
DOI: 10.1111/johs.12297

S YMPO S I UM

Religion, Crime, and Social Trust in Historic
Germany: Are Catholics More Inclined to Violate
Social Norms than Protestants?

Peter Graeff* | Gert Tinggaard Svendsen†

Abstract

Are Catholics more inclined to violate social norms than Protestants? A tentative answer is yes due

to this confession's attitude towards absolution of sins. Opportunities existed for Christians around

Reformation times, for example as sales of indulgences. Catholics and Protestants arguably differed

historically in their understanding of whether penitence is feasible or not, resulting in different

conditions under which Catholics and Protestants decide in situations of social exchange. This is

illustrated by ethical game theory and exemplified by historical data. The analysis points to the

tentative suggestion that religious socialisation can affect social payoffs of crime and social trust in

a long‐term perspective.

1 | INTRODUCTION

In 1676, Isaac Newton modestly wrote that if he had seen further than others, it was because he stood on the

shoulders of giants (Newton, 1676). Olson (1965) could have said in the same way that if he stood on the shoulders of

a giant, it must have been Adam Smith and his book The Wealth of Nations. Here, Smith introduces the notion of the

private market and the invisible hand (Smith, [1776] 1975). While the notion of the term ‘invisible hand’ in Smith's

work is still debatable, the reference to Calvinist (and therefore theological) ideas about the ‘[…] positive view of self‐
love […], a providentialist view of history, and an emphasis on the importance of industry and vocation’ (Harrison,

2011, p. 37) is clearly recognisable. Within a setting of valid social norms, individuals contribute, according Smith

([1776] 1975, p. 456), to the wealth of a nation by pursuing self‐interested goals in the private market.1

*Peter Graeff is a professor at the Faculty of Business, Economics, and Social Sciences at Kiel University. He received a diploma in economics and a

PhD in psychology from Bonn University. His research focusses on empirical research methods and social capital research in its positive (e.g. social

trust) and its negative (e.g. corruption) sense. Recent publications have appeared in, among others, PLOS ONE, European Sociological Review, Quality &

Quantity, Deviant Behavior, and the Journal of Mathematical Sociology.
†

Gert Tinggaard Svendsen is a professor of Comparative Politics and Head of Section at the Department of Political Science, Aarhus University. He got his

PhD (Econ.) in 1996 and MSc (Pol.Sci.) in 1991. Svendsen is active within the public choice societies, e.g. member of the editorial board of Public Choice

(2004–2009), Chair of the Danish Public Choice Association (2004–2006), and elected member of the Executive Board in the European Public Choice

Society (2014–2017). Svendsen is the author of numerous books and peer‐reviewed articles in leading international journals. His main research interests
are trust, social capital, collective action problems, institutional quality, welfare states, and climate policy.

Funding information: Open access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and

reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

© 2020 The Authors. Journal of Historical Sociology published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

J Hist Sociol. 2020;33:505–518. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/johs - 505

https://doi.org/10.1111/johs.12297
http://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/johs
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fjohs.12297&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-12-02


Mancur Olson is indeed the first path‐breaking author to apply the market idea from Smith to collective action
problems, i.e. stating ‘[…] rational, self‐interested individuals will not act to achieve their common or group in-
terests’ (Olson, 1965, p. 2). The literature that dealt with this free‐rider problem concluded consistently that social
norms matter (Ostrom, 1990). Thus, social control may help solve collective action problems and facilitate win‐win
situations and economically beneficial Pareto improvements in a society (Hillman, 2019). Such collective action

problems not only occur in modern societies; those problems and specific solutions were existent in historic so-

cieties as well.

As a result, overcoming the Olsonian collective action problem thus requires a ‘social fabric', which is often

rooted several centuries prior. Actually, Adam Smith also emphasised in his Theory of Sentiments that the free

market could not operate in an optimal way without social norms (Smith, [1766] 1997; Svendsen, 2020a). Historic

informal institutions have paved the road for cooperative norms, societal traditions, and habits that persist in

transcendent forms. Religion is one such vessel that contains normative and traditional streams forming a society's

social fabric. It normatively regulates how people approach each other in the public, how trustworthily they interact

with each other, and how prone they are to deviating from existing laws and rules.

Historically speaking, the provision of law and order against crime in medieval Europe has been an important

issue (Svendsen, 2020b; Vahabi, 2016). A contemporary example of establishing such ‘rule of law’ informally could

be attracting tourists to a jurisdiction. If the local civic society is based on trusting other people in general, i.e. social

trust, then people will assist each other and strangers in open social networks that may cause crime rates to drop.

