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Oded Heilbronner  

From Popular Liberalism to Radical 

Nazism. The case of Greater Swabia 

from early 1860s-early 1930s 

1. Introduction  

                                                 
1
 By the term Popular Liberalism I mean an English 

originated political and cultural mass- phenome-

non from the second half of the 19th Century char-

acterized by six main elements: 1. Support for a 

liberal economy (in England mainly free trade. In 

South Germany, a moderate support for free 

trade). 2. Political populism expressed in an en-

couragement of freedom and liberty (particularly 

constitutional liberty), egalitarianism (in the form of 

anti-elitist, anti-Junkerish sentiments), and republi-

canism (in the form of the desire for the common 

good and the preservation of the community). 3. A 

religious identity based on Nonconformity, anti-

clericalism (in South Germany) and anti-

Anglicanism (in England). 4. Advocacy of a nation-

alist-imperialist foreign policy. 5. The view that 

politics was underpinned by the notion of a “com-

munity” (Gemeinschaft) or a “people” rather than a 
class or the state. 6. Disestablishmentarianism. 

Here I rely mainly on Eugenio F. Biagini: Liberty, 

Retrenchment and Reform Popular Liberalism in 

the Age of Gladstone. 1860-1880, Cambridge 2004, 

p.6; Jane Vickers: Pressure group politics, class and 

popular liberalism: the campaign for Parliamentary 

reform in the north-west, 1864-1868, Manchester 

1996, pp. 38ff. 
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2
 I have developed those ideas in Oded Heil-

bronner: From Popular Liberalism to National So-

cialism, New-York/London 2015. 

2. The Radical-Liberal Infrastructure 

                                                 
3
 Karl Rohe: Elections, Parties and Political Tradi-

tions, Oxford 1990, p.16. 
4
 Detlef Mühlberger: „Central Control versus Re-

gional Autonomy: A Case Study of Nazi Propagan-

da in Westphalia 1925-1932“, in: Thomas Childers 
(ed.): The Formation of the Nazi Constituency 

1919-1933, London 1986, pp. 64-103. 
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5
 Heilbronner, Popular Liberalism; Martina Steber: 

Ethnische Gewissheiten: Die Ordnung des Regiona-

len im bayerischen Schwaben vom Kaiserreich bis 

zum NS-Regime, Göttingen 2010. 
6
 I adopted the term “Greater Swabia“ (Groß-

Schwaben) from Stefan Heinze: Die Region Baye-

risch-Schwaben: Studien zum schwäbischen Regio-

nalismus im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert, Augsburg 

1995; Jürgen, Klöckler: Reichsreformdiskussion, 

Grossschwabenpläne und Alemannentum im Spie-

gel der südwestdeutschen Publizistik der frühen 

Weimarer Republik: ”Der Schwäbische Bund” 1919-

1922, in: Zeitschrift für Württembergische Landes-

geschichte 60 (2001), S. 306-312. 
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7
 Oded Heilbronner: „In Search of the Catholic (ru-

ral) Bourgeoisie: The Peculiarities of the South 

German Bürgertum“, in: Central European History 
29 2 (1996), pp. 175-200; Oded Heilbronner: „Re-

gionale Aspekte zum katholischen Bürgertum.  

Oder: Die Besonderheit des katholischen Bürger-

tums im ländlichen Süddeutschland“, in: Blätter für 
Deutsche Landesgeschichte, 131 (1995), S. 223-259. 



 

 HEUSS-FORUM 1/2017 

 

 From Popular Liberalism to Radical Nazism 

                                                 
8
 Karl Lindner (Hg.): Geschichte der Allgäuer Milch-

wirtschaft, Kempten 1955; Joseph Schelbert: Das 

Landvolk des Allgäu in seinem Thun und Treiben, 

Kempten 1983, S. 27-29, 30-31; Detlef Herbner: Auf 

der Baar, für die Baar. 150 Jahre Bezirkssparkasse 

Donaueschingen, Stuttgart 1989. 

