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INTRODUCTION

n 1869 John Stuart Mill wrote that “the surest test and most correct

measure of the civilisation of a people or an age” is its “elevation or

debasement” of women.! Charles Fourier, Friedrich Engels, Karl
Marx, and many European feminists shared the feminist and radical
maxim that a society’s level of advancement can be measured by the
condition of its women.? The meanings of that maxim extended beyond
feminism and radicalism and served European advocates of empire
equally well as a description of the superiority of their own societies
over others.? It posited a relationship among the condition of women,
progress, and hierarchical cultural comparison, linking women’s fate to
nineteenth-century Europe’s civilizing mission. The maxim presented
women as symbols of their respective societies’ backwardness or ad-
vancement. This book is about women in the German imperial met-
ropole who sought to be both symbols and agents of their society’s
advancement. Among them were conservatives, centrists, and radical
liberals, as well as feminists and antifeminists.

Between the 1870s and 1914 European states annexed territories in
Africa, Asia, and the Pacific at an unprecedented rate. This “new imperi-
alism” was no longer the business only of explorers and their royal
patrons; it was an enterprise shared between royal or republican rulers
and the citizens of nations, women as well as men, who were demanding
rights of political participation. The late nineteenth century was a high
point not only of European imperial expansion, but also of feminist and
socialist activity. In Germany, Bismarck, Emperor William II, and other
leaders hoped that imperial expansion would unite Germans divided by
region, class, religion, and political persuasion.* Between 1884 and
1900 Germany gained a colonial empire of about one million square
miles and about twelve million inhabitants. In 1884 and 1885 Germany



claimed four colonies in Africa— German Southwest Africa, German
East Africa, Togo, and Cameroon —as well as German New Guinea in
the Pacific.’ In 1888 the island of Nauru was annexed and added to
German New Guinea. In the late 1890s Germany undertook a second
series of annexations that included the 1897 occupation and lease of the
Chinese city of Qingdao (which Germans called Tsingtau) and its hin-
terland on the Shandong Peninsula and the 1899 purchase of the Mar-
iana Islands, Caroline Islands, and Palau Islands from Spain, which were
added to German New Guinea. In 1900 conflict among the United
States, England, and Germany over Samoa led to Germany’s annexation
of the islands Savaii and Upolu as German Samoa.® Before the First
World War, the German colonial empire was third in territorial size and
fifth in population among the British, French, Dutch, Belgian, United
States, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish empires.” When Germany lost
the First World War, it lost the colonial empire as well. But the colonial-
ist movement — an assortment of geographical, radical nationalist, mis-
sionary, and other voluntary associations — remained. Colonialist men
and women agitated for the recovery of empire between 1919 and the
Second World War, when a second, profounder defeat dashed their
hopes.8

Formal overseas empire was important to German women, but Ger-
man women were not initially important to the men who dominated
that empire. Women’s legal inequality meant that they could not partici-
pate in politics as men did; apart from some local elections, they could
not vote until 1918. Their enforced lack of academic credentials — most
universities were closed to them until 1908 — prevented them from par-
ticipating in academic “colonial sciences” such as geography and linguis-
tics. Nevertheless, colonialist women managed to institutionalize their
presence in the colonialist movement. To do so, they had first to con-
vince colonialist men that German women were necessary to empire. At
the time of the first annexations German women were not expected to
go to the colonies, except perhaps as Catholic missionaries or as wives of
male Protestant missionaries. In both cases, struggles with male authori-
ties awaited them.” Many missionaries were ambivalent about the na-
tionalist and secular projects of empire. The colonialist women who are
the subject of this book wanted to promote the colonies not primarily
for religious reasons, but rather for reasons of Germany’s national pres-
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tige. They specifically sought out opportunities outside missionary so-
cieties for women’s participation in German colonialism.

Chapter 1 presents the women’s first successful strategy as secular
agents of empire: as the organizers and staff of medical nursing in the col-
onies. After detaching the occupation of nursing from male nurses, male
missionary authorities, and religious justification, colonialist women
made a niche for secular female nursing in the colonialist movement and
the colonial state. They founded the first colonialist organization run by
and for women, and oversaw the dispatch of women nurses to all parts of
the empire to work in the name of the state and conservative nationalism.
Nurses, supposedly desexualized by the rule against marriage, served a
limited term in the colonies under the strict discipline of the colonial
administration’s doctors. Like frontline nurses in wartime, they were
permitted to bring certain feminine qualities to an intensely mascu-
line space.