In fact, security and low risk of crime is the most important factor for tourists’ decisions regarding travel desti-

nations (Jensen & Svendsen, 2016). These expectations about predictable and trustworthy behaviour according to

social norms determine in turn how smoothly or bumpily economic, political, and social exchange processes occur

and how modern welfare states are formed (Ostrom & Ahn, 2009). In this paper, we refer to this social trust as an

important component of the social fabric that defines a norm. A norm is simply defined as an informal rule of the

game (North, 1990, p. 1). In this way, religion as a social institution (Miller, 2013, p. 258) shapes the outcome of

prosocial and antisocial exchanges (Weber, 2009).

Social trust and crime as elements of the social fabric of a historic or a modern society can, thus, be perceived

as a collective action problem revealing different outcomes. What actually turns out may be driven by many distinct

societal factors. From a theoretically normative point of view, the decisional conditions such as different ways of

atoning for sins are incentives or disincentives to stick to valid universalistic norms. Here, social trust can lubricate

the different types of social networks in society, also called social capital. The general increase in cooperative

behaviour results in significant socioeconomic benefits (Putnam, 2000).2

For this, we refer to Lutheran and Catholic forms of the Christian religion, which differ from each other in

several respects. Although they reveal similar prosocial norms (such as the commandment of love of neighbours),

Catholics had (before and around the times of the Lutheran Reformation) a different way to atone for sins. In the

Middle Ages, Catholics could buy forgiveness through a ‘sale of indulgence’. More precisely, they could not buy

forgiveness as such; it was given for free but came with a punishment. Buying indulgences meant that they could

reduce this punishment awarded them by the Church because of their sin. One reason for Luther to start his

endeavour of Reformation was his idea that indulgence is not beneficial for believers as they could develop a feeling

of security concerning their salvation that is not warranted (by God).3

Thesis 21 (in his Disputatio pro declaratione virtutis indulgentiarum) reads: ‘Thus those indulgence preachers are

in error who say that a human being is absolved from every penalty and saved by papal indulgences' (WA 1, 234,

17). Thesis 32 adds to this by stating: ‘Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation because they

have indulgence letters will be eternally damned, together with their teachers' (WA 1, 234, 39–40). Since the way

people deal with norm violations is crucial for the quality of social exchange, in those times, there could have been a

difference in social trust and committing norm violations between Catholics and Protestants. The latter did not

historically have the opportunity of redeeming their wrongdoings by any form of indulgences but simply had to
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trust God's promise of forgiveness (sola fide). This difference in doing penitence could have had an impact on

everyday life, and since it referred to religion as an ‘institutional vessel’, it might have persisted across centuries.

Thus, this paper deals with the question: Are Catholics more inclined to violate social norms than Protestants? To

answer this question, we analyse the situation for Catholics and Protestants in a historic long‐term perspective to
approximate the Reformation times in Germany. The historical, economic, and sociological literature on this topic

suggests that differences between these forms of Christianity exist. We try to converge the gist of these ap-

proaches by pointing out the (stylised) general conditions under which Catholics and Protestants consider social

implications of penitence. There are two main contributions to the literature. First, the theoretical contribution is to

use game theory, which, to our knowledge, has not been used in the literature before regarding this topic. Game

theory can indicate the general likelihood of cooperation rather than cheating (such as committing crimes) in a

society. Second, the empirical contribution is to consider historical crime data from regions in Germany. The citi-

zens in the regions under consideration were differently socialised by Catholicism and Protestantism. Differences in

crime rates may point to differences in (religious) socialisation (e.g. the opportunities to do penitence). These ap-

plications come with several problems (such as measurement flaws of official data). The implications of our analysis

need to be considered therefore in a broader discussion, which is done in the last section of this paper.

2 | HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The Protestant Reformation was among the far‐reaching events at the verge of modern times (Becker, Pfaff, &
Rubin, 2016b). Martin Luther started this Reformation by objecting in 95 theses against practices of the Church

(such as the sale of indulgences). The Protestant Reformation hit the Holy Roman Empire in a peculiar political

situation: its emperor exerted less power than the emperors in the European neighbourhood did, also because

many features of sovereignty remained with regional rulers such as dukes, counts, or prince‐bishops (Holborn,
1982). The spacious region of the Holy Roman Empire, covering large parts of Central Europe, was split up in many

territories governed by local rulers. Profane and clerical dignitaries (such as the pope and prince‐bishops) contested
for primacy, while, at the same time, the Turks threatened the borders of the Empire.

