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The Walberberg Circle
The Social Ethics of the German Dominicans

Wolfgang ockenfels 

To understand the history of the ‘Walberberg circle’, we need to look at 
the interest in social ethics espoused by some german Dominicans who, at 
the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, were 
important in organising and providing an impetus for the christian social 
movement. It was in the context of this movement that the ‘Walberberger’ 
were later to play an important part in the development of social catholi-
cism.

of central importance here is albert Maria Weiss op (1844–1925), who 
taught in fribourg. He was a close friend of karl freiherr von Vogelsang 
and a member of the Union de fribourg, which did the preliminary work 
for the encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891). In his book Liberalismus und Chris-
tentum (liberalism and christianity), Weiss had strongly criticised the then 
dominant ideological liberalism. He had also written a two-volume work 
of apologetics, Soziale Frage und Soziale Ordnung (social Question and social 
order). karl, fürst zu löwenstein (1834–1921), was also active in the ‘Union 
de fribourg’, and, as a member of the centre Party and the general commis-
sioner of the Deutsche Katholikentage, was among the main figures in the 
christian social movement. In 1908, Prince löwenstein joined the Domini-
can order as ‘Pater Raymundus’.

In the 1930s, and then especially after the second World War, the Domini-
cans in germany (the Dominican province of Teutonia) achieved a public 
significance that went far beyond the traditional Dominican preoccupations 
of preaching, pastoral work and theology. In the post-war regeneration of the 
federal Republic, the activities instigated at, or associated with, the priory at 
Walberberg were of great socio-ethical, and also socio-political, consequence. 
This priory is situated in a (then strategically advantageous) small village 
between the cities of Bonn and cologne, and, until the mid 1970s, housed the 
philosophical and theological studium.

The name of ‘Walberberg’ is connected mainly with a circle of five re-
nowned Dominicans: laurentius siemer (1888–1956), eberhard Welty (1902–
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1965), arthur f. Utz (1908–2001), edgar nawroth (born 1912) and Basilius 
streithofen (born 1925). Via numerous initiatives and publications, and the 
establishment of various institutions, these figures achieved a high profile, 
even though one could hardly have talked about a ‘Walberberg mass move-
ment’. Rather, the circle’s activities, and the activities of other figures con-
nected with it, need to be seen within the broader context of the christian 
social movement, for which the circle provided an important impetus.

In siemer, the ‘Walberberger’ had someone who knew how to get initia-
tives moving; in Welty, it had a source of keen insight into the circle’s pro-
grammatic aims; in Utz, an outstanding systematic thinker; in nawroth, an 
understanding of ideological critique; and in streithofen, a political adviser 
effective with the public. These ‘strong’ personalities did not form a circle 
held together by teamwork or group dynamics; nor did they give rise to a 
common ‘school’. Rather, each had a strong sense of individualism, and from 
time to time this brought them into competition with each other – which may 
well have enhanced their productivity. for this reason, this cursory look back 
at the ‘Walberberger’ will introduce the main players individually, in order to 
relate them to each other. for all their spiritual and political diversity, and 
however we judge the level of individual contributions, the ‘Walberberger’, 
like the other Dominicans of their generation, cherished a common identi-
fication with the Order’s Thomist traditions, and were connected in their 
loyalty to the social teaching of the church.

laURenTIUs sIeMeR (1888–1956)
Descended from an old line of farmers, siemer was born on 8 March 1888, in 
elisabethfehn (in oldenburg’s Münsterland), the sixth of ten children. even 
at school he was regarded as particularly self-confident, talented in speaking 
and interested in literature. after joining the order in 1908, he completed 
his theological studies at the Dominican studium (then still in Düsseldorf), 
qualifying as a lector. after a short period teaching at the Dominican college 
for Missionaries, in Vechta, he studied languages and history at the univer-
sity of Münster. His dissertation for the staatsexamen in 1920 discusses The 
Active Life and the Contemplative Life according to Saint Thomas Aquinas. It was 
at this time that he first became involved with the Catholic Centre Party. 
although his provincial intended siemer for doctoral studies, the Master of 
the Dominicans appointed him Rector of the Dominican boarding school in 
Vechta. He held this office for 12 years, and devoted this time to extensive 
reform of the boarding school in the spirit of the Boy scout movement.
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In 1932 siemer was elected provincial of the german Dominicans. He 
held this office until 1946, and in this second phase of his life he achieved 
political, perhaps even historical, significance. One of his first decisions in 
office was to set up a unified institution of learning in Walberberg, and to 
found further priories which were later assigned to the Dominican province 
of south germany and austria. He oversaw the publication of the Deutsche 
Thomas-Ausgabe (german edition of the works of Thomas aquinas), and had 
the works of st albert the great edited.

He vehemently distanced himself from the national socialist regime and 
rejected all possibility of compromise. Within the province itself he strictly 
forbade any collaboration. It was not long before the regime began taking 
arbitrary measures – above all through the gestapo. In the spring of 1935 he 
was arrested, subjected to nine and a half months of examination, placed on 
trial, convicted of ‘obtaining money through unlawful means’, but was then 
acquitted on appeal in 1936. siemer was lucky – some other Dominicans 
died in prison or in the concentration camps. The growing nazi terror and 
war of aggression strengthened siemer’s willingness to take part in active 
resistance. On the one hand, he justified resistance to the unjust state in bib-
lical terms, citing acts 5: 29: ‘We must obey god rather than men.’ on the 
other, he became increasingly convinced that natural law made it impossible 
to acknowledge the national socialist state as a state, since it saw its essence 
as power and not in promoting the common good.

another reason why siemer’s readiness to take part in the resistance be-
came much more radical, and led to his ‘reckless’ and ‘single-minded’ par-
ticipation in the organised conspiracy against the nazi state, was that he saw 
how ineffectual and half-hearted were the pastoral letters and other episco-
pal initiatives in which he was involved. first of all, siemer joined a circle of 
resistance workers in cologne, which had emerged from the katholische ar-
beiterbewegung (catholic Workers’ Movement). among its members, most 
of whom were executed following the assassination attempt on Hitler of 20 
July 1944, was eberhard Welty. siemer had consulted his friend and fellow 
Dominican because Welty, with his established record in the field of social 
ethics, was in a position to develop a model for the system of government 
and society which, as we shall see, served after the war as the programmatic 
basis for one of the christian democratic parties (the cDU).