                                                 
9
 Heilbronner, Popular Liberalism; Oded Heilbron-

ner: "Reichstagswahlkämpfe im Allgäu 1871-1932: 

Ein abweichende Fall?", in: Zeitschrift für Bayerische 

Landesgeschichte 97 (1997), S. 297-326.; Jonathan 

Sperber: The Kaiser’s Voters. Electors and Elections 

in Imperial Germany, Cambridge 1997, p. 145; 

Oded Heilbronner: „The German Bourgeois Club as 
a Political and Social Structure Towards the End of 

the 19th Century and the Beginning of the 20th 

Century“, Continuity and Change, 27.3.1998, pp. 
443-473; Oded Heilbronner: „Der verlassene 
Stammtisch. Vom Verfall der bürgerlichen Infra-

struktur und dem Aufstieg der NSDAP am Beispiel 

der Region Schwarzwald“, in: Geschichte und Ge-

sellschaft 19, 2 (1993), 178-201.; Oded Heilbronner: 

"Die NSDAP – Ein bürgerlicher Verein?“, in: Tel 

Aviver Jahrbuch für Deutsche Geschichte, XXIII, 

1994, S. 65-79.   
9
 Donaueschinger Wochenblatt, 8.8.1866. 
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3. The Politics of the Subculture: 1860s–
1930 

3.1 The end of the 1860s and the beginning 

of the 1870s 

                                                 
10

 Staatsarchiv Augsburg, Regierung, 8831, “Wahl-

aufruf”; Kemptner Zeitung, 18.1.1868 “Offener Brief 
des Oberländer Bauern“. 

                                                 
11

 Lothar Gall: "Die Partei und sozialgeschichtliche 

Problematik des badischen Kulturkampf", in: Zeit-

schrift für die Geschichte des Oberrheins, 113 

(1965), 151-196. 
12

 David Blackbourn: "Progress and Piety: Liberals, 

Catholics and the State in Bismarck's Germany", in: 

Populists and Patricians. Essays in Modern German 

History, London 1987, pp.143-167; Margaret L. 

Anderson: "The Kulturkampf and the Course of 

German History", in: Central European History 19 

(1986), pp. 82-115.  
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3.2 The final decade of the 19th century 

                                                 
13

 Anton Hochberger: (1991): Der bayerische Bau-

ernbund 1893-1914, München 1991; Alois Hund-

hammer: Geschichte des Bayerischen Bauernbund, 

München 1924; Ian Farr: "Peasants Protest in the 

Empire. The Bavarian Example", in: Robert Moeller 

(ed.): Peasants and Lords in Modern Germany, 

London 1986, pp. 23-44.  

ü

                                                 
14

 Staatsarchiv Augsburg, BA Memmingen, 6205 

(„Aufruf“); BA Memmingen, 6181, 12.2.1895, 
10.3.1898. 
15

 Carl Schorske:  "Politics in a New Key: An Austri-

an Triptyc", in: The Journal of Modern History, Vol. 

39 No. 4 (1967), pp. 343-386. 
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ö

3.3 The years before the First World War 

                                                 
16

 "Es lebe die Freiheit, Gleichheit, Brüderlichkeit 

und der Dynamit“ - Prozess Dr. Wassmannsdorff 

Oberamtsmann in Bonndorf gegen 1. Redakteur 

Heinrich H. Müller (“Freiburger Bote”) und Redak-

teur Friedrich Lanz (“Oberbadisches Volksblatt”), 
Oktober 1895, p. 16.  

ü

ä

                                                 
17

 Alistair Thompson: Left Liberals the State, and 

Popular Politics in Wilhelmine Germany, Oxford 

2000; Jan Palmowski: Mediating the Nation: Liber-

alism and the Polity in Nineteenth-century Germa-

ny, in: German History, Vol.19 (2001), pp. 573-598; 

Eric Kurlander: The Price of Exclusion. Ethnicity, 

National Identity, and the Decline of German Liber-

alism, 1898-1933, New York 2001. 
18

 The liberal Verein in Immenstadt in 1899 revised 

the first paragraph of its Statutes which were origi-

nally written in 1881, replacing the sentence “Aim 
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of the Verein… to support the political direction of 
the Reich” with the sentence “Aim of the Verein… 
to develop the liberal direction of the Reich”. See, 

Staatsarchiv Augsburg, BZ Sonthofen, 3684, Statu-

ten des liberalen Vereins […], 1881, 1899); 3687, 
Statuten [...] 1911, Regierung, BZ Kempten, 9756 – 

30.1.1909; BZ Markt Oberdorf, 108b – Mitgliedkarte 

und Satzungen des Liberalen Vereins Bayersried 

1911; BZ Sonthofen 3691 – Liberale Vereinigung 

Hindelang 1912. 
19

 These observations are based on pamphlets in 

the Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe- Nationalliberale 

Partei S. 69/87, 96,103. 

4 The First World War and the First decade 

of the Weimar Republic. Discontinuity 

and Currents of continuity  

                                                 
20

 "Für uns Nationalliberale ergibt sich eine un-

zweideutige politische Aufgabe: Kampf gegen 

Zentrum und Antisemiten bis zur Vernich-

tung.”quoted in Gerhard Sunkel: Nationalliberal. 

