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Historical reflections on progress and tradition.

by
R.C. van Caenegem

At the time of writing | was watching the conflich Egypt between the
progressive, liberal movement and the sympathizetth the Muslim

Brotherhood, who defended ancient traditions. |admedgo wonder whether
Europe, in its long history, passed through simdanvulsions, in a pattern

which teaches us something.

The nineteenth century

The age of Queen Victoria immediately came to mydnbecause in her
country public life was marked by the clash betwgmogressives and
traditionalists. The liberals and the conservatigesn gave their names to the
two dominating parties, which produced the bestwkndPrime Ministers,
Gladstone of the Liberal and Disraeli of the Comative Party. The liberals
stood for modernization and were critical of thenaahy and of religion,
whereas their rivals were defenders of ancienittoexd and closer to the throne
and the Church. The supporters of the “good oleesihmanaged, for example,
to block attempts to reform the medieval House afds'. It was typical of this
deep seated ideological conflict that, when the pnexursors of the University

of London were founded, University College and Ken@ollege, the former,



created in 1828, was to be a freethinking bastwamereas the latter was an

Anglican response given by traditional forces.

Nineteenth-century Belgium was similarly divided tveeen progressive,
anticlerical liberals and traditional ultramonta@atholics. Their two parties,
called the Liberal and the Catholic, ruled the doumnd fought each other
vigorously. Their ideological battle came to a hewdth the so-called School
War (1879-1884), when the Liberal government pradotneutral” state
schools in order to undermine traditional Cathelducation. The confrontation
was so bitter that teachers who accepted work en“godless” schools were

excommunicated.

Just as happened in London and at the same timewth ideologies founded
their own universities to defend their principléise Université Catholique de
Louvain (linked to the medieval university abolished a f#rench Revolution)

and theUniversité Libre de Bruxelles

The Belgian Revolution of 1830 was successful beeaaf a temporary
coalition of liberals and Catholics who were as against King William of the
United Netherlandd. The liberals wished to topple him because he twas
autocratic, and the Catholics found him too Enkgl®d and Protestant.
However, as soon as the monarch was gone the twgpgifell out. There is a
striking similarity with events in present-day Egypvhere the Muslim
Brotherhood and the liberals have been united ag&resident Mubarak but

started quarrelling as soon as he had'left

Several other countries were confronted with t#mes conflict, and there is no
need to expatiate on it. It is, however, apposit@dint out the moral support
offered by the papacy to conservative interesiSatholic countries. Pope Pius
IX roundly condemned such modern “errors” as papusovereignty,

constitutions and parliaments, human rights, etyalieedom of thought, of



conscience and of religion. The full cataloguehafse “errors” was published as
an annex to the encyclicuanta curaof 1864, known as th8yllabus errorum

(the list of errors}’.

The eighteenth century

In France the age of Voltaire and Diderot saw arcldivide between the
traditionalist supporters of kingship and Churcl #me progressive believers in
the Enlightenment of Diderot and d’AlemberEacyclopédie

The conservatives stood by absolute monarchy ntiedectual superiority of the
Eglise gallicaneand the privileges of the nobility (in 1789 alleRch bishops
were noblemen). Their opponents believed in denogcrand equality and

followed human reason instead of religious dogma.

The Etats Générauxthe French parliament, meeting in 1789 for thst fiime
since 1614, gave the progressives their chancey Th#ed themselves the
National Assembly and introduced, following the Esty model, constitutional
monarchy and government controlled by an electsgmably. The Assembly
published theDéclaration des Droits de 'Homme et du Citoyemd abolished
feudalism, serfdom and class privilege. The Fredlasirch was nationalized and
its landed wealth expropriated. The clergy wasgrated into the State by the
Constitution civile du clergéf 1790 and regarded as a public service. This
straightforward tale of a progressive victory wgpgidal of France, but not of
Europe.

In England, for example, following the Glorious R&xtion of 1689, absolute
kingship was no longer argued about, nor, followting Toleration Act of 1689

and the abolition of censorship in 1695, was religipersecution a topic.