autumn 1942 brought the memorable encounter between siemer, still 
working for the resistance in cologne, and carl goerdeler. This meeting 
sealed siemer’s involvement in the conspiracy against Hitler. as head of the 
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resistance in kreisau, goerdeler was directly involved in the plot to topple 
the regime, and, following a successful assassination attempt, was to become 
chancellor. siemer produced for goerdeler a legal blueprint on the future 
relationship between church and state. However, the assassination attempt 
failed, and Siemer fled to avoid arrest. He remained in hiding with friends 
in his native oldenburg until the end of the war. The police ‘wanted’ poster 
read: ‘Wanted: the Provincial of the Dominican order, Josef siemer, known 
as Pater laurentius, who was involved in leading the preparations for the 
attack on the Führer of July 20, 1944. He fled immediately before arrest’.

after the British liberation, siemer set up his headquarters in the priory 
at Walberberg. ‘Under laurentius siemer, Walberberg has become a bastion 
of all those aims and aspirations directed at reawakening christian social 
teaching’, commented Leo Schwering, the driving force of the fledgeling 
Cologne CDU, which, in July 1945, brought out its first manifesto – Kölner 
Leitsätze (cologne Principles). But the actual intellectual head of these found-
ing members of the cDU, recruited primarily from the ranks of resistance 
survivors, was eberhard Welty.

It was also Welty who had developed the concept of a christian socialism 
that would be sharply distinguished from Marxism, and which is mentioned 
in the preamble to the cologne Principles. During the negotiations, siemer 
insisted on including the adjectives ‘christian socialist’ in the name of the 
party. His request was turned down. Heated disputes with schwering en-
sued, and from then on siemer withdrew from party politics. He did still try 
to correct the cDU’s manifesto, as later changed by konrad adenauer. When 
siemer visited adenauer in Rhöndorf, the latter ‘gratefully accepted almost 
all my criticisms, but showed little willingness to carry out my proposed 
amendment to the section on the cDU’s social demands,’ reported siemer. 
as a co-founder and friend of the cDU he was much respected in the party, 
but he never became a member.

The journal Die Neue Ordnung (The new order) was founded in 1946, 
with siemer as editor and Welty as chief writer, though siemer contributed 
only rarely. an article on ‘The german People and Militarism’, in which he 
mounted a fierce attack on Prussian militarism, caused great uproar and 
brought siemer widespread criticism, mainly because of the dubious thesis 
that ‘militarism was almost inherent to the Prussian state, because it ran in 
the blood of the Prussian people.’

In 1946 Siemer seemed to be past his peak. He kept a low profile in the 
cDU, following the failure of his proposals. Within the Dominican order he 
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was resented for his 14 years of strict rule. He was replaced as provincial, 
but new tasks presented themselves for him – primarily of an apostolic na-
ture. In 1947 he was elected chairman of the West german Union of superi-
ors. In 1949 he co-founded and became secretary general of the katholische 
Deutsche akademikerschaft (catholic german academic society), and held 
this office until 1951.

The respect and, indeed, popularity that he commanded in germany 
were due largely to his numerous radio talks and television appearances. He 
was effortlessly at home in this new medium. He published a number of his 
addresses under the title So sind wir Menschen (This Is how We are). former 
chancellor Heinrich Brüning said that ‘they express such deep thoughts in 
such simple words that they will make all good people think, and are bound 
to give them new and steadfast support’.

siemer spent his last years at st andreas convent, which, under the 
‘White cardinal’ (as he was respectfully called), became a spiritual centre in 
cologne. President Theodor Heuss awarded him the highest german hon-
our, the Bundesverdienstkreuz (cross of Merit). on 21 october 1956, siemer 
died of a heart condition.

eBeRHaRD WelTy (1902–1965)
Welty came from a modest background. His father was a master tailor in an-
holt, Westphalia. Welty was born there on 15 september 1902, the eldest of 11 
children. In 1922 he joined the Dominican order, studying at the Dominican 
studium in Düsseldorf, where, after qualifying as lector in 1930, and follow-
ing the studium’s move to Walberberg, he would lecture on ethics and moral 
theology. In addition to lecturing, he studied economics and sociology at 
the University of cologne, obtaining a doctorate in political science there in 
1935. At Cologne, his thinking was influenced by the important sociologist 
leopold von Wiese (who specialised in theories of relation), the economist 
christian eckhart, and, above all, Theodor Brauer, a catholic social ethics 
specialist, who had close relations with the christian trade unions. a major 
factor in Welty’s engagement with social philosophy was albertus Magnus, 
whose ‘extensive and compelling interest in social questions’ aroused his 
admiration, and to whom he devoted his doctoral dissertation.

Welty’s deductive social philosophy and social ethics are based on a 
metaphysics of sociality which owes much to Thomas aquinas’ thinking on 
wholeness and order, while also being strongly influenced by Thomist views 
of natural law. His dissertation (1935) was on the ontological determination 
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of ‘community and individual’, and the natural means of classifying them. 
This was his first substantial piece, and it is much respected. In it, the char-
acteristic outlines of his life’s work begin to emerge – the constant struggle 
to establish the proper connection between communal identity and personal 
independence. 

for Welty, the community is ordered in a dual fashion: the whole of the 
community is ordered in accordance with its goal, while the different parts 
of the community are ordered in relation to each other. The common good 
is the essential goal of the community, which is seen as a ‘living whole’ and 
an ‘organism’. In this organism the whole lives from the parts, and the parts 
from the whole. There is a mutual process of holding in place and being 
held in place. The community-organism’s constitution reads: ‘the welfare 
and the needs of the whole are fundamental. The place and the activity of 
the individual parts are determined by the whole. all will and all action is 
related to the whole. Within a community, people are not mere pieces or 
customers, but limbs and organs. They are not engaged in transactions, but 
perform functions, that is, they fulfil communal tasks in dedication to the 
whole – contributing to the whole on the basis of their understanding of the 
whole.’

Working out the natural ontological and teleological determination of the 
human person and community as communal beings allows Welty to draw 
conclusions about the obligations of individuals in their relation with the 
community, and the mutual rights and duties of the community and the 
individual are established in general terms. from this Welty develops an 
ideal social order: a community structured in tiers, whose unified character 
is guaranteed above all by the state as the highest and most encompassing 
form of community.

