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BENJAMIN ZIEMANN, Katholische Kirche und Sozialwissenschaften
1945–1975, Kritische Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft, 175
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), 396 pp. ISBN 978 3 525
35156 7. €44.90

Benjamin Ziemann’s Habilitationsschrift investigates the relationship
between the Catholic church and the social sciences in West
Germany. Its main argument is ‘that it was only by coming to terms
with the methodological instruments of the empirical social sciences
that the Catholic church was able to gain insight into the dynamic of
functional differentiation, and thus to observe “secularization” and
its consequences’ (p. 12). The study is divided into six parts. The first
deals with church statistics, the second with research on the milieu,
the third with opinion polls, the fourth with the sociology of roles
and organizations, the fifth with psychology, and the sixth with
semantic controversies about scientization and secularization since
1965. A conclusion and a bibliography of sources and secondary
material consulted completes the volume.

The chapters analyse how the Catholic church appropriated the
instruments of the social sciences in order to be able to observe itself.
It began with relatively simple methods such as keeping church sta-
tistics, leading to elaborate psychological studies by the 1970s. The
appropriation of this set of instruments, it is said, led to fierce inter-
nal controversies in the church. Even simply counting the number of
people who attended church, a practice which was introduced in the
nineteenth century, was considered untheological. This technique
could not register faith practised independently of church atten-
dance, it was argued, while proof of low attendance figures could
lead to unpleasant consequences for priests, which would impair
their ability to exercise their ministry. In any case, these statistics
were not intended, at first, to reflect real church practice. Rather, they
were ‘to demonstrate the inner unity and stability of traditional
Catholic patterns of piety’ (p. 53). Nonetheless, the figures depicted a
crumbling milieu, but the church was not prepared to admit to a cri-
sis, or to discuss it, until the 1960s. The chapter shows that sociologi-
cal methods were used in an instrumental rather than an objectively
scientific sense. They were intended to strengthen the Catholic
church; critical self-observation was more an unwanted side-effect.
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The practical statistical discourse, however, did not fulfil the
expectations that the church held of it. Instead of providing an
account of commitment to the church which conveyed unam-
biguous proof of the constancy of the patriarchal church that
had been created in the nineteenth century, the ambivalence of
the network of figures and the vacillation between hope and
fear that went along with it supported a pastoral discourse
which oscillated between self-sufficient optimism and conjur-
ing up faults. Only the irreversible decline of the most impor-
tant indicators since the 1960s dissolved this ambivalence and
turned statistics into a visible and much discussed yardstick of
the crisis in the church (p. 75).

It was similar with sociographical milieu analysis. The point was
to establish why the church’s social message had become less attrac-
tive, and to do this, the congregation had to be sociographically
investigated. It was necessary to know what sort of social environ-
ment the church was established in, and how the people received its
message. This, however, it was feared, could allow social considera-
tions to become more important than theological ones. And indeed,
the outcome of countless sociographical studies initiated by priests
and church institutions was that the church could not adequately
portray church realities by using moralizing categories. But should
social developments be allowed to dictate the theological message?
Despite a number of controversies around this question, the socio-
graphical approach proved to be important in opening doors to allow
sociological methods to penetrate the Catholic church from the 1950s.

Public opinion research (Demoskopie, also criticized as Dämoskopie)
was seen as even more problematic because the demon of anony-
mous majority polling absolved individuals of the obligation to be
responsible for their opinions. But as the Kinsey report shows, the
fact that dominant opinions that were contrary to church teaching
became public also played a part.

Since the publication of the Kinsey report, public opinion
research was seen by many Catholics, both clergy and lay, as a
technique that irresponsibly possessed the individual, level-
ling out and extinguishing every person’s specific features. At
the same time, the descriptions of sexual behaviour contrary to
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Catholic moral teaching which the report contained were a
deterrent example of how the positivism with which science
treated ‘facts’ could contribute to moral relativism (p. 200).

Public opinion research made it quite clear that there was a large
degree of dissent between believers and the church. Consequently,
the results of such polls were often kept locked away by the church
leadership. But because statistical investigations of church atten-
dance provided no reasons for the diminishing figures, polling
became an important instrument for the interpretation of these devel-
opments. At the same time, it promoted the politicization of internal
church debates, which is why it always remained a double-edged
instrument as far as the church leadership was concerned.

An examination of the social position of priests—role behaviour
and role conflicts—revealed to the church how little its message was
able to abstract from the social environment. Pastoral overload,
uncertainty, and increasing bureaucracy demanded a reform of the
office of priest. This led the church to introduce new methods of cor-
porate organization into an area ‘which so far had been a residue of
theological formulae which had emphasized the special dignity of
the priesthood. The tenor had been to stress the divine origin of the
office conferred by ordination, which was thus not open to human
disposition.’ The clergy had to learn to organize their work rational-
ly. ‘The sociological terminology further implied that expectations of
a priest were comparable with those held of other professionals, such
as doctors or lawyers. It thus robbed him of the uniqueness symbol-
ized by the sacrament, and effected at least an implicit desacraliza-
tion’ (p. 223). The fear was that priests and bishops might gradually
become pure functionaries, either of the Annunciation or of church
reform structures, which would gradually hollow out their central
theological task.

Psychology, finally, had been strongly rejected by the church as
competition since the 1920s. Albert Görres first offered a sober intro-
duction to the teachings of Sigmund Freud in 1958. From the early
1960s, when it became clear ‘that the days of the pastoral dispensa-
tion that had subjected the faithful to a dense mesh of moral prohibi-
tions and precepts concerning everyday behaviour, especially relat-
ing to sexuality, and whose application had been regulated by a high-
ly differentiated casuistry, were numbered’ (p. 273), the traditional,
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formal ritual of confession in which grown women confessed greed-
iness and strong men disobedience to the Father was no longer ade-
quate. In a modern consumer society, pastoral care required more
differentiated techniques of pastoral discussion. The use of psycho-
analytical methods, however, meant that the theological image of
humanity began to resemble the individualistic, rational view of
humans held by modern consumer society, changing the church in
the process, just as sociographical studies had previously eroded cor-
poratist notions of social order. The scientization of the church
helped it to assert itself in a radically changing world, but it also
changed the church. Here Ziemann’s study closes a gap in our
knowledge of the relationship between the church and society in the
Federal Republic of Germany. This makes his book an important
building block towards a social history of West Germany with a cul-
tural history approach.
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