhard Oestreich’s concept of ‘Sozialdisziplinierung’.”® Its
introduction into the history of social assistance resulted in a myriad of studies arguing
that the domain of social assistance had the (implicit, and sometimes even subconscious)
goal of producing social order through the establishment of systems of control,
moralization, disciplining, and marginalization of the poor.”® Such mechanisms were
detected in the context of both charitable and philanthropic private initiatives,”” as well

3+ Orloff, ‘Social Social Provision and Regulation’, 193; Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision, 22.

35 Larry Frohman, Poor Relief and Welfare in Germany from the Reformation to World War I (Cambridge,
2008), 1.

36 Some examples are: Woolf, The Poor in Western Europe; Jiitte, Poverty and Deviance; Mandler, The
Uses of Charity; Soly and Lis, Poverty and Capitalism; Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France;
Piven and Cloward, Regulating the Poor; Gutton, La Société des Pauvres; Martz, Poverty and Welfare in
Habsburg Spain; Pullan, Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice.

57 See for example the contributions in Donajgrodzki ed., Social Control in Nineteenth-Century Britain.
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as in public welfare institutions.’® In all cases, social discipline was seen as a force
working in a top-down direction.”® As such, the social discipline paradigm echoed the
Marxist view on the relationship between the elites and the lower classes as one of power
conflict and oppression, framing social assistance as a means for those in power to
regulate and control those in need, to keep the exploited from emancipating themselves,
to promote conformist behavior, and, in general, to maintain the status quo of social
inequality.

While all forms of social assistance, whether public or private, religious or
secularized, were scrutinized through the social discipline paradigm, religious charity in
particular was judged as a means for the elites to exert control over the populace. Charity
was explicitly driven by religious motivations and served as an excellent tool to
proselytize and moralize its beneficiaries. Since charities were private, voluntary
organizations, they were free to choose whom they provided help to, and they could
easily set religious observance as a precondition to receive help. In addition, the goal of
charity was to practice religious virtue and not to provide a structural solution to the
issue of poverty. After all, the Christian worldview did not see inequality as a problem
in itself. So, from a Marxist and social discipline perspective, charity not only
contributed to the dissemination of religious belief, religion itself being considered an
oppressive power structure, but it also promoted a vision of social assistance as a reward
for conformist behavior rather than a social right. For the Belgian case, this argument
has most thoroughly been advanced by Antwerp social historian Catharina Lis, who
published several books during the 1980s on the laboring poor in the nineteenth century.
Using a history from below approach, Lis made a great contribution to our understanding
of the nature of poverty and the experiences of being poor during this period, drawing
attention to the abysmal labor and living conditions of large segments of the working
and lower classes, specifically in the urban area of Antwerp, as well as their struggles to
find and receive effective aid.®” Examining the latter topic, Lis noted that the goal of
private philanthropy and charity organizations (of which she noted that the Society of
Saint-Vincent was the most active) was seldomly to genuinely help the poor, but rather
to perpetuate the status quo of social inequality by keeping the poor from disrupting it.®!

Since the 1980s, the social control interpretation of the function of charity, while
important to our understanding of social power dynamics in modern society, has become
so commonplace that it is now often seen as an evident truth. As social and cultural
historian Sandra Cavallo remarked, historians dealing with the topic of philanthropy and

38 Cohen and Scull eds., Social Control and the State; Lis, ‘Peilingen naar het Belang van de Steun Verleend
door het Bureel van Weldadigheid’.

39 Spierenburg, ‘Social Control and History’, 6.

60 Lis, Social Change and the Labouring Poor; Soly and Lis, Poverty and Capitalism.

61 Lis, Social Change and the Labouring Poor, 128-139.
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charity tend to refer to the mechanism of social discipline in an almost reflexive manner,
‘as if to show the historian’s common sense and lack of naivety’, but without elaborating
on the issue further.%? This reflex was also often present in studies on the history of social
assistance in Belgium, in which charity is self-evidently identified as a vehicle for the
elites to mold the poor into docile and laborious workers,* as a means to create
dependence and opportunities for conversion,** and to maintain the social order.® This
included not only private sources of relief, but also public institutions.*

The social discipline paradigm has generated many important insights into the
relationship between power, poverty, and social assistance, and firmly established that
historians of public and private sources of social assistance should also consider the
experiences of the recipients of relief. It made clear that social assistance was about more
than ideological and religious beliefs, and that it had tangible consequences for the
survival of the poor as well as their position in society. Nevertheless, studies on the
history of social assistance using the lens of social discipline have also received criticism
not for being wrong, but for their one-sidedness and lack of nuance. In particular, the
social discipline framework was rigid in its identification of causes and consequences,
which was rooted in a materialist argument that closely resembled that of modernization
theories. Again, it was assumed that the process of modernization, essentially understood
as capitalist industrialization, created poverty and materialist grievances among the
lower classes, which in turn spurred the elites to create sources of social assistance that
kept these masses divided and under control, specifically by making assistance
conditional on conformist and docile behavior. As such, religious charity was not only
seen as ineffective and backward, but also as a tool for oppression that was inherently
malevolent towards the poor. This interpretation left little room for nuance with regards
to the different treatment of different categories of poor, the power which the poor
themselves possessed, the various motivations of benefactors, and the mechanisms of
social control that were present in broader society, also shaping the actions of

92 As Sandra Cavallo pointed out, this point is often not addressed properly, ‘as if to show the historian’s
common sense and lack of naivety’. Cavallo, ‘The Motivations of Benefactors’, 52.

9 Van de Perre, ‘Catholic Fundraising to Educate the Poor’, 101.

%4 See for example in Van Molle, ‘Social Questions and Catholic Answers’, 103, where she states that charity
during the period between 1780-1920 ‘did not present a structural solution to poverty’ and ‘combined
material aid on demand with dependence, providing an opportunity for the conversion and for the imposition
of discipline and control’, as opposed to Enlightenment-inspired assistance which ‘affirmed the social
responsibility of the state and introduced notions of justice and emancipation’.

% Van de Perre, ‘Public Charity and Private Assistance’, 122; Suenens and Van Dijck, ‘La Belgique
Charitable’, 183.

% Lis, ‘Peilingen naar het Belang van de Steun Verleend door het Bureel van Weldadigheid’; Lis, Social
Change and the Labouring Poor; Van de Perre, ‘Public Charity and Private Assistance; Van Leeuwen,
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benefactors.

For starters, it is a difficult endeavor to assess the experience the people receiving
relief during the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century because in most cases,
source material produced by the poor themselves is scarce. Even if the historian has
access to letters written by the poor asking for assistance, these provide less insight into
the experiences or opinions of the poor than into the expectations that were set for them
by the providers of social assistance. Moreover, there were substantial differences in the
treatment of ‘underserving poor’, such as vagrants and beggars, and ‘deserving poor’,
such as indigent workers and shamefaced poor, and different forms of need could
therefore result in different experiences with being on relief. Thus, because of its
structuralist foundation, the social discipline paradigm risks blindness towards the
possible positive effects of relief on the lives of individual or certain categories of poor.*’

In addition, social discipline creates a perception of the poor as voiceless victims of
an oppressive system. Yet, other studies have shown that making use of private and
public sources of poor relief was but one of many survival strategies of the poor, and
although the choice to go on relief was often the lesser of two evils, it was a choice in
which resided agency.®® Moreover, the charitable exchange functioned as a space of
interaction and bargaining between givers and receivers. Charity offered elites a means
to defend their interests vis-a-vis the lower classes, but the latter also possessed means
of pressuring the former. Looting and rioting (or the threat of doing so) were clear ways
in which these people could voice their dissatisfaction, but even the refusal of assistance
could have important effects, as it ‘deprived the rich of the privilege of giving alms,
threatening their eternal salvation’.®” In the words of economic historian Peter Mathias,
‘poor relief was the ransom paid by the rich to keep their windows, as well as their
consciences, intact’.”® Yet, the power of the poor should not be overstated either.
Interdependence was not the same as equal power, and to speak of ‘peaceable kingdoms’
most likely goes too far.”!

Rather, these studies have showed that power is never absolute, and because both
the benefactors and beneficiaries of charity expected to gain something from the
exchange, neither were the boundaries between givers and receivers of charity. This way,
they drew attention to the simultaneous existence of various, sometimes contrary, forms
of social behavior. Social inclusion and exclusion, assistance and discipline, altruism

7 Van de Perre, ‘Public Charity and Private Assistance’, 102-103; Frohman, Poor Relief and Welfare, 2.

8 Fuchs, Gender and Poverty, 197-198. See also: Hufton, The Poor of Eighteenth-Century France; Van
Leeuwen, Bijstand in Amsterdam; Ross, ‘Survival Networks’; Lis, Social Change and the Labouring Poor;
Van Damme, Armenzorg en de Staat.
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and self-interest, were all sides of the same coin.”? Therefore, some scholars have argued
that the concepts of social discipline should not be discarded completely, but that the
complexity of this mechanism cannot be understood solely in terms of top-down power
structures. From a culturalist perspective, social discipline is the mechanism through
which socio-cultural norms are enforced (or changed) within the framework of what is
considered a well-organized society. As such, social discipline is collectively reproduced
within and between the different social groups that make up a community, not
necessarily forcefully imposed by the elites, whose actions were themselves a product
of the normative systems which permeate society.”” In the case of Catholic charity
especially, benefactors not only imposed norms on the recipients of their alms, but also
enforced these norms within and among themselves.

The introduction of more nuanced interpretations of social discipline in turn fostered
new perspectives on the motivations of benefactors. The social discipline paradigm was
based the assumption that poverty caused fear among elites, and that the existence and
scale of private and public sources of poor relief therefore reflected socio-economic
change. Thus, the social discipline paradigm considered charity essentially demand-
oriented.” Yet, historical research comparing statistics of poverty and charitable activity
(number of organizations, funding) demonstrated that the relationship between the
evolution of both variables was seldomly proportional, suggesting that charity was not
entirely driven by materialist demand and that other factors were at play as well.”
Charitable engagement offered a means to regulate the labor market,’® it could offer a
space for elite networking and upward social mobility,”’ it could function a vehicle for

2 Lynch, Individuals, Families, and Communities; Harrington, ‘Escape from the Great Confinement’; von
Saldern, ‘Integration und Fragmentierung’, esp. 28, 34.
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74 According to these theories, economic change triggeres poverty and poverty triggeres fear from elites,
resulting in their efforts for control. Yet, upsurges in poverty did not always coincide with increased
charitable action, suggesting that this relationship is far less linear and more complex. See: Cavallo, ‘The
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power disputes among elites (not just between elites and the poor),”® and it could offer a
means for elites to practice or promote their ideological and religious beliefs.”

Furthermore, not only could charitable persons be driven by a gamut of motivations,
but it is also important to consider that ‘the elite’ was not a homogenous bloc but a
diversified group of people with different social backgrounds and varying degrees of
power, and that the social background of charitable benefactors was not always clearly
elitist. For example, many nineteenth-century charities, such as the Ladies of Charity,
started out as grassroots initiatives of the working class before becoming
institutionalized within the Church. The Daughters of Charity, with whom the Ladies
continued to work side by side with throughout the nineteenth and first half of the
twentieth century, mostly came from modest or even poor backgrounds. As argued by
Cavallo, it is therefore a matter of ‘reconstructing the link between the emergence of
specific ideas and measures towards the poor, and particular patterns of relationship and
conflict’.®

Lastly, research into the history of charity gained much from developments in the
field of women’s studies and gender history.*' From the 1970s onwards, feminist
historians contributed greatly to the further deconstruction of modernization theories
through the lens of gender history. They introduced the notion of ‘feminization of
religion’, which stressed the importance of religion in the life of women and, conversely,
the importance of women for the Church, thereby challenging narratives of
secularization. On the one hand, the feminization thesis claimed that a quantitative
increase in the share of women among worshippers, religious congregations and
charitable associations took place from the early nineteenth century onwards, and that
women were overrepresented during religious rites like liturgy and pilgrimages and
processions. On the other, the feminization thesis also has a qualitative component, with
some of its advocates arguing that Catholic piety itself experienced a feminization during
this period, with a more loving and compassionate discourse replacing the Tridentine
emphasis on fear in the face of a vengeful God.* From a socio-cultural perspective, the
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notion of feminization furthered the idea of separate spheres as a way of understanding
the social structure of nineteenth-century society. It presented a duality between the
masculine, secular and rational public sphere and the feminine, religious and romantic
domestic sphere. In this view, women able to express a degree of agency and
independence almost exclusively through their engagement in the religious sphere,
charity in particular.®

As such, the feminization thesis inspired a new perspective on charitable
organizations as spaces in which female benefactors were able to express agency and
participate in the public sphere during a time when women’s societal freedom was
limited in comparison to that of men. However, the strong women-centric perspective of
the feminization thesis did create somewhat of a one-sided story. Much like the
modernization theories it tried to deconstruct, the feminization thesis presented a
structuralist perspective in which secularization took place only in the male, rational,
public sphere, and the female, emotional, private sphere was characterized by deepening
devotion, not in the least because women recognized the opportunities for agency offered
by engagement in religious institutions, most notably lay charitable organizations that
did not require taking a religious oath of celibacy and poverty. Yet, despite its value in
contesting rigid secularization theories from the perspective of women, in addition to
allowing for a revaluation of the function of charity for female benefactors, the
feminization thesis has recently received much criticism for its functionalist
interpretation of history and its shaky empirical foundation.

The idea that a quantitative feminization took place has been criticized because it
often lacks a long-term perspective, situating the start of this process in the late
eighteenth or early nineteenth century, thereby failing to recognize the importance of
women in and for the Church in earlier periods.* In addition, advocates of the
feminization thesis employed a narrow understanding of religiosity, focusing strongly
on liturgical practice and engagement in religious institutions and organizations. As
such, the feminization thesis did not acknowledge that men often expressed their
religiosity in different ways, for example by engaging in the professional, public, and

8 See for example in Smith, Ladies of the Leisure Class; Young, Middle-Class Culture; Prochaska, The
Voluntary Impulse; Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy. For a more thorough discussion of these and other
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socio-political sphere.*> Also, charity was a field that attracted both men and women,
but male charities were seldomly included in the analysis.*® In the same vein, it is
important to take into account that even though charity and other socio-religious
engagement did offer women important opportunities, the loci of power were more often
than not occupied by lay or religious men, and that women’s charity tended to be more
specialized and locally oriented than that of men, its target audience often limited to
other women.*’

In addition, from a qualitative viewpoint, the separate spheres’ theory has been
rebutted for its over-emphasizing difference and compartmentalizing the experiences of
men and women in a way that does not adequately reflect the nuances of historical
reality. Recent research using a comparative perspective on women’s and men’s
religiosity revealed that historical reality was much more complex, as religious devotion
was experienced and expressed in many different ways, and various religious
masculinities and femininities existed at the same time across different contexts.®® The
feminization thesis and the separate spheres theory left little room to explore this
multiplicity, context-specificity, and intersectionality of gender roles in the context of
charity. Lay charities were often disproportionally populated by members of the elite,
and like gender, class constituted an essential social category that shaped social
interaction. The intersectionality between both categories is therefore key to
understanding the dynamics of gender roles in Catholic charity in relation to the socio-
political context in which they developed.

In conclusion, the history of religious poor relief has been featured in many different
research fields and continues to spark interest among scholars of various backgrounds.
This diversity resulted in the topic being approached from numerous angles, which led
to many insights in the functions and meanings of charity for all those involved in
different places and times. However, it also led to a fragmentation of the subject, which
was disadvantageous to fostering discussions among scholars from different disciplines.
Time after time, the history of charity and social assistance have proven to be of
‘labyrinthine complexity’.* All too often, it was forced into explanatory narratives that
grossly oversimplified the historical reality. These narratives were generally strongly
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influenced by the works of sociologists and political scientists, whose industriousness in
studying the (origins of the) welfare state made them hard to ignore.”® During the last
thirty years or so, historians have revisited the subject with newfound confidence and
vigor. The insights provided by the social sciences have not been unilaterally rejected,
but rather elaborated upon and finetuned to the historical contexts under study. In
addition, researchers have introduced new methodologies and themes, steadily
contributing to a deeper and more historicized understanding of the experiences of both
the benefactors and beneficiaries of charity and philanthropy, as well as the socio-
political and cultural meaning of these practices. With regards to charity, the
revalorization and revisioning of religious belief as an element which shapes charitable
ideas, acts and interactions has been especially welcome. Even more so, integrative
approaches that interweave micro and macro historical approaches and consider the
interplay between socio-economic, political, and religious factors in shaping the practice
of charity.

[.3.  Understanding Catholic charity in modernity

Before moving on to the methodological approach and structure of this book, there is
one more issue relating to the historiography of charity that needs to be addressed; the
question of how to conceptualize and understand the relationship between religion and
modernity in the field of social assistance. In the introduction of his 2001 study on
Belgian political Catholicism and its relationship to Rome, Vincent Viaene wrote that it
felt like ‘flogging a dead horse’ to state that ‘popular Catholicism was constitutive of
modernity: rather than withdrawing from and replicating modernity, it co-produced

modernity’.”" Yet, although it has long become self-evident to reject modernization

theories and to accept the existence of a ‘religious modernity’,” these realizations have
not had many ramifications for the study of charity. This is unfortunate, because the
history of charity provides a unique insight into the combined expression of religious
devotion and social engagement, which was closely related to two of the main issues that
shaped Belgium’s modern society: the role of religion and the Church in society and the
social question(s). Therefore, despite the risk of now severely hurting the poor horse, in
this subchapter I will elaborate on the concept of religious modernity, the challenges
posed by its application to the history of the Vincentians, and why I believe such an
endeavor is necessary in the first place.

