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This ,tudy of th,' con f~"ionality of ".:mbrism willb<' gll id~d by th~ following 
question,: What role did cOllf~ssion J l laws and State practice play in the attic­
ulation of s~culari,m? How did SKolarist bdi~f,; int~ract with theology and 
oth~r forms of knowl~dge , in particular natural scienc~? What rol~ did secolar­
ism play in the arti,'uiation of s,,":ial ",nfiil'ts, and whi('h professional and dass 
segments were represented in the different associational types? H ow did se.;ular­
i~m figure in the formmion of Germany's modern patty s}'stem? 

Each of these questions points to a d i ffcrem dimension of S<'ell]a risrn, In ordl'r 
to do justice to each and to find th,,' intl'rCOn!ll'{"tions octween them. I chose to 

focus my research On the four main types of s""" larist organizations in a single 
location: Berlin. Utihing microhiSlOrica l melhods, I move from Ih~ associa­
lions and Iheir members OUI into broader conleXtS, from lhe urban selling and 
city polit ics 10 Ihe Prllssian S\a(t and fin~lI}' to lhe Reich, The advantage of 
limiting the geographic scope in th is way is thm We can see wh"r" characters 
reappear in differem guises and tract relationships between them and 10 those 
outside the secll 1a rist fold. It is a Iso possible to provide a more nuanced picw re of 
the coonections between 5C<'ularism "nd science education, political radicalism, 
religious criticism, and social con~ict. 

My abiliT}' 10 provide ,1 ~thick" description of orpnized 5C<'ularism in Berl in 
requ ired, of course, a thick source base, aud (his I fou nd in Berl in archives, For 
lhe mOSI part, these ,ourres are not, as one might have expected. lhe records 
of the secularist organizations under im-estigation. After Berlin's SL'eularist 
organizatiom were b,mned in 1933 and r93 4, their own archives were subject 
to spontaoeous destruction at the hands of the Stu,mllbtei/"ng ISA or 
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Stormtroopers), dissipated following pol ice seizure, fell victim to Allied bomb­
ing, or were simpl)' lo<t.~7 Only remnants remain. Given theo;e losses, the 
historian of secularism finds him- or herself confronted with" problem not 
unlike tha t faud by historians of ancient Christian heresies: one has to rdr On 
th~ observations made by the mm'ement's ~nemie,. From the in<'~ption of the 
Free Rdigious Congr~gatioo in '\1arch 1~4 S , Berlin police officers and ('ivil 
servants in the Ministry of the Interior engaged in systematic sur-yeillance of 
the ",~ularist associa tions. It a te,tament to the anxiety ",-'('ulari,m ptodu~ed for 
the cunfes~ional Sllte that tht Berlin police prcsidtm regularly scm an officer to 

observe the wNekly meetings of the Ikrlin Free Religious Congregation and Mke 
not,'S On th,,' sermons, audil'll~es, songs, and debat" .... Th(' Catholic Jnd 
Protestant churches al", kept voluminous records of the misdeeds of the secula­
ri,t organizations_ Th,,,,, materials, plu, th~ ,walth of published bo(}b, pam­
phl~ts, protocols, and newspaper articles by the secularists, their supporters and 
opponc(l(s. provided a rich ",,,rce base for this stud)'. 
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Berlin, r rll~sia , and Gcrman Rdch 

Given I ha I Ihe Chrisli~n S IJt~ a nd nlOdern n~tion a lism shaped 1 he con frs,iona I 
field, the i nt(r3ctions of Berli 11 ~clJla,;st> with state officials J nd urhan liJ.,.,rals 
do tell a German story. However, these rela tions were nor necessaril)' typical of 
other early cenren; of rationali st dissent slIch as Sreslau or HalberSladt, 
let alonc of the towns and cities oll tside of Prussia, The microhistorical 
approach hrings wi th it rhe methodological prohlem of perspKrivt'. t~rman 
SI.'l'ui3rism anc.llhe «)nfcs,i"'131 c.I)'namin it pruvohc.l :are nfl'es,aril)' "iewed 
through Serlin spKldcles , As critical historidns ha,'., repeatedly warned , stud­
ies that ra ke Berlin as representar;"e of Pru,sia, or Prussia as repre'ICnrative of 
Germany, ride roughshod ",'er r..gional va r i;lIiOIl and produce a skewed 
picture "f the ,,'hole,'· Instead, we need In trea t Bertin secula ris m as a regional 
ca~, the specificit i« of which have 10 be II lldemood, in part, as;t reflection of 
local condit ions. 