The fragmentation of political power contributed to the spreading of Reformation ideas. Because the political

sanctions by the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, Charles V, against Luther and his adherents (stated in the

Edict of Worms, 1521) became less and less enforceable, the Diet of Speyer in 1526 brought up the unanimous

conclusion that a general council should deal with the contesting positions. Up to this, ‘every state shall so live, rule,

and believe as it may hope and trust to answer before God and his imperial Majesty’. In practice (but not formally),

the edict of Speyer resulted in territorial sovereignty according to religious affiliation as local rulers could deter-

mine which religion should be practiced within the borders of their territory (cuius regio, eius religio). As techno-

logical progress such as the invention of the printing press by Gutenberg allowed for spreading written information

within the Empire, the Protestant ideas could also spread more easily. Protestant ideas were welcome in regions

where education was high, typically in cities (e.g. in sovereign imperial cities).

The Diet of Augsburg in 1555 concluded in a peace treaty which included the ‘cuius region, eius religio’ rule

explicitly. By this time, even more territories in the Empire had picked up the Protestant affiliation. The Peace of

Westphalia in 1648 warranted the equality of the religious denominations and granted rights for Protestant mi-

norities (such as voting rights on diets; Holborn, 1982, p. 373). The religious affiliation of a territory was dated back

to the situation in 1624. By the Peace of Westphalia, the religious denomination of most territories in the Empire

was determined for the next centuries (Cantoni, 2015, p. 596):

For the vast majority of the territories in Germany no more denominational changes took place after

1624. […] Using the results from the Prussian census of 1849, reorganized to match historical borders,

[…] even 50 years after the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire and after the beginnings of
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industrialization, most people still resided in denominationally homogeneous areas which reflected

the arrangements set by the Peace of Westphalia.

This succinct sketch of the historic events suggests that citizens in territories of the Holy Roman Empire did not

freely choose their religious affiliation. Local rulers imposed their preference for a certain religion. Since this

warranted a rather homogenous religious distribution within a territory, it also suggests a homogenous socialisation

by religious norms and beliefs. The way religiously socialised citizens dealt with penitence was different within

regions, and it remained different across centuries, even if actual religious practices altered slightly such as the

practice of confession (Hofman, 2018). It is noteworthy to mention that the religious norms were not the product of

a societal process of adaptation or selected due to their societal advantages. Moreover, ‘they arise from historical

accident and the accumulation of precedent’ (Young, 2008, p. 138).

Earlier social science research has mentioned social norms. Concerning a social community, social trust and

cooperation and different Christian religious affiliations may differ in their social outcomes. With respect to the

religious groups in Italy, Putnam (1993, p. 190) states, “all religious groups blend hierarchy and equality, but

networks within Protestant congregations are traditionally thought to be more horizontal than networks in the

Catholic Church.” This has implications for the Olson problem introduced at the beginning (Putnam, 1993, p. 192):

“Membership rates in hierarchically ordered organizations (like […] the institutional Catholic Church) should be

negatively associated with good government; in Italy, at least, the most devout church‐goers are the least civic‐
minded.”

Thus, the World Values Survey data show that Protestants, compared to Catholics, are significantly more likely

to trust strangers (Guiso, Sapienza, & Zingales, 2003, 265ff; Uslaner, 2002). The impact of the Catholic affiliation on

social trust is actually negative in some regressions. Furthermore, referring to the suggestion by Putnam (1993)

that ‘hierarchical religion discourages “horizontal” ties between people and hence the formation of trust’, La Porta,

Lopez de Silanes, Shleifer, and Vishny (1997, pp. 310–311) find in their cross‐country study a negative association
between hierarchical religions (e.g. Catholicism) and social trust.

3 | RELIGION, SOCIAL TRUST, AND DEVIANCE

The main messages of most religions include suggestions for cooperation and for applying prosocial norms such as

loving one's neighbour as oneself or settling differences by practicing forgiveness (Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008).

Even if these rules have not been applied under all circumstances or were interpreted differently (and sometimes

they were even perverted in order to reach political gains such as during the Crusades or in other situations of war),

the main messages remained across time. The ‘institutional vessel' of religion preserved the notion of cooperation

and prosocial behaviour.