Yet nursing could not contain colonialist women’s ambitions, even in
the early years of the 1880s. Chapter 2 illustrates the breadth of that
ambition through the life of Frieda von Biilow, the first German woman
to make an independent colonialist career. Although she helped found
the women’s organization that administered colonial nurses, her insis-
tence on personal autonomy, radical nationalism, and feminism led to
her expulsion. She had a love affair with the infamous colonial adven-
turer Carl Peters, attempted to become an independent planter in Ger-
man East Africa, endured Peters’s highly publicized trial for the execu-
tion of an African woman he kept in sexual servitude, and all the while
built a career as a novelist. Her novels depict the predicaments of Ger-
man women in the new colonies as well as in Germany. Biilow had
firsthand experience of almost all dimensions of colonialism then avail-
able to women —and also of the difficulties facing women who tried to
become agents of Germany’s colonial power.

These difficulties arose from men’s and women’s conflicting aspira-
tions for life in the colonies. Both saw the colonies as spaces where a
new, freer German society could be created far from Germany’s social
strife. But while colonialist women hoped that colonial freedom would
offer them new opportunities, some colonialist men envisioned the
colonies as a place of freedom from German women. In the colonies,
German men were able to represent German civilization yet leave “civi-
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lized” relations between the sexes behind. Sexual and other forms of
coercion that were unacceptable in Germany were part and parcel of the
apparatus of rule in the colonies. Men accused of rape and other cruelty
toward colonial subjects defended themselves by claiming that their
behavior was necessary and even proper in colonial spaces such as Africa
or New Guinea. Colonialist women, who were committed both to colo-
nialism and to “civilized” gender relations, found it troubling that a
special standard of colonial sexual morality had taken hold.1® Yet they
did not want African and Pacific Islander women to be treated as their
equals, for that would threaten their own authority as agents of colonial
power. Colonialist men and women, each for their own reasons, pro-
duced misleading images of African and Pacific Islander women: as
obedient, sexually willing or deviously seductive, and not yet influ-
enced by supposedly civilized —in some men’s eyes, overly civilized —
doctrines of feminism. Colonialist women faced the larger question of
the extent to which the colonies and metropole should be the same
moral, sexual, and legal spaces. Emphasis on differences between colo-
nial space and metropolitan space tended to exclude German women
from colonialism. For example, even those colonialist men who did not
defend rape and brutality as tools of rule nevertheless repeated the re-
ceived wisdom that the climate, material hardship, and threat of warfare
made the colonies too dangerous for white women. Colonialist women
were seen as superfluous, or even as liabilities, in the very colonies they
promoted.

Chapter 3 discusses the role played by some colonialist men in pro-
pelling the acceptance of German women as necessary to colonial life
and politics. As German colonists increased in number, had more inten-
sive contact with the metropole, and sought greater rights of political
participation through self-administration, a confrontation between “im-
perial patriarchs” of precolonial and early colonial days and “liberal
nationalists” emerged. The liberal nationalists wanted to expand politi-
cal participation, but also to draw sharper distinctions between colo-
nizer and colonized. Families that crossed racial lines, once considered
a normal part of precolonial and early colonial societies, were now
described as threats to white German supremacy. In three colonies —
German Southwest Africa, German East Africa, and German Samoa —
marriages between Germans and colonial subjects were banned. How-
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ever, the bans on intermarriage aroused fierce opposition from the men
in such marriages and had no effect on so-called race mixing outside
marriage. In fact, the campaign against race mixing clashed with male
colonizers’ interests. How could German men’s right to choose sexual
and marital partners be balanced with the imperative of clear racial hier-
archy? Colonialist men came to seec white German women as the solu-
tion: if more German women were made available to male colonists, the
men would of their own accord choose them over local women, and the
difficult task of legally restricting men’s sexual choices would be obvi-
ated. The plan did not work as smoothly as hoped, but it did give
colonialist women a fresh opportunity to show German women’s im-
portance to colonialism.