Earlier in this introduction, I explained that from the 1970s and 1980s onwards, the
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rejection of modernization theories opened the door to the introduction of numerous new
perspectives in the history of welfare and of voluntary social action, many of which had
significant consequences for the study of charity during the modern period. However,
the history of charity, a practice that was religiously motivated or at least framed as such,
is, of course, also a part of religious history. In this field of research, the revision of
modernization theories truly upended the narrative. Starting from the 1970s, several
(quantitative) historical studies indicated that secularization, measured by the decline of
Church attendance and religious activity, did not follow a linear trajectory. In addition,
they found that it was not directly correlated with societal developments typically
associated with modernization, such as industrialization and urbanization. This sparked
a lively debate surrounding the questions how secularization should be defined (both
referring to the individual experience and the role of religion in society and politics) and
to what extent it was a constitutive characteristic of modern society if at all (both in the
present and the past).”

By the 1990s, a new guard of religious historians influenced by post-modernist
theories pleaded for a meaningful revision of the idea that the relationship between
modernity and religion was antithetical. They suggested that there was no real reason to
assume that modernity and religion could not be positively associated, and that through
their participation in modernity, religions themselves were imbued by it.”* This plea was
founded on the post-modernist acknowledgement of modernity as inherently pluriform
and internally contradictory, characterized by continues processes of destruction and
renewal. This argument, convincingly defended by Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens,
implied that modernity did not exclude the antimodern, but that the latter was an essential
feature of the former and an important source of modernity’s dynamism.’” As such, the
deconstruction of the antithesis between modernity and religion entailed the
acknowledgement that religious actors and religiously inspired ideas could be forces of
conservation as well as drivers of change. Or, in other words, the recognition that
modernity was continuously (re)shaped by a multitude of ideas and actors.

Among historians of Catholicism in Belgium (as well as elsewhere), these debates
and insights proved highly conducive of more nuanced interpretations of the role of the
Church and religion in modern society. These scholars demonstrated that Catholicism
and the Church went through significant socio-cultural transformations which had
important ramifications for the way religion was experienced and expressed. In
particular, they pointed to the religious revival, the charismatic leadership of Pius IX,
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the late nineteenth-century development of a Catholic social project, and the inter-war
Catholic Action movement as examples of Catholic modernity.*® In Belgium especially,
a country in which Catholicism deeply permeated public and private life throughout the
nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, the deconstruction of the religion-
modernity antithesis inspired many new insights.”” Already in the early 1990s, Belgian
historian Staf Hellemans argued for a ‘radical’ acceptance of the idea that Catholicism
and other world religions constituted an integral part of modernity and a greater
analytical openness to processes of change, revision, and renewal in the Church’s socio-
political role, which allowed Catholicism to adapt to the modern context in its own
creative ways, and in turn co-construct this context via this active engagement.”® Of great
influence was also Viaene’s 2001 analysis of political Catholicism in nineteenth century
Belgium and its relationship with Rome, in which he emphasized the adaptability of the
Church and the eagerness of politically and socially engaged Catholics to explore the
options offered by modermity, in particular the principle of liberty, and actively
contribute to shaping the structure of modern society.”

Studies such as these compellingly demonstrated the effectiveness of adopting a
more open and less normative approach to religious subjects in modern history. By
abandoning the teleological notion that the characteristics of religious beliefs and actors
were necessarily in conflict with those of modernity and destined to lose relevance, a
newfound appreciation emerged for the multifaceted, complex, and meaningful
interaction between religious ideas and expressions within their modern context. Such a
shift in perspective was especially welcome with regards to the history of charity. For
many years, interpretations of this subject were shaped by the charity-to-welfare
narrative, a product of secularization theories that underpinned an antithetical view of
modernity. Typically, efforts to revise interpretations of the role of charity in modern
society took place within the context of research employing a broad perspective on the
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field of social assistance, encompassing both public and private, religious and secular
actors. These studies revealed that the modern field of social assistance was shaped by a
wide variety of ideas and practices that were mutually influential and changed over
time.'%

Contributions such as these were of great value to our understanding of modern ideas
about social needs and their solutions and highlighted the active part played by religious
actors in their development. However, the basic premise of these studies — that modernity
was whatever modern actors made of it — did not fully permeate to the study of the
history of charity. There is an important difference between the question how the field
of social assistance was collectively shaped by different actors and the question how
religious actors experienced and interacted with the modern context, and thus how their
contribution to the field of social assistance came to be in the first place. With regards
to the latter question, much work remains to be done. Historical accounts of charity often
tended to adopt an institutionalist perspective, thus sidelining the question altogether.
Additionally, these accounts frequently (usually implicitly) adhered to normative
conceptions of modernity as developed in modernization theories.'”" This entails the
danger of directing the analysis in a certain direction. In its normative definition,
modernity was associated with change, progress, rationality, and innovation. As such,
the predetermined idea that certain ideas or actors were not modern or antimodern entails
a considerable risk that the historian disproportionately identifies elements of resistance,
conservation, and irrationality. This risk is even more pronounced when dealing with
religious subjects because religious discourse itself emphasizes eternal truths and the
supra-temporal, distracting from discontinuity and dynamism. Furthermore, it is crucial
to differentiate between modernity as a concept used in historical research and, on the
other hand, the ways in which it was defined by the historical actors under study. The

100 Heyrman, ‘Catholic Charity and Public Poor Relief, 3. For Belgium, a similar argument was made by
Hendrik Moeys, who applied the concept of ‘mixed economy of: Moeys, Subsidiary Social Provision. In its
broader political context, this topic also featured in Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See. For the international
context, see for example the volume on early modern poor relief edited by Thomas Max Safley (7he
Reformation of Charity), and the various volumes on health care and poor relief Grell et. al. (Grell,
Cunningham, and Jiitte eds., Health Care and Poor Relief in 18" and 19" Century Northern Europe; Grell,
Cunningham, and Roeck eds., Health Care and Poor Relief'in 18" and 19" Century Southern Europe; Grell
and Andrew Cunningham eds., Health Care and Poor Relief in Protestant Europe, 1500—1700) as well as
Weindling, ‘The Modernization of Ninetenth-Century Charity.

101 Studies of the Vincentians which deal with the question whether their ideas and practices could be
considered modern all define antimodernity as anti-revolutionary thinking. For example in: Maurer, La Ville
Charitable; Brejon de Lavergnée, La Société de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, and De Maeyer, ‘In Amore et
Fraternitate’. These studies furthermore make a distinction between ‘modern methods’ and ‘antimodern
ideas’. This separation has also been used to describe the nature of religion in modernity in general, see:
Hellemans, Religieuze Modernisering, esp. 10.
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term was and is entirely conceptual and holds significant symbolic weight, used to give
meaning to reality, legitimize oneself or delegitimize the other, promote or validate
certain societal developments, or reject them. Utilizing a rigid definition of modernity
can obscure the ways in which historical actors themselves used the concept.

Examining how charitable actors themselves interacted with the concept of
modernity sheds light on their views regarding their role in modern society. This
understanding can only be achieved by maintaining conceptual openness on the part of
the historian. Therefore, I believe that to fully depart from the normative, materialist
premise of modernization theories, the study of the history of charity could benefit
greatly from a more explicit reflection on the concept of modernity and its underlying
assumptions. In turn, this approach opens the door to a more nuanced understanding of
how religious actors, envisioned their role within modernity. It also illuminates how they
interpreted, defined, and instrumentalized the symbolic power embedded within the use
of the concepts of modernity and modernness.

One intriguing approach to the analytical challenges posed by the concept of
modernity was proposed by the Israeli sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt. He suggested that
it is analytically more fruitful to speak of ‘multiple modernities,” acknowledging the
existence of various modern societal constellations characterized by continually
changing, unique cultural, and institutional patterns.'®> Eisenstadt conceptualized the
core trait of modernity as ‘an awareness of the possibility of multiple visions that... [can]
be contested”.'® In this perspective, modernization was characterized by the existence
of many (if not infinite) possible visions of the ideal modern societal constellation, or in
other words, the endpoint to which societies’ efforts should be directed. The mere
existence of this multitude of contesting visions, made the attainment of such an endpoint
impossible, or at least extremely unlikely. The result was a state of continuous
contestation and adaptation, rather than an evolution of ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’. Indeed,
defining modernity as a state of continuous contestation renders the dichotomy between
the two meaningless. In this view, the modern does not exclude tradition, as traditional
views and practices may play an essential role in the field of contestation. According to
Eisenstadt, ‘traditions are important sources for modernity’s perpetual constitution and
reconstitution’.' In this sense, variations in the cultural nature and strength of traditions
contributed to existence of multiple modern constellations.

However, their existence within a field of continuous contestation implies that the
actors professing traditionalist views equally had to submit to the need for justification

102 Eisenstadt, ‘Some Observations on Multiple Modernities’, 28.
103 EBisenstadt, Sachsenmaier and Riedel, ‘The Context of the Multiple Modernities Paradigm’, 4.
104 Bisenstadt, Sachsenmaier and Riedel, ‘The Context of the Multiple Modernities Paradigm’, 10.
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in their strive towards legitimacy and authority.'” Thus, if traditionalists contested the
specific cultural and institutional constellation of modern society, or even the possibility
of contestation itself, they had to enter the modern arena of discussion and must therefore
construct and legitimize their identity, beliefs, and convictions. In other words, while
Catholics, for example, could self-identify as traditionalist and challenge the modern
societal constellation as it was, this act of resistance and the justification of that position
itself entailed participation in the field of contestation that shaped modern society.
Inversely, this also means that Catholics stressing the progressive or modern nature of
their ideas and actions were not an oxymoron by default. Thus, terms like traditional and
conservative are useful, but only when stripped of their presumptions about their
negative relation to modernity.

According to James D. Faubion, it is precisely in the need for religious actors to seek
legitimacy in the face of contestation where the “threshold of Western modernity” lay.'*
In Faubion’s reading of Weber, which was followed by Eisenstadt, the ‘disenchantment’
of society did not imply that ‘modern rationalism’ somehow established its superiority
over religion. Rather, Faubion argued that Weber alluded to the decline of the
unquestioned legitimacy of a divinely preordained social order, which created space for
debate about the nature and possibilities of society. According to this perspective, the
various and continually changing modernities which resulted from these conflicts could
be understood as responses to the existential question of what society should be and look
like, which, at the same time, leave that question intact."”’” These developments took
place in different ways, to varying degrees, and at variable speeds across space and time.
In Europe, the ‘de facto legitimacy of religious dissent’ could be said to have gained
foothold towards the end of the eighteenth century,'®® although the roots of its existential
and metaphysical crises could be traced back to the fifteenth century confrontation
between scholasticism and nominalism.'” The specific socio-economic, political and
cultural changes which took place in society before and during modernization, then, were
not necessary conditions for modernization to occur. Instead, they stimulated and
provided substance to the existential conflicts which shaped the particular
externalizations of modernization in the West, embedded in and contingent upon

105 Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity.

196 Faubion, Modern Greek Lessons, 113-115, op.cit. Eisenstadt, ‘Multiple Modernities’, 5-6.

107 Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities’, 5-6.. Similar arguments were made in O’Brien, ‘History of Christian
Political Activism’, 79-89 (see footnote below); Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity
(‘modernity is better understood as an attempt to find a new metaphysical/theological answer to the question
of the nature and relation of God, man, and the natural world’, which he calls the ‘conflictual essence of
modernity’, xii, 12-14).

198 O’Brien, ‘History of Christian Political Activism’, 82.

109 Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity.
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‘specific cultural premises, traditions and historical experiences’.""°

This way, non-normative, cultural rather than materialistic conceptualizations of
modernity, like the one proposed by Eisenstadt, foster a more open approach to the topic
of modernization as it was perceived, interpreted, and continuously redefined by
historical actors themselves. Such a conceptualization fundamentally acknowledges the
open-endedness of the future in the past. While at first glance, this approach to the
concept of modernity may seem overly relativistic, I nonetheless believe that this
framework is practically useful. The concept of multiple modernities does not negate
that Western modernity can be situated in a particular period, nor that it was
characterized by certain changes in the social, economic, political, and religious spheres.
It does, however, draw attention to the multiplicity of ideas and actors that shaped and
left their mark on these processes of change, including those rooted in traditionalist
views and/or explicitly rejected (aspects of) modern society as it manifested itself in a
particular temporal and spatial context.

110 EBisenstadt, ‘Multiple Modernities’, 2.
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Delineation, sources, and terminology

This research delves deeper into the topic of religious charity in modern Belgium,
specifically the question how the two of the most popular lay charitable organizations in
Belgium, the Belgian Society and Ladies of Charity of Saint Vincent de Paul, sought to
reconcile the spiritual purpose and social goals of their work in light of the socio-
economic, political, and cultural changes that took place in society during the tumultuous
period between their foundation in the 1840s and the end of the Second World War. At
the same time, I examine how, why, and to what extent this search for religious
fulfilment and societal legitimacy shaped the Vincentians’ perception of poverty and the
poor, their concrete charitable practices and initiatives, as well as their own identity as
Vincentian men and women, and, more broadly, their conception of the function of the
organizations in modern society.

As such, the questions that guide this research are quite broad and require much
contextualization with regards to the societal changes that took place in Belgium over a
long period of time. While many studies into the history of social assistance, whether
public or private, limit their analyses to the nineteenth century, I have chosen to include
the first half of the twentieth century as well and take the end of the Second World War
as the endpoint of my inquiry. This way, the entire period between the foundation of the
Vincentian organizations and the establishment of the Social Pact, which laid the
foundation for Belgium’s welfare state in 1944, is considered. As a will argue in Part III,
which covers the inter-war period and the Second World War, the aftermath of the First
World War and the proliferation of ideological conflict, in particular during the 1930s,
had a significant impact on the organizations’ charitable strategies and the way they
construed their function in society. As such, this long-term perspective provides an
opportunity to examine continuities and discontinuities in the Vincentians’ ideas and
practices against the background of major changes and transformations in Belgian
society.

The long timeframe spanned by this research and the choice for a comparative
perspective of the Ladies and the Society necessarily came at the cost of some detail.
This is especially the case for the Society, a large organization which counted over 1 300
conferences at its height around the turn of the century.''' The KADOC monograph on
the history of the Society in Belgium remains the primary reference for the institutional
history of the organization and its works at its national to local level, including the
differences between the main divisions of the organization. This study, which focusses
primarily on the macro-level developments of Vincentian ideas and practices, aims to

11 See the list provided in De Maeyer and Wynants eds., De Vincentianen in Belgié, 343-364.
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build on these insights rather than repeat them. With regards to the Ladies, the situation
is completely opposite. A lack of previous research combined with a more limited source
repertoire means that analytical restrictions are a necessity rather than a luxury. In
particular, the decentralized structure of the association of Ladies, of which the different
divisions were not officially and only loosely joined together until the late nineteenth
century, meant that there was more room for regional variation in their organizational
form than was the case for the Society. While I try to take this variation into account
during the analyses, it is also important to note that none of the source collections of the
different regional divisions span the entire period under study, far from it. Therefore,
considering that the different associations of Ladies were nonetheless very similar in
terms of their historical inspiration, rulebooks, practices, and organizational structure
(also with regards to their foreign counterparts), I have taken the liberty to aggregate
some of the findings and refer to Ladies of Charity as a collective. Incidentally, to foster
further research, I at times discuss the institutional development of these associations at
more depth than that of the Society.

Thus, the primary focus of this study lies on the organizational dimension of
Vincentian charity, placing relatively less emphasis on the individual participants in the
charitable work. This specific perspective was shaped by the research questions guiding
this inquiry, which call for a broad, culture historical approach of Vincentian charity,
and further influenced by the Vincentians’ steadfast emphasis on the collective and

individual humility within the framework of their organizations.''?

With regards to its sources, this study relies on a variety of published and unpublished
texts.

¢ Both the Ladies and the Society produced several handbooks offering an in-depth
understanding of their mission, organizational structure, and the spiritual foundations
driving their charitable endeavors. These handbooks explained the purpose of the
organizations, provided overviews of their statutes, and detailed the indulgences
associated with their charitable works. Despite generally maintaining the integrity of
their contents, these handbooks were periodically republished, occasionally with
additional explanations. Additionally, the Society published supplementary monographs
that delved into specific aspects of their work and history, addressing topics such as the
intricacies of home visits, the establishment of new conferences, and key figures in the
organizations’ history. These sources offer primordial insight into the spiritual and social

112 The illuminating potential of focusing on individual Vincentians has been aptly demonstrated by Brejon
de Lavergnée’s prosopography of the members of the French Society throughout the nineteenth century
(Brejon de Lavergnée, La Société de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul). Heyrman’s contribution on the ‘bon patrons’
of the late nineteenth century further supports the value of examining the role of charitable engagement in
the identity construction of Catholic elites (Heyrman, ‘Imagining the ‘Bon Patron Catholique’).
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foundations that underpin the Vincentians’ conceptualization of the charitable exchange.
0 The organizations furthermore published yearly reports at the national and/or
regional levels, providing detailed statistical overviews of their expenses and income,
the number of active members, and families visited. These reports also discussed the
organizations’ strategies toward spiritual gratification and addressing poverty,
encompassing various initiatives implemented at different organizational levels. The
reports delved into their progress in areas such as conversions, regularization of
marriages, and more. To contextualize these strategies, the yearly reports usually
included reflections on the social and political developments in society that, in some
way, affected their work. These reports offer valuable insights as they combine general
information on the overall direction of the organizations with details on the operations
of local conferences. These yearly reports were, in turn, based on the proceedings of
meetings held at the local or regional level, summarized and submitted to the upper
echelons each year.

0 The Society was prolific in its publication efforts, which included various periodical
journals. This study specifically focuses on the monthly bulletin of the organization at
the national level: the Maandschrift van het Sint Vincentius a Paulogenootschap (1877-
1947). During the examined period, this monthly bulletin served as the primary
periodical publication for organization members. This source is especially valuable
because it not only included reflections on societal conditions, the issue of poverty, and
the organization itself but also provided information on the activities of local conferences
in Belgium and internationally. Furthermore, the bulletin featured (excerpts of) speeches
delivered by prominent members of the Church and the organization at various events.
This source is especially valuable because it provides a detailed understanding of the
Society’s perspectives on societal conditions, poverty-related matters, and its internal
workings.