Suggesting a framework of prosocial norms as reference points for a religious group of people becomes

reasonable if these norms lead to advantages for other groups (cf. Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2005, p. 30). The

power struggle in the Holy Roman Empire during and after the time of Reformation happened in which hundreds of

groups located in their territories received their religious frameset by order of their local ruler. The differences

between the main forms of Christianity in the Holy Roman Empire – Catholics and Protestants4 – were considered

in seminal publications such as Max Weber's (1930) The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. In the inter-

pretation by Weber (1930, p. 69), Protestants show prosocial behaviour (e.g. “good works”) as “technical means, not

of purchasing salvation, but of getting rid of the fear of damnation.” In Protestantism, prosocial behaviour is not

perceived as necessary for reaching heaven but rather as an outcome of already having received God's promise of

salvation. In Calvinism, which is Weber's confessional background, people “[…] may nevertheless perceive these

deeds as a characteristic signal that this is the type of behavior one would expect from a person who is saved” (van

Elk et al., 2017, p. 66). The latter quotation shows (in accordance with Weber's ideas) that the influence of a
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religious ethic on social and economic practices does not work directly but rather by affecting individuals' per-

ceptions and imaginations.

Material gains and worldly achievements are considered differently from the Catholic and Protestant perspec-

tive. For Calvinists in particular, gains and achievements are indicators of being blessed (and even selected) by God.

Catholics would not consider gains and achievements in this way (of predestination) (Weber, 1930, p. 7). Catholics,

however, were able to atone for their sins with the help of the Church. Weber (1930, p. 71) puts it this way:

To the Catholic the absolution of his Church was a compensation for his own imperfection. The priest

was a magician who performed the miracle of transubstantiation, and who held the key to eternal life

in his hand. One could turn to him in grief and penitence. He dispensed atonement, hope of grace,

certainty of forgiveness […].

The opportunity to buy indulgences was, from Luther's point of view, a crucial point for the need to change the

clerical system of his time. Weber (1930, p. 74) frames it like this:

[…] the practical use made of certain institutions of the Church, above all of indulgences inevitably

counteracted the tendencies toward systematic worldly asceticism. For that reason, it was not felt at

the time of the Reformation to be merely an unessential abuse, but one of the most fundamental evils

of the Church.

In order to capture the situation of Catholics and Protestants after the Reformation in a stylised form, we refer

to a prisoner's dilemma game that suggests that the cost of (norm) deviant behaviour was lower for Catholics. We

assume that religion set up a collective condition that changes the relevance of repentance. If crimes are

committed, social trust is not reaffirmed on the social level between people in general (maybe institutional trust in

government is reaffirmed if many criminals are convicted, but on the social level, this also signals a high‐risk society
where you have to be extremely careful and protect yourself against potential crimes and other sorts of cheating).

The prisoner's dilemma is such a situation in which interdependence between players allows for a cooperative

social trust option in the sense that one has to expect something good done by the other. This expectation is

enforced by general social control, also in relation to strangers. The presence of trust simply increases the chance of

cooperation as the utility of doing so increases. As a result, prosocial trusting behaviour and less criminal behaviour

should be expected for Protestants. These prosocial norms include a number of positive externalities and can lead

to more cooperation and win‐win situations in a society (Gundlach & Svendsen, 2019). In Table 1, the ethical game
with Catholics and Protestants is depicted. The numbers express the utility a player gains from cooperation or non‐
cooperation, and the first number expresses the utility for player 1 whereas the second number expresses the

utility for player 2. Table 1 basically shows how social sanctioning can change the utility payoffs so that cooperation

becomes the preferred option and dominant strategy. Let us see how.

First, take a look at the Catholics. Here, the best choice for overall society is that both players cooperate and cash

in (3,3). This sum of 6 units is the maximum gain. Both players, however, have the incentive not to cooperate. Why?

Because nomatter what the other player chooses to do, it pays best not to cooperate. If player 2 decides to follow the

norm and cooperate (C), then player 1 will not cooperate (D) as 4> 3. If player 2 decides not to cooperate (D), again it
pays player 1 not to cooperate (D) because 2> 1. Thus, the inefficient end result is (2,2) with a sum of 4, which is 2 less
than the sum of 6 units when both cooperate. This so‐called Nash equilibrium shows the dominant strategy nomatter
what the other player chooses to do (Hillman, 2019). The collective action problem posed by Olson (1965) is not

solved, and neither player harvests the extra benefits from cooperation (Svendsen, 2020c).

