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Studies of Catholicism and its ability to adapt to what was becoming an in-
creasingly urban society in Germany during the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies were, up until the late 1980s, remarkably rare. At least two biases ac-
counted for this situation. Because of the fact that Christian Democracy—in
which' Catholics were highly influential—was a powerful force in postwar
Germany, the historiography of Catholicism was not a purely intellectual en-
terprise. Ideological trenches in academia with regard to Catholicism, with
progressive historians expressing hostility and Catholics such as Helmut Kohl
(who wrote his dissertation on the founding of the Christian Democratic Union
in the Palatinate after 1945") expressing highly positive sentiments, were very
deep and hard to overcome. Political arguments for or against the ruling party
tended to obscure other issues.

This political bias was not the whole story. Even more common was what
could be called the secularization bias. Hardly any interest was shown in reli-
gious practices and their ups and downs in the nineteenth century. As Margaret
L. Anderson once bluntly pointed out, “Not the secularization of Europe in the
nineteenth century, but only the secularization of scholarship in the twentieth
century can account for the absence of the Catholic revival from our research
agendas for so long.”> The commonly held assumption was that religious belief
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systems, like glaciers of the ice age, had somehow managed to last into the
nineteenth century, where they had finally melted away slowly but steadily
under the burning sun of bourgeois values. It is therefore unsurprising that Ger-
man Catholicism was placed on the historiographical agenda largely as a result
of efforts by non-German—in particular British and North American—schol-
ars. Studies not only by. Anderson but also by David Blackbourn, Jonathan
Sperber, and Helmut Smith—have aroused new interest in what had been
regarded as a negligible quantity in the history of progress and modernization.”

Recent historians have detected Catholic (as well as Protestant) energy par-
ticularly in the area of political mobilization. Jonathan Sperber, for example,
traces the religious revival of the 1850s and 1860s to a de facto coalition
between two of the most important antirevolutionary forces of the time: the
Catholic Church and the Prussian state. After decades of fierce competition for
the loyalty ‘of Prussian Catholics, both institutions came together against the
forces of revolution, paving the way for strengthened clerical authority and a
rise in the membership of religiously oriented political associations. In this
perspective, the Catholic Center Party could resonate with its Catholic constit-
uency in the 1870s because earlier developments had paved the way for a
homogeneous understanding of the social and political order, a point made ear-
lier by Wolfgang Schieder in one of the canonical works by a modern scholar
on the social and political history of Catholicism.*

A look at the trajectory of Catholicism in other Central European countries
sheds new light on developments in Germany and the national liberal agendas
that have been advanced by many earlier scholars. Ellen Lovell Evans, in a
highly insightful study, analyzes the rise and persistence of political Catholi-
cism in five European countries: Belgium, Switzerland, Austria, the Nether-
lands, and Germany. Three of these countries—Switzerland, the Netherlands,
and Germany—were confessionally divided. But with Belgium and Austria,
Evans adds two denominationally homogeneous countries as test cases to trace
the impact of the religious divide on political mobilization and the inner
dynamic of Catholicism in Central Europe.

In all five countries, Catholicism has been marked by the tension between
universalism and particularism, or between the ballot and the cross. Evans
refers to this as

the effort on the one hand to achieve parity and a proportionate degree of politi-
cal power for Catholics, often a minority or underclass in their society, and on
the other hand to maintain Catholic exclusivity and protect the values and teach-
ings of the church from the perceived corruptive influences of the dominant lib-
eral/secular culture. (p. 282)

Since the pursuit of political equality and cultural distinctiveness entailed try-
ing to combine an inclusionary with an exclusionary logic, the outcome of
these efforts was uncertain and unpredictable. But the five countries under

investigation had one thing in common: in all of them, the drive for political
parity and cultural exclusivity were carried out through a wide range of associ-
ations. From Flanders to Austria, Catholics sought to organize their teachers
and other workers in occupational groups, to send their students to Catholic
universities, and to rally their voters in support of Catholic parties. What made
these cases different from one another were timing and the political-historical
constellation.

COMMUNITIES OF POLITICAL INTEREST

Catholics shared with members of other groups a desire to achieve collec-
tive recognition, but their motives with regard to party building and political
representation were heightened by feelings that, as a result of industrialization,
they were being left increasingly behind. Catholics had been marginalized as a
result of the territorial shakeup that took place during the French Revolution .
and the Napoleonic era. The religious makeup of newly created states was
quite variegated, quite in contrast to the direction taken as a result of state
building efforts during the preceding several centuries. In most of these new
states, Catholics found themselves not only in a minority but also in a position
politically, culturally, and for the most part economically disadvantageous. In
Belgium and in eastern Prussia, these differences between in-groups and out-
groups were reinforced by ethnic differences. These multiple layers of conflict
help explain the differences in the political makeup as well as in the strength of
the emotional ties that held Catholic communities together.