0 The Society was prolific in publishing, and this included several periodical journals.
This study focusses specifically on the monthly bulletin of the organization at the
national level; the Maandschrift van het Sint Vincentius a Paulogenoostchap (1877-
1947). During the period studied here, the monthly bulletin constituted the primary
periodical publication for the members of the organization. It combined reflections on
the state of society, the issue of poverty, and the organization itself, provided information
on the working of local conferences in Belgium as well as internationally, and included
(excerpts of) speeches delivered by prominent members of the Church and of the
organization at various occasions, making it an invaluable source to this study.

0 The source collection furthermore encompasses internal communications, including
exchanged letters among the leaders of the organizations, as well as communications
between the Society and the Ladies, and their exchanges with other organizations such
as Caritas Catholica. It also includes reports from the organizations’ special reunions
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focused on specific topics or occasions. Additionally, the Vincentians actively
participated in numerous Catholic (social) congresses during the studied period, of
which the reports provide valuable insights into their relationship with the broader
Catholic context.

0 Lastly, the source collection for this study includes documents directly related to the
poor individuals and families visited by the Vincentians. During these visits, the visitors
made notes on the physical and moral state of the visited, using either a standardized
questionnaire or jotting down findings on a blank piece of paper. The Vincentians’
investigations reflected the behavior and morals they aimed to instill in the poor and
shed light on their concrete reasons for accepting or rejecting them. While these sources
often (but not always!) lack detailed information, they still serve as a valuable,
previously overlooked source in the historical research of Vincentian charity.
Additionally, bundles and registers of inquiries occasionally include letters written by
the poor themselves. While interpreting these sources as a direct reflection of the voice
of the poor is challenging, they offer a unique insight into how the poor communicated
their needs to potential benefactors. This includes the formal protocols they followed,
the arguments they presented, what they offered in return, and their ideas about the
causes and nature of their poverty.

Up until now, I have not provided a definition of the different terms relating to social
assistance and charity. The distinctions between the categories of social assistance were
not always as straightforward as they may seem, and their meanings varied across
specific cultural contexts and changed over time.''> Moreover, there exists little
uniformity in the use of these terms in historical research, which can create confusion as
well.'' In this study, I try to stay as close as possible to the terminology used by the
historical actors themselves, while at the same time maintaining a degree of consistency
for the sake of clarity. Because this book is based on Dutch and French sources but
written in English, this can be challenging, however.

For starters, I will use the umbrella term ‘social assistance’ to refer to all the different
sources of social care offered to the poor, the sick, the elderly, and children by public
and private organizations, institutions, and initiatives. It is important to note that this
term was not used by the historical actors throughout the entire period under study here

113 See for example in Stéphane Bachiocci et.al., ‘Les Mondes le la Charité se Décrivent Eux-Mémes. Une
Etude des Répertoires Charitables au Xixe et Début du Xxe Siécle’, Revue d’Histoire Moderne &
Contemporaine, (3) 2014, 28-66; Susannah Morris, ‘Changing Perceptions of Philanthropy in the Voluntary
Housing Field in Nineteenth- and Early-Twentieth-Century London’, Thomas Adam ed., Philanthropy,
Patronage, and Civil Society: Experiences from Germany, Great Britain, and North America (Bloomington,
2004), 138-160.

114 Morris, ‘Changing Perceptions of Philanthropy’, 138.
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and did not become widespread until the inter-war period. Before then, the terms
‘beneficence’ and ‘assistance’ (without the prefix social) were commonly used to refer
to social assistance in general, or with the addition of ‘public’ to denote its governmental
framework. When referring specifically to private social assistance, the distinction was
usually made between ‘philanthropy’ and ‘charity’.""”

Public social assistance in Belgium was for a long time synonymous with the
Bureaus de Bienfaisance or Weldadigheidsburelen, which were created by the French
government in 1796 in all municipalities and charged with providing care for the poor
and sick at home, distributing medicine, clothing, food, coal, and occasionally money.
Established at the same time, the ‘Commission of Civil Almshouses’ (French:
Commissions des Hospices Civils, Dutch: Commissie van Burgerlijke Godshuizen)
oversaw all types of institutional care, such as hospitals, orphanages, and homes for the
elderly. In 1925, these two public organisms were merged into the ‘Commissions for
Public Assistance’ (French: Commissions d’Assistance Publique, Dutch: Commissies
voor Openbare Onderstand), and the term public social assistance largely replaced that
of bienfaisance (publique).''® In addition to organizing public sources of social
assistance, the Belgian government could issue social legislation to protect and support
its population, which happened mostly from the late nineteenth onwards, for example to
regulate children’s and women’s labor, or to create mandatory insurance systems.
However, the term °‘social security’ (French: ‘sécurité sociale’, Dutch: ‘sociale
zekerheid)’ did not make its entry until 1944.'"

With regards to private social assistance, it was common in Belgium to make a
distinction between religious ‘charity’ (French: ‘charit¢’, Dutch: ‘caritas’) and humanist
or laic ‘philanthropy’ (French: ‘philanthropie’, Dutch: ‘filantropie’) in the domain of
private, voluntary social assistance. However, in the English-speaking world, the term
philanthropy was often used as an umbrella term to denote the general practice of private
initiatives for the public good, which could therefore refer to religious charity as well.
In historical research, too, this is a common way to use the term." '8 In this book, however,
I will maintain the distinction that was made by the historical actors themselves. The

115 For a more in-depth overview of the evolving vocabularies, see for example: Bricker, Collinet, Franz,
and Schroder, ‘Von Almosen Zur Solidaritit’; Van de Perre, ‘Public Charity and Private Assistance’, 105-
106.

116 M. L. Gillard, ‘Mise au Point de la Terminologie : Assistance Charitable, Bienfaisance, Service Social,
Hygiéne Sociale’, A. Meunier, Albert S. J. Muller, and Is Maus ed., Actes du Vle Congres Catholique de
Malines, Tome VI: L’Assistance Charitable et I’Hygiene Sociale — La Moralité Publique (Brussels, 1937),
52-53.

117 Vanthemsche, ‘Ontstaan en Voorgeschiedenis van het Sociaal Pact’, 17-18.

118 See for example Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy; Grogin, ‘Philanthropic Women’; Duprat, Usage
et Pratiques de la Philanthropie and the contributions in Adam, Philanthropy; Heiniger and Topalov,
‘Femmes et Hommes en Charité’.
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term charity is used to refer to religious forms of social assistance, whether in the domain
of poor relief, education, health care, and so forth, and philanthropy as its non-
denominational counterpart. While these two forms of voluntary social assistance could
be quite similar in their approach and practices, it was their underlying ideas and beliefs
that set them apart. Philanthropic organizations and initiatives usually referred to
humanist thought as the foundation for their practices, in particular ideas about social
justice and equality. Some of them were explicitly neutral and welcomed Catholic
members as well, others were founded with an anticlerical motivation and to provide
counterweight to the power of religious institutions in the fields of social assistance and
education, for example those created by the Masonic lodges.'"” Charity, on the other
hand, was explicitly inspired by and founded on religious belief, thereby distinguishing
itself from philanthropy as well as public social assistance.

Charitable works could be performed informally, for example by giving to beggars,
or formally in the context of a religious organization or institution. Religious orders and
congregations, for starters, usually practiced charity in some way or another, for example
by organizing soup distributions to the poor, or by creating and working in hospitals or
homes for the elderly. Societies of apostolic life, which can be characterized as
congregations of lay people living a religious life without taking religious vows, could
also practice charity. The most known example being the Daughters of Charity of Saint
Vincent de Paul, of which the members were primarily dedicated to taking care of the
poor sick at home or in their hospitals and to the education of disadvantaged people.
Lastly, there were lay charitable organizations, like the Ladies and the Society, of which
the members did not live together in a congregation. Even though this type of lay
associations were very practice oriented, here, too, collective contemplation and
devotional activities played an important role in the organizations’ function. In addition
to the type of religious organization performing charity, it is possible to make
distinctions according to their target audiences. The majority of religious institutions and
organizations performing charity focused on one or more well-defined group of people
in need of assistance, such as the elderly, the sick and/or disabled, the poor, children
and/or orphans, abandoned mothers, and so on. The Ladies and the Society set
themselves apart by principally focusing on the poor in general, regardless of their age,
health, gender, or even their religious beliefs. As will become clear in the pages that
follow, in practice, the Vincentians did categorize and favor certain types of poor, but
their theoretical openness to helping anybody in need remained a fundamental element
of the organizations’ identity.

Lastly, social assistance was not only provided by government institutions and

19 On the activities of the Freemasons in Belgium, see: Tyssens, In Vrijheid Verbonden; Tyssens and
Vermote, ‘Par la Parole et par les Actes....
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private, voluntary organizations, but also by what I will henceforth refer to as ‘mutual
aid societies’ (French: ‘sociétés de secours mutuels’, Dutch: ‘onderlinge
hulpverenigingen’). This category refers to social organizations in which people are
joined together to create mutual support systems and intervene in the case of, for
example, unemployment, sickness, retirement, death, or the birth of a baby. Such mutual
aid societies could take on many different forms, such as trade unions, burial societies,
friendly societies, cooperatives, credit unions, self-help groups, and so on. Especially
during the late nineteenth century, a plethora of mutual aid societies were created in
Belgium, often with a specific liberal, Catholic, or socialist foundation. So, while the
primary goal of mutual aid societies was to create systems of mutual support and risk
sharing, they were not devoid of ideological or religious goals and often played
important roles in socio-political organizational networks. The boundaries between the
different types of social assistance (public, private, and mutual aid) were therefore not
clear-cut. Technically, mutual aid initiatives did not fit the category of charity, as the
logic underlying the former was one of shared risks and benefits (although this could be
defined in religious terms) while the latter was based on the practice of the religious
virtue of charity (giving as opposed to mutual sharing). However, during the late
nineteenth century, charitable organizations like the Ladies and the Society did create
their own mutual aid societies, most notably cooperatives, mutual insurance companies,
and self-help groups with a religious focus. The Vincentians considered this a type of
charitable action, meaning that mutual aid societies could also exist within a charitable,
paternalist framework, even though these societies could not be considered charitable
organizations themselves.
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Structure of this book

This book is organized into three parts, each covering a period during which the
Vincentians confronted specific changes that prompted reflection on their ideas and
practices, leading them to preserve or alter their approaches in accordance with the
societal role they envisioned for their organizations within the evolving context. Each
part comprises two main chapters, each with several subchapters. The first chapter of
each part provides a chronologically structured overview of the main developments in
Belgium’s socio-political and religious domains, exploring how the Vincentians sought
to legitimize their charity amid conflicting ideas about the role of Catholicism in the
social sphere and in society at large, and about the utility of poor relief in light of the
gradual expansion of public social assistance and alternative approaches to the
emancipation of the lower classes. The second chapters, approached thematically, delve
deeper into how the Vincentians’ ideas about charity as both a form of spiritual practice
and social activism became integral to their identities as charitable upper-class men and
women. These chapters also explore how these ideas translated into the Vincentians’
conceptions of deservingness among the poor and into concrete charitable strategies and
initiatives aimed at both assisting and moralizing them.

In the first part, commencing with the establishment of the organizations and
concluding around 1880, the Vincentians gained momentum amid the religious revival
sweeping over Europe during the 1830s and 1840s. However, they were soon confronted
with an intensification of the conflict between Catholics and anticlericals, each
advocating their own ideas about the role of religion in society. In this ‘culture war,’
which significantly influenced the Belgian socio-political landscape from the 1850s
onward, the Vincentians generally presented themselves as fervent proponents of
ultramontane thought. They maintained a steadfast dedication to the Church,
conceptualizing the function of their organizations as indispensable tools in the battle
against secularism and the religious ignorance of the masses. Simultaneously, the
Vincentians believed that their charity served a crucial social function. Beyond
alleviating the physical and moral misery caused by poverty, they viewed their charitable
efforts as instrumental in fostering harmonious relationships between the social classes,
which they believed were increasingly threatened in modern society.

The second period, spanning from around 1880 until the end of the First World War,
was marked by intense debates surrounding the social question and the development of
a Catholic social project centered around the family, property, and religion. The
proliferation of various social organizations during this time posed new challenges for
the Vincentians, bringing increased competition and criticism within the socio-political

38



sphere. However, this period also afforded them the opportunity to expand their
charitable works and provided a robust medico-social and ideological framework to
legitimize their social action. After the turn of the century, the value of the Vincentians’
work was reaffirmed by the Church, which advocated an antimodernist perspective of
society and undercut the legitimacy of the radical democratic currents among the
Catholics. Instead, it reinforced a worldview closely aligned with that of the Vincentians,
affirming their value as organizations dedicated to promoting Christian morality among
both their members and the recipients of their charity.

The third period commences after the First World War, marking a significant decline
in membership numbers for the Vincentians, a challenge that proved particularly arduous
for the Society to overcome. In the aftermath of the war, the Vincentians had to come to
terms with profound societal changes, including a notable expansion of public social
assistance and legislation, diminishing the working class’s reliance on private charity.
Concurrently, they were confronted with an ever-expanding influence of socialism
among the workers, in addition to the emergence of new far-right ideologies.
Additionally, the Vincentians faced competition from Catholic Action organizations, a
novel mass movement dedicated to re-establishing the reign of Christ through joint
spiritual and social action, with charity playing less important (or at least different) role.
Adapting to these shifts, the Vincentians progressively shifted their attention to target
audiences other than workers, most notably the shamefaced poor, and made great efforts
to attract Catholic youth to their organizations. In addition, they wholeheartedly
participated in the battle for modernity, strongly aligning with the Catholic Action
project of establishing a Christian modernity and highlighting the importance of their
contribution through charity as the basis for Catholic social engagement.

39



40



Apostolic activism:

Vince‘nt"ian, charity in times of change
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Chapter |

A Charitable Renaissance

The Society of Saint Vincent de Paul and Ladies of Charity of Saint Vincent de Paul
were established in the early 1840s in Belgium, in an atmosphere of romantic Catholic
revivalism stimulated by a newfound religious freedom in a country that had recently
gained independence. The organizations were part of a charitable renaissance driven by
a marked optimism about the potential role for Catholicism in modern society and were
able to successfully channel the call for an active, socially oriented lay apostolate. In the
years and decades that followed, the organizations gained much popularity and went
through an impressive growth, but they were also engaged in a broad conflict between
liberals and Catholics, which centered around the question what role should be played
by Catholicism, the Church, and religious institutions and organizations in society. In
the period between 1830 and 1880, Belgian society went through many social and
political transformations that had important consequences for the ways in which
religious faith could be expressed and performed, as well as for the conceptualization of
Catholicism in relation to modern society. This chapter explores the ways in which the
Vincentians tried to navigate a society going through profound changes in the social,
political, and religious spheres, which profoundly shaped the perception of social issues
and their solutions.

The first subchapter starts with a discussion of the seventeenth century roots of the
nineteenth century Vincentian organizations. In the view of both the Society and the
Ladies, Vincent de Paul was a visionary, and they closely modeled their organizations
after the example of his initiatives and his ideas about the possibilities for lay apostolate.
At the same time, the nineteenth century Vincentian organizations were also the unique
products of their revivalist context and introduced an innovative spiritual framework as
well as practical format to Vincentian charity. The second subchapter delves deeper into
the development of political Catholicism after Belgium’s independence and its influence
on the construction of a social sphere that left much room was to private (religious)
initiative, and which allowed the Vincentians to thrive. More broadly, these
developments are examined within the framework of the religious revival of the early to
mid-nineteenth century, which provided a powerful impulse to popular devotion and lay
apostolate. The third subchapter examines the emergence of a more militant
ultramontanism from the late 1840s and especially mid-1850s onwards in response to
the liberals’ increasing efforts towards secularization in the areas of social assistance and
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education. Against this background, the Vincentians, in particular the Society,
increasingly oriented themselves to Rome, eventually abandoning the principle of
discretion in favor of a more outspoken public presence. In the last subchapter, which
focusses on the 1860s to 1870s, the conflict between the liberals and Catholics
intensified significantly, while intra-Catholic debates made it progressively more
difficult to articulate a consentient response to secularization politics. During this period,
the Vincentian organizations reached the height of their ultramontane energy, while at
the same time maintaining a central position in social-Catholic networks.

I.1.  Origins and modus operandi of the Vincentian organizations

Although they were typical products of their early to mid-nineteenth century revivalist
context, the roots of the Society and the Ladies of Saint Vincent lay in the works created
by Vincent de Paul and the network of pious women surrounding him in the first half of
the seventeenth century. During this tumultuous period, the foundation was laid not only
for the Vincentian organizations, but also more broadly for the type of lay apostolate and
public display of devotion that gained momentum in the early nineteenth century.
Therefore, it is relevant to elaborate a bit on the ‘prehistory’ of the Ladies and the Society
before delving deeper into the characteristics of the organizations.

In the seventeenth century, the lay associations created by Vincent de Paul and his
supporters were both a product and an affirmation of a Catholic revival that brought
about a strong charitable impulse in France. Late sixteenth century France was
characterized by severe religious conflict and violent civil wars between reformist
Protestant and contra-reformist Catholics.' On top of that, France was plagued by
famine, disease, and poverty. The influx of poor looking for a better life in urban areas
combined with a painful lack of both public and private poor relief created much anxiety
among the elites and the worldly and ecclesiastical authorities.” At the same time, the
misery of the poor ‘weighed heavily and personally on the collective conscience of the
forces of the Catholic renewal’, and the Catholic reform proclaimed the ‘eminent dignity
of the poor in the Church’ as one of its principal doctrines.’ In these circumstances, a
crusading mentality was triggered among devout Catholics, fueled by the desire to
expiate personal and collective guilt through a penitent spirituality. This impetus towards
religious renewal resulted in a remarkable proliferation of religious orders, but the

! For a detailed overview of the events leading to and during France’s engagement in the Thirty Years War,
see Wilson, The Thirty Years War. See also: Udovic, ‘Seventeenth-Century France’.