Ansprache an die nationalliberale Jugend Cassels, 

Cassel 1907, S. 27. 
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21

 See the same argument in Benjamin Ziemann: 

Front und Heimat: Ländliche Kriegserfahrungen im 

südlichen Bayern 1914-1923, München 1999,  

S. 470. 
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22

 Emil Bleibtreu: Die Bauernbewegung im Bezirk 

Bonndorf 1919-1922, Bonndorf 1922. 
23

 Oded Heilbronner: "The Impact and Conse-

quences of the First World War in a Catholic Rural 

Area", in: German History Vol.11 (1993), pp. 20-36.  
24

 „Für die Sicherheit des Privateigentums, insbe-

sondere auch des Privateigentums an Grund und 

Boden“, Schwarzwälder Zeitung, 3.1.1922. 

                                                 
25

 Bleibtreu, Bauernbewegung, S. 10; Emil Bleibtreu: 

Landbund. Sein Auftreten und sein Wirken im Be-

zirk Bonndorf 1922-1924, Karlsruhe 1924.  
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ä

                                                 
26

 Allgäuer Tagblatt, 20.7.1924; more details Heil-

bronner, German.  

 

                                                 
27

 Here it is important to mention Thomas Childers 

important work; Thomas Childers: ”The Social Lan-

guage of Politics in Germany. The Sociology of 

Political Discourse in the Weimar Republic”, in: 

American Historical Review 2 (1990), pp. 331-358. 

Childers stresses in his work the centrality of occu-

pation in the social vocabulary of Weimar political 

discourse with strong connotations of estate 

(Stand) and occupation-estate (Berufsstand) in it. 

Since his work concentrates on political activity in 

mainly urban centers, his conclusions do not reflect 

the situation in agrarian regions where religion, 

local traditions and of course, economic problems 

played a crucial role in the social vocabulary. For 

Greater Swabia see Paul Hoser: "Die Revolution von 

1918/19 in Memmingen-Verlauf, Ursachen, Fol-

gen", in: Reinhard Baumann (Hg.): Die Revolution 

von 1918-19 in der Provinz, Constance 1996, S. 83-

101; Staatsarchiv Augsburg, Regierung, 18224-

Wochenberichte, Halbmonatsberichte, 8.7.1922; 

Bezirksämter, Lindau, 3611- Krieger und Veteran-

vereine im BZ Lindau,17.7.1929; Stadtarchiv Im-

menstadt, Chronik Glötzle 
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ä

                                                 
28

 Oded Heilbronner: Catholicism, Political Culture, 

and the Countryside. A Social History of the Nazi 

Party in South Germany, Michigan 1998; Heil-

bronner, Reichstagswahlkämpfe. 
29

 Larry Eugene Jones: 'Crisis and Realignment: 

Agrarian Splinter Parties in the Late Weimar Re-

public', in: Robert G. Moeller (ed.): Peasants and 

Lords in Modern Germany, Boston 1986, pp. 210-

224, p. 214. 

5 The re-emergence of popular-radical Lib-

eralism. 

                                                 
30

 Heilbronner, Catholicism. 
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31

 Heilbronner, Stammtisch; Heilbronner, NSDAP. 
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32

 In Greater Swabia, the notion of People (Volk) 

had, at least until mid 1930s more Liberal-

Democratic meaning based on past memories and 

pre-1914 traditions than the Nazi-Racist meaning, 

which was widespread in the eastern part of Sot 

German and of course in other regions in Germany. 

On this topic see recently Jill Stephenson: ‘The 
Volksgemeinschaft and the Problems of Permeabil-

ity: The Persistence of Traditional Attitudes in 

Württemberg Villages’, in: German History vol. 34 1 
(2016), pp. 54-87. 
33

 Many examples can be found in Heilbronner, 

Popular Liberalism, pp.172-175. 

6 Conclusion: the peculiarity of southern 

German liberalism  

ü

 

                                                 
34

 Heilbronner, Catholicism. 
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35

 Mühlberger, Central Control. 
36

 Heilbronner, Catholicism, pp. 91-97. 
37

 See n.16. 

                                                 
38

 Eley Geoff: "Bismarckian Germany", in: Gordon 

Martel (ed.): Modern Germany Reconsidered: 1870-

1945, New York/London 1996, pp. 7-17; Palmowski, 

Mediating. 
39

 Blackbourn, Progress; Margaret L. Anderson: 

Practicing Democracy: Elections and Political Cul-

ture in Imperial Germany, Princeton 2000, pp. 260-

265. 
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