His reflections on the ‘vocational order’ (following Quadragesimo Anno, in 
1931) make clear, though, that thinking in terms of wholeness does not have 
to lead to a collectivist conception of society, and that the unifying function 
of the state is not to be confused with the ‘corporative’ state or with the 
führerstaat, both of which are totalitarian in nature. In Welty’s model of 
community, structured ‘from the bottom up’, there is a guiding principle 
of subsidiarity and self-government, that is, communities can, in line with 
natural law, pursue their own goals. ‘It should be governed and run in such 
a way that the lowest community is compromised as little as possible in its 
activities and decision-making ability – although this community is joined 
to the rest, it should perform its functions freely, so that it has the broadest 
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possible opportunity to find ways of integrating its actions and making them 
productive for the greater whole.’

Welty distinguishes his system from two other lines of thinking. against 
othmar spann, whose mystical universalism admits the reality of the indi-
vidual only as a component part, Welty emphasises the self-possession of 
the spirit in its determinate existence, the ‘substantial reality of spirit’. But 
both spann and Welty provide a critique of ‘solidarism’ (as propounded by 
Heinrich Pesch sj), which Welty accuses of ‘unduly over-emphasising the 
individual’. It is methodologically legitimate, says Welty, to begin with the 
individual person, so long as this does not weaken the connection between 
individual freedom and an overall goal. But by using the community to coun-
teract the individual’s need to ‘complete’ himself, Welty argues, solidarism 
reduces the community’s function to one of mere utility. Most advocates of 
solidarism pointed to the freedom of the individual with a vehemence that 
Welty found ‘wearisome and almost oppressive’. But he was concerned to 
formulate a synthesis between the one-sidedness of universalism and soli-
darism, in order to express the mutual relationship between community and 
individual (the ‘communal individual’).

In response to Welty, gustav gundlach sj sought to defend solidarism as 
a ‘timely concretisation of that most universal of social-metaphysical norms’ 
which, gundlach argued, Welty too had used to express nothing more than 
an aspect of the scholastic legacy. for the rest, gundlach did not, ‘under 
present circumstances’ (1936!), find it wearisome or oppressive to put the 
emphasis on freedom. In Was nun? (What Now?) in 1945, his first work af-
ter the war, Welty appears in some respects to have adopted this emphasis, 
though he has converted neither to solidarism nor, therefore, to the Jesuit 
personalist school: 

so harshly have we been deprived of the good of freedom that its value 
has become clearer to us than before. freedom does not, of course, mean 
totally relinquishing the ties that bind us. But we do not only want to 
recall those deep and far-reaching ties – we want above all to emphasise 
once more that freedom is a gift of nature given to humans, that it is the 
only just form, and the only just expression, of human action. our nature 
is constituted by freedom; what defines us as people is our ability to act 
freely, to decide freely for ourselves and to integrate freely with others. 
This also applies completely to our attitudes towards the community, and 
within the whole of communal life.
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During the Third Reich, Welty was more anxious than his mentor, siemer, 
and cautiously kept a low profile, limiting his publications to politically neu-
tral subjects: apart from Gemeinschaft und Einzelmensch (community and In-
dividual) only a few journal articles appeared. He devoted himself to further 
studies, worked on the Deutsche Thomas-Ausgabe and lectured on ethics and 
moral theology in Walberberg, where he was entrusted with the offices of 
studentenmagister (Master of students) from 1933 to 1937, Prior (1937–1939) 
and Regent of studies (1937–1954). at the outbreak of war, the priory at Wal-
berberg was converted into a military hospital, and later taken charge of 
by the gestapo. some priests, including Welty, were allowed to stay on at 
Walberberg as nursing staff and pastoral workers.

Via siemer, his provincial, Welty entered the cologne resistance move-
ment in 1941. siemer, who was not himself trained in social ethics and was 
out of his depth in theoretical matters, gave his confrere the task of working 
out principles for a new social order and system of government. Meetings 
took place in private residences, and necessarily took on a conspiratorial air. 
Documents were discussed which Welty, too, had been involved in drawing 
up. following the attack on Hitler, Welty was saved from being arrested as 
a conspirator by having only once attended a meeting in cologne (presum-
ably in June 1944) and going unobserved. such caution was certainly called 
for, since, in Walberberg, Welty was living under the same roof as the ge-
stapo, which had taken charge of the military hospital there.

Welty was able to keep his work on a ‘christian system of living’ and ‘the 
new order in the german lands’ safe. Immediately after the war they were 
a central point of discussion in the deliberations for the cologne Principles. 
During these deliberations, ‘Christian Socialism’ was spoken of for the first 
time within the nascent Rhineland cDU. The papers appeared in a short-
ened outline of principles and objectives in 1945, printed as a manuscript 
with the title Was nun? Grundsätze und Hinweise zur Neuordnung im deutschen 
Lebensraum (What now? Principles and Remarks for the establishment of a 
new order in the german lands), though it had not been approved by the 
British military authorities, who issued Welty with a warning. The papers 
then appeared in extended book form in 1946, with the title Entscheidung in 
die Zukunft (Deciding for the future).

Both publications had considerable influence on the young party’s theo-
retical objectives until the British zone cDU’s ‘ahlen economic Programme’ 
of March 1947. The cologne Principles of July 1945 were the result of discus-
sions held by founders of the cDU in the priory at Walberberg, an obvious 
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venue for these meetings because it had survived the war unscathed. In the 
verdict of leo schwering, Welty deserves to be seen as the ‘heart and soul 
of the negotiations’: ‘the mixture of his scholarly correctness and his priest’s 
regard for the socially disadvantaged commanded respect and recognition.’

siemer’s proposed name for the party – christian socialist Union – was 
rejected by most of the founders, but not the idea Welty suggested, which, 
under the name ‘christian socialism’ would assert itself in the cDU for some 
years to come. The confusing term ‘christian socialism’, which Welty also 
defended vehemently in some articles for the journal Die Neue Ordnung 
(founded by him and others in 1946), caused a heated controversy. The term 
was in no way original, having been used many times and in various ways 
since the nineteenth century. Welty in no way wanted to adopt the Marxist 
view of socialism, or reconcile this with christianity. His christian ‘social-
ism’ was fiercely anti-Marxist, and was meant solely as an attractive label to 
indicate its Thomist social teaching.

