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In 2003, regime change was one of the most prominent and publicly 
pro moted aims of the contro versial mili tary cam paign by the United 
States and the United King dom to topple the Iraqi dictator ship and in
stall a new demo cratic govern ment, which aimed to trans form a former 
‘rogue state’ into a new liberal–democratic nation. With hind sight, we 
can see the short comings of both the mili tary cam paign and the polit
ical re organ ization that came after wards. Some now even regard Iraq as 
a failed state in a worse condition than it was before the war.

Regime change is the prism through which the theologianturned
historian Peter Howson exam ines the trans form ation of postwar 
Ger many under the Brit ish adminis tration. He focuses on the Re
ligious Af fairs Branch in the Brit ish zone, a unique organ ization in 
the occu pation system of the Allied powers in Ger many. It mainly 
dealt with adminis trative ques tions, such as co ordin ating meet ings 
with German clergy, main tain ing com munication chan nels with the 
churches in Ger many, and organ izing trips be tween Brit ain and Ger
many for clergy. Inter est ingly, it was estab lished not least be cause the 
arch bishop of Canter bury felt it neces sary to have an organ ization 
that dealt with re ligious ques tions. It was evi dently be lieved that the 
ideo logical re orient ation of the German popu lation re quired the co
operation of the Chris tian churches, which would create a Chris tian 
found ation for re build ing a demo cratic state.

Howson’s study connects with several current debates in con
temporary his tory. It is ob viously of inter est to re searchers seek ing 
to under stand how the occu pation re gimes in postwar Ger many 
func tioned. Howson’s case study illus trates the kinds of issues the 
occu pation author ities dealt with and in how much detail they at
tempt ed to ad dress par ticular topics. However, he also shows how 
limit ed their room for man oeuvre could be and what resist ance they 
en countered in a pre viously hos tile coun try. Here, the study allows 
inter est ing con clusions to be drawn about the func tion ing of occu
pation regimes and regime change.
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Interestingly, the British authorities’ limited scope for action was 
not due to resist ance from groups that were still com mit ted to the 
Na tional Social ist regime. Rather, accord ing to Howson, it was partly 
the op posite: Brit ish inter est in the pol itics of the churches after 1945 
was per ceived, not least by Cath olic clergy and espe cially by Bishop 
Clemens August Graf von Galen, as in tru sive and un neces sary for 
Ger many’s ideo logical re orient ation. Von Galen, who had been one of 
the most open critics of the regime within the Cath olic Church during 
Na tional Social ism, did not hold back with his cen sure of the Brit ish 
occu piers, criti cizing attacks by the mili tary on the civil ian popu lation 
and reject ing the im putation of German collect ive guilt. One of the 
main argu ments put for ward by critics of the British occu pation was 
that Na tional Social ism had dis appeared almost over night after the 
defeat. National ism, how ever, still seemed to be pres ent, in cluding 
among the clergy—but how could this be dis tinguished from Na
tional Social ism?

Dealing with the German past also proved challenging in re lation 
to the Prot est ant churches, partly because it was not easy for the Brit
ish occu pation author ities to grasp the com plex organ izational and 
polit ical struc tures of Prot est ant ism in Ger many, and partly be cause 
the Prot est ant chur ches were more polit ically en tangled with Na
tional Social ism. How ever, this made it pos sible to strive for a polit ical 
re orient ation in German Prot est ant ism, which was success fully re
flect ed in the Stutt gart Declar ation of Guilt in 1945.

Findings such as these place the study in a context that goes beyond 
the every day dif ficulties of an occu pation regime in a formerly totali
tarian coun try. In both Brit ain and Ger many, the postwar years saw a 
partial re naissance of organ ized Christian ity. Callum Brown (among 
others) has shown this im pressively for the Brit ish con text,1 and for 
West Ger many, Kris tian Buchna has asked how far the 1950s can be 
de scribed as a ‘cler ical decade’.2 In his magis ter ial study of the Oldham 
Group, the histor ian of re ligion John Wood demon strates the extent 
to which even intel lectual ag nostics felt society should be based on 