2 Dinan, ‘Motivations for Charity in Early Modern France’, 178-180; Udovic, ‘Seventeenth-Century
France’, 10.

3 Edward R. Udovic, ‘Seventeenth-Century France’, 10.
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sixteenth century revival did not only move Catholics towards heroic asceticism. It also
fostered an apostolic impulse, which expressed itself in a desire to contribute to the
salvation of souls outside of the cloister, most notably those of society’s outcasts and the
poor.*

The myriad of lay charitable confraternities and societies of apostolic life that
sprouted from this impulse embodied a novel alternative to the practice of piety. It
allowed lay people to venture into the world to spread the faith and aid those in need,
both in terms of material aid and (religious) education, thereby offering a way to actively
engage in apostolic religious action without being bound to formal vows and a life of
monastery seclusion.’ One of the most prominent figures in this development was
Vincent de Paul, who, in collaboration with several upper class women, was able to
create some of the largest and most influential lay charitable organizations in Europe at
the time.® Already in 1618, Vincent de Paul established several Confraternities of
Charity in collaboration with Marguerite de Silly. The purpose of these ‘Charités’’ was
to bring together local devout women who would commit to bringing material assistance
to the sick poor, offer them religious instruction and encourage them to go to confession.
As Vincent and de Silly envisioned it, the Charités would be able to provide a more
efficient way of helping the poor as opposed to spontaneous help in times of crisis.®

The spiritual element in the work of the Charités was considered as important as its
efforts to provide material relief. It was inspired not only by the dreadful shortages in
the French countryside, but also by the lack of familiarity with the basic principles of
Catholicism among the poor and even among the local priests. To make sure the ladies
of the Charités themselves were properly educated in religious matters, a small number
of women traveled around to check up on, assist, and educate the ladies of the Charités.
One of these women, Louise de Marillac, believed that there was a need for a more
permanent support network for the Charités. From 1630 onwards, de Marillac therefore
brought together girls and women, predominantly from humble backgrounds, who were
willing to aid the Charités in their work, thereby laying the foundation for the society of
apostolic life named the Daughters of Charity. The Daughters assisted the charitable

4 Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity, 8-9; Edward R. Udovic, ‘Seventeenth-Century France’, 4-5.

5 Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity, 8. In the words of the later Ladies of Charity: ‘to be able without
leaving the world, without leaving their families, to participate in the merits of charity and to sanctify
themselves by the practice of good works’, ODPMG JV 1853-1854.

¢ The importance of women’s contribution to Vincent de Paul’s work has been extensively researched in
Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity; Ryan and Rybolt eds., Vincent de Paul and Louise de Marillac, and
Dinan, ‘Motivations for Charity in Early Modern France’; Dinan, Women and Poor Relief.

7 To avoid confusion, I will not use the English translation ‘Charities’ to refer to this organization.

8 Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity, 207-208; SVP, Kort handboek ten gebruike van de
buitenconferentieén en aflaten (Antwerp, 1850’s).
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ladies by providing nursing services to the sick poor under their care. Also, when needed,
the Daughters organized religious instruction for the ladies of the Charités to improve
their handling of the spiritual needs of the poor. As a society of apostolic life, the
Daughters were sent out to the various Charités, but were expected to return to the
motherhouse after to contemplate and receive religious as well as practical instruction
(e.g. in medical care). This way, an innovative collaboration was established that proved
quite successful. The ladies of the Charités provided funds to the organizations and
spiritual assistance to the poor, while the Daughters offered instruction to the ladies and
nursed the poor sick.’

The Charités and (especially) the Daughters of Charity were able to rapidly expand
throughout France and several neighboring countries (in the Southern Netherlands, the
society of Daughters was established in 1673). This expansion was halted by the
Revolution, however, which put an end to public worship and disbanded religious
organizations. In 1801, Napoleon allowed the Daughters of Charity to be restored, but
the Ladies of Charity did not re-emerge in France and Belgium until 1840. First, some
years before the association of Ladies was brought back to life, another Vincentian
charity was created in France that did not have direct predecessor. Indeed, the Society
of Saint Vincent de Paul was a new creation of the nineteenth century which also took
the Charités as its inspiration, but which had an exclusively male membership and
maintained strict independence from the female Vincentian organizations. Originally,
Vincent de Paul had not foreseen a charitable organization for men but had instead tasked
them with evangelizing the poor, to which end he created the society of apostolic life
called the Congregation of the Mission (Congrégation de la Mission), also known as the
Lazarists, in 1626."° To this lack of a Vincentian charitable outlet for lay men came an
end in 1833, when the Society of Saint Vincent was created by the members of a Parisian
Catholic student pension. The goal of the organization was to stimulate social
engagement among the Catholic bourgeoisie, spread the Catholic faith and promote good
relations among the upper and lower classes. The work was set up very similar to that of
the Charités and the later Ladies of Charity, centered around poor visits on the one hand
and regular member meetings on the other.

The success of the French Society inspired Belgian Catholics to set up a similar
work, but this proved harder than anticipated. Already in 1841, a Society was created in
Liege in the context of a Redemptorist youth organization, but it was dismantled because
the initiative created conflict between the Redemptorists and the parochial clergy. A

® O’Donnel, ‘Vincent de Paul’, 24-28; Curtis, ‘Charitable Ladies’, 131; 177-176; Diefendorf, From
Penitence to Charity, 213-216; Dinan, ‘Motivations for Charity in Early Modern France’, 182; Sullivan,
‘Louise de Marillac’, 39-64.

10 Murphy, ‘Lazarists/Vincentians’, 65.
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second attempt took place in Brussels, where a Society of Saint Vincent was established
as a secondary work of the Marian congregation of the College of Saint Michael (Sint
Michielscollege, a Catholic secondary school established by the Jesuits). The Brussels’
Society tried to stay independent from the Parisian General Council, but it was fiercely
criticized for not conforming to the standards set in Paris and its close connection to the
Marian congregation, from which it recruited most of its members. After some years of
negotiating, the Brussels conference finally conceded to the demands of its French
counterpart and Belgium officially had its own Society of Saint Vincent. Very quickly,
conferences were established all over the country.'!
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Manual of the first Vincentian conference in Brussels, unrecognized by the Parisian General
Council, with written reference to its origins in the College of Saint Michael, 1842

Around the same time as the first attempt to establish a Belgian Society, in 1840, the
foundation was laid for the female heir of the Charités by a grass-roots social initiative.
A group of working-class catholic women in Brussels committed themselves to
providing advice and alms to the poor and sick in their environment, and to this end,
they created a charitable initiative named the Work of Mercy (Fuvre de Miséricorde,
Werk van Barmhartigheid). Each member was to contribute five cents a week to the
work and visit the needy at home to distribute material and moral relief. An interested

' 'Wouters, ‘De Bewogen Start’.
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local priest brought this new lay organization in contact with upper class women who
took over the direction of the association, brought in financial means, and facilitated the
expansion of the organization. At that point, the Work of Mercy was converted into an
association of Ladies of Charity.'*As such, while it started out as a grass-roots initiative
from lower-class women, by mid-nineteenth century the Ladies of Charity had been
transformed into an officially recognized lay charity with an upper-class membership
base, modeled after the seventeenth century Vincentian Charités."

The format of the Brussels’ Ladies served as an inspiration for new associations of
Ladies, and the number of associations and conferences of Ladies steadily grew during
the rest of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century. By 1944, there were
over 120 conferences, and the Ladies were present in all Belgian provinces.'* However,
there was no central organ that created these new conferences, so the framework in
which they were established could be very different depending on the local context. In
Ghent (1849) and Bruges (1855), for example, the Ladies of Charity were established
within the context of the Work of the Poor Sick ((Fuvre des Pauvres Malades). The goal
of this work was more explicitly to revive the collaboration between the Ladies and
Daughters, making it possible for them to visit the needy together and divide the care for
the poor and the sick."” The sources suggest that the Daughters slowly retreated from the
Work, and that by the end of the 1860s at the latest, the Ladies operated independently
from the Daughters (although they did continue to use the infrastructure of the Daughters
for their assemblies) and there was no substantial difference between the Ladies of the

12 Ludovic Saint-Vincent, Belgique Charitable: Charité, Bienfaisance, Philanthropie etc., etc. (Brussels,
1893), 152-153; AWK 4, van der Sypt, 150 Jaar Bewogen Leven, 7.

13 As such, the Ladies of Charity was an organization founded independently from the Society of Saint
Vincent, unlike what has been suggested by Lory and Soete in their contribution to the monograph on the
history of the Society in Belgium: ‘Dans la deuxi¢me moiti¢ du XIXe siecle, la participation des femmes
aux ceuvres de charité est accueillie comme une aide précieuse par les conférences. Ainsi sont constituées,
a Bruxelles, I’ Association des Dames de charité de la Miséricorde (1840) et, a Anvers, celle des Dames de
la Charité de Saint-Vincent de Paul, visitant également des pauvres a domicile. Encouragées par la Société,
ces ceuvres strictement féminines adoptent une organisation et un réglement analogues & ceux des
conférences, mais elles n’obtiennent jamais leur agrégation’ (Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’,
64-65). In Belgium, the Ladies of Charity were established before the Society, inspired by their seventeenth
century predecessor, Vincent de Paul’s Charités, as well as by the Society in France (presumably). Although
it is difficult to determine who influenced who in what ways, it is clear that the Ladies of Charity were not
simply created as a supporting organization for the Society, an observation supported by the Society’s strong
adherence to the rule that direct cooperation with female charitable organizations was strictly forbidden (at
least until the late nineteenth century).

14 DLSVPB JV 1944,

1S ODPM, Réglement de I’Oeuvre des Pauvres Malades (Ghent, s.d.).
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Work of the Poor Sick and the other associations of Ladies.'®

Both the Ladies of Charity and the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul in Belgium
based their rulebooks on the teachings of Vincent de Paul and the example of the
Charités, but the nature of the organizations nonetheless reflected their contemporary
context. This peculiarity was visible in (among many other things, which I will discuss
in the next chapters) in the design of the associations. As noted by Carol Harrison, the
Society was not a confraternity, but rather a fraternity, and herein lay its innovative
power. The purpose of a confraternity, which had been the dominant organizational
model for urban, elite Catholic laypeople before the Revolution, was to stimulate works
of piety and charity. In order to develop this piety, much emphasis was put on the
Eucharist and the Mass, which required the leadership of a priest. The Society’s
conferences, on the other hand, were governed democratically by their membership and
remained autonomous vis-a-vis religious authorities. Potential members, leaders and
beneficiaries were voted in or out by residing members. Furthermore, the Society gave
prominence to the mutual support laymen could give each other to stimulate their
devotion. During the weekly meetings, members would pray together and discuss each
other’s charitable efforts, thereby replacing the joint attendance of the Mass by a
fraternal support system meant to promote piety.'” Incidentally, this did not take away

16 Due to a lack of sources, it is difficult to determine the exact relation and division of tasks between the
Daughters and the Ladies in the Work of the Poor Sick in Ghent and Bruges. The yearly reports of the Work
Ghent (ca. 1850-1860) suggest that the Ladies played an assisting role, preoccupying themselves primarily
with administration and gathering funds. The manual of the same association, while it did show an image
of a Daughter visiting a poor sick, focused explicitly on the Ladies and was almost an exact copy of the
manual of the Society, indicating that the Ladies did play a more substantial role and were also visiting the
poor. The reports of the Bruges Work of the Poor Sick (1860; 1877) have the title ‘“Work of the Poor Sick
helped by the Daughters of Love’ on the front page, but then on the second page, it says ‘Work of the Poor
Sick helped by the Ladies of Charity’ or ‘General Assembly of the Ladies of Charity’, and the reports
continue to report indeed the activities of the Ladies. In the reports from 1879 onwards, the Daughters of
Charity are no longer mentioned on the title page, but the reports indicate that the Daughters (occasionally)
played an assisting role when the Ladies went on their rounds. I am inclined to believe that even during the
early years of the associations, the Ladies of Bruges and of Ghent functioned similarly to those in for
example Malines and Brussels, albeit in greater cooperation with the Daughters. Considering that the Ladies
of Ghent and Bruges held their meetings in the buildings of the Daughters and that it was the clergy man
(usually a canon) directing the Work reading the reports, it was not strange that the contributions of the
Daughters were acknowledged with so much emphasis. That they were mentioned less and less during the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, suggests that the action terrains of the Ladies and the Daughters had
by then significantly diverged.

17 Harrison, Romantic Catholics, 201-202. It should also be noted, however, that it was possible for members
of the clergy to head a conference, but according to the instructions of the Society’s manuals, this should
not inhibit the fraternal functioning of the conference. SVP, Instruction sur les Régles a Suivre dans la
Formation des Conférences de Saint-Vincent de Paul (Paris, 1848); SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap
van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855).
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from the importance of Mass for the spiritual development of the Society’s members,
and it remained compulsory for members to attend Mass three times a year on special
occasions,'® but it does illustrate a clear commitment to the fraternal set-up.

In many ways, the Ladies closely resembled the seventeenth century confraternal
Charités, but the organization also adopted several of the Society’s characteristics. Like
the Charités, the Ladies of Charity were in theory a confraternity of laywomen, meaning
that the organization was subject to some degree of clerical guidance and that the
members were expected to attend the monthly confraternal Mass together.'” However, it
does seem that the Ladies found a middle path between a confraternal and fraternal
composition. They were not expected to attend Mass together on a regular basis, except
for two times a year on Candlemas and Saint Vincent’s feast day, but all the Ladies’
general meetings were presided by a member of the clergy who formulated a — often
decisive — advice. Just as in the Society, the prayer at the start of each assembly was led
by the president of the conference, in this case a laywoman and not a male member of
the clergy. Furthermore, although much less centralized, the Ladies copied some of the
hierarchical structures of the Society by combining parochial committees with an
overarching general council.”’

The Society and Ladies’ careful construction of the organizations’ hierarchy, the
leading roles played by laypeople and the outward communication of the organizations’
functioning clearly established the lay identity of the Society and the Ladies as well as
their commitment to action in the public sphere. For the Ladies of Charity, their search
for a middle path between independence and embeddedness within the institutions of the
Church meant that they were able to function very similar to their male counterparts,
without defying the expectations of women in the Catholic church. After all, women’s
public presence was not a sinecure, and while the men of the Society were able to
maintain their independence in part because men were simply less bound by social
constrictions, this was far less evident for charitable women. One can assume that even
though in Belgium the Ladies of Charity were founded earlier than the Society, the latter
played an important exemplary role and paved the way for a more unrestricted form of
lay women’s charitable engagement in the years that followed as well.

So, despite their similar sources of inspiration and organizational structure, the
Ladies and the Society also differed in many ways. Aside from the first having only
female members and the second only male, there were some important differences in

18 SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855), 51-52: on 8
December (feast of immaculate conception), 19 November (feast of Saint Vincent) and on the day when
Saint Vincent’s relics are transferred.

19 Diefendorf, From Penitence to Charity, 208.

20 This process would not be completed until ca. the turn of the century (Van der Sypt, 150 Jaar Bewogen
Leven).
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terms of organizational structure and culture, as well as with regards to their relationship
with the Church. For starters, both organizations appealed mostly to members of the
upper classes. While the Ladies of Charity originally also recruited members from more
humble backgrounds, the upper-class women of the organization quickly took on more
and more tasks during the first years of its existence, including the poor visits, thereby
transforming the membership base of the organization to one of upper-class women.
Because the Ladies required a substantial financial contribution from all members,
women with fewer means did not have access to the organization. This way, a similar
situation to that of the seventeenth century was created, in which lower-class women
were more inclined to join the Daughters of Charity, even if this did mean living in a
community and taking annual vows of poverty, chastity, obedience, and service of the
poor. While principally open to members of all social classes, the Society of Saint
Vincent equally recruited almost exclusively from the elites. Here too, members needed
sufficient financial means to be able to pay the mandatory contribution and enough free
time to be able to perform regular visits to the poor. Both organizations required
candidate members to be presented before the president of the local division they aspired
to join, followed by a vote of approval from the existing members. Candidate members
had to possess an immaculate reputation and, most importantly, be devout, practicing
Catholics. That candidates were usually introduced via a recommendation by an existing
member further fostered the social homogeneity of the organizations.*!

Although both the Ladies and the Society had an upper-class membership base, the
separation between men and women created important differences. The men of the
Society were part of Belgium’s elite and the upper middle class. They were nobility,
lawyers, business owners, politicians, professors, and so on. They were people with the
financial means and free time necessary to be a part of the Society, but they were usually
also people who had some kind of public role and function in society.”* Even though
politics were strictly forbidden in the context of the Society, especially during the first
decades of its existence,” the conferences did function as a type of gentlemen’s club; a
place for networking, information exchange, and friendly relations. As such, worldly
matters were never far away, even if this was technically not the purpose of the Society.*
As women in the nineteenth century, the Ladies of Charity did not have equal access to

21 SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855), 173-175;
DLSVP, Association Charitable des Dames de la Miséricorde de Malines. Statuts et Réglements (Malines,
1861), 6.

22 In France, the Society started out as a type of student organization, but as the Society expanded its
membership, the social background of the members soon evolved upwards. Brejon de Lavergnée, La Société
de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, 75-76.

23 Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’, 67

24 See in particular Jan De Maeyer’s chapter: De Maeyer, ‘In Amore et Fraternitate’
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the vocations of their male counterparts. They ran the household, took care of their
children, and tended to social matters. Charity offered these women a way to practice
and disseminate their religious beliefs, but it also allowed them to venture out of the
closed milieus of high society, develop their administrative and social skills, and put
their networks to good use when gathering funds. So, while this was not a factor of much
importance to the men of the Society, charity granted the Ladies access to public life in
a way that was otherwise not readily available to them.?