The attempt, however, to introduce a new concept of socialism to increase 
the attractiveness of catholic social teaching and bring workers nearer to 
the church and to the new party failed. It ran aground because of opposi-
tion within the church and within the party, and, above all, because ‘social-
ism’ had long been a politically loaded term. nevertheless, in time, Welty’s 
influence on social thinking inside the Church grew, though in the political 
sphere his influence on the objectives of the CDU receded, and was limited 
mainly to the ‘committees for social affairs’ – that is, to the workers’ wing of 
the CDU. This meant that Welty’s influence on the socio-political structuring 
of the federal Republic, and on the development of state and society in it, 
was reduced. In the sphere of economic policy, though, the ‘neo-liberals’ as-
sociated with ludwig erhard were gaining prominence. With his concept of 
the ‘social market economy’, erhard could demonstrate considerable success 
(the ‘economic miracle’). 

Welty’s concept of catholic social teaching suffered the same fate as the 
‘ahlen Programme’ (1947), which adopted Welty’s central terms, in that it 
was politically unrealisable. Both have a basic tenor of anti-Marxism and 
anti-capitalism, but do not specify any ‘third way’. Both erect postulates 
(such as the meeting of need as an economic goal, organisation along com-
radely lines, the distribution of power, co-determination, semi-socialisation, 
state control of the economy) without offering guidance for political action. 
The concepts of organism, common good and order were hardly suited, in 
the abstract, infinitely interpretable, form in which they were presented, to 
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overcoming the problems faced by post-war germany, and served mainly 
as general points of basic orientation amid the enormous material and spiri-
tual strictures that difficult situation imposed. And in those areas where they 
took on more concrete form – such as in plans for semi-socialisation – they 
proved to be very dependent on the particular time at which they emerged, 
and in need of revision.

Welty’s conception of a post-war ‘christian social order’ put a strong em-
phasis on the rights and dignity of the person, especially the right to life, the 
claim to freedom, and the principle of a just state in which possessions are 
regulated in accordance with their connection to the common good. Diverg-
ing from Thomas aquinas (and also from arthur f. Utz), and allying himself 
instead with the neo-scholasticism of Rerum Novarum, Welty regarded the 
right to private property as an aspect of natural law, but sometimes inter-
preted the connection between possessions and society in such a radical way 
that property appeared able to be surrendered to the state. In later work, 
pre-eminently in his Sozialkatechismus (social catechism), he found occasion 
to correct this impression, since the system of property he basically favoured 
had middle-class tendencies, was structured by market economics and gave 
limited say to the workers. But he did demonstrate, particularly in his early 
work, a certain vagueness in thinking about ways in which demands made 
by the common good were to be realised in concrete terms, and a tendency to 
neglect institutional structures. general principles were often applied direct-
ly to real situations, with insufficient attention paid to empirical facts. Utz 
criticised Welty for this. He did not always respect his own basic demand 
that the ‘sharp and meticulous observation of concrete reality from all sides’ 
should be an ‘absolute prerequisite for Thomist thought’.

But Welty’s teaching on socio-ethical principles remains notable today, 
and is impressive because of its logical, systematic structure and its clarity 
of style. His chief work, the unfinished Sozialkatechismus, has made a fun-
damental contribution to the understanding and dissemination of catholic 
social teaching in germany. Its three volumes (1951–1958 – the incomplete 
manuscript of the fourth volume is in his unpublished work), with their 
didactically adroit question-and-answer structure, have been through four 
editions and were translated into six languages, including Japanese.

after the war, the priory in Walberberg served as a venue for meetings of 
church groups as well as political and trade union groups concerned with 
the foundations of the new constitution and the new social order. Welty or-
ganised an adult education project – probably the first of its kind in West 
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germany after 1945 – which offered courses in social ethics. The most no-
table aspects of this Walberberg Institute (in its capacity as ‘adult educa-
tion centre’) were its ecumenical openness and its non-partisan ethos, which 
made it possible to disseminate basic tenets of christian social teaching to a 
wide audience, especially workers’ groups and trade unions.

at this time Welty was in close cooperation with oswald von nell-Breun-
ing sj and arthur f. Utz op, to whom he gave all his manuscripts prior to 
publication so that they could offer their criticisms. In 1951, in cooperation 
with christian politicians and business leaders, Welty founded the Walber-
berg Institute for social sciences. Through research, publications and events 
such as the ‘conversations for days of prayer and repentance’, which take 
place annually to this day, the Institute was intended to contribute to the 
‘new formation of the social and economic order’, and ‘above all to help 
ensure that the younger generation is brought up in the spirit of the Western 
democratic social and economic order, and mindful of its goals’.

as well as being home to the activities of both Walberberg institutes, Wal-
berberg was also the hub of an extensive programme of missionary preach-
ing, coordinated by Welty. concentrating on the industrial cities of the Ruhr 
region, this was intended primarily to spread catholic social teaching. one 
of the prime movers of the ‘preaching weeks’ was edgar nawroth.

The effect on the public of Welty and his fellow brethren was at times so 
considerable that some contemporaries spoke euphemistically of a ‘Walber-
berg Movement’. The main supporters of this movement were the catholic 
workers’ groups, but Welty also cultivated links with catholic employers, 
and was a member of their discussion circle in cologne. although he was 
especially close to the cDU’s committees for social affairs, and belonged to 
their ‘königswinter circle’, his advice was also valued by prominent social 
Democrats like kurt schumacher, erich ollenhauer and Wilhelm Mellies. 
Welty was an important point of connection between the church and the 
german social Democratic Party (sPD), taking part in the discussions for 
the ‘godesberg Programme’ (1959), in which the sPD dissociated itself from 
Marxism.

a mouthpiece and discussion forum for the work of both Walberberg 
Institutes was provided by Die Neue Ordnung. Zeitschrift für Religion, Kul-
tur, Gesellschaft (The new order: Journal for Religion, culture and society), 
which Welty ran until his early death. Welty died on 2 June 1965, in freiburg 
im Breisgau, in the middle of work on the fourth volume of the Sozialkatechis-
mus, which discussed economics. This extremely sensitive man, who suf-
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fered from depressive tendencies and had worn himself out with his work, 
collapsed in the street on the way to talks with his publishers, and died of a 
heart attack. The ‘Walberberg Movement’ did not survive him by much, but 
his life’s work continues in the institutions he founded.