Social sanctions can, however, be incorporated in the game as shown in the case of the Protestants. Say that

the benefit from defection (D) when the other player cooperates (C) is now lowered from 4 units to 2 as a

consequence of social sanctioning. This utility loss from social sanctioning (that must be deducted) can both be
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caused by social ostracism or personal consciousness (ibid.). As the utility from cooperation is now higher than the

utility from defecting (D) when the other player cooperates (C), that is, 3>2, the new Nash equilibrium occurs at the
win‐win situation where total gain is maximised (3,3). Both players are better off than at (2,2), so this is a Pareto
improvement (ibid.)

Since this game situation can be taken as a paradigm for social cooperation and social exchange, it may serve as a

pattern for the differences by which Protestants and Catholics dealt with penitence. Since the religious socialisation

happened across the centuries, its long‐term consequences may be conceivable in historical data (Nunn, 2009).

4 | EMPIRICAL APPLICATION: CRIME IN GERMANY, 1883–1887 AND 1903–1910

Some long‐term consequences of religious socialisation were also suggested in Max Weber's analysis of the

‘Protestant Ethic’. He exemplified the consequences by indicators of economic success. His suggestions about the

link between the ‘Protestant ethic’ and ‘economic success’ were empirically tested in several studies (see Lenksi,

1961). Also, similar links such as between the ‘Protestant ethic’ and social status or mobility, most often oper-

ationalized as a differential between Catholics and Protestants, were put to empirical testing and revealed rather

inconclusive results (Bouma, 1973; Hayward & Kemmelmeier, 2011).

As our game theoretical example suggests, we are also interested in the differences between Catholics and

Protestants; however, we focus not on economic ramification but on social payoffs for deviating from valid uni-

versalistic norms. The theoretical issues before suggested a difference in religious doctrines: Protestants have

higher costs if they deviate from universalistic rules as they reveal a direct link to God. In the Catholic Church, this

link is rather mediated by clerical authorities. Before the Reformation and sometime after it, Catholics had the

opportunity to buy indulgences or confess their sins to a priest. As a result, the costs for deviating are higher (at

least for specific crimes) for Protestants than for Catholics and should happen less frequently in regions where the

preponderance of citizens belong to the Protestant religion.5

Due to a lack of historical data, we cannot validate this proposition with data from the Reformation era. For an

application, we utilise the assumption that some historical imprints persist to exist such as shown by the ‘Habsburg

effect’ (Becker, Boeckh, Hainz, & Woessmann, 2016a). This effect implies that the high quality of formal institutions

(of the Habsburg Empire) increased predictability and trust by reducing arbitrary corruption and the lack of the rule

TAB L E 1 The ethical game with Catholics and Protestants [Colour table can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.

com]

Note: C indicates a cooperative strategy (cooperation) while D indicates a non‐cooperative strategy (defection).
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of law in both the police and/or the juridical institutions. Spatially, the border of the Habsburg Empire demarcates a

brink that deviates regions with (relatively) high social trust and low corruption, even a long time after the Empire

(cf. Tkalec, 2020). There is also an increasing branch of literature that demonstrates long‐term effects of history on
formal institutions (e.g., North, 1990) or the normative or value basis of a society (such as Putnam, 1993).

For our empirical application, we used data from Johnson (1991). His dataset contains crime data for the years

1883–1887 and 1903–1910 for many territories in Germany. We selected two indicators from the dataset: the

number convicted for dangerous bodily injury per 100,000 (assault and battery) and the number convicted for

simple theft per 100,000 (theft). Both crimes – if discovered – can be considered as spoiling trustful exchanges

among people. We selected one territory with Protestant affiliation: the county of Schleswig‐Holstein, located in
the northern part of contemporary Germany with a direct border to Denmark.

Due to the vicinity to Denmark, some regions in Schleswig‐Holstein were populated by Danish‐speaking citi-
zens. Moreover, two territories with Catholic affiliation were selected from the southern part of Germany, namely

Schwaben and Oberbayern. The religious affiliation of these territories did not change from 1624 (Cantoni, 2015).

Within the counties (Schleswig‐Holstein, Schwaben, and Oberbayern), we computed the average number of people
(relative to 100,000 inhabitants) who were sentenced for offences of ‘assault and battery’ and ‘theft’.