In central Europe the situation was more complaats Enlightened rulers such
as Frederik Il of Prussia (a friend of Voltaire)daioseph Il of Austria pursued
progressive politics for the wellbeing of their gdis. They issued modern
codes of private law, humanized criminal law andlished torture. Frederik
favoured religious freedom, saying that “in his ddom everyone could be

saved in his own way”.

Joseph Il abolished “useless” contemplative ordemspduced compulsory
schooling and issued a Patent of Toleration in dawaf faiths other than the
Catholic. He moreover, introduced civil marriagel alivorce. Those emperors
and kings did not, however, extend modernisatioth& political sphere: they
stuck to the tradition of personal rule, withoutnstitutional curbs or
parliamentary control. This mix of progress andlitran was rather strange, but

even stranger were the events in France afteraine d@’état of 1792.

The first phase of the Revolution was moderate:nlomarchy was saved, the
Catholic faith respected and, as revolutions geretthad been little bloodshed.
Things changed in August 1792, when the Revolubok a radical turn and the
Convention Nationale dominated by extremists, assumed full power. The
monarchy was abolished, the republic proclaime&, king and the queen
executed and Christianity outlawed and replacedhay cult of the goddess
Reason. A regime of terror was installed and malitiopponents and class
enemies guillotined or otherwise put to death ess@aTheConventionwas the
sole instrument of the State, parliament and gowent combined, and there

was no President of the republic or head of State.

Does this phase fit in my paradigm of progress uersadition? If progress
means democracy, liberty and the rule of law thfaseful years obviously do
not qualify. Nor, clearly was it in favour of traidin, for what the radicals aimed
at was the destruction of the most hallowed tradgi of the French nation,
kingship and Christianity.



So the question remains what to make of theseulagekents. It is clear that a
good idea could get out of hand and, when pusHhedttessly to extremes, lead
to absurd and selfdefeating consequences. Theatadiwrcilessly forced their
ideas on everyone. As a German poet said sardstitdnd willst du nicht
mein Bruder sein, so schlag’ich dir den Schadel @inyou refuse to be my

brother, | will bash your head in).

A similar drama took place after the Russian Oatdtevolution of 1917, when

high hopes of a new dawn of freedom were dashé&stdiyn’s terror.

As the eighteenth century drew to a close, soltedRrench Revolution, when a
general grabbed power and ruledPasmier Consubnd then agEmpereur des

Francais

The seventeenth century

In the age of Galilei and Newton scientists achietveimphs, but for democrats
and liberals Europe was a dismal place. Absolutgitriumphed - Magna
Carta fell into oblivion and parliaments were ige@b— and religious and other

wars were endemic.

In England, however, events did not completelyoielthis pattern and therefore
deserve our special attention. The Stuart kingse3am who wrote learned
treatises on kingship by divine right, and Charleswho ruled without

Parliament from 1628 to 1640, were autocratic mamarin the continental
fashion. For a long time they managed to keep fhmosition at bay, both its
political, who defended Parliament, and its religgonving, who were Puritans
and strict Calvinists. But in 1640 the Scottish \eat to the recall of Parliament
and the anti-royalists grabbed their chance: thrédPuRevolution broke out and

the country was dragged into a civil war betweea tbyalists and their



opponents. Finally the rebellion won the day, asdeader, Oliver Cromwell,
proclaimed the Republic. The monarchy was abolished King Charles
executed in 1649. In 1646 the episcopal hierard¢hihe State Church had been
abolished (in 1645 Archbishop Laud, a thorn inPleitan flesh, was executed).
How are we to evaluate the short-lived Puritan Réputhe monarchy was
restaured in 1660)? Toppling an autocratic kingyclaming a republic and
reviving Parliament were democratic achievemenke Republic professed to
believe in Liberty: the new-born State called itsbe “Commonwealth or Free
State”, and on the Great Seal 1649 was called fitlse year of freedom by
God’s blessing restored”. The plan of codifying the and the replacement of

Law French” by plain English were democratic steps.