His successor as chief editor of Die Neue Ordnung was edgar nawroth, 
who had worked closely with Welty and studied in fribourg under arthur 
f. Utz. Utz took over from Welty as head of the Walberberg Institute for 
social sciences, initially appointing nawroth as Director, then later Basilius 
streithofen, because he himself only sporadically made the journey from fri-
bourg to Walberberg.

aRTHUR f. UTz (1908–2001)
When people throughout the german-speaking world, and far beyond it, 
hear the name of arthur f. Utz, they think of how he developed, deepened 
and updated Thomist catholic social ethics. coming from a simple family 
background, Utz was born on 15 april 1908, in Basle, and was a citizen of 
that city. although it enjoyed a reputation as a cosmopolitan centre with a 
humanist tradition, during Utz’s childhood Basle was engaged in a delayed 
Kulturkampf, representing a considerable challenge for the young catholic. 
The University of Basle would later award him an honorary doctorate.

stimulated by his reading of Thomas aquinas and albertus Magnus, Utz 
joined the Dominican Order in 1928, studying first in Walberberg, then in 
swiss fribourg, where he took his doctorate in 1937, under the noted span-
ish moral theologian santiago Ramirez op. The subject of his dissertation, 
which he wrote in latin, was the inner relation of the moral virtues in Thom-
as aquinas. In the same year, the congregation for the Propagation of the 
faith appointed Utz Professor of Moral Theology at the Regional seminary 
of fochow in china. at this time the seminary was intended for conversion 
into a theological faculty, from which a catholic university could then de-
velop. But political circumstances made it impossible for Utz to take on this 
task. He therefore went back to the Dominican University at Walberberg, 
lecturing in philosophy, and studying economics at the same time.

after the expropriation of the priory by the gestapo, which prohibited 
Utz from staying there, he spent the war as parish rector in a small village in 
the Bergish region of the archdiocese of cologne. His academic reputation 
was to be founded on his aquinas commentaries, which were a completely 
new departure, and some of which were produced at this time. an undoubt-
ed classic is volume 18 of the Deutsche Thomas-Ausgabe, on ‘law and Justice’ 
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(1953), which appeared in a revised and extended version in 1987.
at the end of 1945, Utz was appointed to the newly founded chair in 

ethics and social Philosophy at the philosophy faculty of the University of 
fribourg. commissioned by staatsrat Joseph Piller,1 he founded the Inter-
national Institute for social sciences and Politics, of which he was the head 
until 1978 when he became emeritus. In his capacity as head of the Institute, 
Utz was, from 1949, editor of the journal Politeia, which quickly became a 
forum for international discussion on questions of social ethics, although it 
was discontinued in 1953 (the five yearbooks were later reprinted). Many of 
Utz’s own works and most of the doctoral dissertations he supervised ap-
peared in the Sammlung-Politeia (Politeia collection), which he edited.

The founding principle and aim of the Institute was the application of 
catholic social teaching to current political and social problems. for Piller, 
this meant rejuvenating the Union de fribourg, an association of catholic 
social scientists and politicians who had worked in fribourg in the nine-
teenth century on the preparation of Rerum Novarum. Under the director-
ship of a social philosopher, the Institute was to facilitate interdisciplinary 
cooperation between lawyers, economists and political scientists. numer-
ous publications and conferences testify to the Institute’s extensive activities. 
following retirement, Utz continued the Institute’s work from outside the 
university and, in accordance with its founding principle, gave it the name 
Union de fribourg – International Institute for social and Political science.

from 1945 Utz worked closely with the International association for so-
cial Philosophy and the Philosophy of Law. As president he made significant 
contributions to the worldwide stature of this association, and for this reason 
was appointed its honorary president in 1979. In 1976, Utz became president 
of the International Humanum foundation, in lugano, and in this capacity 
also ran the Institute scientia Humana in Bonn, which was connected to the 
foundation. The aim of this foundation is to fulfil the mission of Gaudium et 
Spes. This means promoting dialogue between the church and the outside 
world, and creating an effective forum for this dialogue to take place. Utz 
was for many years Welty’s successor as chairman of the Walberberg Insti-
tute for social sciences. Particularly important to him in the 1990s was the 
Papal academy of social sciences, which he was involved in founding, and 
which made him one of its first members.

The enormous amount of work he undertook, and with great discipline, 
is indicated not only by the offices he held. In a short time the scholarly Do-
minican had achieved a global reputation as a profound social philosopher 
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in the venerable tradition of aristotle and aquinas. Utz was, moreover, much 
sought after as an adviser and expert on ecclesiastical, political and social 
committees. His books, articles and collections on social and business ethics, 
on political philosophy and the philosophy of law, have been translated into 
many languages and fill a small library. They have inspired a ‘school’, whose 
members number some younger representatives of christian social teaching 
– primarily in germany, austria, spain and switzerland.

Utz became famous, above all, because of his monumental collections of 
documents on catholic social teaching.2 But he did not see himself just as a 
commentator on, or interpreter of, the social encyclicals whose ‘value core’ 
he wanted to disclose and interpret. Time and again he addressed current 
economic, political und social problems, to remind people of the principles 
of christian responsibility in understanding the world order.

Thanks to his immense reading, he had an almost unique overview of 
publications on widely differing areas of social ethics. His interest in new 
work fed into a bibliographical project, whose extensive reviews section he 
produced for the most part single-handedly. The 11-volume Bibliographie der 
Sozialethik (Bibliography of social ethics), published from 1960 to 1980, had 
a multi-language format and enjoyed an international readership.

