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OLIVER ZIMMER, Remaking the Rhythms of Life: German Communities
in the Age of the Nation-State, Oxford Studies in Modern European
History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), xiv + 395 pp. ISBN
978 0 19 957120 8. £35.00

The aim of Oliver Zimmer’s new book is ambitious. He is looking for
a way to escape the master narratives of modernization and nation-
alization without paying the price of his account falling apart into
unconnected stories. He enlists the concepts of journeys, place-mak-
ers, and rhythms to help him in this, but it is unclear whether their
content is more analytical or metaphorical. A comment about
research on nationalism from the book’s conclusion may demon-
strate this tension: ‘As well as questioning the still common top-
down perspective of nationalist inculcation, the conceptual metaphor
of the dance shifts our focus towards nationalism as a collective prac-
tice, one in which people from different walks of life took part with
varying degrees of intention and awareness’ (p. 303).
However one may judge the overall success of the book in achiev-

ing its stated aim, it is true that the author has interesting stories to
tell about changes in three medium-sized German towns in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. The selection of Ulm, Augsburg,
and Ludwigshafen, three towns with very different socio-economic
and confessional structures, for this purpose does not need to be dis-
cussed. It proves its worth in that the comparison facilitates the
breaking up of all too homogeneous narrative patterns, which is the
author’s intention. And towns of this size, that is, those with more
than 20,000 inhabitants but fewer than 100,000, shaped the everyday
life of the majority of German city-dwellers until well into the twen-
tieth century. It remains to be considered whether this limited size
made them more manageable as well as giving them a special ‘insti-
tutional density’ which distinguished them from large cities such as
Hamburg and Berlin. 
In the first part of the book (‘Journeys’), Zimmer analyses the eco-

nomic development of his selected towns in the context of the wider
southern German setting or, to be more precise, he examines the
comments on this made by the classes that set the tone in each case.
Here, as in the book as a whole, his method is to investigate reveal-
ing key controversies, such as the debate in Ulm about the establish-
Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).
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ment of warehouses and storage facilities, which took place in the
mid 1870s. This debate allowed large sections of local commerce and
industry to voice the doubts which they had about the ambitions of
transit and long-distance trade (especially in grain), an attitude that
was reflected in attempts to hold on to traditional economic forms
and status hierarchies symbolized by the museum for local crafts
(Gewerbemuseum) which opened a few years later. Its only successful
exhibition was a presentation of Japanese art, clear evidence that the
visitors, who also came from outside the town, did not all share the
highly developed localism of Ulm’s petty bourgeoisie. This sort of
mentality was not to be expected in a recently founded industrial
town such as Ludwigshafen, and, indeed, was not observed there.
Wholesale trade and large industry long dominated Ludwigshafen
unchallenged. The textile town of Augsburg, finally, had a consider-
able industrial tradition, but its expansion took place on the city’s
periphery. This permitted the spatial co-existence of a commercial
centre of small businesses and a periphery with a neglected infra-
structure.
Where the journey was to end was a question not only of eco-

nomic development. Progress required education, and this meant
that the question of schools was of central importance. The issue of
non-denominational primary schools was controversial. Their advo-
cates could argue that the ability of teachers (and students) was cru-
cial, not their religious affiliation. They were introduced only in
Ludwigshafen, and while there were conflicts there about the
church’s influence on the inspectorate of schools, ultimately teachers
were more concerned about the possible loss of reputation of col-
leagues who taught at schools near the chemical factories. Non-
denominational schools were the ideal of the liberals who dominated
local politics in Augsburg, but they remained a minority phenome-
non in the face of confessional resistance. For the liberals, it was all
the more important to retain control over the school inspectorate and
to reduce the influence of the religious orders, who provided a num-
ber of teachers in the predominantly Catholic town. But in Ulm, with
its Protestant majority, the inspection of schools was also at the heart
of a number of debates, and it is a strength of this microhistory that
it reveals the subtle strategies which the town used to gain influence
over the appointment of an increasing number of Catholic primary
school teachers.
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The second part of the book (‘Place-Makers’) concentrates on the
law of citizenship and residence based on community of origin
(Bürger- und Heimatrecht) that clung on tenaciously for so long in
southern Germany. While it is well known that this law was chal-
lenged after 1870 by Imperial laws, especially the Relief Residence
Law, Zimmer’s analysis of how it was implemented locally, and the
mentalities behind this, breaks new ground. Ulm’s city council com-
plained, quite rightly, that the new regulations redistributed expens-
es to the disadvantage of the large towns. Until then, these had been
able to pass on the social costs of an increasingly mobile population
by sending the poor back to their communities of origin, which were
obliged to support them. The city authorities now checked all the
more carefully whether they could not deport those in need of assis-
tance and their families after all, before they had been resident in the
city for two years without claiming poor relief, which secured them
the right to support in Ulm. And as late as the 1880s Ludwigshafen
tried to collect fees for which the legal basis had been abolished in
1868 by threatening to withdraw the Heimatrecht in cases of non-pay-
ment. And Augsburg, finally, as late as the first half of the 1870s,
used fees levied for granting the right of citizenship and the Heimat-
recht to fund around 10 per cent of its annual outgoings on poor
relief. Locally, therefore, progress towards freedom of movement
was much bumpier than national legislation, or that of individual
states, may make it seem.
Imperial legislation, however, not only placed a question mark