The organizations also differed from one another in terms of independence from
ecclesial authorities. Although the Belgian Society did have to concede on accepting the
formal authority of the Parisian General Council, the organization (in Belgium and
elsewhere) remained an independent lay association without formal clerical supervision,
although cooperation with the clergy was essential when establishing new conferences.
This was different for the Ladies of Charity, in whose associations members of the clergy
did play a role, albeit one that was both limited and hard to define. Foremost, this role
should not be exaggerated, as the Ladies themselves performed the home visits, ran the
day-to-day operations, and occupied all formal leading positions. Moreover, there were
regional differences in the roles played by men in the organization. For example, the
Brussels’ Ladies operated under the formal, spiritual direction of a secular clergyman,
who organized special events such as the association’s study days, anniversary
celebrations, and other ceremonies.”® The Ladies of Ghent and Bruges were established
as part the Work of the Poor Sick, which was presided by a member of the clergy
appointed by the bishop, while the female president, vice-president, treasurer, and
secretary formed the administrative board.”” In Courtrai, the Ladies were not formally
directed by clergy, but they cooperated much more closely than elsewhere. As Filip
Santy notes, the Courtrai parish clergy considered the Ladies as their pastoral auxiliaries,
and the Ladies were not allowed to visit families without their permission.”® This close
relationship was reflected in the Courtrai Ladies’ meeting reports, which contained a
remarkably large number of transcripts of sermons given to the Ladies by clergy
members. However, this did not mean that these Ladies always followed their advice or
unequivocally carried out their wishes, and the clergy regularly expressed frustration
during the meetings about this.”” The Antwerp Ladies, to the contrary, foresaw no roles

25 Curtis, ‘Charitable Ladies’; Van Osselaer, ‘Religion, Family and Domesticity’.

26The first director of the organization was Brussels pastor Ch.-J. Vervloet (van der Sypt, /50 Jaar Bewogen
Leven, 7). See also the report in DLSVPB JV 1941, 6-7, which mentions the transfer of direction between
canon De Trannoy (who is mentioned as the director since 1883) to canon Van Reeth, pastor-dean of Notre
Dame Laeken.

27 ODPM, Réglement de 1’Oeuvre des Pauvres Malades (Ghent, s.d.), 22-25.

28 Santy, ‘De Dames de la Miséricorde’, 221.

2 DLSVPK JV.
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for men in the association other than as honorary members, which could be found in all
local conferences but had no function in the association other than providing financial
support.30

Male (clerical) involvement at times also determined the way the organization was
structured. For example, it was pastor Charles-Joseph Vervloet (1800-1879) who
transformed the Brussels grass-root initiative into an association of Ladies in 1840.>' In
Ghent, it was the bishop and the superior general of the Lazarists and the Daughters who
decided that the Ladies would be established in direct cooperation with the Daughters
via the Work of the Poor Sick.>? And later, around the end of the nineteenth century, the
Brussels Ladies’ strive for a federation was complicated by the bishop of Bruges who
wished to see the Bruges Ladies head the federation instead.”® As such, personal
convictions and motivations of the involved clergy could have important consequences
for the macro-level development of the organization. This fact was all the more
important considering that charitable women were expected to display humility and
refrain from an overly notable public presence.** Even though, as will be discussed in
the next subchapter, revivalist Catholicism and the various associations and initiatives
that sprouted from them engaged lay people to an unprecedented degree, the clergy did
remain somewhat apprehensive towards overly independent organization, especially
when its members were female.

While the involvement of clergy in a lay charity could potentially limit its freedom
of initiative and direction, it could also have advantages. It meant that the organization
enjoyed the support of the Church, it could open the door to collaboration in Catholic
organizational networks, and it facilitated the collection of funds. That the clergy brought
together the Ladies and the Daughters (back) together in the Work of the Poor Sick, for
example, brought substantial benefits to the Ladies in terms of knowledge exchange as
well as in facilitating relationships with the poor, among whom the Daughters generally
enjoyed a good reputation. In addition, it was common for male clergy members to
represent and defend the Ladies’ interests during Catholic congresses. Even when female
members were present, they were seldomly given the stage. All in all, while the Ladies
were not always free from male, clerical involvement, their degree of agency was quite
high. As Topalov and Heiniger noted in their comparative study of male and female
charities ca. 1900, it was difficult for women to exercise influential or leadership roles
in charities, and the Ladies of Charity scored very well in this regard. Unsurprisingly,

30 See the overviews of the directions’ members and lists of other members in DLSVPA JV.

31 van der Sypt, 150 Jaar Bewogen Leven, 7.

32 ALV 198 Bisschop van Gent Louis Delebecque. Brieven en toespraak naar aanleiding van de oprichting
van het (Euvre des Pauvres Malades.

33 ODPMBR JV 1907, 5-6.

34 Curtis, ‘Charitable Ladies’, 122.
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the authors found that the more segregated the charity, the more likely women were able
to express this kind of agency. However, it is important to note that even in charities
with exclusively female members, the influence of men was never far away, even if they
had no formal power within the organization. This refers not only to male clergy, but
also to husbands, fathers, and so on. In general, male lay organizations found it easier to
keep control in their own hands, but this did increase the risk of conflict with the clergy
and isolation in Catholic charitable networks.*> The Society therefore advised members
at the local level to cooperate with and profit from the know-how of other charitable
works, in particular the Daughters of Charity, primarily with the purpose of gathering
information about and getting into contact with the poor. The Society also urged its
conferences to stay in contact with the parish clergy to gather these types of information,
but these relationships were often stiffer.*®

Perhaps because of this self-dependence, the Society (in particular the Ghent
division) was arduous in creating all kinds of auxiliary works to better support the poor
families in their care and bind them more strongly to the organization.” The Society’s
goal was to set up a network of associations and initiatives that would guide their
beneficiaries to a more Christian lifestyle from cradle to grave. The Society’s visitors
regularized marriages and illegitimate children in cooperation with the
Archconfraternity of Saint Francis Regis, they supplied funds to Catholic elementary
schools and set up patronages for poor children, they organized evening schools for poor
men, distributed ‘good’ books, offered burial services, and so on.*® The Ladies offered
similar services, albeit in a less organized and more ad hoc manner. They would assess
the needs of the poor and provide solace on an individual basis, doing much of the same
work as the Society (providing help with funerals, gathering clothing and furniture,
catechizing), but often without setting up specific, separate works to this end, or doing

33 Fluit, ‘Gender and Class’, 10-11; Heiniger and Topalov, ‘Femmes et Hommes en Charité’, 228-231. For
a thorough discussion of the clergy’s discomfort vis-a-vis the independence of the Society, see: Wouters,
‘De Bewogen Start’.

36 SVP, Instruction sur les Régles a Suivre dans la Formation des Conférences de Saint-Vincent de Paul
(Paris, 1848); SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855);
SVP, Handboek van het Genootschap van den H. Vincentius-a-Paulo (Ghent, 1874). De Maeyer notes that
the clergy’s skepticism subsided after the revolutionary year of 1848, and that by 1870, the conferences of
the Society were actively integrated in the parochies: De Maeyer, ‘In Amore et Fraternitate’, 189.

37 The extensiveness of these networks of auxiliary works differed across regions, with especially the Ghent
conferences taking the lead in introducing new initiatives. see: De Maeyer, Heyrman and Quaghebeur, ‘Een
Glorierijk Verleden’, 283-284.

38 See for example: SVP, Guide Pratique des Conférences de Saint Vincent de Paul (Brussels, 1852); SVP,
Handboek van het Genootschap van den Heiligen Vincentius a Paulo (Brussels, 1855).
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so in a highly local fashion.*” The Ladies also referred the poor to other works they
believed could further assist them, such as the Work of Saint Francis Regis, maternity
societies, or infirmaries ran by the Daughters of Charity. Nevertheless, the main axis of
Vincentian practice remained the poor visit and most of the auxiliary works were in some
way conceived as an extension of the visit. For instance, works created by the
Vincentians were usually reserved (or obligatory) for members of the households visited,
and they made the decision who to refer to which works based on their observations
during the visits.

In general, the Society was very well organized compared to the much more loosely
structured Ladies of Charity. Not only did the Society build an elaborate network of
auxiliary works, but it also developed a clear and efficient hierarchy within the
organization that mirrored its French counterpart. At the top of the international
structure, the Parisian General Council formed the ‘efficient means of moral unity that
gives strength to the Society’.** Especially the personae of the presidents of the General
Council were of much importance in steering the general direction of the organization,
although its basic maxims remained the same.*' The Belgian Society was headed by the
Chief Council (French: Conseil Général, Dutch: Algemene Raad) in Brussels, which
primarily dealt with administrative matters and functioned as the link between the
General Council (French: Conseil Supérieur, Dutch: Hoofdraad) and the Central
Councils (French: Conseils Particuliers, Dutch: Centrale Raden). The latter were
situated at the level of the provinces or dioceses and were tasked with promoting the
establishment of new conferences and making sure older conferences maintained their
zeal. At the local level, the parish or district conferences were grouped in Special
Councils (French: Conseils Particuliers, Dutch: Bijzondere Raden), which coordinated
the activities of on average twelve conferences.*” Because of the sheer number of
conferences (378 by 1863, 625 by 1881, and 1273 by 1912),* this pyramidal structure
allowed the Society to keep track of and give direction to the activities of its members.

The Ladies of Charity, on the other hand, were organized in a much more
decentralized manner, had a distinct local focus, and maintained much independence

3 The Ladies of Charity of Saint-Trond, for example, organized a ‘Christian education of charity’
specifically for the housemothers of the families they visited, who were obliged to attend (DLSVPST JV
1866).

40 SVP, Guide Pratique des Conférences de Saint Vincent de Paul (Brussels, 1852), 54-55.

41 The Parisian General Council aggregated the Belgian conferences, published the yearly reports of the
Belgian Central Councils, and provided advise when questions arose about the correct interpretation of the
manuals (Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’, 57). The circulars of the presidents of the Parisian
General Council were published in the Belgian editions of the manual from the 1850s onwards.

42 Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’, 45.

43 Lory and Soete, ‘Implantation et Affirmation’, 52.
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towards each other. At the parish or city level, the Ladies were organized in conferences
(also referred to as committees). In many places, the conference remained the highest
level of the association, while in others, conferences operated in a cooperative fashion,
usually in the context of bigger cities.** In the latter case, the presidents of all conferences
gathered in a Council to determine the general direction of the association, appoint new
presidents, and organize yearly general assemblies. There was great variety in the
number of conferences that could be overseen by a Council: circa 1905, the Antwerp
association counted 9 conferences, Bruges 8, and Brussels 28.% For clarity, I will
henceforth refer to the highest level (whether aggregated or local) as an association of
Ladies. Around the turn of the century, the Brussels’ association launched a call for the
establishment of a confederation under their leadership, which the other associations
slowly but gradually joined.*®

This differences between the organizations in terms of order and hierarchy were also
reflected in the way the organizations produced and kept written material. The Society
was incredibly arduous in keeping members lists, overviews of its finances, records of
its works, minutes of meetings, internal communications, and so on. Aside from year
reports and regularly revised manuals, the Society also produced several periodicals
intended for its members, such as the Maandschrift published by the Ghent Central
Council, as well as for a wider audience, such as the almanac Allemans Gerief published
by the Antwerp Central Council, in addition to regularly publishing monographs on the
history and different facets of the organization. These types of publications highlighted
the organization’s productivity and efficiency, thereby reflecting the members’ concern
for public legitimation as opposed to the more contemplative and inward-looking nature
of the seventeenth-century Charités-The Ladies equally kept track of their members and
finances, and they published manuals as well as year reports, but were otherwise far less
inclined to publish. Unfortunately, the lack of an overreaching organizational structure
that the associations’ archives were kept with less care, and most of it was either lost or
has not been made accessible. Yet, although they did so less frequently and less detailed
than their male counterparts, the fact that the Ladies of Charity equally produced such

44 In those cases, committees were sometimes also referred to as ‘conferences’ or ‘sections’.

4 DLSVPBr JV 1905; DLSVPA JV 1906; DLSVPB JV 1906.

46 The smaller associations (mostly those on the countryside) were more eager to joint his confederation
than the larger ones which grouped several committees. ‘ Affiliated committees’ were mentioned for the first
time in the Brussels Ladies’ year report of 1902. The first committees to join the confederation were
Vilvorde, Aerschot, Enghien, Forest, and Jette-Saint-Pierre. Courtrai joined between 1903 and 1906.
(DLSVPB JV 1902; 1906)). Because there is a gap in the Brussels Ladies’ year reports between 1906 and
1931, it is unclear when exactly the other associations joined. The Antwerp Ladies stated that they were
affiliated in 1924, but it is possible that this happened before (after 1906) (DLSVPA JV 1924, 9). By 1931,
as far as I can tell, the Brussels Ladies’ year report mentions all Belgian associations of Ladies outside of
Brussels as affiliated (DLSVPB JV 1931).
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documents affirms that for charitable women too, their public image and visibility had
become a more significant matter by the nineteenth century.

That the Ladies were less concerned with administration, hierarchy, and publicity
than the Society attested to their dedication to their work with the poor rather than with
the reputation of their organization itself. This attitude fit within societal expectations of
women, particularly Catholic women, whose social engagement was appreciated as long
as they remained humble, modest, and unobtrusive.*’ For the Society, it was a completely
different matter. As men of the upper classes, the Society’s members did not shy away
from promoting a strong public presence for the organization, but this also required great
care for the reputation of the organization, both morally and in terms of efficacy and
orderliness. A lack of clerical control and guidance meant that they were fully
responsible for the proper organization and funding of their association, and clerical
skepticism encouraged them to keep a close eye on the activities of the local conferences.
After all, the Society wished to uphold a certain prestige surrounding the organization,
not only to attract new members but also to not endanger the image of existing members.

I.2.  Revivalism, political Catholicism, and the call for social action

Despite some important differences in organizational structure and culture, the Ladies
and the Society of Saint Vincent were very similar charities with a shared historical
inspiration in the works of Saint Vincent de Paul and dedication to the practice of home
visits. An important element in the origins and identity of the organizations was their lay
character, as they sprouted from a similar desire of Catholic lay people to engage more
actively in the practice and propagation of their belief. Indeed, the creation and success
of the organizations was linked to a wider post-revolutionary religious revival that took
place during the early and mid-nineteenth century, which promoted the performance of
devotion through sacrifice and neighborly love rather than mystic contemplation. This
revivalist energy was visible in many parts of Europe, both in Catholic and Protestant
milieus. In Belgium, the revival gained momentum in the aftermath of the country’s
battle for independence, which concluded in 1831 with a new, progressive constitution
that centered around the principle of freedom. As such, in Belgium, the religious revival
was spurred by newfound religious freedom and coincided with the early process of
nation-formation, which resulted in a close entwinement between Catholicism and the
country’s national identity.*® Thus, the revival also formed a strong impetus for the

47 For a thorough discussion of the language of humility and obedience in Catholic discourses, but also the
possibilities of subversion and agency within this language, see: Suenens, Humble Women, Powerful Nuns.
48 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 187-188; Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 108. See also Richard
Schaefers contribution: Schaefer, ‘Program for a New Catholic Wissenschaft’.
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development of a political Catholicism in Belgium, which, in turn, significantly
influenced the nature and structure of the social field (including social assistance as well
as education), in which Catholic organizations and institutions gained a prominent role.
At the same time, growing social malaise turned topics related to social assistance into
heated debates.

In Belgium, the symbolic meaning of the country’s independence was shaped to an
important extent by the struggle for religious freedom. The policies of the Austrian,
French, and Dutch rulers from the late eighteenth century onwards left a deep impression
on the inhabitants of the territory, the great majority being Catholic, and the (mythicized)
memory of this past played an important role in determining the political and cultural
path the new nation would embark on. Starting in 1780, the Joseph II ascended the throne
of the Habsburg Monarchy, of which the territory included the Southern Netherlands.
Unlike his mother Maria Theresia, who had introduced enlightened reforms carefully
and gradually, Joseph sped up the pace. In the religious domain, the goal of the
Josephinist reforms was to establish a Christian enlightenment, which centered around
stripping the Church from its excesses and introducing a praxis-centered piety.*’ The
Josephinist reforms encountered much resistance, in particular the civil tolerance for
non-Catholics (because it challenged the supremacy of the Church), the abolishment of
contemplative orders and reduction of confraternities, and the severe limitation of
pilgrimages, processions, and religious feasts. Often, the opposition against Joseph’s
regulations resisted in particular the authoritarianism with which they were
implemented, as trends towards practiced piety were already present in the Netherlands
and several of Joseph’s regulations were but legal enforcements of accustomed
practices.’® In 1789, Joseph’s reforms led to an open revolt in which the clergy assumed
a leading role, thereby strengthening their religious and social authority.’!

The Republic of the United Belgian States which was established in the wake of the
Brabantine Uprising was only short-lived, however, as the Southern Netherlands came
under revolutionary French rule in 1794. This event heralded a period of radical
rationalization, secularization, and centralization. Unlike the Josephinist reforms, which
were driven by an effort to enlighten Catholicism, the French rule was characterized by
a genuine hostility towards the Church. Religious organizations were disbanded,
churches were transformed into ‘temples of reason’, public religious practices like
processions and pilgrimages were forbidden, religious statues were removed (and often
destroyed), and men and women religious were forced to pledge an oath of hate to the

49 Rogiers, ‘Verlichting Metterdaad’, 165-173. For more about Enlightened Catholicism, see: Schneider,
“Katholische Aufklarung”; Vanysacker, ‘Verlicht Ultramontaan’.

30 Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 102-103.

