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Blasphemy and Religiosity in Zurich

Francisca Loetz’s fascinating examination of blas-
phemy and its prosecution in early modern Zurich serves
as a vivid illustration of the lethal power that words could
possess in early modern Europe. With Mit Gott handeln,
Francisca Loetz delivers a detailed and interesting anal-
ysis of blasphemy and blasphemy prosecution in early
modern Zurich that situates the offense—in essence a ver-
bal assault on the honor of God-within the religious cul-
ture of the period. Drawing on the theoretical insights of
innovative cultural historians like Ute Daniel, Loetz seeks
to use blasphemy as a key for unlocking early modern re-
ligiosity, for delving into contemporary notions of belief
and unbelief.[1] Meticulously constructed, Loetz’s work
offers a detailed examination of blasphemy and its regu-
lation in light of local conditions as well as early modern
behavioral norms.

Mit Gott handeln began as a Habilitationsschrift at
the University of Heidelberg in 2001, and in its current
form is a volume in the series of monographs issued by
the Max-Planck-Institut fA%r Geschichte in GAttingen.
Loetz’s contribution, a thorough examination of blas-
phemy prosecution in Zurich between the late-fifteenth

and early-eighteenth centuries, richly set within its con-
temporary cultural context, maintains the high standards
set by earlier examples of the series. Mit Gott handeln
is likewise a valuable contribution to one of the most
energetic debates in recent Anglo-German historiogra-
phy, concerning the application of social control in early
modern Europe. Loetz’s monograph confronts the most
important contributions of the past sixty-five years, in-
cluding the theories of Norbert Elias and Gerhard Oestre-
ich (whose models, known as the “Civilizing Process”
and “Sozialdisziplinierung” respectively, she groups to-
gether under the rubric “Disziplinierungsparadigma”),
Wolfgang Reinhard and Heinz Schilling (“Konfession-
alisierung”), as well as recent works that situate early
modern social control initiatives in terms of gradual
cultural shifts involving increasing secularization and
the imposition of new elite cultural norms (“Akkultura-
tionsprozesse”).[2] Judging by Loetz’s arguments (as well
as the content of her copious footnotes), recent Ger-
man scholarship on the function of “Justiz,” scholarship
that highlights the role of horizontal social control and
communal self-regulation, was particularly important in
framing her analysis.[3]
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Loetz begins her examination of blasphemy in Zurich
with a detailed description of religious developments in
the territory during the sixteenth century. A thorough
examination of theological understandings of blasphemy;,
drawn from the writings of Zwingli and Bullinger, pro-
vides a basis for Loetz’s arguments concerning the ten-
sion between irreligious speech and orthodox religiosity.
Loetz’s treatment of secular legislation aimed at discour-
aging blasphemy is just as thorough, tracing the devel-
opment of anti-blasphemy legislation in Zurich from its
origins in an official mandate from 1344 until such legis-
lation began to fade in the early-eighteenth century. This
section includes a methodologically sophisticated exam-
ination of the source material upon which her study is
based.

Here Loetz provides an exhaustive examination of
the current “Forschungstand” in the study of early mod-
ern criminality and social control. Her lucid discus-
sion of this important area of historiography is among
the strongest elements of the book, and highlights the
central issues that divide major explanations of social
control and disciplining. A particularly useful part of
Loetz’s discussion of the theoretical and methodological
approaches most relevant to her topic is her treatment of
recent approaches to the texts generated by early mod-
ern authorities (e.g., scholarship that focuses on the nar-
rative construction of legal texts) and to the meaning of
speech acts.[4] Loetz’s analysis of the relationship be-
tween courtroom testimony and text creation is particu-
larly enlightening and informative and should illuminate
the issue of how to deal with criminal records for any
scholars grappling with the methodological complexities
inherent in such sources. Here Loetz’s explanation of
how her own interpretations of the source material from
the Zurich archives differs from accounts that treat legal
records as purely “fictional” texts is most interesting. For
scholars interested in criminality and social control as
well as innovative ways of interpreting archival sources,
Loetz’s lucid presentation of these historiographical and
methodological issues makes this book a useful addition
to their research library.