The results in Figure 1 show that there is a strong level difference in ‘assault and battery’ across the counties

(see also Appendix 1). While the number of offences remains relatively stable across the time points within each

county, Oberbayern reveals a much higher average crime level than Schleswig‐Holstein. Schwaben reveals higher
crime levels than Schleswig‐Holstein as well. The valid cases increase in the counties from the first to the second
time span. In 1903–1907, the average number of convicts increases in Schleswig‐Holstein and Schwaben as well,
but the differences in levels still remain. Furthermore, the results suggest that the number of ‘assault and battery’

offences is lower in the Protestant region than in the Catholic ones.

The same picture occurs when “theft” is considered as crime (see Figure 2). Again, the valid cases increase in the

second time span, and again, the average number of crimes is the lowest in Protestant‐affiliated Schleswig‐Holstein
(even if the average number comes near the numbers in Schwaben in 1903–1907). One might consider theft as a

relatively petty crime in comparison to assault and battery. The ‘cost’ of committing theft should, accordingly, be

lower. This might explain why the level differences are more distinct in Figure 1 than in Figure 2.

5 | ANALYSIS OF SCHLESWIG‐HOLSTEIN

While the previous analysis shows a distinction between crime levels due to religious differences, a closer look at

the 25 valid regions in Schleswig‐Holstein reveals that the cultural impact of nationality also accounts for differ-
ences in crime rates (see Figures 3 and 4 and Appendix 2).6

The Danish‐speaking regions reveal the lowest crime rates across the two time spans (a residual category of
regions that was not classifiable is left out of the presentation, but its scores can be derived from the table in

Appendix 2).

The same picture occurs with theft: Danish‐speaking regions reveal lower theft rates than purely German‐
speaking regions. In 1903–1907, the levels ofDanish‐speaking regionsoverlapwith regions inwhichmixed language is
used.

6 | CONCLUSION

The general approach was to study whether religion can affect the social payoffs from universalistic norms such as

law‐abiding and social trust. Our theoretical focus was on ethical game theory and the empirical focus on religion,
crime, and social trust in historic Germany.
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More specifically, we asked whether Catholics are more inclined to violate social norms than Protestants. The

tentative main answer was ‘yes' as Catholics are arguably more inclined to violate social norms because of this

confession's attitude towards the absolution of sins. In contrast, Protestants are simply more likely to cooperate

and follow social norms due to the extra utility from doing so.

Empirically, we found that there are clear differences in the number of crimes in official figures. These data

belong to time periods after the breakdown of the Holy Roman Empire. These level differences (between northern

and southern territories) exemplify that courts sentenced people more often for such crimes in Catholic regions,

which fits the suggestion that the “cost” of crimes was lower in those regions. It also suggests that social life and

trusting exchanges were more frequently spoiled by crimes. In turn, in the Protestant region, trustful social ex-

change could have happened more frequently and was less spoiled by offenses.

A closer look at the data in Schleswig‐Holstein shows that the cultural influences (such as German elements of
culture in contrast to Danish elements of culture) also play a major role (even if they do not explain the differences

between counties). Danish‐oriented regions reveal severely lower crime levels than regions in which German is
used as the language. This also fits the suggestion of research studies that show that social trust is deeply rooted in

Danish history and may be viewed as a necessary precondition for the establishment of the universal Scandinavian

welfare state (Bjørnskov & Svendsen, 2013; Jensen & Svendsen, 2011; Svendsen & Svendsen, 2016).

Our theoretical suggestions based on game theory are, at best, exemplified but not empirically testable by

Johnson's (1991) historical data. Crime data derived from official statistics underlie several biases that root in the

way they are generated, classified, and processed (Graeff & Baur, 2020). A major drawback is their feature that

official statistics were not assembled for scientific reasons (Baur, 2009). Moreover, they merely reflect the (highly

selected) official figures of crime and do not take the unknown rate of dark figures into consideration (Brame,

Turner, & Paternoster, 2010). The detected and prosecuted crimes are strongly influenced by the capabilities of the

prosecuting authorities.

The county crime levels in our analysis do not vary much across time points, which suggests a relative stability

in the way crimes were prosecuted and jurisdictionally treated (within and between the counties; cf. Ulbricht (2018)

for an analysis of documented (corruption) cases and their historic particularities in Schleswig‐Holstein). The level
differences can – most probably – not be explained by wealth (and most likely not by other economic variables) as

the southern parts of Germany were more affluent in those times (Orsagh, 1968, p. 296). It is also not likely that

differences in the jurisdictional system accounted for the results as the courts refer to the same (or, at least, rather

similar) laws.7

The differences are, at least to some degree, associated with social factors (including religious affiliation) that

set the normative framework for committing crimes or building social trust. We suggest this in conjunction with the
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assumptions and results that came up in the wake of research on the long‐term effects of historic events or

conditions. We consider the incentives in the ethical game as long‐term factors.