The situation in Austria was peculiar in a number of respects. There, a
decade before the outbreak of the French Revolution, reforms by Emperor
Joseph II had significantly diminished Catholic independence, diverting the
moral resources of the Catholic Church into state-building efforts. As William
Bowman shows in his study of the Austrian clergy, the Josephine reforms,
although ultimately revoked at the national level, had a lasting impact at the
local level. The local clergy and Catholic associations remained subordinate to
the state bureaucracy. As a result, there was little room for a Catholic party to
distinguish itself from state authority and to articulate the political and social
interests of Austrian Catholics. '

The timing of political mobilization can be linked to sequences of conflicts.
Swiss and Belgian Catholics were clearly the leaders when it came to building
political parties. The entry of Swiss Catholics into the political arena was par-
ticularly violent. They felt that in the event of a religious conflict, secession
was their only option. A sense of being on the losing side vis-a-vis Calvinist
liberals in an era of state building and social change led to the “Sonderbund
War” of 1846-1847, in which the Catholic cantons were forcibly prevented by
Calvinist ones from leaving the Swiss federation.



At the other end of the spectrum were the Belgian Catholics. They had
entered into a compromise with liberals in 1828, as a result of which they broke
free from the Dutch crown in the revolution of 1830. Belgian Ultramontanism
took shape politically at an early point. Although the declared aim of this
movement was to implement a centralist view of the Church, Ultramontanism
nevertheless provided Belgian Catholics with an emancipatory ideology and
speeded up the formation of political Catholicism. Here, as in France, it meant
freeing the Church from its Gallican or state-oriented bishops but did not
imply the adoption of Roman authoritarianism. After 1830, ultramontane lib-
eralism became a red specter for the government of nearby Prussia, where
ultramontane Catholics in the Rhineland were suspected of wanting to go
down the same path. The early mobilization of Belgian Catholics presaged
later conflicts. Whereas the Sonderbund War was essentially fought between
the German-speaking cantons, Flemish Catholics had a sense of being ethni-
cally marginalized by a ruling French elite. During the rest of the nineteenth
century and on into the twentieth, ethnicity became the driving force in Belgian
Catholicism. It made political mobilization in Belgium particularly violent and
comparable only to mobilization in eastern Prussia, where political cleavages
between Germans and Poles also had religious and ethnic components.$

In the German case, the revolution of 1848 was the catalyst for organization
and mobilization. Evans cites as reasons for the belated development a mixture
of motives that had already ignited similar upheavals in other countries: a
“reaction of a backward agricultural and artisanal population against modern-
ization and industrialization”; “feelings of frustration against being on the los-
ing side in nation-building, giving up autonomy”; and the “ideological
confrontation between enlightenment and revived ultramontanism” (p. 102).
The economic depression before 1848 and the centralist nation-building
efforts of the liberal revolutionaries of 1848 added to the ideological struggle
between ultramontanism and liberalism. Just as in Switzerland, Belgium, and
the Netherlands, lay activists were pushing forward in the early stages of polit-
ical mobilization.

Evans’s comparative perspective challenges the conventional historio-
graphical wisdom, according to which ultramontanism was clearly on the con-
servative and even reactionary side of the political spectrum. To be sure, quite
modern forms of political action went along with the pursuit of antimodern
objectives. It is nonetheless undeniable that this theoretically incoherent mix-
ture could also lead to emancipatory outcomes. Swiss, Belgian, and German
examples all show that ultramontanism could serve as a means of articulating
widespread frustration over the course of social and economic as well as politi-
cal developments, as a result of which large segments of the population were
severely disadvantaged. Evans’s overview confirms the suspicion that despite
its extremist and authoritarian ideology, ultramontanism could serve as a pro-
test ideology.® Still, this egalitarian current was particularly noticeable during
the early stages of Catholic mobilization. Later, it receded as a result of

competition with the forces of socialism. Support for women’s suffrage was
the litmus test for commitment to full political representation, and it was a.test
that Catholic parties everywhere (except in Belgium) failed to pass (.feaqng,
albeit wrongly, that it would favor socialism). The emancipatory implications
of ultramontanism were also limited in another way. Ultramontanist support
for corporatism was easily exploited by fascist parties in the 1930s. Next to
anticommunism, antiliberal corporatist rhetoric was probably the most effec-
tive loyalty trap used by the National Socialists to gain the support of German
Catholics.

