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Confessionalization and Everyday Life

This collection of essays comes out of a 2000 con-
ference at the Max Planck Institut fÃÂ¼r Geschichte
and contains the contributions of a group of younger
German-speaking scholars to the ongoing discussion of
the “confessionalization thesis,” originally popularized by
Heinz Schilling andWolfgang Reinhard. As the foreword
to the volume states, this volume deserves a place along-
side the three large volumes that came out of a series
of conferences on confessionalization sponsored by the
Verein fÃÂ¼r Reformationsgeschichte in 1986, 1992, and
1995. This collection is especially valuable since it con-
tains essays from younger scholars who did not partici-
pate in those earlier conferences and because a number
of the essays make important methodological and theo-
retical critiques of confessionalization.

The debate over the confessionalization thesis–which
states that confessional identity in Germany is primarily
the result of a program by the state and church to en-
force religious and political unity through the application
of social discipline–has grown somewhat stagnant in the
last decade. Both proponents and opponents of the thesis
have begun to repeat the same arguments, often without
deploying new research or new perspectives. Some of the
essays in this volume also rework this same old terrain.
The better ones, however, deploy the perspectives of All-
tagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life) and micro-
history in fruitful ways. Despite modest claims by the
authors, most of the essays provide telling critiques of
the broad claims of the proponents of the confessional-

ization thesis.

The somewhat ponderous title illustrates the main
theme of the book. Confessional boundaries in early
modern Germany were remarkably porous and indi-
viduals transgressed them frequently. Essays on mili-
tary communities, religious indifference, conversion, and
multiple conversion all illustrate how people crossed
boundaries. Many of the essays contained in this volume
are heavy on theoretical elaborations and historiograph-
ical excursions, which are designed to explain the differ-
ences between, for example, “interconfessionalism” and
“transconfessionalism.” Such exercises are sometimes in-
teresting, often less than original, and frequently repeti-
tive.

On the other hand, some of the concrete examples
provide valuable new perspectives. Nicole Grochowina’s
essay “TheBoundaries of Confessionalization–Dissidents
and Confessional Indifference in East Frisia in the Six-
teenth and Seventeenth Centuries” demonstrates that
people in this part of Germany had multiple religious
options, including the option to behave indifferently to-
ward official religion. The public presence of dissident
groups, especially the Anabaptists, left a great deal of
space in Ostfriesland for individuals to make a range of
religious choices. Furthermore, even in the seventeenth
century there was considerable confusion about both the
theology and practice of communion, despite official ef-
forts to make communion a defining moment in the pub-
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lic demonstration of confessional loyalty. In East Frisia,
Grochowina concludes, confessionalization had a limited
impact on the population at large.

Frauke Volland discusses conversion and “social
drama.” This essay focuses on several conversions from
the Reformed religion to Catholicism in the 1660s in the
Thurgau region of northern Switzerland. Volland shows
that some members of the social elite converted for po-
litical reasons, as did the wealthy merchant Peter Kap-
peler in 1662. As a Catholic, Kappeler was able to gain
some important offices in this confessionally mixed re-
gion. It some ways, crossing the confessional boundary
was easy for Kappeler; in other ways, as Volland empha-
sizes, the consequences of this conversion were difficult.
In Kappeler’s case, the “social drama” occurred when his
wife left him and began a lawsuit aimed at recovering her
dowry. The conversion of Josua Schlatter to Catholicism
in 1666 led to an even wider drama. His Reformed father
disinherited him, his wife left him, taking their daugh-
ters with her, and one of his brothers tried to take his
son away from him as well. Josua appeared to have suf-
fered from this break with his family, seeking throughout
his life to restore relations with various relatives. Vol-
land’s point is that, on the one hand, conversion was
neither uncommon, nor particularly difficult, but on the
other hand the consequences for individuals could be far-
reaching. Furthermore, to really understand the way in
which the “invisible frontier,” the confessional boundary
that ran through the German-speaking lands, functioned,
one must study these small-scale individual and family
dramas.

Ralf PrÃÂ¶ve’s essay on “military communities”
shows one of the first places in early modern society
where confessional distinctions began to lose their im-
portance. PrÃÂ¶ve shows that the “internal logic” of the
military system, which emphasized rationality in creat-
ing the most effective military force, led quickly to reli-
gious toleration. Both the mercenary armies of the six-
teenth and early-seventeenth centuries and the standing

armies of the period after 1650 were religiously mixed.
Furthermore, the practice of quartering armies among
civilians meant further religious mixing. PrÃÂ¶ve has
studied the day-to-day experience of the 600-man gar-
rison of the Lutheran town of GÃÂ¶ttingen (popula-
tion. c. 5,000) in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury. This force was about 30 percent Catholic, 4 percent
Reformed, and 65 percent Lutheran. Army regulations
guaranteed freedom ofworship for the non-Lutheran sol-
diers and their families: “This meant that people of dif-
ferent confessions and mentalities lived close together,
learned from each other, discussed religious practices
and everyday experiences, and made comparisons: the
’German cultural duality’ was overturned in not a few
GÃÂ¶ttingen BÃÂ¼rger houses” (p. 88).

PrÃÂ¶ve argues that his study highlights several lim-
its to current thinking about confessionalization. On
the one hand, modernizing and rationalistic tendencies
within the military made confessional exclusion undesir-
able. Furthermore, day-to-day religious coexistence led
to the gradual “wearing down” of the importance of reli-
gious difference among common people.

This latter point, that in daily life pragmatically in-
clined regular folks, faced with the demands of making
a living and living together in communities, will tend to
downplay religious difference, is frequently asserted in
this collection. I sympathize with this view as well, but
no one has yet produced a detailed study of everyday life
in the seventeenth or eighteenth century that supports
it convincingly. In this area, Ã?tienne FranÃÂ§ois’s
Die unsichtbare Grenze remains unchallenged, as does
FranÃÂ§ois’s conclusion that the confessional boundary
in Augsburg was deep and lasting and divided Augsburg
residents of all social classes into two communities and
two cultures. Perhaps one of the young scholars who
have contributed to this book will present us with an in-
depth study of a more tolerant and open early modern
German community.
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