JOHN N. KOTRE

The Church as Inkblot

Long familiar to psychologists, the Rorschach inkblot test of personality
is deliberately ambiguous: to make sense of it, the one tested has to ‘project’
some of his own make-up into the results. Here the author, a social psychologist,
has used the Church’s own ambiguity—its inherent mystery—to find clues
to the make-up of today’s college-trained Church stayins and dropouts

The Catholic Church is an inkblot par
excellence, diverse, changing, oriented
toward God, the vaguest, most dream-
like stimulus of all. Especially ambigu-
ous in recent years has been the
Church’s border, that tenuous line be-
tween membership and ex-membership,
between being in the Church and being
out of the Church. Twenty years ago
one could safely say that those who
were members of the Catholic Church
believed X, ¥ and Z, and that those who
left the Church rejected X, Y and Z.
But the meaning of membership has
changed rapidly. Growing numbers of
Catholics no longer accept, or simply
find irrelevant, the bulk of Catholic
dogma, and they practice their religion
only sporadically. Yet they feel strong
ties to the Church and clearly want to
be a part of it. How they are different
from those who have abandoned Ca-
tholicism is becoming less clear. The
line between members and ex-members,
“Ins” and “Outs,” is like an experimen-
tal dot of light, a social inkblot that can
be interpreted in any number of ways,
How the borderline is interpreted,
where people stand with respect to it,
ought indeed to relate to their social
psvchological characteristics.

In a classic experiment in social psy-
chology, three people are seated in a
totally darkened room. Somewhere in
front of them the barest speck of light
appears and, although it remains sta-
tionary, it appears to move about er-
ratically, sometimes in short vibrating
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jerks, sometimes in long sweeps. Two
seconds later, the light disappears, and
the experimenter asks for a judgment
of the distance it traveled. After each
person offers his estimate, the speck of
light reappears, seems 10 move again,
and then disappears. Estimates of dis-
tance are called for a second time. The
procedure is repeated until one hun-
dred presentations of the light have
been made.

A group of 100 Catholic college
graduates, raised as Catholics
and studying in graduate or
professional schools, were inter-
viewed individually on changes
within Catholicism in the late
1960's. By their own estimate
50 of the group were Ins and 50
were now Outs, that is, in or

out of Catholic Church member-
ship. “’Like a social inkblot,

the line between can be inter-
preted in any number of ways.”

Had you been one of the three in that
darkened room, you would have found
your group developing a norm about
the distance the light traveled each
time it was presented. You also would
have discovered that your personal es-
timates of the distance of movement
were influenced by this group norm.

Once the experiment was over, you
might have been told that the extent
and kind of influence you experienced
depended both on characteristics of the
group and upon psychological charac-
teristics within vou. Like the Rorschach
inkblot or the TAT card, the pinpoint
of light is a completely ambiguous stim-
ulus and interpretations of it reveal
more about individual viewers and their
social context than about the stimulus
itself,

Pinpoints of light or ambighous stim-
uli are found not only in the dark
rooms of experimental social psychol-
ogists. They abound in the social world
as well, where judgments of them relate
to the psychology and social psychol-
ogv of the viewer in the same way
judgments of ambiguity do in experi-
mental settings. Thus, perceptions of
“Russia,” “the enemy,” “Jews,"”
“blacks” and “America” have all been
subjects of systematic studies that have
linked these perceptions to social psy-
chological characteristics of the per-
ceivers, often to the kind of relationship
they experienced with their parents,

Several years ago, hoping both to
document some of the changes taking
place within Catholicism in the late
1960’ and also to see if perceptions of
social ambiguity are associated with
characteristics of the perceiver, I made
an empirical investigation of the border
surrounding the Catholic Church. Con-
cretely, the investigation involved con-
structing a questionnaire of some four
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