Apparently, there have been and still are other differences between Catholics and Protestants that demarcate

these forms of Christianity. The appearance of Catholic churches reflects with its figures (of saints or other reli-

giously important persons) the glimpse of mystic (cf. Weber, 1930, p. 71) that is absent in the Protestant churches.

The adoration of saints in the Catholic Church still practices the acceptance of dogmas (such as Mary's Immaculate

Conception). Catholics refer strongly to (Catholic) traditions in their religious practices, the directions given by the

clerical authorities (e.g. the Pope), and the Bible. Protestants reject the authority of the pope and also reject the

adoration of saints. From their point view, believers should pray to God directly and should avoid the veneration of

saints or their figures.

Since Luther, Protestants should focus on the Bible alone as a source of believing. Priests are not needed to

understand the Bible's content – this is left in the responsibility of each believer alone with the help of the Holy

Spirit. Catholics and Protestants revealed in history differences in literacy. These differences trace back to Luther's

exhortation to be able to read and interpret the Bible on one's own, which led to the establishment of elementary

schools and thus to the accumulation of human capital all over Protestant territories during the 19th century

(Becker & Woessmann, 2009). These differences might, however, contribute little or nothing when it comes to

explaining differences in crime occurrence or cooperative behaviour, even when these differences still exist since

Reformation times.

North (1990) suggested that historic events have the capability to influence the generation and the main-

tenance of formal institutions from past days up to today. Beliefs, values, and social norms that were generated in

historic days could also exert an influence on contemporary societies and collective action problems (Weber,

1930); Putnam, 1993). Arguably, several different factors might contribute to the maintenance of long‐term
effects such as geographical, climate, or political conditions or specific skills or knowledge of certain groups in the

population (Bluedorn, Valentinyi, & Vlassopoulos, 2019; Glaeser, La Porta, Lopez‐de‐Silanes, & Shleifer, 2004).
Other studies reaffirm the suggestion that the threat of receiving punishment by God for committed sins alters

the probability of deviating from universalistic norms. In the studies by Shariff and Norenzayan (2011), students are

less likely to cheat on academic tasks if they believe more strongly in God's punishing nature and not in his kind

nature. Shariff and Rhemtulla (2012, p. 1) conclude, “[…] supernatural punishment is associated with increases in

normative behavior, […] the concept of supernatural benevolence to be associated with decreases in normative

behavior.” One major reason for this is the universality of God's presence in contrast to criminal prosecuting au-

thorities. If God is considered a deterrent to crime, crime occurrence is reduced. Cooperation and prosocial

behaviour could happen more often. In turn, if God is considered forgiving (or if there is an opportunity to atone for

sins), the occurrence of crimes is not decreased.8

Another condition for crime reduction by deterrence is a strong belief in the afterlife (Cosgel & Miceli, 2018).

This implies that deterrence only works if religion (and the belief in God and his commandments) actually matters.

Due to secularisation, nowadays, there are a lot more atheists than in the Reformation era. Interestingly, despite

the pervasive existence of atheists, a strong decreasing effect of the ‘belief in hell' on several crimes (such as assault

or theft) was found in the study by Shariff and Rhemtulla (2012), who applied a cross‐country analysis with
“contemporary” data from World Value Survey's waves 1981–2007. Religion still matters today, and the long‐term
influence of historic events might still be observable. Our suggestion is that the Christian religion (roughly classified

as Protestants and Catholics) mattered according to the incentives due to an ethical game that revealed differences

in dealing with sins.

It is important to note that our suggestion of the ethical game and its ramifications for Protestants and