The exalted phrases about Freedom did not, howewean that Cromwell was
leading his people to a promised land of liberalisbn the contrary, he
proceeded, as a true fundamentalist, to impos@wirs puritanical, rightenous
and God-fearing way of life, including the deatmaky for adultery and a ban
on the theatre, as being too frivolous. Iconoataatialots destroyed or mutilated
religious works of art: the stained-glass windowkmmg's College Chapel in
Cambridge avoided being smashed in the nick of .tilfe the Puritan
Revolution managed to bring down autocratic kingsbnly to replace it by an
intolerant Cromwellian republic. The events in lianour own time were very
similar: the Ayatollahs overthrew the autocratiginree of the Shah, only to
replace it by their own oppressive Islamic Republic

The sixteenth century

In the age of Erasmus, Luther and Calvin Europe dwasled in a progressive
and a traditional camp. The humanists, whose unoedvking was Desiderius

Erasmus, were a liberating force which broke freenfthe shackles of medieval



scholasticism and broadened people’s outlook. Wene at the dawn of a new
age and wrote ironically about the credulity andesstition of their forefathers.
In the first half of the fifteenth century the [l humanist Lorenzo Valla
demonstrated that thBonatio Constantinavas a fake. It pretended to be a
diploma in which Emperor Constantine the Great,nupwving the seat of his
government from Rome to Constantinople, grantedptiyge the governance of
the Occident, and had been fabricated in the eigéttiury"". If it took some
naievety to believe in Constantine’s grant, a sktspurious documents
fabricated in Austria around the middle of the teenth century and known as
the Privilegium maiussome of which pretended to be grants by Juliles@a(!)
and Emperor Nero (!) was even more farfetched. Whenfamous humanist
Petrarca was consulted about its authenticityoltethe Austrians in 1361 that
their precious privileges were the work of a fadsifdescribed as aasellus
importunissimusa very uncouth donkey/'. The humanists also deepened the
understanding of Antiquity and studied the threegleages at the cradle of
Western civilisation, Hebrew, Greek and Latin. Tregitical ideas inspired such
pathbreaking scientists as the astronomer Copamicthe anatomist Vesalius.
Ideally the humanists hoped for a tolerant and gkhduropean republic of

letters.

The Protestants were progressive, as they broke dtrmimation of the
monolithic papal Church. They proclaimed everybsdyght to interpret Holy
Writ, not constrained by the dictates of the hiengr freedom of conscience

was encouraged.

The Emperor Charles V was an imposing figure indbeservative camp. He
stood for tradition and fought heresy in the criaticourts and on the battlefield.
The Fathers of the Council of Trent were on theesaravelength: they were the

voice of the Counterreformation and accentuatealpagmtralism.



The two views crossed swords for most of the cgntdiewing the ideological
battlefield at its end, an observer would have tbthre sad spectacle of dashed
hope. The humanists’ peaceful and tolerant repudilietters proved a forlorn
pipedream in a fanatical age of wars and religipersecution. Luther’s idea of
reforming the Church from within — the original mé&ag of the Reformation —
in fact led to the breakup of the Roman Churchgiteatest legacy of the Middle
Ages. Only parts of Germany, Scandinavia, partsPofand and parts of

Hungary followed the lead of the rebellious Augnistin monk.

Calvin’s ambition to reconstruct the whole of Cterslom was thwarted, as
only Switzerland, Holland and Scotland joined irhiler France, after a bloody
civil war, remained in the papal camp. The conderga were equally
infortunate. Heresy proved ineradicable and the &o@hurch had to live with
the reality that large parts of Europe - the Ludineand Calvinist countries as
well as England — escaped papal control (Philig Bmbition to conquer

England and Holland for Catholicism failed).

Not to end on a sombre note, | see one point bt:lithe growing freedom of
thought. There now existed religious diversity atithugh total freedom was
still far away, people could — if they left in tirreescape from coercion: Flemish
Protestants fled to Queen Elizabeth’s England ardolwn Catholic subjects
fled to Flanders to live their faith and study aulen or Douai or enter an

English convent in Bruges, Ghent or Ypres.