Loetz’s examination of blasphemy cases from early
modern Zurich and their social meaning begins with an
analysis of official sanctions against this form of behav-
ior and an examination of the energetic official cam-
paign to detect and punish blasphemers drawn from ex-
tensive archival research. Loetz provides a thorough
statistical analysis of blasphemy prosecution trends in
early modern Zurich from a comparative perspective,
weighing local blasphemy penalties against sanctions for

other offenses in Zurich and in other territories. Her re-
search indicates that secular and ecclesiastical authori-
ties in Zurich punished over 500 blasphemers between
1501 and 1747, applying penalties that ranged from fines
and public humiliation to banishment and even capital
punishment. Loetz fleshes out this statistical analysis
with a wealth of examples drawn from Zurich’s criminal
archives. While Loetz’s analysis of the official campaign
against blasphemy focuses on consideration of the aims
of both secular and ecclesiastical authorities in Zurich,
it does not neglect unofficial “horizontal” regulation of
public behavior that was so crucial to early modern moral
initiatives. In this context her examination of popular
participation in criminal prosecution through denounc-
ing blasphemers and through extrajudicial regulation are

path-breaking.

Another important aspect of Loetz’s examination of
blasphemy is an enlightening analysis of the meaning of
this complicated “verbal” crime within local society and
in the context of the dramatic religious changes of the pe-
riod. According to Loetz, blasphemy, in terms of how it
was understood within local society, ranged in different
contexts from a form of protest against central authority
to a verbal weapon in the complex struggles for honor
that marked early modern social relations. For Loetz,
blasphemous utterances can even be profitably under-
stood as a form of transgressive sociability throughout
many local social strata.

Mit Gott handeln not only examines blasphemy
within its specific social contexts, but also within its re-
ligious ones. The heart of the book, Loetz’s treatment
of the religious significance of blasphemy, is perhaps
also its most provocative section. Loetz argues that the
religious tensions of the period were often expressed
through blasphemy and its regulation: for authorities
its repression represented a crucial means for enforcing
doctrinal orthodoxy, and for blasphemers sacrilegious
speech sometimes represented expressions of personal,
unorthodox religious belief or a symbolic struggle with
or rebellion against God. Loetz goes so far as to suggest
that at its most extreme blasphemy can be understood
as an expression of “unbelief” or even as a sort of “pre-
modern atheism” (pp. 468-471).

The production quality of this work is absolutely first-
rate, with excellent editing and clear reproduction of the
tables and charts included in the text, but the most seri-
ous weaknesses of this otherwise fine book concern its
index and bibliography. Loetz’s index is very cursory,
just three pages long, which limits the usefulness of this
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lengthy work for scholarly research on specific topics.
The bibliography, which is of more impressive length and
breadth, does not include all of the major works cited in
Loetz’s footnotes: Norbert Elias, for example, an impor-
tant scholar dealt with at length in Loetz’s discussion of
the historiographical tradition, is missing entirely from
the bibliography.

The most important contribution of Loetz’s book is
the exhaustive examination of blasphemy and its regula-
tion in early modern Zurich that it provides, an exami-
nation informed by a painstaking analysis of the cultural
and religious meanings of the delict as well as fruitful en-
gagement with the most important historiography in the
field. Scholars interested in early modern criminality and
social control, religiosity, or the history of Zwinglianism
or Zurich will no doubt find Mit Gott handeln quite in-
teresting. Overall, Loetz’s monograph stands as a valu-
able contribution to the historiography on social control
in early modern central Europe, joining earlier works on
illicit speech (“WortsA%nde”) in early modern central Eu-
rope by Richard van DAY%lmen, Gerd Schwerhoff, and
Heinrich Schmidt.[5]
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