CULTURAL SPECIFICITY:
BUILDING COMMUNITIES OF MEANING

For Catholics, politics was not an end in itself but instead a means of helpmg
to safeguard a Catholic community. This functional approach was 0bVIOUS
during election campaigns, particularly in Germany. Here, members of t'he
Center Party, who became increasingly involved in governmental activities
before and after World War I, pursued national objectives that were intended. to
serve Catholic interests. But community-oriented objectives were {eafilly
apparent in many other countries too, where, for Catholics as well 2 SfJClah_StS’
community building went hand in hand with party building, Community build-
ing in the religious sphere necessarily took on forms that differed_ffom the
development of other sorts of organizations. On the individual level, it encom-
passed the whole personality, whereas groups that focused on secular 1SUes
were interested in quite specific parts and capacities of the individual. I‘n con-
trast, for example, to political parties, in which emphasis was placed on 1pet-
sonal offices and roles, communities inculcated norms and hc?l;.)ed t’o
internalize religious traditions, making them become part of the individual’s
basic priorities. N

Whereas some scholars of the construction of Catholic communities have
focused on popular piety and religious mentalities (e.g., Marian piety .and the
cult of the sacred heart),” William David Bowman and Raymond Clluen Su£
approach the subject rather differently, grounding their analyses 10 SOC
structures within urban settings. They also differ in various respects .fron} one
another. Bowman focuses on the clergy, the managers of the Catholic miliet,
and Sun employs the Gramscian model of “cultural hegemony.” They also
choose different social and historical settings. Bowman looks at Vienna between
the Josephine reforms around 1780 and about 1890, when Christianl sqcxahsm
became the leading political force politically among Austrian Catholics. Sun
treats Catholic workers in Cologne between the 1880s and World War L.

The construction of a distinct Catholic community depended first and fore-
most on the Catholic clergy. There has been remarkably little research 00 thl;
important topic. Members of other elite groups such as teachers, Jeaders O



working-class parties, physicians, professors, and Protestant ministers have
received their fair share of attention, but the Catholic clergy have not. Bowman
helps to rectify this deficit by providing valuable insights from different angles
of vision—into the national and social origins of priests, their education, the
patronage system, the ways in which priests fared economically, and the ways
in which they organized religious life in their parishes. His findings underscore
the failure of the Austrian church to come to terms with social change. The
Viennese clergy did not receive appropriate training, coming instead under the
strict supervision of the imperial bureaucracy. They came overwhelmingly
from the lower middie-class, working-class, or peasant backgrounds, and they
thus regarded the priesthood as a career that offered an opportunity for social
advancement. Geographically, they came mostly from the German heartland
of the Habsburg empire. Only after long years as curates or vice chaplains were
they able to get their own parishes. The local patronage system ensured that no
independent initiatives were taken at the parish level. As a result, the Austrian
clergy was rather inflexible, finding it difficult to adapt to the new challenges
that were posed by a rapidly changing social environment. They did not pos-
sess intellectual or pastoral answers to the social question—or for that matter,
to the national question. Their basic slogan was a call for social harmony under
a Christian monarchy. It therefore comes as no surprise that Austrian Catholics
were good supporters of anti-Semitic Christian Socialism after 1890.

Austria provides thereby one of the few examples of a situation in which the
clergy was probably not the decisive factor in the persistence of Catholicism.
Bowman points to state influence at every stage in the formation of the clergy,
from the recruitment of clergymen to the assignment of clergymen to parishes.
A Christian state that was ruled by a decidedly Catholic monarch Ieft hardly
any scope for the articulation of Catholic interests. Austrian Catholicism thus
lacked central features of the “social milieu” that was so crucial for the flower-
ing of social and political Catholics in Germany. It was marked by local piety
and also some impulses in the direction of broader forms of organization, but
there was no coherent network of Catholic associations and certainly no unity
at the political level. The Catholic community in Austria was, in Durkheimian
terms, characterized more by “mechanical solidarity” than by “organic soli-
darity” that was to be found among German Catholics, who manifested a mul-
titude of secondary integration efforts.’