Utz had particular influence in Spain. The convention on ‘The Christian 
conception of Pluralist Democracy’, which he organised in Madrid in 1976, 
was seen by commentators as supporting spain’s early steps towards par-
liamentary democracy. organising a number of conventions meant he could 
enable dialogue between academic theory and concrete practice. In the Holy 
year of 1950 his fribourg Institute was commissioned by the Holy see to 
organise a convention on the social order, during which Pius XII gave his 
famous address on co-determination. In 1958 the ideas expressed at a major 
conference on the middle class in Madrid directly affected the formulation 
of policy on the middle classes in germany.

from the end of the 1970s, Utz organised regular symposia for the In-
ternational Humanum foundation, addressing current social, political or 
economic questions. The presentations and discussions were published, and 
topics included: ‘The open society and its Ideologies’ (1986), ‘crisis of the 
Unions – crisis of free collective Bargaining’ (1987), ‘Might and Morality 
of the Media’ (1989), ‘catholic social Teaching and The economic order’ 
(1991), ‘Problems of Migration’ (1994), ‘Unemployment and the economic 
order’ (1998) and ‘families between Risks and opportunities’ (2001).

above all, Utz rendered outstanding service to the legitimisation of catho-
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lic social teaching via natural law, since it cannot be based on the foundations 
of biblical revelation alone. furthermore, in the debates on human rights, for 
example, protecting the right to life of the born and also the unborn, it be-
came clear that a merely pragmatic and positivistic view of rights can lead to 
serious acts of inhumanity. Recalling the tenets of classical catholic teaching 
on natural law (looking not to neo-scholasticism, but back to Thomas aqui-
nas) was a matter of great importance to Utz, since, as he saw it, it enabled 
a pluralistic society to achieve successful dialogue and consensus on core 
values. Without this spiritual basis, it seemed to him, a long-term effective 
system of understanding and implementing the common good would be 
impossible.

Utz’s name is associated with the systematic grounding of social teaching 
through methods and categories derived from social philosophy and social 
ethics. These methods and categories have implications for (creation) the-
ology and aim at a properly modern, consensus-based synthesis of social 
philosophy and social theology. His system of social ethics builds on theo-
retical knowledge of reality, and his arguments are based on natural law. 
at the centre of this system there is the common good, which results from 
the nature of the person as a social being. Utz shows that a dynamic system 
of thinking, based on natural law, can still make a significant contribution 
in an apparently ‘post-metaphysical’ age, and can be a force in intellectual 
discourse. In current discussions of ethical principles there is an increasing 
return to a mode of thinking rooted in natural law, which picks up on both 
ecological challenges and on problems associated with the validity, and uni-
versalisability, of human rights. We can therefore assume that, in the face of 
threatening worldwide catastrophe, Utz’s integral philosophy, with its em-
phasis on the common good, could again be popular.

Utz demonstrated how important and current Thomist thinking is in dis-
cussions within and between disciplines, based, as it is, on rational ethical 
foundations and addressing itself to the ‘secular’ realm, as well as to facilitat-
ing dialogue between theory and practice. To understand Utz properly, we 
need to clarify the ideological assumptions of his thought and their roots in 
creation theology, revealing the epistemological framework within which his 
social ethics operates, and which provides insights into its metaphysical foun-
dations. This is a summary of only some features of his system.

1.  The autonomy of social ethics from the ethics of individuality. Here we 
see Utz’s proximity to the ideas of Johannes Messner, and his distance 
from those of Victor Cathrein. The social is determined via a real defini-
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tion as an object of social ethics. The concept of relation takes on a special 
significance – it not only signifies verifiable interaction between people, 
but provides a connection between individuals, making them into a real 
and effective unit of the common good.

2.  a consistently systematic view of social ethics, differing in its basic idea 
(taking the common good of all people as a starting point) from Messner 
and others who opt for a personalist/phenomenological starting point 
and only as a result of that proceed to treat the common good.

3.  an epistemological foundation based on classical ontology, and differing 
in its doctrines of abstraction and analogy primarily from kantian episte-
mology.

4.  The fundamental elements of general ethics are: inner experience as a 
method of ethics, proceeding from awareness of moral responsibility; in-
tegral abstraction in the legitimation of norms; analogous application of 
norms; developing and stating arguments more precisely vis-à-vis Thom-
as aquinas; both proximity to and distance from discourse ethics; refuta-
tion of the charge of ‘essentialism’ in the debate with franz Böckle.

5.  social ethics based on natural law assumes a dynamic concept of nature 
and avoids the ‘naturalistic fallacy’, which deduces from an empirical ‘is’ 
an ethical ‘ought’. a major topic is the social nature of the person as a 
foundation of the common good.

6.  The significance of a law-based logic of norms. Here the confrontation 
of pre-positive ideas of natural law and formal rights-positivism (Hans 
kelsen) continues to generate interest.

7.  The central concept of a final ethical goal in the common good, into which 
all aspects of individual well-being are to be integrated without sacri-
ficing personal freedom. In giving concrete realisation to the analogous 
common good, respect for the principle of subsidiarity and the recogni-
tion of legitimate individual interest are fundamental. 

In social ethics arthur f. Utz was not, unlike some representatives of his 
discipline, a capricious or vacillating figure, trying to make up for deficient 
competence through prophetic gestures and public attention-seeking. Dilet-
tante readers should be warned that his work offers nothing in the way of 
entertainment. even his use of language, with its careful attention to the 
conceptual gravitas of traditional terminology, saved Utz’s philosophy and 
theology from degenerating into confusion, an affliction that today often 
plagues discussions in social ethics.

In the century in which Utz lived, and which he outlived, the ideolog-
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ical arena was characterised by constant coming and going. His happily 
early birth gave him the chance to take a serenely objective view of the 
madness engendered by the zeitgeist – precisely because he had per-
sonal experience of it. like the other ‘Walberberger’, he was able to resist 
rather than submit to the ideological errors of his age, and he owed this 
ability mainly to the sustenance he drew from the thought of Thomas 
aquinas.

for a philosopher of natural law in this mould, the totalitarian ideolo-
gies and utopias of the twentieth century, together with the relativism of 
democratic pluralism, could represent no temptation. It is characteristic of 
his system of social ethics that its universalism, grounded in creation theol-
ogy and natural law, was not given a fundamentalist or moralising slant, and 
this consequently appealed to non-christians too.

Utz had some uncomfortable questions for the ‘open society’. To what 
and to whom is it open, and is it perhaps open to its own downfall? Where 
is integral development to lead? searching for ways to give pluralism an 
underpinning that would allow consensus, he did not just ask questions, of 
course, but formulated obligations that he thought people needed to face. 
But Utz did not seem to fit in with the times, and this meant he did every-
thing required to be ignored by the mass media, in their fascination with 
sensationalism, and to be deprived of a large audience.