Catholics is tentative and needs further research. The historical dataset of official figures comes with some missing

data. The conclusions for the regions in Germany (Schleswig‐Holstein, Schwaben, and Oberbayern) need to be
retested for other regions, and in particular, the role of cities needs to be considered. According to Max Weber and
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other scholars, cities play a central role in societal development, in particular when it comes to crime and criminal

issues such as corruption and the lack of social trust (Engels & Monier, 2017, p. 18).
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ENDNOTES
1 Smith ([1766] 1975: 456) renders the idea of the invisible hand this way: ‘[…] every individual necessarily labours to

render the annual revenue of society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public

interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it […] He intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases,

led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention’.
2 Some modern theories of crime, such as Wikström's (2019) Situational Action Theory (‘moral filter’) or specific approaches
about corruption (‘universalistic vs. particularistic norms’) such as Graeff (2016), take the ethical/normative part of

criminal trespassing explicitly into consideration (even if they do not consider ‘sins’ in the religious sense). In the same

vein, our analysis in this paper deals with a very specific condition for the occurrence of crime that fits in some respects

with those theoretical propositions.
3 The main points of criticism focussed on the Pope and the Church's pretension to sell (divine) grace through man‐made
rules. This is documented in Thesis 58: ‘Nor are they the merits of Christ and the saints, for, even without the pope, the

latter always work grace for the inner man, and the cross, death, and hell for the outer man’ (WA 1, 236,14‐15).
4 In fact, there were a lot of religious factions and specific groups among Catholics and Protestants. We subsume those

factions among the labels ‘Catholics' and ‘Protestants' due to fact that an in‐depth consideration of specific groups is
hardly possible within the scope of the paper.

5 Again, it is important to stress that indulgences apply (in the theological sense) only to venial sins. Therefore, from a strict

theoretical point of view, the sale of indulgences could be considered a minor point. The difference between Protestants

and Catholics that may have mattered in practice was the (Catholic) opportunity of getting a remission of punishment (in

contrast to the Protestant impossibility of getting rid of any sins through human efforts).
6 There has been much literature on national identity of (Danish and German) minorities in Schleswig‐Holstein in
history (Briggs, 2005) and their cultural ramifications. Due to space limits, we are not able to elaborate on these

interesting topics, such as the duality (Zweiströmigkeit) of Danish ethnic identities in Schleswig‐Holstein (Petersen, 2000,
p. 16).

7 Moreover, it is unlikely that influences of political events (such as the ‘culture war’ against the Catholic Church starting in

1873) did bias our empirical application severely since only the northern parts of Germany belonged to Prussia. Given the

weak database and the rather complex combinations of religious, political, and economic conditions, questions of

causality cannot be properly addressed within our study. Moreover, even similar laws across different parts of Germany

do not warrant that those laws were not interpreted (regionally) differently.
8 We do not disregard the positive effects of believing in God's benevolence and love, e.g. in his forgiving nature, such as

when dealing with critical situations in life (Ironson, 2011) or for maintaining mental health (Koening, 2018, p. 205ff.). We

focus on the distinction between having the opportunity to atone for sins or not as being relevant for ethical behavior

when crimes, cooperation, or trust is considered.
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APPENDIX 1 Descriptive statistics of convicts per 100,000 inhabitants

Assault and battery Theft

1883–1887 1903–1907 1883–1887 1903–1907

Schleswig‐Holstein

Mean 55.37 98.97 129.84 182.48

Std. dev. 29.31 38.87 67 82.18

N (valid cases) 19 25 19 25

Schwaben

Mean 155.70 232 197 212

Std. dev. 20.03 59.97 36.10 120.63

N (valid cases) 3 17 3 17

Oberbayern

Mean 388 383.06 256.38 279.12

Std. dev. 100.94 126.40 43 89.67

N (valid cases) 8 17 8 17

APPENDIX 2 Descriptive statistics of convicts per 100,000 inhabitants in regions of Schleswig‐Holstein

Assault and battery Theft

1883–1887 1903–1907 1883–1887 1903–1907

Purely German speaking (Eider, Steinburg, Hztm Lauenburg, Pinneberg, Oldenburg, Plön, Segeberg, Nore)

Mean 71.25 111.63 137.5 151.75

Std. dev. 26.27 38.83 38 40.12

N (valid cases) 8 8 8 8

Danish speaking (at least 50%) (Flensburg Süd, Flensburg Nord, Tondern, Hadersleben, Apenrode, Sonderburg)

Mean 20 56.83 80.5 155.67

Std. dev. 6.78 14.19 11.12 70.73

N (valid cases) 4 6 4 6

Mixed language (Bordesholm, Altona, Kiel Stadt, Schleswig, Stormarn, Rendsburg, Eckernförde)

Mean 65.2 122.43 179 247.71

Std. dev. 20.41 32.28 101.40 99.49

N (valid cases) 5 7 5 7

Other (Wends, Frisian) (Husum, Suderbar)

Mean 38 91.5 75 111.5

Std. dev. 26.87 50.20 29.70 60.10

N (valid cases) 2 2 2 2
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