3! 'Vandermeersch, ‘Het Verzet van het ‘Belgisch’ Episcopaat’; Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 104; Witte,
‘De Constructie van Belgié’, 31-32.
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monarchy and loyalty to the constitution.”> Those who refused were deported or
executed, and several Daughters of Charity lost their lives in this way.” Although the
aggressiveness of the French rule was tempered by Napoleon’s concordat with Rome in
1801 and his recognition of the liberty of worship, the state continued to maintain strict
control over religious institutions and practices.”* When in 1815 Willem I, sovereign of
the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, took over control of the territory of the Southern
Netherlands, the religious question immediately caused much tension. The Catholic
leaders still rejected any containment of the Church and, in particular, continued to resist
the equality of all religions before the law. Willem, a Protestant ruler, nevertheless
imposed a constitution that confirmed religious equality, and proceeded to implement
laicizing policies, strengthen state supervision, and limit Catholic educational and
charitable activities. Again, the restrictions on the religious freedom of the Catholics and
the lack of special protection of the Catholic Church caused widespread unrest and
resistance among Belgian Catholics. This dissatisfaction, which had been building for
many decades, would provide an important motivation for the Belgian Revolution of
1830.

Although the impact of the years 1830/31 on the daily lives of the new nation’s
inhabitants should not be overstressed and continuities were manifold, they did
symbolize the advent of Belgium as a modern nation state that would forge its own path
amidst the cultural, political, and socio-economic challenges of that time. How those
challenges were dealt with, had important consequences for the ways in which religious
devotion could be experienced, performed, and legitimized. Or, conversely, how it could
be challenged. Of great importance to the country’s future was its constitution, which
established that Belgium would be a parliamentary monarchy. This constitution was
drawn up in a spirit of unionism between Catholics and liberals, who agreed to put strong
emphasis on fundamental rights, in particular the freedom of religion, press, education,
association, and opinion. This way, with the memory of religious oppression fresh in
mind, the Belgian Catholics decisively chose to support the right to liberty.’® Precisely
this embrace of the principle of freedom has been identified by historians as the choice
that allowed the Belgian Catholics to establish and expand a substantial role for the
Church in the social, educational, and political spheres, and to contribute significantly

32 Rogiers and Van Sas, ‘Revolutie in Noord en Zuid’, 240-243.

33 Dinan, Women and Poor Relief, 144.

34 Rogiers and Van Sas, ‘Revolutie in Noord en Zuid’, 244-246; De Maeyer, ‘A Varied and Remarkably
Landscape’, 51; Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 104-106.

35 Witte, ‘De Constructie van Belgié’, 37-38; Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 103-106; Lamberts, ‘Het
Ultramontanisme in Belgi¢’, 40.

36 Van Osselaer, ‘Reform of Piety’, 103-107; Witte, ‘The Battle for Monasteries’, 104-105.
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to the construction of Belgium’s modern society.”’ Therefore, it is useful to spend some
time on the types of political Catholicism that existed in Belgium, their attitudes towards
the relationship between Church and State, and their societal ideals.

Belgian political Catholics in the nineteenth century did not form a unified block,
but represented different ideas, ideals, and strategies to achieve those. Here, [ will follow
Vincent Viaene’s typology of nineteenth century political Catholicism in Belgium,
which he defined by means of two sliding scales: liberal Catholicism — ultramontanism
and intransigence — transigence. Broadly speaking, ultramontanism can be understood
as a current in Catholicism that strongly emphasized the Church’s independence vis-a-
vis the State, and that referred to the supranational authority of Rome (ultra montes). As
such, ultramontanes were skeptical towards worldly authorities as well as towards civil
and political liberties. Liberal Catholics, on the other hands, were characterized by a
greater openness towards these liberties out of an optimism about the possibilities that
the principle of liberty could offer Catholicism in modern society. It is important to note
that liberal Catholicism was a form of political Catholicism, and not a cross-over of
liberalism and Catholicism, nor a variation of liberalism. Next, intransigence refers to
the refusal to compromise and to high-minded principles, as opposed to transigence,
which implies greater openness to compromise and pragmatism. Intransigent Catholics,
then, were characterized by a certain radicalism, a greater hostility towards the liberal
state, an insistence on religious principle, and a tendency to neglect the autonomy of the
temporal. Transigent Catholics, on the other hand, were more inclined to acknowledge
the independent logic of the temporal and to maintain pragmatic deference towards the
State. This did not mean, however, that transigent Catholics were necessarily more
accepting of liberalism or secularism. Thus, Viaene distinguished four possible
combinations of Belgian political Catholicism, thereby bringing attention to the
multifaceted and dynamic nature of the attitudes of Belgian Catholics in and towards
modern society.>®

During the late eighteenth century, when Catholicism and the authority of the
Church were threatened by enlightened and revolutionary regimes, ultramontanism in
Catholic Europe north of the Alps was characterized by an intransigent attitude towards
the state. These intransigent ultramontanes felt that the internal freedom of the Church
was infringed upon by the State, and they took on a rigid, defensive position, invoking
the authority of Rome against the State.”® This conflict reached its height around 1810-
1815, when Napoleon’s break with the pope inspired ultramontane Catholics to envision

37 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See; Deferme, ‘The Influence of Catholic Socio-Political Theory’; Moeys,
Subsidiary Social Provision.

38 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 37-40.

39 Lamberts, ‘Het Ultramontanisme in Belgié’, 38-39.
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a post-Napoleonic order founded on Catholic doctrine, and to transform their ideas into
a substantiated political theory. In Belgium, this intellectual work was carried out mostly
in the aristocratic circle surrounding count Henri de Merode (1782-1847), eldest son of
one of Belgium’s most prominent noble families, and his nephew, Ernest de Beauffort
(1782-1858). This group of intransigent ultramontanes defended the idea that religion
was the essence of society, without which society could not exist. After all, the social
relations and the raison sociale that constituted society were based on the eternal truths
of religion, and without such shared traditions and unwritten rules civil society could not
function. In this view, they were heavily influenced by the ideas of German baron
Ferdinand Eckstein (1790-1861), who believed that the moral code professed by the
Church would unfold the path towards societal rebirth. The French ultramontane
movement, too, would be brought back to life by Eckstein’s writings, in turn inciting
Frenchman Félicité de Lamennais (1782-1854) to convert intransigent ultramontanism
into an ideology that could be engaged in the modern political space of conflict.*

The balance and natural order of society as it was safeguarded by the Church, these
Catholics believed, had been completely disturbed by the French Revolution and
liberalism, which had replaced the God’s sovereignty with popular sovereignty, and had
thereby removed the moral framework that was needed to keep man aware of his duties
towards himself, others, and God. As they argued, man had too much aptitude to evil
and leaving him to his own devices would not end well. After all, man inherently sought
guidance, hierarchy, and authority. The liberal democratic system, which took away
Gods sovereignty and uprooted man by destroying traditional corporatist structures,
would therefore eventually degenerate into despotism, thereby transferring popular
sovereignty to one person and eventually paving the way for the Antichrist.®’ As such,
the intransigent ultramontanes believed that man and society required an inseparable
combination of religious faith, morality, and authority, all of which could (and should)
be provided by the Church of Rome. The State (the body) should therefore acknowledge
the indispensability of Catholicism (the soul) and act accordingly by protecting the
interests of the Church and by not interfering in the societal domains that naturally
belonged to the Church’s influence, such as education and charity. If the secular power
did not respect this authority, de Merode and his like-minded ultramontanes argued, the
pope had the right to resistance by means of releasing the subjects of this power from
their duty of obedience, thereby adding a populist dimension to their political vision.®

By the late 1820s, when the Southern Netherlands were ruled by Willem I, de

%0 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 40-46.

! De Beauffort argued that this mechanism had already taken place when the Revolution led to the
Napoleontic regime (Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 47).

2 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 40-54; Lamberts, ‘Het Ultramontanisme in Belgié’, 40-41.
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Merode and his group of intransigent ultramontanes decisively turned towards political
activism by joining power with the liberals in a ‘union of opposition’ against the Dutch
regime from 1827 onwards. Around this time, the emerging current of liberal
Catholicism began to influence Belgium’s ultramontanes, especially during the years of
the Belgian independence and during the construction of a new constitution (1830-
1831), in which figures like de Merode took active part. Once again, the Belgian
Catholics surrounding de Merode and de Beauffort were first inspired by Eckstein,
around whom developed a group of intransigent liberal Catholic thinkers in France and
Germany. Lamennais, too, became an ardent supporter of intransigent liberal
Catholicism, and would be strengthened in his vision by the example of what Catholics
in Belgium were able to achieve during the constitutional deliberations. In essence, the
ultimate goals of intransigent ultramontanes and liberal Catholics were quite similar,
both professing a theocratic dream and considering traditional religion as the essence of
society, without which there was no future. They differed in terms of the mechanism
they believed would to this goal, with the former seeing the solution in reestablishing
the Church’s formal authority over worldly power, and the latter counting on the
principle of absolute liberty to ultimately render the State obsolete. The transigent liberal
Catholic view was based on the recognition that the modern era presented different
challenges, but also new opportunities. Instead of arguing for special protection for the
Church or the establishment of religious control over the State, they believed that
freedom would eventually naturally lead to theocracy, because modern liberties were the
political reflection of the moral freedom to choose between good and evil. This freedom
had been gifted to man by God and could therefore only truly exist in relation to God.
Thus, there should be a strict separation of Church and State, and the State could act only
as a minimal regulating agent while maintaining absolute freedom in everything relating
to spirituality and morality, including education and charity. Because the population was
religious and because only the Church had true authority in these matters, perfect liberty
would allow for the ultimate triumph of the Church, and theocracy would guarantee the
continued existence of perfect liberty.*

While the Belgian intransigent ultramontanes did not go as far as the liberal
Catholics in their optimism in the possibilities offered by the principle of freedom itself,
they did gradually agree that in the present political context, the Church was best served
by liberty. They became convinced that any non-Catholic government would always use
repressive measures against the Church, that it would not be possible to establish a
Catholic state or executive in the immediate future, and that acceptance of civil and
political liberty therefore constituted the minor evil. As they saw it, they had nothing to
lose by embracing liberty, and liberty for all was the price to be paid by Catholics for

%3 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 64-70. See also: Rogiers, ‘De Gedaantsewisseling’.
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their own liberty. As such, they embraced civil and political liberty not for the sake of
liberty itself, but to guarantee that the Church would be free of oppression. This openness
to seeing the value of liberty was also stimulated by their cooperation with the liberals,
and when this alliance laid the foundation of the new constitution, the Belgian
intransigent Catholics put their ideas into practice by putting their weight behind
freedom of religion and, to make this freedom complete, that of education and
association. In addition, they achieved that the matters of education and social assistance
were left undecided, leaving these fields open to private initiative. This way, the Belgian
intransigent ultramontanes substantially assimilated elements of liberal Catholic thought
as a way to adapt their vision to the context of the time. This way, they adapted their
apocalyptic fear of the liberal state and accepted it as a necessary, albeit imperfect, step
towards the Kingdom of Christ, thereby also letting go of their corporatist dreams (which
would return some forty years later, as we will see). Incidentally, they considered the
Belgian revolution an example of the people making use of their right to revolt with
implicit approval of the Church, which at the same time confirmed the legitimacy of
their intransigent ultramontane reliance on popular support for the Church and the
intransigent liberal Catholic expectation that the path of absolute freedom would indeed
lead to the triumph of the Church.*

However, only a few years after Belgium’s independence, the Belgian Catholic’s
sympathies for intransigent liberal Catholicism were tempered by pope Gregory XVI’s
condemnation of liberal Catholicism, and more specifically, Lamennais’ radicalizing
ideas, in his encyclicals Mirari Vos (1832) and Singulari Nos (1834). Here, the pope
made it clear that religious indifferentism (the opinion that no one religion is better than
the other) was not acceptable, thereby rejecting liberal Catholicism. Moreover, the pope
did not want to bestow the Church with the task of guiding humanity through the
challenges of modernity, most certainly not if this meant needlessly challenging or
subverting the authority of temporal rulers. This Roman position took the wind out of
the sails of intransigent Catholicism in general and therefore left the intransigent
ultramontanes in confusion as well.”> Following these events, the Belgian liberal
Catholics disassociated with Lamennais, discreetly avoiding statements about the path
to theocracy via absolute liberty, but rather publicly supporting modern liberties as a
matter of principle respect for the constitution.’® They were able to introduce an early
form of the subsidiarity principle in Belgian politics, which entailed that decision-
making should be done by the lowest or least centralized competent authority. In the
years that followed, they were able to acquire a strong degree of municipal authority,

% Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 40-59.
% Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 60-61.
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which prevented overly centralized governmental power and established a strong
executive dependence on the cooperation of local levels, where the influence of
Catholicism and Catholic parochial clergy and institutions were often substantial. After
this achievement, the already strained intransigent liberal Catholic movement lost much
of its appeal in Belgium, and after 1848, it practically disappeared from the Belgian
political scene.®’

Transigent liberal Catholicism became the dominant voice in Belgium’s
parliamentary right, which developed after the end of unionism. Now that the
revolutionary period had come to an end, these Catholics argued that the country needed
a conservative political movement that was specifically adapted to the particular Belgian
political context and the country’s own traditions. Of great importance to the
development of transigent liberal Catholicism was the University of Louvain, in
particular the young professor Charles Périn (1815-1905), who contributed substantially
to streamlining the basic premises of this current. These Catholics, among whom also
again de Merode, now directed their arrows against the liberal Left, arguing that behind
the Left’s promotion of liberty hid an effort to establish a central State that was hostile
towards the Church and would do everything in its power to secularize society. However,
while they adamantly denounced a secularized society, they also let go of the intransigent
dream of restoring religious unity and establishing theocracy. Instead, they accepted a
difference between political liberty and the spiritual liberty offered by Christianity,
thereby making a clear distinction between religion and politics and presenting a more
realist, digestible, and less utopian vision than that of the intransigent Catholics. This
way, they combined support for liberty in so far as it protected freedom of religion with
a conservative program centered around authority, tradition, hierarchy, and moral
order.®® Indeed, to protect true freedom for the Church, they argued, liberty should not
degenerate into democracy and a strong government above parliament was needed to
ensure order. As such, the Belgian transigent liberal Catholics decisively returned to
conservatism, but they remained markedly more open to political liberties than their
conservative counterparts in the rest of continental Europe.®’

As this overview has shown, political Catholicism in Belgium was characterized by
its variety and originality, which drew much attention from foreign political and
religious thinkers as well. However, all these different types of political Catholicism
(including that of transigent ultramontanism, which will be discussed later in this
subchapter) did share a common premise, namely that society could only be saved by
the Church and that the mission of politically active Catholics should therefore be to

7 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 76-77; Lamberts, Het Gevecht met Leviathan, 151-153.
%8 Viaene, Belgium and the Holy See, 77-86.
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further that goal. In turn, this desire was rooted in the religious revival of the first half
of the nineteenth century, a popular devotional movement that gained a markedly strong
footing in Belgium and, via the myriad of religious initiatives it inspired, had a lasting
impact on the societal role of Catholicism in Belgium. The revival gained this success
not only from its wide influence in a country where Catholicism was the religion of the
vast majority of the population, but also from the persistent efforts and important
achievements of political Catholics, whose own energetic commitment to their cause(s)
were spurred and legitimized by revivalist sentiment. Indeed, political Catholicism and
religious enthusiasm in the social sphere mutually reinforced each other, sharing at their
core the revivalist dedication to redeem post-Revolutionary, modern society via the
guidance of the Church.” In the socio-cultural sphere, this desire manifested in an
explosion of popular religious fervor that was characterized by a distinctly demonstrative
and social spirituality. It stressed the importance of practicing piety for the sake of the
salvation of society in its entirety, not just the individual or the community of believers.”!

As such, the nature of the revival was remarkably extrovert, which contrasted with
the quiet contemplation promoted by Protestantism, as well as with the post-Tridentine
emphasis on ascetic spirituality and introvert penitent piety.”> The popularity of
pilgrimages, processions, religious celebrations, charitable activities, and socially active
confraternities reflected the spiritually motivated social activism that lay at the core of
the revival and which was characterized by a dedication to bringing about change in
society by joint effort. The goal was not solely to develop one’s own piety in an
individualist or intellectual sense, but rather to practice piety in a performative and
communal manner to grow God’s presence in society. This way, one could strengthen
their own faith while at the same time working towards the salvation of all. As historian
of French romantic Catholicism Carol Harrison argued, the social spirituality and lay
apostolate of the revival were clear reactions against the individualism of revolutionary
liberalism. Revivalist Catholics believed that without faith, there could only be a
collection of individuals. Only through an acknowledgement of the transcendent could
a meaningful society develop, because ‘religious sentiment made the individual aware
of his fellows and created the bonds of obligation and affection that gave society density
and significance’.”® Underlying this social activism was a dark romantic ethos centered
around the glorification of self-sacrifice for the greater good.™ Catholic self-sacrifice
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served as a means to restore the disturbed moral equilibrium of a sinful society. The goal
was not simply to convert the unbelievers, but to sanctify society in spite of itself through
sacrifice in the form of Catholic prayer and works. Like Christ himself, romantic
Catholics set out to heal the moral wounds of mankind by atoning for their own sins as
well as those of the other. Rather than a collection of individual souls, society was
conceived of as a social organism, and the spiritual offer of the individual therefore
functioned as a public force that made possible collective redemption. This idea of
reversibility of expiation and the accompanying heroic conception of personal, voluntary
sacrifice were central tenets to nineteenth century romantic Catholicism.”