He nevertheless succeeded, in a quiet and inconspicuous way, in achiev-
ing a public significance. This is especially the case where his mediation of 
apparently irreconcilable antitheses and his overcoming of ideological one-
sidedness is concerned. In his dialogue with the spheres of academia, culture 
and politics, Utz manifests a cautious, one might even say humble, attempt 
to come close to what is unachievable, but at the same time an antipathy 
towards merely hypothetical thought which rides roughshod over reality. In 
this, the ‘nestor’ of catholic social ethics proved himself to be one of its most 
significant sources of renewal: as a scholar and teacher who did not follow 
whichever line happened to be prevalent, but rather sought to inform people 
about what he saw as the true hierarchy of values.

In social ethics, the extent of someone’s competence is revealed particu-
larly by the rare ability to connect diverse fields and methods: the study 
of historical sources, empirical research on social matters, and the system-
atic ordering of values. Utz’s work is an exemplary instance of this very 
‘catholic’ (that is, wide-ranging) spectrum of competence. He was, however, 
exactly the opposite of the academic freak, and his importance has not been 
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confined to the scholarly world.
Utz brought together awareness of new developments with allegiance 

to principles; he thought theology and philosophy could be united, and he 
combined an abstract philosophy of value with concrete, empirical facts. ‘Is’ 
and ‘ought’, nature and culture, individual and society, theory and prac-
tice, life and intellect, tradition and progress, did not represent antitheses for 
him, but were taken up and reconciled in his integral perspective.

Utz’s influence extended far beyond the Walberberg Circle, which gave 
him his starting point and to which, despite some tensions, he remained 
connected throughout his life. He was the recipient of many international 
honours, both ecclesiastical and secular. for his services to the federal Re-
public of germany (he has written several reports for the government), he 
was awarded the grosses Bundesverdienstkreuz in the early 1970s. Into his 
old age Utz was busy completing his main work, the five-volume Sozialethik 
(the last volume, on political ethics, appeared in 2000). This work represents 
the summation of his thought on social ethics. Utz created an integral social 
philosophy of right which is unique in philosophy today and will no doubt 
remain so for some time. His intellectual power elicited high praise even 
from his opponents.

After finishing his main work, Utz began working on a book on the sub-
ject of ‘luck’. Unfortunately, he was unable to finish it. He died on 18 October 
2001, in fribourg, aged 93. His prodigious life’s work is an honour to the 
order to which he belonged, but also represents an obligation it must live 
up to.

eDgaR naWRoTH (b. 1912)
Before the war, Utz was a lecturer in Walberberg, and during the war had al-
ready made a name for himself with his commentaries on Thomas aquinas. 
even when he was called to fribourg, he continued to work on the Deutsche 
Thomas-Ausgabe. His professorial commitments kept him in fribourg, but at 
the same time he cooperated with the various institutions in Walberberg, es-
pecially the journal Die Neue Ordnung. In this he was always eager to main-
tain his independence – even in his relations with Welty, who respected his 
authority.

after Welty’s death, he succeeded him as head of the Walberberg Insti-
tute for social sciences, held discussions in Walberberg with politicians and 
business leaders, and was a valued political adviser to the cDU and the 
government it was leading. for a short time he appointed edgar nawroth 
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op, his former student whose doctorate he had supervised, as Director of the 
Institute.

We can give a quick summary of nawroth’s life: he was born on 2 no-
vember 1912 in görlitz, schlesien. In the disastrous year of 1933, when the 
nazis came to power, he entered the Dominican order and studied at the 
studium in Walberberg. In 1939 he was ordained a priest. During the second 
World War he served as a medical orderly and was captured. after 1945, 
nawroth did missionary work in Düsseldorf and edited the devotional Do-
minican journal Gottesfreund (friend of god). at this time he was forming 
close ties with eberhard Welty.

nawroth followed in the footsteps of his teacher Welty, and was to con-
tinue the Dominican tradition of social ethics. To this end, he studied social 
philosophy in fribourg between 1953 and 1959, with minors in economics, 
medieval philosophy and german literature. His doctoral dissertation in 
philosophy, supervised by arthur f. Utz, was of the quality of the Habilita-
tion,3 and treated the topic of neo-liberal social and economic Philosophy 
(1961). It caused a great sensation in liberal academic circles. But we are still 
waiting today for a conclusive ‘neo-liberal’ answer to the challenge issued 
by classical economic philosophy: how can economic freedom be both legiti-
mised and limited?

nawroth’s activity as a university teacher began in Walberberg in 1960. 
Parallel to this, in 1963 he took over from Joseph Höffner (later cardinal 
archbishop of cologne) at the theology faculty in Trier, and continued to 
teach there until 1985. In Walberberg and Trier he acquainted several genera-
tions of theology students with the methods and questions of social ethics, 
and the way problems can be solved. His lecturing style was refreshingly 
sober. He gave the impression of being an aristocratic Dominican of the old 
school – a committed Thomist and a passionate ascetic, he combined ‘Teu-
tonic’ discipline and sobriety with a hint of irony and sarcasm.

edgar nawroth made a name for himself as editor-in-chief of the journal 
Die Neue Ordnung, which, taking over from Welty, he edited from 1965 to 
1984. His publications include numerous essays, contributions and books. 
The talks that he gave all over germany during these years would be dif-
ficult to number. His intellectual productivity continues unabated today. 

He does not devote himself, however, only to abstract and metaphysical 
principles of social philosophy of the sort that are accessible to only a few 
experts. Rather, he has always been interested in practical questions and cur-
rent challenges in the social, economic and political spheres. and it would 
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not be an exaggeration to say that edgar nawroth has made a major con-
tribution to the socio-political formation of the market economy, and to the 
way it has understood its significance, though his effect on practical political 
matters is hard to judge. The intellectual foundations of the economic order, 
and changing social questions – particularly the working and living condi-
tions of employees – remain of central interest to him today.

from the 1960s onwards he developed a reputation as a specialist in so-
cial policy, particularly with regard to questions of co-determination and 
social partnership, capital formation and social security. His competence in 
the field was proven mainly by the way he dealt with questions of land law 
policy and property law. He was recognised for his work in this field by the 
award of the Heinrich Plett Prize in 1987. His straightforwardness and in-
tegrity in matters of social ethics are beyond doubt. on the one hand, he was 
an adviser to the catholic Workers’ Movement, and gave welcome advice to 
the trade unions, though he also criticised them severely on occasion. on the 
other, he also advised business leaders, conducting productive dialogue with 
them at, for example, the Walberberg system symposium, which became 
something of an institution. over time he was able to advise governments, 
ministers, parties, associations and bishops of widely varying complexions, 
precisely because he remained independent of their respective positions and 
interests. In this way he acquired a growing reputation as a balanced and 
impartial authority who could be consulted by many different people.