Th~ comparison with mher Centeno uf ~ulari,m rn''';!ls three TX'C uiiariril'§ of 
Ikr~n , First. politically and theologically, the Berlin Free Re~gi<>us Congregation 

., P,n of ,I>< libc, .. y of me lle>iin FRC ....... "",,,«I in '9 JJ at tl>< otdcf of.1l< ,.-.chI,,, ,i.e< ch.i,m .. " 
Otto Br .. /!, The ITmaindt~ W:iS ""'00 in. poli<:, ",;J in mmm<t' 1934 .nd usN ag.in .. kadin;: 
""'''1>! mrmbe" of tho congregation ... inJ i.ra"d in • kit'" from 10 walJ I Lundt to the St""polizri 
on No",mber H . " J4 (Adolf Barndt p'p"f>. u.np.g. ) Acco<ding tol'=r Bairn IV .... ';c/,/:a'/x>ijkrn 
u,.'j F"iff(,g;Qu, 9 J I, the ",h,," of .... , ..... , 1 Un,,,,, of F"", R,I'!!;", .. Cong:rcg'lIOns on I ~,p"g "," 
d.s[fOl"«i Juring . bomb . tt ""k 0!1 o.am"", 4. ' _''4 J. In '9 J7. '40 box., of Jocum<fl" p<n::>ining 
to the !)"ut",),.,. FITid""ker v.,b."J """" d"Ii,'.",d to lhe C""'po .nd w<<< liholy d<srroyeJ or lo.r 
d o~ng ' Oc " .. " , (1.'-'11('1> from the com",,,,,,, of tl..· V"""ljnJiscOc VoIksvcnod>e"'nto: to the bo"d. 
No"<mbo.~ 4 300 lkt-cmber '0. ' 9}7. ruh,,",, of I'RC Jl.crljn,1 

'" j.m<. J, 'h",h.n, • IX-'hat l> Germ.n j Jj>t"'1' i Rdkt-tiofl> on ,he Rolf oi thr N~tw" in German 
Hi"MY ,00 H"'ot",!!rapn)' " Jou,,,,,1 of Mod~ Hmory H IM."h '9R, I' ,. , J-
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My ability to provide a “thick” description of organized secularism in Berlin required, of 
course, a thick source base, and this I found in Berlin archives. For the most part, these 
sources are not, as one might have expected, the records of the secularist organizations 
under investigation. After Berlin’s secularist organizations were banned in 1933 and 1935, 
their own archives were subject to spontaneous destruction at the hands of the 
Sturmabteilung (SA or Stormtroopers), dissipated following police seizure, fell victim to Allied 
bombing, or were simply lost. 67 
 
 

Übersetzung Google: 
Meine Fähigkeit, eine "dicke" Beschreibung des organisierten Säkularismus in Berlin 
zu liefern, erforderte natürlich eine dicke Quellenbasis, und diese fand ich in Berliner 
Archiven. Zum größten Teil handelt es sich bei diesen Quellen nicht, wie zu erwarten 
war, um Aufzeichnungen der untersuchten säkularistischen Organisationen. Nachdem 
Berlins säkularistische Organisationen in den Jahren 1933 und 1935 verboten worden 
waren, wurden ihre eigenen Archive durch die Sturmabteilung (SA oder Stormtroopers) 
spontan zerstört, nach der Eroberung der Polizei aufgelöst, fielen den Bombenangriffen 
der Alliierten zum Opfer oder gingen einfach verloren. 

 
 
67 
Part of the library of the Berlin FRC was burned in 1933 at the order of the socialist vice 
chairman Otto Braß. The remainder was seized in a police raid in the summer 1934 and 
used against leading socialist members of the congregation, as indicated in a letter from 
Ewald Harndt to the Staatspolizei on November 12, 1934 (Adolf Harndt papers, unpag.) 
According to Peter Bahn (Deutschekatholiken und Freireligiöse, 93), the archive of national 
Union of Free Religious Congregations in Leipzig was destroyed during a bomb attack on 
December 4, 1943. In 1937, 140 boxes of documents pertaining to the Deutsche Freidenker 
Verband were delivered to the Gestapo and were likely destroyed or lost during the war. 
(Letters from the commissar of the Vaterländische Volksversicherung to the board, 
November 4 an December 20, 1937, Archive of FRC Berlin.) 
 

Übersetzung Google: 
Ein Teil der Bibliothek des FRC Berlin wurde 1933 auf Anordnung des 
sozialistischen Vizepräsidenten Otto Braß niedergebrannt. Der Rest wurde im 
Sommer 1934 bei einer Polizeirazzia beschlagnahmt und gegen führende 
sozialistische Gemeindemitglieder eingesetzt. Dies geht aus einem Brief von 
Ewald Harndt an die Staatspolizei vom 12. November 1934 hervor (Adolf-Harndt-
Papiere, unpag.), So Peter Bahn (Deutschekatholiken und Freireligiöse, 93), das 
Archiv der Nationalen Union Freier Religionsgemeinschaften in Leipzig wurde bei 
einem Bombenanschlag am 4. Dezember 1943 zerstört. 1937 wurden der Gestapo und 
dem Deutschen Freidenker Verband 140 Kartons mit Dokumenten zugestellt wurden 
wahrscheinlich während des Krieges zerstört oder verloren. (Schreiben des 
Kommissars der Vaterländischen Volksversicherung an den Vorstand, 4. November 
und 20. Dezember 1937, Archiv des FRC Berlin.) 
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