The fifteenth century

My last case study concerns the constitution of@herch. About A.D. 1400
Latin Christendom witnessed an attempt to make dgbeeral council the
supreme authority instead of the papal curia —ad@nn terms to make the pope

a constitutional head restricted by parliament.



The great oecumenical councils of that period bnbuggether clerics and
laymen from all over western Christendom, they wére first European
parliament. They deliberated, issued new laws aadenthe papal curia an
organ of the Church and not its master. They endabdi progressive move

against a centuries-old tradition.

In the fourteenth century scholars like MarsiliusRadua had criticized the
autocratic papal system and wanted the oecumerocicil to be the sovereign
legislator. They hoped for a transition from papbbkolutism to a democratic
conciliar constitution — a triumph for the ascemptheory of powel. This had
been a pipedream for a long time, as defying tleaMof Christ on earth seemed
unrealistic. Yet, quite unexpectedly, the Great ¥&@s Schism (1387-1417)
gave the lie to the pessimists. For three quadkes century the popes, under
French influence, had resided in Avignon, until @engopular demand for the
Roman pontiff to return to Rome, the cardinals 378 elected an Italian, Urban
VI, who decided to move to Rome. But soon afternsaadcaucus of French
cardinals elected a French pope, Clement VII, wlemtwto live in Avignon.
Henceforth, both claiming legitimacy and excommatiity each other.
Christianity was divided in two, as one half folleavthe pope of Rome and the
other the pope of Avignon. This conflict at the tpgve the conciliar movement
a chance to put its ideas into practice and to enava general council
representing the whole of Christendom, to assunmralp restore unity and
reform the Church in depth. The autocratic papaoylds be toppled, not by

mass demonstrations but by a self-inflicted ciasithe top.

The council of Pisa met in 1409 and was attendedunyerous bishops, abbots,
university dons and representatives of rulers aitésc It declared itself
competent to solve the schism, deposed the two fibpes, Benedict Xl and
Gregory Xll ¥, as schismatics and heretics, and elected thein pape,

Alexander V. But, as the two deposed leaders mjette legitimacy of the



council, the Church was governed — or supposecete by three popes. The
situation was so desperate that another generailctowas convened to put
things right. This was the council of Constancel@4418), dominated by the
progressive reformist party. It was the largest el assembly, attended by
hundreds of prelates and princes, as well as samee hoindred doctors of
theology or law. The council decided to vote byioratand not by head
(concilium constituitur ex nationibys the Germans, Italians, French, English
and Spaniards being predominant. They held comenitieetings and plenary
sessions. On 26 March and 6 April 1415 the courtoilwhich the papal
government was to be subordinate, claimed supresti®iaty. The schism was
brought to an end by the election on 11 Novembdr71df Pope Martin V
(1417-1431) by a body of cardinals and represemsitof the leading nations.
Constance was an exercise in democracy, turningpéipal Church into the
people’s Church . It was the supreme moment forcthreciliar movement, for
under Martin V the papal restauration was alreawyen way. The next council,
held at Basel (1431-1437/1449) ran into troublerad437, Pope Eugenius IV,
elected in 1431 after Martin V's death, decidedrtove to Ferrara , but was
followed only by a minority, the others continuimg Basel. In 1439 they
defined as dogma that the general council was swprm@nd that denying this
amounted to heresy. Basel moreover deposed PomnibsgV as a schismatic
and heretic. However, lack of support by the cravieads weakened the
council, which petered out and came to an end imsaane in 1449. It had
overreached itself: the election in 1439 of dukeafleus of Savoy, a widower,
as Pope Felix V (1439-1449) had been a desperdteen aberrant move, and
the conservatives in the Church had not disarmeadhé “papal” council of
Ferrara, soon transferred to Florence (1438-1442)defenders of the age-old
tradition gained the upper hand and restaured thgalpsupremacy. The
descending theory of power triumphed, the abhodedrees of Basel were

annulled and their authors condemned as heretdd®x@ommunicated. In 1442



the council moved to Rome. The restauration had Bapported by the book of
the Spanish theologian and cardinal Juan de Torgdaymwho had strongly

condemned conciliarism in Basel and was papal adinsFerrara.