This activist impulse was also visible in the characteristics of the Catholic
organizations and institutions that flourished during the revival. For starters, pure
contemplation became rare, while active or mixed religious institutions gained
popularity. Some older contemplative orders, like the Augustinians and Bernardines,
were able to somewhat withstand this evolution by rekindling their traditional parish or
charitable work, but in general, even their less strict version of the contemplative ideal
lost much of its attractiveness in the nineteenth century. Active orders, which were less
or not bound by monastery walls enjoyed much success during the revival. Especially
the Redemptorists and Jesuits, which were exempt orders and therefore directly subject
to the Holy See, contributed greatly to turning it into a genuine popular movement. The
members of these orders in particular were esteemed for their high education levels,
constituting a ‘genuine clerical elite’ that had influence over secular clergy as well as
the Catholic higher classes.”® They created an extensive network of secondary schools
and created or supported the establishment of lay organizations (mostly in urban
environments). Of great success were also their domestic missions, during which they
travelled the country preaching, converting, and hearing confessions, staging impressive
religious ceremonies, distributing devotional pictures, and setting up campaigns (like the
one against blasphemy, which entailed that one had to promise to pay a fee for every
swear). Their events and activities often put strong emphasis on collective atonement
and individual responsibility for the redemption of the community as a whole, offering
the population the opportunity to repent en masse for the damage done by the French
Revolution and bring an end to the moral decay, wars, disease, and famine that had
followed.”” As such, the Jesuits and Redemptorists were strong proponents of the
spirituality of the revival, which centered around the idea that through active piety, one
could atone for his own sins as well as those of society, thereby contributing to the
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restoration of the Kingdom of Christ.”®

Regular clergy, who took vows and lived together in orders or confraternities, also
played an important part in the revival. Between 1830 and 1850, many new, often small-
scale religious communities sprouted across the country. While the exempt orders
promoted the spirit of the revival among the population, these men and women religious
were able to significantly expand the influence of Catholicism in the social sphere,
notably the fields of education, health care, and charity. They created and staffed
primary, secondary, and vocational schools, hospitals, orphanages, homes for the
elderly, rehabilitation shelters for prostitutes, institutions for the mentally ill, and so on.”

The secular clergy, furthermore, which was comprised of archbishops, bishops and
local parish priests bound to a particular area, equally played an undeniable yet less
decisive role in the revival. Many non-exempt orders and congregations were created by
secular priests and protected and promoted by archbishops and bishops. Furthermore,
mission movements, Sunday schools, and lay organizations were dependent or
benefitted greatly from cooperation of the local clergy. However, during the nineteenth
century, parish priests were often criticized for their lack of education, inflexibility, and
refusal to share authority by the upper echelons in the Church as well as by the Jesuits
and Redemptorists, who organized most of their retreats. Both in their self-understanding
and in the eyes of the majority of the Catholic people, however, the priests were
considered the spokesmen of their flock and the first line of contact with God. Because
they were familiar with the resident of their parishes and because they often came from
more humble social backgrounds, they were easily approachable as well.* In their effort
to promote revivalist, popular devotion, the Redemtorists and the Jesuits, who fulfilled
an important role in the formation of secular clergy, made substantial efforts to have
parish priests carry out a more Christological, empathetic, and lenient religion. This anti-
rigorist shift was another characteristic of the revival that was heavily promoted by the
Redemtorists and the Jesuits, and that tied into the popular, accessible aspect of the
movement. For example, under the adage ‘lion in the pulpit, lamb in the confessional’,
priests were encouraged to be understanding and supportive in the confessional,
especially towards women, whose receptivity to and participation in the revival was
recognized and strongly valued by the Church (more on that later).®!

The explosion of lay eeuvres or works, too, was a principal characteristic of the
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revival. The concept of the lay apostolic mission was a new phenomenon of the
nineteenth century, which entailed that men and woman of the world assumed the role
of active protagonists of the Church and promoters of the faith, without committing to
membership in a religious institution or priesthood. Lay apostolate could take be
performed via political commitment, informal/non-organized action on the streets or in
the factories, or lay organizations. Aside from political action, from the mid-1830s
onwards a number of Catholic factory owners introduced different charitable and
educational initiatives for their workers, for example through housing and schools for
the children (staffed by congregations, of course).*? Charity, religious conversion,
religious education, and the regularization of marriages were the preferred fields of
action for lay apostolate. From the 1840s onwards, different kinds of lay organizations
began to spring up around the country. This could happen at the initiative of lay people
themselves, like in the case of the Ladies of Charity, which started out as a grass-roots
charitable initiative of working women, or in the case of the Society of Saint Vincent in
Paris, which was created by lay students. Usually, these initiatives were in some way
directly dependent on the approval and protection of the secular clergy, which, at the
same time, was often eager to keep this authority intact. In the case of the first association
of Ladies in Brussels, originally named ‘The Work of Mercy’ (Dutch: Werk van
Barmhartigheid, French: Euvre de la Miséricorde), the direction of the organization
was immediately assumed by pastor Charles-Joseph. Vervloet.*> Such a directing role
did not necessarily entail much work, seeing as the members ran the day-to-day
operations, but it did allow the clergymen to keep some control on the popular religious
activities in their area. Similarly, the first Belgian Society of Saint Francis Regis was
established by the same Brussels pastor Vervloet together with pastor Louis Ocreman
(1792-1864) in 1839. This lay association was originally created in Paris in 1826 by
Jules Gossin (who would become the general director of the Society of Saint Vincent in
1844) with the purpose of regularizing illicit unions and children, and would enjoy much
success among charitable laymen in Belgium throughout the nineteenth century.
While there were examples of productive cooperation between secular clergy and
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charitable lay people to create lay apostolic organizations, regular clergy, in particular
the active orders, were generally more prolific in fostering lay works than secular clergy.
At times, they were confronted with great difficulty when trying to achieve approval of
the parish priests. This was the case for example with the Belgian Society of Saint
Vincent, especially during the first phase of its establishment and expansion. First, in
Liege, the secular clergy pressured the bishop to disband this first attempt to establish
Society in Belgium, which had been undertaken in 1941 by Redemptorist Charles
Manvuysse, rector of the College of Saint Michael in Li¢ge. The secular clergy already
felt i1l at ease about the independence of the Jesuits and Redemptorists, who had steadily
built a competing pastoral network.®® In Brussels, resistance against connection from the
side of General Council and Périn, who was one of the first members as well as a
transigent liberal Catholic (he would later change his views and become an ultramontane
advocate). In general, lay apostolic organizations confronted the secular clergy with a
new type of religious activity that challenged the traditional workings of the pastoral. As
Wilfried Wouters notes in his account of this early period in the Society’s history, the
acknowledgment of lay organizations bestowed with an apostolic mission was a new
phenomenon in the Church, and this development was driven primarily by the exempt
orders, who considered lay apostolate to be the ideal means to combat the dangers of
modern society: liberalism, socialism, individualism, and secularization. The secular
clergy, from their end, were often not as convinced. During the 1830s and 1840s, many
priests and bishops gave preference to a pragmatic, tactical cooperation with the state
and were more partial to the liberal Catholic option, after Mirari Vos especially in its
transigent form.*®

Indeed, as members of an exempt orders directly under the authority of the pope, the
Jesuits were heavily inclined towards ultramontanism and actively combatted the
mennaissian legacy among the secular clergy. After being reinstated in 1832, they
became devoted proponents of transigent ultramontanism, the fourth branch of political
Catholicism discerned by Viaene, which they disseminated via their influence in upper
class circles and their growing role in lay and clerical education.®’ In Belgium, this
transigent ultramontanism had its roots in the great seminary of Ghent, where it had a
major influence on a group episcopal leaders from 1816 onwards, among whom bishops
Louis Delebecque of Ghent and Jean-Baptiste Malou of Bruges, both of which later
made an important contribution to the establishment of an association of Ladies in their
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diocese, respectively in 1849 and 1854. Under patronage of the pope, his support being
expressed for instance in Mirari Vos, the Jesuits contributed significantly to the further
dissemination of transigent ultramontane ideas among Belgium’s Catholic upper classes
and clergy.®® Transigent ultramontanism was markedly conservative, closely connected
to the political and theological doctrines of the ancien régime, as opposed to intransigent
ultramontanism, which could be considered a ‘new ideological departure under the cloak
of tradition’.* In politics, the transigent ultramontanes defended a minimal program that
allowed them to join the transigent liberal Catholics in the conservative Right. However,
they fundamentally disagreed on the function and desirability of liberty. The transigent
ultramontanes placed authority above liberty, and they rejected the idea of popular
sovereignty. In their view, Throne and Altar were each sovereign in their own domains
and had to work together to keep stability in the political and spiritual order. Although
they idealized monarchy and agreed that the constitution was not entirely consistent with
the principles laid out in Mirari Vos, they usually did not go so far as to reject Belgium’s
constitution but respected it mostly out of a pragmatic acceptance of the situation as it
was.”’ The transigent liberal Catholics, from their end, were less radical than their
intransigent counterparts and equally feared the unpredictable outcomes of democracy.
This way, they agreed on the necessity to protect the careful balance that was Belgium’s
parliamentary monarchy, and make sure to respect the constitutional counterweights to
the Chamber of Representatives.”!

While they differed in terms of the premises that underlay their political action, these
transigent branches of political Catholicism often advocated the same conservative
policy outcomes. With regards to the issues of pauperism and moral decay, which were
high on all political Catholics’ agendas, both considered charity to offer the solution. In
the nineteenth century, pauperism was considered a new form of poverty characterized
by a lack of labor in an industrial society. In Belgium, pauperism formed the most urgent
socio-economic problem of the 1840s and 1850s. While industrialization continued to
intensify, population pressure increased, wages declined, and, from the mid-1840s
onwards, the proto-industrial sector of cottage industry imploded due to increased
foreign competition on the textile market. Also during the mid-forties, Belgium was
struck by the European potato failure and several Cholera epidemics. Catholics watched
these developments with great concern, denouncing the moral decay and misery created
by industrialization, especially in the large cities and the Flemish countryside.”> The
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transigent liberal Catholics, among whom Périn, did not consider capitalism to be at the
root of these issues. In the economic field, too, liberty ought to be respected as the
corollary of the Christian right and duty to search for self-perfection, which required
freedom to do so. In this view, the capitalist system was not at fault, but the immorality
or flawed beliefs of its actors. The solution therefore lay in pervading the socio-economic
sphere with the Christian sacrificial ethos, which would create responsible and thrifty
businessmen as well as grateful and disciplined workers. To achieve this utopian
capitalist ideal, the liberal Catholics saw salvation (only) in the practice of charity. For
starters, charity formed a means to keep social assistance out of the hands of the state
and reducing its role to providing a legal framework for charity. In addition, it offered a
concrete way to instill a sacrificial ethos in the leading classes and to achieve partial
redistribution of wealth. Lastly, charity functioned as a channel through which the
Catholics could ‘treat’ the poor in an all-encompassing way, which combined offering
them material and physical relief (usually coupled to certain behavioral conditions),
teaching them a spirit of resignation (which was necessary to endure life as a wage
worker), and providing them with the moral basis and life skills to survive and make the
best of things.”

Transigent ultramontanes equally glorified charity as the best solution for the issues
of poverty and moral degeneration. They set themselves apart from transigent liberal
Catholics by their strong emphasis on inequality as a natural aspect of the world as
created by God. They valued authority above all, and by extension, believed that
hierarchy and inequality were normal and necessary. With regards to their
conceptualization of charity, these premises translated into a pronounced paternalist
view focused on resignation of the poor rather than their self-development. Often, this
attitude had its origin in the idea that misfortune and misery were the result of sin, and
the solution to these problems was therefore a personal responsibility.”*

For Catholic conservatives of all backgrounds, the Vincentian organizations
provided a welcome and suitable channel for their charitable fervor. This engagement
was driven by sociopolitical goals and aspirations, as well as an underlying revivalist
urge towards joint spiritual activism. The Society, which informally functioned as a
gentlemen’s club in addition to a charity, attracted members of the Catholic nobility,
bourgeoisie, and upper middle class, ranging from barons to dentists and bankers. While
liberal Catholics, certainly played an important role in the organization, the most
dynamic, active members of the organization were predominantly ultramontane,
especially those of Ghent.” Figures like factory owner Joseph de Hemptinne and baron
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Etienne-Constantin de Gerlache, for example, were influential ultramontanes who
believed that a network of charitable associations formed an essential weapon in the
battle against liberalism, and who were able to make use of their position to foster the
early expansion of the Society. Indeed, after the Jesuits had given up their leadership of
the Belgian Society of Saint Vincent to the General Council in Paris, their friends
remained in place.”® Liberal Catholics were also represented in the ranks of the Society,
however, such as Charles Périn, and politician Pierre De Decker.”” As women, overt
political engagement did not befit the Ladies, but they were part of the same conservative
effort, nonetheless. Many of them were prominent figures in Catholic upper-class
circles, some also the wives and daughters of members of the Society, who contributed
to the dissemination of the ideas that underlay the organizations. In addition, the
associations of Ladies were often supported by prominent figures in Belgium’s ecclesial
leadership.”®

While charitable lay people had many associations to choose from to practice their
apostolate, among others the Society of Saint Francis Regis and the Franciscan Third
Order, those seeking a relatively uncomplicated channel to perform the most obvious
kind of charity, namely poor relief, had few other options available than the Vincentian
organizations. Charity in the form of healthcare and education were predominantly in
the hands of religious orders, who grew more and more specialized and moved away
from general poor relief.”” The Vincentian organizations’ dedication to poor relief in
both a material and spiritual sense was exceptional in this regard, and it is not surprising
that these associations (especially the Society of Saint Vincent) are often considered the
number one example of organized lay charity in nineteenth century Belgium.'®

Not only did the organizations and their purpose align with the aspirations of
political conservatives, they also, more broadly, thanked this success their compelling
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embodiment of the spirit of the revival. This was not only true for the form and structure
of the organizations, which provided an innovative alternative to the traditional lay
confraternity and reflected the revivalist urge towards a strong lay apostolate. It was also
true for the organizations’ social purpose, which heavily emphasized the importance of
practice over theory and promoted a direct, meaningful interaction between giver and
receiver. The Society’s first official manual of 1846 explained that ‘By placing itself
from the beginning under the invocation of Saint Vincent de Paul, in order to obtain from
this great servant of God some rays of the spirit of charity and faith with which he was
inflamed, the Conference indicated quite clearly that it was not by purely theoretical
studies, but by works and only by works, to the extent of its own weakness, that it
proposed to follow from afar the examples of her blessed patron”.'”' Thus, by associating
themselves with Vincent de Paul and his legacy, the organizations made clear their
commitment to an active, public apostolate as opposed to contemplative seclusion. The
Vincentians practiced the virtue of sacrifice within the social sphere for the sake of social
good, and they believed it was through this charitable action that the door could then be
opened for the proclamation of the word of God. This way, they proclaimed to follow
the example of Christ himself, who ‘had in the first place wanted to practice that which
he would then teach men; capit facere et docere; our desire is to imitate, according to
our weak strengths, this divine example’.'”* Socially activist, spiritually Christological,
and focused on self-perfection in a fraternal setting, the Vincentians provided a specific,
typically revivalist, yet open and flexible format for charity that maintained its relevancy
even after the revival had subsided by mid-nineteenth century.

[.3.  In defense against secularization

By the mid-1840s, liberal Catholics and ultramontanes alike had moved away from their
more radical, intransigent attitudes, giving preference to a transigent, pragmatic, and
highly conservative political orientation. Although the basic premises of their thought
differed substantially, these two currents of political Catholicism were able to find a
common ground that allowed them to join forces in an effort to expand the socio-political
influence of Catholicism. The liberals, from their end, became more and more anxious
about the fast growing Catholic educational and charitable networks.

In 1846, the liberals created their own party, in which anticlerical sentiment and
secularist ambitions gained increasing importance. With regards to the topic of social
assistance, the liberals were no less paternalist than the Catholics, but they proposed a
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combination of a free market, a degree of government action to promote economic
development in Flanders (where the potato and textile crisis hit the hardest), and an
effective, preventative offer of public social assistance.'® In general, liberals felt that
religious freedom had to be protected by the state, not only because religious freedom
was a constitutive element of individual liberty, which stood at the heart of their
ideology, but also because they did believe that Catholicism (like other religions)
provided the individual with socially useful moral framework. However, religious
freedom was an individual right and a personal experience, and the Catholic Church
could therefore not claim to be the holder of the only truth, nor could it be acknowledged
as an entity with natural rights.'® By extension, while liberals mostly did believe that
Catholic morality was beneficial to society, they were weary of the Church’s influence
in the fields of education and social assistance. After all, Catholic power in the social
and political fields were mutually reinforcing, which, in the eyes of the liberals,
threatened the independence of the public power.'®’

In 1847, the liberal party was able to win the elections on the basis of this program.
This victory marked the start of an era of intense political conflict between the liberals
and Catholics, at the heart of which stood the discussions about private (or Catholic)
versus public social assistance and education. In the first years after the election,
however, the new government was confronted with issues from a different nature. By
the mid-nineteenth century, the poverty issue had become so dire that destitution was
considered endemic to wage labor.'” During the late 1840s, the textile and potato crises
and the outburst of several cholera epidemics plunged large portions of the population,
especially in Flanders, into deep poverty. In turn, the reduced spending power of the
people took its toll on the economy in general, with businesses going bankrupt and the
state needing to intervene repeatedly and systematically from 1847 onwards. By then,
half of the Flemish population relied on private and/or public poor relief, but the
resources of these institutions and organizations diminished.'”” The Charity Bureaus
only disposed of limited means, and as the number of people in need grew, its list of
criteria became more extensive. The Bureau did not necessarily consider the severity of
applicant’s need, but focused on factors such as the number of children and their age
(the more and the younger the children, the greater the chance of receiving support), the
sex and health of the main breadwinner (families with young, employed fathers for
example were no longer eligible after the 1850s) and the conduct of the applicants
(prostitutes or drunks were not considered for support). This way, the Bureau tried to
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limit the number of families relying permanent relief, while at the same time lowering
the allowances they received. '® On the streets, this social and economic malaise created
tension, unruliness, and rebelliousness, especially among the unemployed workers.'*
The Catholics were criticized by the liberals for thinking that charity would solve these
issues, like in the caricature below, which pictures several different ‘types’ of Catholics
going on a ‘tour of the Flandres’ to collect. In front, holding the collection box, is
Barthélémy de Theux de Meylandt, one of the participants of the National Congress
which drew up the constitution, accompanied by charitable ladies, Daughters of Charity,
and a priest.