1 Callum G. Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secular isation, 
1800–2000, 2nd edn (London, 2009).
2 Kristian Buchna, Ein klerikales Jahrzehnt? Kirche, Konfession und Politik in der 
Bundes republik der 1950er Jahre (BadenBaden, 2014).
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Chris tian found ations in order to pre vent it from slip ping into follow
ing danger ous totali tarian integra tive ideol ogies.3 In Ger many itself, 
the debate con tinues to this day and is known as the Böcken förde di
lemma.4 Only at first glance is it sur prising that the occu pation regime 
by a coun try which un doubtedly went on to become one of the most 
secular ized soci eties in Europe relied on signifi cant help from the 
Chris tian churches in the late 1940s to bring about a success ful regime 
change. Brit ain was still a very Chris tian coun try at this time, and 
until the late 1980s the Church of Eng land played an un usually strong 
polit ical role com pared to that of churches in other European nations. 

Unfortunately, the relevant debates in Great Britain and in the 
Brit ish occu pation zone some times play a rather inci dental role in 
Howson’s investi gation. Howson him self points out that many Brit
ish files from the occu pation are no longer avail able. How ever, the 
fact that debates often play a second ary role in Howson’s book is 
also re lated to the tasks of the Re ligious Affairs Branch, which were 
primar ily adminis trative in nature. There is a lot to learn in Howson’s 
study about the spe cific prob lems of German bishops’ trips abroad 
or the organ ization of the visit to Ger many by the bishop of Chich
ester, George Bell. But here, des pite its other wise im pressive pre cision 
and meticu lous evalu ation of sources, the study some times gets lost 
in tech nical detail. Nor do the very long source quota tions, some times 
ex tend ing over more than one page, con tri bute very much to the co
herence of Howson’s argu ment. Care ful read ing is re quired to avoid 
over look ing inter est ing obser vations amid the de tailed descrip tions 
of every day life and the long source ex tracts that are not always inter
pret ed and fully explained.

Howson is obviously concerned with doing justice to his object of 
re search by assidu ously de scribing and docu ment ing its activ ities. 
He seeks to assess the prac tical role of the Re ligious Affairs Branch 
in facili tating co operation be tween Brit ish and German clergy and in 

3 John Wood, This is Your Hour: Christian Intellectuals in Britain and the Crisis of 
Europe, 1937–49 (Manchester, 2019).
4 ErnstWolfgang Böckenförde, ‘Die Entstehung des Staates als Vorgang der 
Säkularisation’, in id., Recht, Staat, Freiheit, 2nd edn (Frankfurt am Main, 2006), 
92–114, at 112: ‘The free, secular state lives by preconditions that it cannot 
guaran tee itself. That is the great risk it has taken for the sake of freedom.’
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enabling Christian life in postwar Germany—not least be cause the 
organ ization’s work has gone largely un noticed until now. In any 
case, Howson suc ceeds in demon strating the import ance assigned to 
church struc tures and Chris tian thought in Brit ish occu pation policy. 
The in flu ence of cer tain indi viduals also becomes clear, such as George 
Bell, but also August Marahrens, the bishop of Han over, who stood 
for a Prot est ant church that had co operated with the regime under 
Na tional Social ism and partly fol lowed its ideol ogy. In de scribing 
per sonal en counters and differ ences be tween these two church men, 
Howson notes import ant details: for ex ample, Bell’s biting remark 
about Marahrens that there would have been no ecclesi astical resist
ance if all church officials had behaved as he did.

This is a study that could make an important con tri bution to 
under stand ing the role of re ligion in tran sitional soci eties and the pro
cesses behind the found ing of the Fed eral Repub lic. In any case, it is 
a valu able con tri bution to the on going debate on the found ations of 
a Westernstyle lib eral dem ocracy. Yet how import ant a role the Re
ligious Affairs Branch played in estab lish ing a demo cratic mental ity 
based on Christian ity is not easy to deduce from Howson’s obser
vations. There is no doubt that the organ ization could make only a 
small con tri bution on its own. Read ing Howson’s book, how ever, 
leaves one some what scep tical even of that limit ed role. In the end, 
per haps the prac tical ex peri ence of an eco nomic ally success ful dem
ocracy was more import ant for the estab lish ment of a demo cratic 
soci ety and cul ture than the ex ternal at tempt to pro mote the re
construction of a Christianoriented culture. 
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