over the traditional link between the right to poor relief and citizen-
ship status in the community of origin, but also contrasted the right to
vote in local elections, tied to local citizenship status, with the social-
ly much more open male suffrage at national level. The discrepancy
varied from place to place, and this is far less surprising than that the
author occasionally hints that the socially most open community of
municipal citizens (Bürgergemeinde) was in Ulm, which had the
gravest doubts about economic innovations. Rapidly growing but pri-
marily proletarian Ludwigshafen, however, was primarily interested
in creating a Bürgergemeinde of this sort in the first place, while in
Augsburg the local political privileges of an exclusive Bürgergemeinde
were carefully defended. As late as the mid 1890s, applications from
war veterans for citizenship rights to be granted without a fee were
treated with reserve. This exclusivity was not broken down until the
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turn of the century, with the rise of political Catholicism and Social
Democratic associations, the Heimat- und Bürgerrechtsvereine. Taking
the example of consumer cooperatives, Zimmer illustrates tellingly
that these basic structures, which differed from locality to locality,
also shaped other areas of life. He thus distinguishes between the type
of consumer cooperative common in Augsburg and Ludwigshafen,
and that found in Ulm: ‘Rather than socio-economic integration for
the sake of communal holism, its declared aim was the support of
affordable consumer goods for those who could least afford them.’
While this is clear, it is a moot point whether the next sentence pro-
vides additional insights: ‘Rather than place-reinforcing, its socio-eco-
nomic practices were place-transcending’ (p. 167).
The third and longest part of the book (‘Rhythms’), finally, in dis-

cussing urban hygiene and city theatres, treats areas central to com-
munal activity. Looking at Sedan Day celebrations and Corpus
Christi processions, it introduces areas in which local loyalties might
come into conflict with larger ones. An outline of the different polit-
ical cultures is indispensable background to this. Augsburg’s unusu-
ally combative denominational nature had already become apparent
during the Kulturkampf. In Ulm, by contrast, beyond all differences of
opinion, political debates were much more about social cohesion,
and in Ludwigshafen it was customary, until well into the twentieth
century, to select candidates for local office so that all the most
important areas of the local economy and society were represented.
Consequently, only in Augsburg could the liberal call for a new town
theatre be attacked as reflecting bourgeois class-interest, while Ulm’s
town council, in the controversy about high culture versus mass cul-
ture (circus versus theatre), argued for both, and Ludwigshafen,
given the proximity of Mannheim’s competition, declined to provide
anything itself. Given the balance of power in communal politics it is
no surprise that in 1863 Augsburg broke ranks with the Bavarian
towns that had declined an invitation to celebrate the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the Battle of the Nations in Leipzig. The Bavarian–Swabian
town also distinguished itself in its celebration of Sedan Day, erect-
ing a war memorial on the Fronhof, a town square. And finally,
Augsburg celebrated on 2 September for the entire existence of the
Kaiserreich, while in Ludwigshafen, which was similarly dominated
by liberals and equally fun-loving, soon shifted the celebrations to
the preceding or following Sunday.



The antagonistic political constellation in Augsburg during the
Kulturkampf meant that 2 September never became a truly national
holiday. Nor was it one in Ulm or Ludwigshafen, where, as else-
where from the 1890s, it increasingly became an affair of the veterans’
associations. But it was far less divisive there than in Augsburg.
Although anti-Prussian democrats were strong in Ulm, the confes-
sional component of the conflicts was not comparable with that in
Augsburg, even when the Centre Party and the Social Democratic
Party increasingly questioned the liberal hegemony from the late
1880s. Rather, struggles took place behind closed doors, with the
result that the Catholic community also held a commemoration, but
at a place of its own choosing, and with special emphasis on the fall-
en soldiers. And in Ludwigshafen in 1895, the mayor’s repeated
request, made via the bishop, for the Catholic churches please to join
in the ringing of the Protestant church bells, was at last successful. In
the 1870s and early 1880s, the same diocese had had to exert enor-
mous pressure on its clergyman in Ludwigshafen before he was pre-
pared to take part in a Corpus Christi procession outside his own
church. The right to hold such a procession, guaranteed by the
Bavarian constitution, had been challenged by the liberal town coun-
cil, which feared traffic disruption, but it took place for the first time
in 1881 and was well attended. In the years that followed it evoked
no further disputes. In Augsburg, the liberals would have liked to
ban the processions, but in essence accepted the constitutional situa-
tion. Events in Ulm once again demonstrated the local actors’ capac-
ity for compromise. The right to process was not enshrined in the
constitution there, but in the early twentieth century, when the regu-
larly authorized procession expanded its route and threatened to
obstruct access to the railway station, a solution was speedily found.
Instead of rows of two people marching close together, the proces-
sion would now consist of rows of six, with large gaps between rows,
making it possible for people to cross the procession. While the
rhythms of religion and traffic could not be synchronized, they at
least did not obstruct each other.
Zimmer does not treat Ulm as an exception. Rather, it seems

important to him to reverse the standard question about tensions
between national liberalism and Catholicism and to ask why, given
the competition for the same public space and competing rhythms,
deeper conflicts did not come about more frequently. His answer
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relates on the one hand to urban societies, where mixed religious
marriages were increasingly seen as normal, promoting tolerance,
and on the other, to a non-denominational Christianity which made
it possible for the Catholic population to participate in the nation
below the threshold of a national religious transfiguration. Not all the
evidence adduced in support of this hypothesis is necessarily con-
vincing, for example, the common Christian anti-socialism of the
1890 Catholic Conference in Ulm, cited for its obvious rhetorical
function. The anti-Jewish implications of this sort of non-denomina-
tional Christian nationalism could have been explored in greater
depth, but the Jewish communities of the towns under investigation
are not often mentioned. This may be because the period on which
Zimmer concentrates and the themes which he analyses have, so far,
been seen primarily from the perspective of a basic conflict between
Catholicism and the liberal ideology of progress. His comparative
case studies are able to make these dichotomies fluid. To what extent
this is due to his concepts of journeys, place-markers, and rhythms
remains to be seen. In any case, his comparative urban histories are
stimulating, especially in their approach to local, regional, and
national problems, and their relations with each other.
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