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Historians are increasingly aware that our current tendency to prioritise national and 

geographical borders as basis for political and cultural identification is not timeless, and are 

questioning the assumed territoriality of most studies of pre-modern Europe. Early modern 

communities were fostered through bonds and allegiances which were not determined by 

territory. This study of the mobility of English Catholics is an extension and application of 

these insights. By foregrounding the movement and bonds of belonging across their dispersed 

community, this monograph proposes a more dynamic understanding of the Catholic 

community and of religious migration than the traditional focus on institutions and separation 

has thus far revealed.  

 The Reformation in England encouraged many Catholics to leave for the Continent. 

From the sixteenth century until the French Revolution, English colleges and convents were a 

familiar feature of many towns in the Southern Netherlands, France, and Iberia. Given the 

long-term residence of these foundations, research on English Catholics abroad has long 

presupposed that they existed in a condition of stasis and separation. By contrast, 

Confessional Mobility looks at the ephemeral figures who shaped expatriate life inside and 

outside these houses. The picture that emerges is much more dynamic and transformative. 

Catholics’ stay abroad was often conceived of as temporary and a preparation for returning 

home, not only on an individual level but at the level of the community as a whole. Expatriates’ 

practices such as praying, educating, and commemorating were furthering the mission and 

nourished and shaped the faith and practice of a single English Catholic community, within 

England and abroad. Mission was a common motivation which united individuals from all 

sorts of backgrounds and stages of life, scattered across England and Europe. Therefore, 

Confessional Mobility makes the case for a new conception of the English mission: one that 

was shaped by actions, and not defined by the borders of England. While previous work on the 

English Catholic community by historians such as John Bossy, Alexandra Walsham, and 

Michael Questier has drawn upon work on the wider European Counter-Reformation, the 

focus of these historians has been on the domestic realm. By contrast, this monograph will 

look systematically at the experiences of Catholics overseas and analyse how these reshape our 

understanding of both the English Catholic community and the wider Counter-Reformation. 

Methodologically, this monograph offers a new interpretation of religious migration 

by adopting ‘confessional mobility’ as a useful tool of interpretation. It encourages a more 

flexible interpretation of movement and its implications for belonging to communities. Other 

terms such as ‘migration’ or ‘exile’ imply too much isolation from expatriates’ home countries 

or permanent departure from and projected integration within a new community. ‘Mobility’, 



on the other hand, incorporates temporary as well as extended stays on the Continent. 

Through the inclusion of temporary stays, this project avoids looking at expatriate Catholics 

as insular and stationary, as if they had lost relevance for their home country. By shifting the 

perspective from stasis to dynamic mobility, Confessional Mobility shows how English 

Catholics fostered a community without borders which bridged the Channel.  

 This dispersed community is not to be found in conventional, comprehensive or well-

defined bodies of source material such as the consistory records available for Calvinist exile 

churches. Rather, careful piecing together of fragmentary material preserved in family 

archives, religious houses, and local record offices brings to light bonds and movements 

hitherto undetected. Confessional Mobility is based on extensive archival research in over 

thirty-five repositories in the UK, Belgium, and France complemented by an investigation of 

a range of printed material. Not only is this source base more multilingual and diverse in 

nature than is often the case in studies on English Catholicism, but much of this material has 

been underexplored.  

 Because of proximity and a high concentration of religious foundations, English 

Catholics’ communication networks are particularly dense in the Southern Netherlands and 

Northern France. Focusing on these areas aids in illuminating the regions’ ‘transregional’ 

character and significance for the development of the wider Catholic Reformation through 

print, communication, and migration. However, just as we cannot confine our understanding 

of English Catholicism to the island, we also cannot confine our understanding of the diaspora 

to the Low Countries. Expatriates were constantly moving and communicating across their 

entire dispersed community, and limiting our analysis to a particular geographical unity would 

be artificial. Therefore, while the heartlands of this study are the Southern Netherlands, this 

should not narrowly confine us to these regions but keep an eye on their position in wider 

constellations. A similar flexibility is required in chronological boundaries. The prime concern 

of this book is the period between 1660 and 1730, because this was a pivotal period in which 

Catholics were adjusting to a new status quo in which their existence was tacitly accepted in 

England, but not without constraints. However, the use of material from before the period 

upon which this study focuses is deliberate because expatriates were constantly and 

consciously building on the legacy of earlier generations. Too strict a definition in time 

imposes artificial boundaries which expatriate Catholics did not experience.  
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