‘The persistence of a Catholic social milieu and the relatively high degree of
political mobilization among German Catholics have been analyzed mainly at
the local level. Case studies of social milieus in industrial and urban areas have
increasingly considered the theme of competition for supporters among reli-
giously based, liberal or socialist groups. In these settings, the easy reproduc-
tion of traditional loyalties has been especially problematic. How, historians
have asked, could a decidedly antimodern Catholicism possibly rally Catholic
workers who shared a class identity with their Catholic peers? '

R I T T S

Raymond Sun poses this question in Gramscian terms, inquiring into the
origins of the “cultural hegemony” of Catholicism over workers in Cologne.
Designed in the first place to explain the success of fascism among workers in
Italy, this concept has been remodeled for the purpose of explaining the suc-
cess of ultramontane elements in the Catholic Church in their efforts to mobi-
lize workers in Germany. To put it another way, in both cases emphasis falls on
the predominance of culturaily based rather than class-based issues. Accord-
ing to Gramsci, in Sun’s formulation, the propagation of an “order in which a
certain way of life and thought is dominant, in which one concept of reality is
diffused throughout society” is the primary task of intellectuals (pp. 11{f.). In
the case of Catholicism, this meant not only defining common interests and
advocating certain ways of life and thought but also pushing for membership in
Catholic associations, electoral support of the Center Party, and attendance at
mass. The basic assumption of this approach is that as aresult of this activity by
intellectuals, cultural concerns could be elevated above social and economic
ones. There was a mixture of coercion and consent, as a consequence of which
Catholic workers were pointed away from socialism. ‘

Although about one-third of all German workers were organized in Catholic

associations for workers and later in the mostly Catholic Christian trade
unions, the history of the Catholic workers’ movement does not point to the
predominance of culture in relation to class. As had been the case during tl}e
early stages of political Catholicism, the political mobilization of Catholic
workers after 1890 was multidimensional. Just as the socialist milieu cannot be
reduced to concerns with class, so too in the Catholic milieu the struggle to
achieve cultural identity was intermixed with desires to gain political power
and experience social improvement. It must also be pointed out that although
they had academic training, priests did not really function as the “intellectuals”
who are thought to be required by Gramscians to implement “cultu.ra} hege-
mony.” What made the clergy so influential with regard to maintaining .the
cohesiveness of the Catholic social milieu was the priests’ relatively high
degree of independence. The combination of their humble backgrounds and
their spiritual dedication enabled priests who were active among workers to be
sociable and to appear to have risen above specific self-interests. The clefgy
could use its spiritual capital for the purpose of criticizing entrepreneurs Wlth—
out fear that it would thereby lose that capital. The complexity of the priests’
dual role as men who were both sociable and untouchable becomes obscured
when these members of the elite sector within the Catholic milieu are por-
trayed as agents of interests that were extrinsic to those of the workers, on
whom they were seeking to impose alien values.”

Sun gives a convincing account of the organizational as well as the culltural
formation of a distinct Catholic workers’ movement. He shows how promme‘nt
figures stich as Franz Hitze spelled out a comprehensive critique' of tl}e spmal
and economic status quo. But Sun unnecessarily places his material within the
framework of an ostensible effort to achieve “cultural hegemony” that would



appear to have been rather manipulative and conspiratorial. It is not really con-
vincing to depict the mobilization of Catholic workers as a result of a combina-
tion of their “false consciousness” and their “half-conscious complicity in
their own victimization” (p. 13)." As research into the history of the British
working class has shown, religion cannot be reduced to antisocialism. It
played not only a restraining but also an enabling role in the formation of the
working class. To repeat, religion helped make it possible to unite workers in a
religiously based workers’ movement in no small measure because it helped to
facilitate the articulation of social protest and resistance.'

The quite different trajectories of Catholic organizations in different parts
of Central Europe had one thing in common: they all accommodated the reli-
gious principle of universalism to national settings. Although the situation was
complicated in Belgium, the Catholic churches in the Netherlands, Germany,
and Austria all sided with their national war efforts in 1914, trying to help meet
the perceived needs of their respective societies. With national solidarity put
to the test under violently dramatic circumstances, war did more than any of
the mobilization efforts of the nineteenth century to integrate Catholicism
into Central European societies politically. World War I was also a watershed
for Catholic piety. Whereas the nineteenth century had seen a defensive,
depressed, and highly antimodern piety,” Catholic devotion after 1919—at
least in Germany-—was much more triumphant and self-assertive. This change
reflected the fact that a period of liberal hostility to Catholicism had come to an
end with the decline of liberalism. Indeed, as corporatist ideologies gained
ground during the postwar years, illiberal Catholicism was one of its main ben-
eficiaries of devotion.

—Siegfried Weichlein
Humboldt University of Berlin
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