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Anne Jacobson Schutte provides the first systematic exploration of the phenomenon of forced 
monachization, the practice in which elders compelled adolescents in their families to enter religious life 
against their will.  She examines the records of the Holy Congregation of the Council (SCC) in the Archivio 
Segreto Vaticano, looking specifically at 978 petitions for release submitted between 1668 and 1793 in 
Catholic Europe (plus a few from Latin America).  Her specialty, however, is early modern Italian religion, 
and her book is slanted towards Italian petitions.  This is due in part to their larger quantity because of the 
proximity of the plaintiffs to Rome (p. 238).  They are also particularly suited to Schutte’s aims insofar as 
they tend to use first person testimony, allowing us the opportunity to “think with” the various players in 
the case rather than “think about” the petitioners (p. 17).   

Schutte is sensitive to other methodological issues: she is upfront in describing the reciprocal 
relationship between the cases and her interpretive framework and in explaining her tactical decisions. She 
does not skirt heuristic problems, but recognizes that her cases were constructed, “telling legal stories” 
rather than providing evidence of “what really happened” (p. 18).  While instances of forced monachization 
most likely represent only a minority of those who desired release from monastic life, presenting a 
statistically small picture, Schutte shows that the stories in the SCC records can still shed light on the 
involuntary religious, their elders, witnesses, bishops, and the contexts that prompted these petitions.  

The major stereotype that Schutte overturns in this book is that coerced monachization was 
primarily a female problem – of the 978 petitions she examines, 807 (82.5%) came from male religious. This 
false assumption began in the early modern period itself, as Schutte demonstrates in a survey of 
contemporary literature and expository prose.  The majority of imaginative literature about the topic 
focused exclusively on women, but modern scholarship, too, has been prejudiced by the same kind of 
dramas that fixated on unwilling nuns, such as Manzoni’s I Promessi Sposi.242  These writers were looking 
for suffering figures as protagonists for their stories, and tragic heroines, Schutte argues, fit that particular 
bill better than male victims.  In fact, the most thorough and compelling stories provided by Schutte herself 
are those of women like Teresa Pallavicini, who was born out of rape, sent to a convent, and died there 
before her release could be processed.   

Schutte combats another misconception – one regarding the early modern family – in her 
examination of involuntary monachization from the point of view of the parents. She explores their 
motivations, the means by which they accomplished it, and the legal and social contexts in which they were 
situated, including the systems of inheritance and the legal doctrine of patria potestas.  Disregarding 
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instructions from the Church (reiterated at Trent) that monastic contracts be made voluntarily, parents 
were primarily concerned to remove children from the inheritance stream.  In order to keep the property in 
the family and to protect the (almost always male) heir from challenges, siblings (not only the younger 
ones, but in some circumstances the older) were pressured to take their vows. Large families, illegitimate 
children, blended families and stepchildren caused further economic strain, and monasteries were 
convenient places to store the excess population.  Schutte thus adamantly rejects suggestions that families 
in early modern Europe were becoming more egalitarian and intimate. In this she contributes to countering 
the theses of Ariès and Stone, which have shaped the idea that something like a “modern” family existed in 
the eighteenth century.243 The new concept of freedom of vocation was just starting to become, as Schutte 
says, “thinkable” in the late eighteenth century. But lawyers had every incentive to make their client appear 
as piteous as possible (this is one reason why women’s claims tended to be more successful than men’s, as 
she shows on pages 248-249), and it would be dangerous to use these rhetorical pieces to speculate on the 
dysfunctionality of family relations in early modern Europe.  Nevertheless the sheer quantity of case studies 
presented successfully ties the victimization of young men and women to the financial needs and 
preferences of their families, whether to avoid paying dowries for women or inheritances for men.   

Chapters 7 and 8 add little to the thesis other than further case studies – especially those in which 
the plaintiff had been broken down by both emotional and geographical separation from the family.  The 
details she states are often repeated (e.g. monachization was contractual; parental pressure was hard to 
resist for both daughters and sons) or otherwise redundant (e.g. for both sexes, petitions submitted early 
stood a greater chance of success than those submitted years afterwards), but she does expand on the 
means by which elders inflicted physical and psychological abuse (withholding food, beatings, house 
arrests, death threats).  Eventually, fewer families were prepared to force their children to don the cloth 
against their will, and Schutte concludes by suggesting that in the era heralding the Enlightenment more 
lawyers were willing to apply terms such as “freedom” to children and “tyranny” to parents. 

This book’s major contribution consists in bringing to light these documents and illustrating a 
process hitherto largely neglected in scholarship.  Schutte reproduces with sympathy the difficulties faced 
by these young claimants with little knowledge of the law, no ability to afford a trial without the help of 
sympathetic relatives, and constant exposure to physical and psychological intimidation by both family 
members and fellow religious, who feared the damage to their morale and reputation by adverse publicity. 
The book is clearly written and offers invaluable sources and material for further studies on forced 
monachization as well as the early modern conceptions of the self, family, and liberty.  To this end, Schutte 
has created a searchable database – Monastic Hell – that supplies references to the materials of her cases 
(http://faculty.virginia.edu/monhell/). 
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