HeInRIcH BasIlIUs sTReITHofen (b. 1925)
Heinrich Basilius streithofen op took over the management of the Walber-
berg Institute for social sciences from nawroth in 1967. Born on 25 Decem-
ber 1925 in Hüls (near krefeld in the niederrhein region) into a middle-class 
family, he lost his father at an early age. among his relatives were newspa-
per publishers and politicians, who may have awakened his strong interest 
in politics. after an apprenticeship as a textile merchant, he served in a para-
chute regiment during the second World War. subsequently he attended a 
gymnasium and, after completing his abitur, joined the Dominicans. He 
studied in Walberberg and quickly became one of Welty’s colleagues. from 
his base at the priory in Düsseldorf he worked in pastoral care (as confes-
sor and preacher), politics (mainly in the Rhine cDU), journalism (he was a 
co-founder of the Rhine catholic Journalists’ group) and trade unions. His 
commitment to the christian Trade Union Movement brought him into con-
flict with Welty, however, who was an advocate of the ideologically neutral 
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general trade unions (the Deutscher gewerkschaftsbund).
In 1962 streithofen was transferred to fribourg and began doctoral 

work under the supervision of Utz, treating both social ethics and eco-
nomics. The title of his 1967 dissertation was Wertmassstäbe der Gewerk-
schaftspolitik (standards of Value in Trade Union Policy). During his time 
studying in fribourg, streithofen was also active in politics and journal-
ism. In 1967, Utz appointed his colleague, an efficient organiser with influ-
ential connections in politics, journalism and business, as Director of the 
Walberberg Institute for social sciences. streithofen continued Utz’s work 
in a rather more practical fashion. He mainly worked as a journalist, or-
ganiser of symposia and political adviser to the cDU. Through his friend-
ship with Bruno Heck, the government minister and general secretary of 
the CDU, he also achieved influence in the 1970s on the CDU’s political 
agenda. He was particularly active on Helmut kohl’s behalf, promoting 
the latter’s rise to the chancellorship. Through his presence and effective-
ness in the media, ‘Pater Basilius’, who was regarded as somewhat con-
servative, both ecclesiastically and politically, achieved the reputation of 
being an ‘activist father’.

In 1983 streithofen took over as editor of Die Neue Ordnung, thereby pre-
venting its demise. The Dominican Province of Teutonia had distanced itself 
from the journal for financial – and no doubt ideological – reasons. Since 
then, the journal has been published by the Walberberg Institute for social 
sciences. since 1992 it has been under the editorship of Wolfgang ockenfels 
op (born 25 January 1947), who studied in Walberberg under nawroth and 
did his doctoral work under Utz – Gewerkschaften und Staat (Trade Unions 
and the state) (1978) – before completing his Habilitation at the University 
of augsburg under anton Rauscher sj (the title of the piece is Politischer 
Glaube?) (1987). In 1985 ockenfels was appointed to the newly created pro-
fessorship in christian social science at the theology faculty in Trier, and 
there he continues the work started by nawroth. In 1998 he took over the 
chairmanship of the International Humanum foundation and the scientia 
Humana Institute from Utz. By this time Utz had also stepped down as Di-
rector of the Walberberg Institute for social sciences. He was succeeded by 
streithofen, with ockenfels as deputy.

The key players in the Walberberg circle were strong, very different charac-
ters from the Dominican order, who at different times and in different ways 
made very productive contributions. They have since either died, or (in the 
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case of Nawroth and Streithofen) reached old age without there being suffi-
cient numbers of suitable students and successors to continue the tradition. 

What has remained of the Walberberg circle are historical reminiscences 
and some organisations founded by Welty and Utz. The social difficulties 
of the pre- and post-war periods gave an impetus to the circle, and it was 
stimulated by, and oriented towards, the Thomist interpretation of catholic 
social teaching. The practical significance of this teaching concerned mainly 
the early phase of germany’s post-war redevelopment and the formation of 
its socio-political structures.

Of course, since the 1960s, the financial limits of the welfare state have 
become clear. The ‘social question’ (that is, the ‘workers question’) seemed 
largely solved – in any case, it was no longer making people fear for their 
existence. The ‘masses’ were no longer mobilising themselves in response 
to it. The working classes were socially secure, integrated into society and 
politically emancipated. The end of class-based society saw the proletariat 
become a relic in a museum. The catholic social movement lost its ‘classical’ 
subject, its intellectual inspiration and its character as a movement. It had 
been killed by its own victory, and was not in a position to provide a timely 
response to the new questions (such as ecology, peace, the developing world, 
the world economy), or to make a political and ideological contribution to 
solving them. The Walberberg circle was caught up in this development.

Further difficulties were presented by the general tendency of society 
towards secularisation, individualism and ‘changing values’, which also 
caused problems for the order. There was a lack of young blood, and in 
the mid-1970s, study at Walberberg had to be suspended. The Walberberg 
Institute also became increasingly detached from its original socio-ethical 
agenda, and was completely depoliticised.

Dominican socio-ethical commitment in germany was also weakened 
by ideological disputes within the order at the end of the 1960s. on one 
side were the representatives of the Thomist social tradition (who formed 
the Walberberg circle), and on the other the advocates of the ‘new’ political 
and liberation theology. A fierce but unproductive battle developed between 
them. In 1984 the Walberberg Institute for social sciences had to leave Wal-
berberg as a result of fighting within the province of Teutonia. It settled in 
Bonn, where the editorial offices of Die Neue Ordnung are also to be found. 
The journal sometimes reminds us of the Walberberg golden age, aiming to 
continue that tradition. The story is not yet finished. 
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