Thomas Max Safley. Charity and Economy in the Orphanages of Early Modern Augsburg. Atlantic Highlands, N.J.:
Humanities Press, 1996. xiii + 350 pp. $70.00 (cloth), ISBN 978-0-391-03983-4.
Reviewed by Joseph F. Patrouch (Department of History, Florida International University)
Published on H-German (July, 1998)
Readers of H-German have had the benefit over the
last year or two from Thomas Max Safley’s insights concerning early modern central European societies.[1] This
fact-filled and provocative book is the tenth volume in
the series Studies in Central European Histories edited
by Thomas A. Brady, Jr. and Roger Chickering. The
series has included works by the editors themselves as
well as English translations of German scholarship by Peter Blickle and Otto Buesch. Recent volumes by Miriam
Usher Chrisman, John Theibault, and Peter G. Wallace
have already been reviewed in this discussion group.[2]
The book presently under review follows Safley’s 1984
treatise Let No Man Put Asunder: The Control of Marriage in the German Southwest: A Comparative Study
1550-1600. In the new work, the first volume of a multipart project analyzing archival information on orphans,
Safley again utilizes a comparative method, this time
while balancing the institutional developments of the
Catholic and Lutheran city orphanages which were established in Augsburg following the end of the Thirty
Years’ War. This approach is in some ways similar to
his method in the earlier book, where he compared divorce and marriage proceedings in various Catholic and
Protestant jurisdictions.

thousand Augsburg orphans between 1572 and 1806, is
also in the works. Apparently this industrious scholar of
early modern central European social history is undertaking still another project, based on an autobiography
of a merchant.

Safley uses his archival evidence to challenge a series of important theories and theses concerning the social, religious, and economic histories of Europe. These
include Gerhard Oestreich’s theories of Sozialdisziplinierung and Michel Foucault’s grande renfermement, ideas
concerning “confessionalization,” Max Weber’s assertions concerning the relationship between religion and
capitalism (together with the ideas of others about the
roots of European capitalism), theories about the role of
early modern poor relief, and even literary portrayals of
the dreary life of the institutionalized orphan. He does
this through a painstaking analysis of the administrative records of the Augsburg orphanages–records which
show the common-sense empiricism of the orphanage
administrators. These men’s records show them feeling
their way through daily choices in a particular historical and social context. As Safely puts it, his book “is a
study of the actual relief of poverty, of piecemeal empirical choices rather than sweeping heuristic metaphors”
This new work, Safley says in his preface, is the re- (p. 13).
sult of a two-year stay in Augsburg supported by the
Tied to this criticism of metaphor is his specific
Alexander von Humboldt Foundation and sponsored by
counter
to Oestreich and Foucault as well in an introWolfgang Reinhard. While there, Safley analyzed sources
ductory section titled “The Perspective of History and
found in the Stadtsarchiv, together with material from
Munich’s Bayrisches Hauptstaatsarchiv. In Augsburg, the Limits of Theory” (pp. 7-11). There, Safley states,
“[s]weeping metaphors, such as communalization or sothe manuscript sources consulted were listed under Reichsstadt Akten in three categories: Almosenamt, Evan- cial discipline and great enclosure, may characterize the
general process and intention of early modern poor relief,
gelisches Wesensarchiv, and Katholisches Wesensarchiv.
Safley repeatedly points out that the present volume is but they fail to capture the mundane choices and transonly one of the publications planned as the result of this actions that amounted to their realization” (p. 7). This
research project; another volume called Children on the is not to say that his book is not concerned with such isEdge: Expectation and Experience Among the Orphans of sues, particularly those tied to the concept of discipline: a
Early Modern Augsburg, a prosopographical study of six review of the index shows twenty-five references to var1

