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151) Pocock, “Monarchy in the Name of Britain,” 299-300.
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Abstract
The English Catholic Enlightenment

in the Works of Joseph Berington

Gaeun Lee
Department of Western History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This dissertation analyses the ideas of Joseph Berington, an English
Catholic priest, in the context of the eighteenth-century discourses on
Enlightenment. The English Enlightenment has been characterized by its
conservative and clerical nature due to the fact that it was driven by the
ruling class of the Church and the State to establish stable sovereignty
free from religious warfare, not to free the people from any societal
oppression.

The 18"-century Anglican church found the root cause of the past
religious conflicts to be the Catholic and Calvinistic elements
commingled within the Church, and sought to reform into a moderate
church that would no longer threaten the civil society by eliminating the
‘perils’ of both extremes. The British government formed a strong
alliance with the established church, allowing Anglican communion
participants to hold exclusive constitutional powers, while at the same
time granting an appropriate level of tolerance authorized by the king as

the head of the Church, to other denominations deemed ‘safe’. In this
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Enlightenment  system, the Catholics were regarded as an
‘anti-Enlightenment’ body which could disrupt at anytime the political
and religious peace that the government had strived to defend.

The religious fanaticism of the previous century was epitomized by
words such as ‘superstition’ and ‘enthusiasm’, both of which were still
widely used to denote Catholicism by the 18"-century intellectuals.
While persistent negative perceptions toward Catholics were deeply rooted
in British society, the nation’s diplomatic relations continued to force the
government to extend tolerance to the Catholics. Against this backdrop,
a heated debate erupted during 1770-1780s over whether civil society
would be able to secure stability even after allowing religious freedom to
the Catholic subjects. During those years, some ardent Catholics made
their first appearance as polemicists, exerting themselves to gain trust
from the government by demonstrating Catholics’ ability to enlighten
themselves. The most prolific and influential writer among them was
Joseph Berington.

A small number of studies have been conducted on Berington under
the classification of ‘Catholic Enlightenment’. Most previous research,
however, tends to emphasize only his so—called progressive and radical
tendency without sufficient consideration on the historical context in
which he was living and the multiple discourses on 'Enlightenments that
had developed during it. The overarching goal of the Enlightenment
shared by all kinds of contemporary intellectuals was to eradicate the
risk of recurring religious wars, and the method could either be
conservative or progressive. If we can define Berington as ‘a Catholic
Enlightenment thinker’, it is not because of his manifest progressiveness,
but because he kept thinking and discussing ways to realize a British
society that embraced Catholicism without any religious conflicts.

This thesis first places Berington in the specific context where a
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number of different Enlightenment thoughts were generated, and then
examines the development of Berington's ideas formed through the
dynamic interactions with them. Ultimately, it aims to acquire a deeper
understanding of Berington's language and arguments, which will enable
us to gain insight on the background for the English Catholic
Enlightenment being steered towards progressive and radical ideas.

The British government boasted of having achieved an enlightened
constitution that successfully eliminated the potential of religious warfare
through a staunch alliance between the Church and the State. Fully
aware of the reasons Anglicans considered Catholicism as pernicious,
Berington struggled to separate his church from the Anglican standards
of ‘anti-enlightenment’, and criticized their alleged finest constitution for
not being enlightened enough, even suggesting alternatives of his own.
Amidst this discourse, his language was heavily influenced by the
Dissenters who were equally subject to the legal discrimination similar to
the Catholics. Above all, Berington, in several ways, dismissed the
accusations of superstition and enthusiasm levelled at Catholicism,
asserting that the English Catholics had almost recovered from those
outmoded religious pathologies. The remaining superstitious and
enthusiastic practices, he claimed, would soon be extirpated through
Catholic self-reform.

Berington, who professed to be a rational and enlightened Catholic,
was an unfamiliar figure to the Protestant intellectuals at the time, but
nonetheless could serve them positively. His remarks, however, having
gone too far from the acceptable level for the British ruling class, ended
up facing fierce criticism. The worst move was to denounce the status
of the Church of England, and to advocate the disintegration of the
alliance between the Church and the state. Berington dreamed of a

society where the government allowed universal tolerance to all
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denominations without any involvement in religious matters. Only in
such setting, he believed, could individuals explore the truth with
enlightened reason and discern the most indisputable truth. But for the
18"—century Anglican elites, his argument was merely a bunch of
irresponsible words with no wvalid alternatives to curb the destructive
power of religions. The Church was sanctified as a bastion that
prevented the state from being embroiled in a vortex of religious wars
again, and whoever threatened it could be a suspect for
‘anti-Enlightenment.’

Since the 1780s, Berington had consistently appealed for the need for
the Catholic reform and attacked the structural deficiencies in the British
constitution. This strategy, however, completely lost its efficacy after
the outbreak of the French Revolution. As ‘the republican atheistic’
revolutionaries were labelled as a new kind of ‘enthusiasts’ who
attempted to destroy the European Enlightened order, anyone who
sympathized with the Revolution while challenging the existing authority
and calling for any sort of reform began to be specified as ‘Jacobins.’
Berington supported the French National Assembly for its endeavors to
expand freedom, and on the basis of similar democratic principles,
continued to demand the constitutional transformation and the overthrow
of outdated practices of his church. At this point, British public opinion
squarely turned its back on Berington. Although, after the Revolution,
English society started to welcome Catholics as part of the guardians of
the trinitarian order, the Catholics they embraced were not the
innovative priests like Berington, but the compliant priests and laymen
who stood in awe of the existing order and hierarchy.

To sum up, this paper intends to show that Berington, as a Catholic,
aspired to belong to the mainstream intellectual world of his time by

speaking in the common language that prevailed in the English
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Enlightenment discourse. It also underlines that whereas multiple
speakers equally talked of the ‘Enlightenment’, its specific meanings
could be conflicting and even contradictory. Especially in England where
the presence of the Anglican Church was particularly conspicuous, it is
difficult to conduct an in—depth analysis of the Enlightenment discourse
of other denominations without considering its relationship with the
Anglican Enlightenment. Overall, the attempt to gain contextual insight
into Berington’s ideas will permit a more thorough understanding of one
of the wvarious branches of the Enlightenments, and provide an
opportunity to recall the role of Catholicism, which has largely been
marginalized as a third party on the stage of 18th—century British public

sphere.
keywords : Catholic Enlightenment, English Enlightenment, Superstition,

Enthusiasm, Toleration, Church of England, 18" century
Student Number . 2017-27894
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