The brief interlude of Pisa, Constance and Baselnere thirty years — seemed
misguided, a deviation or even an aberration froneaerable tradition. The
fourteenth-century pipedream had turned into atmghe for the papacy, and
Rome was determined that there would be no repetifAs recently as 1983 the
Codex luris Canonicistipulated in canon 137that whoever appealed to an
oecumenical council against an edict of the Ron@tiff should be punished.
What is the modern reader to make of all this? Hé sympathise with the
attempt of the progressives to limit papal abssiatiand give power to a
broadly based assembly. The reformers, howevendfdliat government by an
assembly was impractical and the rulers withdresir timitial support when they

came to distrust the democratic surge behind theilkar movement.

Some influential clerics, who had been active isddawent over to the papal
side to find stability. Aenea Silvio Piccolominiprf example, had been a
moderate conciliarist in Basel, for a while evepmurting Felix V, but later
turned his back on conciliarism, became a cardmd456 and ended as Pope
Pius Il (1458-1464). He was one of the most presig old-style Church
leaders and a humanist who built the Palazzo Ricaiol in Pienza, well known

to tourists in Italy.

The reformatio ecclesia®f the fifteenth century was the last major attenop
reform the Church from within, for the sixteentmtiey Reformation broke up

medieval Christendori.



Conclusion

Is the chain of events under review meaningful aswt just “one damn thing
after another”, a “tale told by an idiot, full obwnd and fury, signifying

nothing™?

From a democratic point of view the European exgmee was admittedly not
encouraging. Progressive endeavours have all tdenobeen less than
successful. In some cases the reformers have fedetpletely to reverse the
existing autocratic order: the conciliar movememtnes to mind. In other cases
the rebellion against one oppressive regime ledrother such regime, but

inspired by a different ideology: the Puritan Reximin comes to mind.

In yet other instances the initial success oflieral ideology was pushed to
such extremes that State terrorism was the rabaltFrench Revolution comes

to mind.

Sometimes partial success was obtained, when @m®igee policies were
pursued by autocratic rulers, attached to their qwatfitical tradition: the

Enlightened emperors and kings come to mind.



Fortunately there was sometimes a completely safidesutcome, when an
autocracy retreated before progressive actionEtnglish Glorious Revolution

and resulting constitutional and parliamentariamegoment come to mind.

To end on an even more optimistic note, it is ckbat in the long run and in
spite of many pitfalls (such as the twentieth-cenictatorships) progressive
democratic and liberal aspirations have won the gegsent-day Europe comes

to mind.

R.C. van Caenegem
SUMMARY

Progress and Tradition

Reflecting on tension between progressives andtitadlists in present-day
Egypt, the author surveys comparable conflicts he European past. In
nineteenth-century Britain and Belgium the strugdjetween liberals and
conservatives dominated public life. In eighteecgintury France the
progressive forces of the Enlightenment were ftorey time in bitter conflict
with the traditional defenders of King and Churahtil the latter were defeated
at the French Revolution. In seventeenth-centurygldd the Puritan
Revolution overthrew Stuart absolutism, which wasleanocratic move, but
Cromwell then established his own fundamentalisppuR®éc, which was
illiberal. In the sixteenth century Humanists anotestants were progressive
and broke with medieval modes of thought and paleahination, but were
opposed by traditional forces around the House H¥ébsburg and the
Counterreformation, neither party claiming totattery. By the fifteenth the



progressive conciliar movement attempted to dentizerdhe Catholic Church
by putting the papal curia under the supreme aitiyhofk the general council, an
assembly representing Christian people of all natid his short-lived attempt

was foiled by defenders of the traditional paparemacy.
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"In the ascending theory of government original power is anchored in the people, in the descending thesis
original power is located in a supreme being: God distributing the laws to mankind through the medium of
kings (W. ULLMANN, A History of Political Thought: the Middle Ages, Harmondsworth, 1965, pp. 12-13.
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in 1417.
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