In 1848, material grievances among the impoverished population and revolutionary
agitation erupted in a wave of revolutions that swashed over large parts of Europe.
Belgium did not experience large protests, but here too, the events in neighboring
countries caused great anxiety among the government, the clergy, and the elites. In the
yearly report of the Brussels’ conferences of the Society read before their assembly in
August 1848, at the height of the violence of the revolution in France, we can read that
‘it is almost without hope that we fight against indigence. Misery is a ravine, in which

Liberal caricature of the Catholic collections in response
to the socio-economic malaise, 1847
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the poor eternally keeps falling whatever we try to get him out’. The report stressed that
the organization’s charity could only do so much to better the situation of the poor. On
the one hand, it expressed disappointment at the lack of charitable engagement among
the rich, who did not recognize their Christian nor social duty. On the other hand, the
report explained that charity could only be perfect if coupled to work, but the ‘well of
labor’ had dried up. Despite the hopelessness of the situation, the report concluded that,
while many Catholic works had been forsaken because of the revolution, the Society
would resist the storm, and if it was all a trial given to them by God, they would show
that growing misery only increased their charity.''

Not only did the Catholics fear revolutions from below, but also the re-emergence
of a hostile, revolutionary, and expansionist France. Inspired by patriotic enthusiasm,
the Belgian liberals and Catholics momentarily overcame their differences to conserve
the nation and its institutions. This was to great satisfaction of King Leopold I, who
pursued a neo-unionist, conservative collaboration between transigent Catholics and
moderate liberals during the 1840s.""" To nip the threat of the masses in the bud, the
government transformed itself into a police state that quickly and violently repressed
emergent revolutionary hotbeds. Revolutionaries were arrested —among whom also Karl
Marx, who had been living in Brussels since 1845 — or executed before they could rouse
the workers. The support for their ideas was growing however, especially among the
petty bourgeoisie and in university circles. To definitively appease them, the government
lowered the electoral tribute to its constitutional minimum, thereby increasing the
number of eligible voters from 46 to 79 thousand, and it also abolished the tax on press,
allowing for voters to adequately inform themselves.''? In combination with the Catholic
effort in providing (superficial) relief to the population, this approach succeeded in
averting major troubles.'"?

The experience did focus the attention of Catholics and liberals alike on the looming
danger presented by socialism and its potential to mobilize the population, among whom
sickness, unemployment, and hunger were still rampant. For the Catholics, it became
clear that their vision of modernity did not only have to compete with the liberal
secularist dream, but also with the socialist collectivist program. During the years
immediately after 1848, when Catholics and liberals temporarily engaged in a practical
cooperation, this realization incited conservative Catholics to denounce socialism more
explicitly as an errancy. As Harrison notes, however, utopian socialism and romantic
Catholicism as it developed during the revival did share certain viewpoints, especially
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their skepticism towards liberalist individualism. Both considered the liberal quest for
individual autonomy incompatible with the creation of a cohesive society because it
disconnected the individual from their social relationships, thereby denying the
primordiality of meaningful social bonds in society and subverting the social fabric that
held society together. In other words, they both believed that societies, made up out of
social ties and interactions, require a sense of meaning, a connection beyond the needs
and wishes of the individual. Especially problematic in the eyes of conservative
Catholics was the socialist quest for social equality. Instead, they promoted an organic
view of society in which each member had its place and purpose, subordinate to the
interests of the community, and lived in harmony with each other on the basis of
Christian morality. In such a society, there was no need and no risk for revolutions.''*

Both transigent liberal Catholics and ultramontanes espoused charity as the
primordial means through which balance and harmony ought to be preserved, and this
conviction grew even stronger in light of recent events. The concept of charity
presupposed the permanent existence of social difference. Without social difference,
charity was not possible, and without charity, there was no way for the rich to answer to
the spiritual requirements attached to their status. God had gifted them a comfortable
position in society, but this gift had to be repaid, and it was precisely the charitable
exchange between rich and poor which allowed for God’s love to flow. These ideas were
of course strongly put forth by the Vincentians; they formed the basis for their activist
spirituality which they put forth ever more strongly in the wake of the revolutions. The
Society declared that in light of this catastrophe, charity was no longer solely a Christian,
but also an eminently social work.'” Yet, the Evangelic law of charity, which the
Vincentians considered the ‘best religious and social code of humanity’, was not
understood well enough among the upper classes.''® Indeed, the Society proclaimed, ‘the
rich have not recognized their duties, and before long the poor reclaimed what they
called their rights’.'"’

In the spring of 1849, when dealing with the aftermath of the turmoil, the Brussels’
conferences reported that the list of poor kept growing longer, but that the financial
means of the conferences diminished and that the number of poor adopted and assisted
equally decreased. This observation worried the Vincentians, especially during a time
when misery continued to take on ‘such frightening proportions’. At the same time, these
circumstances proved once and for all the necessity and social value of the home visits,
which they considered the example par excellence of the enormous individual effort
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needed to bring the rich and the proletariat (their word) together. That the Vincentians
were prepared to make this sacrifice, was exemplified by their fight against poverty as
well as the revolution it had nourished. With emotion, the report told of three confraters
(whose name or identity were not mentioned, conform the Society’s adherence to
humility and discretion) who had lost their lives ‘on the barricades’, and who may as
well had been killed by a poor, ‘but surely this poor had never received in his miserable
hovel one of these young men’.''®

The 1848 ‘spring of the people’ not only turned the Catholic opinion against
socialism, but it also led to a powerful resurgence of radical intransigent ultramontanism
among many ultramontanes during the 1850s, while more moderate ultramontanes
moved to the (now mostly transigent) liberal Catholic camp. To an important extent, this
change was driven by Pius IX, whose experience with the revolution in Rome led him
to a reactionary reflex. Pope Pius IX had ascended the papal throne in 1846, and, during
the first years of his long papal career, had proven himself open to the ideas of liberal
Catholics. The 1848 revolution in Rome came as a complete shock to him. Appalled at
the rebellious population’s violent anticlericalism and lack of respect for the Holy See,
he sought refuge in Sicily and called upon an intervention by the Catholic powers, in
particular France. While the pope had lost his authority in his own territory, he gained
the aura of a martyr and his reputation among foreign Catholics increased in esteem,
allowing him to put forth the papacy as being at the head of the counter-revolution. In
this, the pope, heavily influenced by his conservative entourage in Gaeta, developed a
stance that was pronouncedly skeptical of modern liberties and parliamentary regimes,
and of post-revolutionary political and social thought in general.'"’

The feelings of betrayal, disenchantment, and antipathy felt by the pope, who took
the events quite personally, were shared by Catholics from other countries. In the eyes
of many Catholics, the events definitively delegitimized the liberal Catholic option.
Instead, a broad, intransigent ultramontane movement arose that rejected modern
liberties and demanded that the Church enjoyed a privileged position in society. After
all, the intransigent ultramontanes argued, religious indifferentism allowed misguided
and temporal powers to undermine the stability and influence of the Church, thereby
threatening the moral beacon of society and paving the way for decay. Once again, the
ultramontanes turned against the state, or at least cultivated a deep distrust for the state,
which they considered a threat towards the freedom of the Church rather than its
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protector.'”* Among the population, the pope’s trauma instigated all types of initiatives
to his support, such as prayers, petitions, and collections. The Society, too, declared itself
loyal to the pope, denounced the ‘sacrilege’ of the revolutionaries, organized special
masses during which the poor were asked to pray for the pope, and reveled in the letter
he sent from Gaeta in 1849, in which he praised the Society’s contribution to the
‘triumph of the Catholic Church on its enemies’.'*! This mobilization remained limited
in scope however, mostly because the socio-economic malaise did not allow for
prolonged financial support (in some regions, like Flanders, large-scale collections were
considered misplaced for this reason) and because order was restored in Rome by 1849.
However, this short-lived mobilization of the Catholic public prefigured the large-scale
mobilization a decade later. Both in Catholic politics and among the Catholic population,
the years 1848-1849 laid the foundation of an influential ultramontane current that would
characterize the second half of the nineteenth century.'*

In Belgium, Catholic skepticism towards liberalism and the state in general
furthermore reached new heights in response to the secularist policies introduced by the
liberal government precisely during this period of growing Catholic intransigence. The
liberal government embarked on this secularist mission already by the end of 1848,
thereby bringing an end to the pragmatic, anti-revolutionary cooperation between them
and the Catholics. For example, the Society in Brussels reported that they had to cease
their patronage of released convicts following a royal arrest. In 1845, the Society stated,
it had set up this work precisely at the request of the (then mixed) government, but now
it had been transferred to the public administration.'”® General outrage from the side of
the Catholics broke out in 1850, when the Rogier-Frére government targeted its arrows
towards secondary education. With this bill, the government foresaw an extensive
network of public schools (for boys), which was to carry out its mission towards the
civilization of the population. Provocatively, the bill invited the Church to take part in
this education, but only in the context of religious courses and only alongside other
recognized cults. This clear example of religious indifferentism was met with a fierce
counter-response from the side of the Catholics, who launched massive petitions and
turned up the heat in parliament. They demanded respect for the religion of the majority
and for the authority of the municipalities. With the events of 1848 still fresh in mind,
they made the case that only a solid Catholic education could prevent the cancerous
spread of socialist ideas, which were only further stimulated by the liberals’ misguided
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secularism. Even the pope joined in on the issue and declared the bill ‘a declaration of
war’, further contributing to the unfaltering attitude of the Belgian political Catholics
and the episcopate, and even creating doubt among a fair share of moderate liberals,
many of whom were still religious and felt deference towards the pope. '** To increase
the pressure on the government, the bishops forbade the clergy to participate in the new
official schools in any way. Finally, in 1852, a compromise was negotiated that entailed
that Catholicism would be the only religion taught in the public schools (and non-
Catholic students received exemption), that religion would be acknowledged as an
essential part of the educational program, and that no handbooks could contain
information that opposed Catholic teachings.'?

Around this time (1848-1852), the Society’s conferences in the major cities also
began focusing more strongly on the instruction of the children, youth, as well as the
adults of the families under their care. From its inception, the Society was imbued with
a strong impulse towards instruction, which developed into a more pronounced
paternalist approach during these years of increased anxiety about the influence of
socialism and the threat of secularization. In general, the Vincentians (both the Society
and the Ladies) believed that good charity entailed more than handing out alms. Instead,
charity should offer an all-encompassing approach that included the alleviation of
immediate physical suffering, the anointment of moral wounds, the teaching of religious
principles and resignation, as well as the guidance towards finding a stable source of
income, for example through professional education. This idea was summarized in the
adage that ‘no work should be foreign’ to the Vincentian organizations.'?® As the
Brussels Society explained in 1849, the intelligence of the poor had to be enlightened so
that they would be more capable to discern their interests amidst the chaos of the times.
Indeed, the Vincentians strongly believed that the source of the suffering of the poor was
often their own ignorance, their misunderstanding of their own needs, and their inability
to find the path towards material amelioration and moral resignation. They reasoned that
if the people were taught to better guide themselves, they would be happier and more
moral, and in turn, become more receptive to the advice of the wealthy who were trying
to help them.'?’

So, to put these ideas into practice, the Society organized so-called patronages.
Originally, the practice of patronage was defined in broadly and the term was used to
denote the guidance of the poor in general in a way that reflected the Society’s desire to
support and guide the poor comprehensively. Patronage would be increasingly
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associated with the guidance and surveillance of children and youth, in which context it
referred to the combined effort to protect the children (exclusively boys), place them in
guarding schools,'?® find them a good school, and make sure they attended regularly.
This, the Society declared, was one of the main tasks of the visitor because, considering
the ‘indifference of the man of the people towards the instruction of his child’, the child
was condemned to ignorance without this patronage.'?’

The members of the Society went to great lengths to assure the boys’ education. In
several Catholic schools, the visitors were allowed to enter in the classrooms to
encourage their young protégés with some good words and to offer them small rewards.
At first, the follow-up of the schooling children was up to the individual visitor, but
gradually, special committees were created in all major cities to follow up on the
patronages.'*® The first ‘Patronage of Schoolchildren’ (French: Patronage des Ecoliers)
was created by the Society of Ghent already in 1846 and a manual was published to be
used by all the patronages in Belgium.'*! This patronage was overseen by a number of
appointed members of the Society who paid a weekly visit to the schools and gave the
children a score from 0 to 3 on politeness, attendance, conduct, cleanliness, and
dedication. These scores were written down on a card, which was handed to the child,
who then had to give this card to his parents. During the weekly visit to the family, the
parents had to hand the card over to the visitor, thereby assuring that the parents had
seen the results and returning the card to the administration of the Society. There was no
fixed consequence if the card did not return or if the scores were bad, but a low score
did mean that the child would not be given the rewards which were regularly distributed,
for example in the form of school supplies, food, and clothing.'*? During the 1850s, the
patronages spread to other conferences and the system was simplified, so that the
Vincentians let the teachers evaluate the children using monthly reports, which they then
collected and used to determine which children would receive rewards.'*

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Society’s youth patronages constituted an

128 The goal of guarding schools (‘écoles guardiennes’ or ‘salles d’asile’) was to place children from 2 to 7
years old of poor or working families under supervision during the day. Regular schools did not allow
children under the age of 5. The guarding schools provided the children with activities as well as instruction,
which would facilitate the transition to primary school. Euvre des Ecoles Gardiennes de Gand. Jubilé de
Cinguante Ans Célébré le 28 Décembre 1896 (Ghent, 1897).

129 SVPB JV 1850, 37-39; SVPA JV 1849, 12-13.

130 SVPA JV 1849, 12-13.

131 SVP, Patronage des Ecoliers. Réglement (Brussels, 1846); ASVPG 2.52. Het Patronaat der
Leerjongens (1850).

132 QVP, Patronage des Ecoliers. Réglement (Brussels, 1846), 5-8.

133 SVPA, Conférences d’Anvers. Procés-verbal de I’Assemblée Général du 5 Décembre 1852. In Brussels,
the patronage was officially created in 1855 (SVPB JV 1861, 14-15). The first patronage in Licge was
established in 1863 (SVPL JV 1939, 33).

81



essential work of the Society that most conferences took part in, especially in the big
cities, where the goal was to keep the children of the street and away from immoral
influences. After finishing school, the visitor would ideally make sure that the now
young man started an apprenticeship in a factory (or elsewhere) and continue to monitor
his work and moral state, but in practice, these young men were often able to escape the
Vincentians’ surveillance after leaving school.'* In the early 1850s, the Ghent Society
created an ‘Association of Young Workers’ (Dutch: Vereeniging van Jonge Werklieden)
to ‘provide society with virtuous workers by shaping their morals and instilling them
with Christian feelings’.'*® This initiative, too, was followed by the other conferences.'*
Specifically, the young workers, who could only be admitted if they received
communion and attended Sunday mass each week, were expected to spend their Sundays
together in the room of the association (from 8 to 11:15 AM and from 1:15 to 8 PM, or
slightly different hours in other cities). Here, they would receive religious instruction,
pray together, do math and reading, but they could also relax and enjoy some ‘honest
entertainment’ under supervision. To promote frugality and financial foresight, the
Vincentians moreover motivated the apprentices to participate in the saving fund of the
association. Again, the young boys received a rapport, which would be discussed with
the parents by a visitor, if needed accompanied by some admonitions about their
upbringing. Even the employers of the boys would be asked ‘as much as possible’ about
their behavior. The Society occupy itself with the education of children and adolescents,
but also concerned itself with the religious instruction of adults. After all, the
Vincentians believed that to a considerable extent, misery was caused by ignorance, and
a better understanding of religious principles would elevate the poor and arm it against
disruptive influences. Thus, during this period it also became common practice for
conferences to invite (or oblige) the men of the families under their care to receive
religious instruction for an hour in the evening or on Sunday, and they were encouraged
to bring their sons with them.'*” As such, the Society was ‘in contact every week with
the schools, with the children, the apprentices and the workers of all ages and all
professions’.'*®

The Ladies of Saint Vincent were equally concerned with the education of the poor
under their care and focused specifically on girls (and later also women). There are few
sources of this period, limited to the Ladies of Ghent. The handbook of their Work of
the Poor Sick stipulated that the organization ‘occupies itself also with the free
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instruction of young poor girls’.'*’ Incidentally, at that time, primary and secondary
education for girls was completely in the hands of private initiative, but the issue
gradually became part of the wider debate about education during the second half of the
1850s."" According to the year reports of the organization between 1849-1854, two
schools had been established immediately after the Work was created (one in the suburbs
and one in the city), where the Daughters involved in the Work took care of the education
of young girls. The school in the city was attended by 30 girls, almost all of which had
been recommended by the honorary members of the Work, while the school in the
suburbs received 150 girls.'"*' The Work, or rather the Ladies and the benefactors, paid
for the maintenance of the buildings, for the coal, for the remuneration of the Daughters,
for the rewards that were handed out at school, for the clothing and school fees of the
girls, and so on.'*

The virtue of humility, of doing ‘charitable action without glare and without noise
like all truly Christian works’,'** would not allow the Ladies of the Work to take credit
for the establishment of these schools, but I do not doubt that they were actively involved
in the process. The creation of the Work of the Poor Sick in Ghent itself was driven by
the initiative of several prominent upper-class women, among whom Mina Lammens
(dates unknown) and Louise de Hemptinne (1826-1901). They were able to generate
enthusiasm for their idea from bishop Delebecque, who, in the course of 1849, took the
necessary steps to bring the plan into fruition. In a personal letter to Mina Lamments,
which underscores the influential position of women such as her, the bishop promised
that ‘everything will be done according to your desires’ at the inauguration of the new
Work on the 31% of May 1849."** The families Lammens and de Hemptinne, as well as
bishop Delebecque, stood at th