Chapter 4 discusses a new cohort of colonialist women who advo-
cated a role beyond nurse and missionary for German women in the
colonies: the woman settler as cultural, economic, and political partner
of the male colonist, wherever he might go. This group founded the
second organization run by and for colonialist women in order to ar-
range the settlement of specially chosen German women in German
Southwest Africa. The preferred destination for these women settlers
was the colonial ranch, plantation, or farm. As a site of both economic
production and family reproduction, the farm blurred the gendered
division of labor between unpaid work at home and paid work outside
the home. In that idealized setting, German women were to create eco-
nomic value, raise white German children, and participate in local Ger-
man communities without coming into conflict with men. As farmers,
women could even take the place of men, yet never leave the farm’s
extended household. The role of woman farmer-settler appealed both to
men who sought a solution to race mixing and to women who likewise
opposed race mixing and wanted new economic and cultural opportuni-
ties. Among this second cohort of colonialist women were feminists
who sought to increase the influence of feminine morality, or “spiritual
motherhood” (geistige Miitterlichkeit), in public life.!! Feminists had
long argued that there were particular “women’s cultural tasks” (K-
turaufgaben der Fraw) without which civilization would remain in-
complete.!? Colonialist women carried versions of these ideas to the
colonies. Their motto became: “The man can conquer and subjugate
territories in the world for the German idea; but only the persistence of
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woman can implant and preserve the German idea abroad over the long
term!”!3 In the wake of the debate over race mixing, their male allies
agreed with colonialist women that German women were essential to
colonial life.

Feminists and other commentators on the “Woman Question”
(Frauenfrage) fretted over a supposed surplus of women who remained
unmarried, lacked careers appropriate to their social station, and would
waste their maternal energies.!* Feminists called for greater access to
education and meaningful careers; marriage and motherhood, they
pointed out, could not fill all women’s lives. Colonialist men and women
referred ironically to this aspect of the Woman Question when they, in
turn, spoke of a “colonial Woman Question” that referred not to a
surplus of women in the colonies, but to a shortage of white women. The
colonial Woman Question sidelined feminist demands for social change
by emphasizing numbers of German women rather than the conditions
of their existence. It promised that unmarried middle-class women
could be converted from a social problem in Germany into a solution for
the colonies. But the colonial Woman Question was never just about
numbers; after all some six million women lived in the German colonies.
The colonial Woman Question was about race. While feminists and
social reformers in Germany were able to pursue their projects in law,
education, and employment regardless of whether racial distinctions
were drawn, drawing racial distinctions was the whole point of the
colonial Woman Question. As it happened, the colonial Woman Ques-
tion opened up opportunities for women in the colonies beyond mar-
riage and motherhood. As in Germany, colonialist women argued that
German women made cultural and economic contributions to society
other than motherhood, and as in Germany, independent colonialist
women found ways to live in the interstices of heterosexual social norms.
Nevertheless, the presence of all German women in the colonies was
beholden to the racial justification that underlay men’s new acceptance of
German women in colonial space.

Because women’s ability to sustain racial purity was the basis for their
political participation in colonialism, colonialist women were preoc-
cupied above all else with German-ness.!® That might have changed as
German colonial societies grew and differentiated. As it happened, the
loss of the colonies after 1919, which the Entente powers justified in
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terms of Germans’ civilizational deficiencies, only reinforced colonial-
ists’ obsession with the qualities of German-ness. As chapter s shows,
colonialist women’s focus on Germans rather than colonial subjects
served them unexpectedly well after 1919. Their concentration on nurs-
ing, the household, and the farm as loci of German culture was suited to
the conditions of reconstructing German colonial communities that had
been uncoupled from German rule. After 1933, colonialists’ basic claims
about white German women’s importance for racial purity did not re-
quire very much alteration to conform to the National Socialists’ offi-
cial doctrine of racism. Nazism gave a prominent ideological place,
though not much real power, to “Aryan” women as special exemplars of
German culture and racial purity. The joining of colonialism with Naz-
ism took place in part because colonialists and Nazis alike were obsessed
with race, expansion, and German prestige, and in part because of the
antidemocratic political inclinations of some, though certainly not all,
colonialists. Nazi leaders gave greater priority to an empire in eastern
Europe than overseas, however, and Germany never came close to re-
gaining its old colonies during the Second World War. All colonialist
organizations, including women’s, were taken over by Nazi party orga-
nizations in 1936 and dissolved altogether in 1943 as part of the mobili-
zation for total war. One colonialist women’s project survived until the
last weeks of the “Third Reich;” however: a school for colonial house-
keeping and farming located in northern Germany. Into the 1940s, the
school attracted women who dreamed of working on tropical farms in
Africa or South America.

Colonialist women’s activism thus traversed three regimes and two
world wars. It coexisted with the expansion of feminism into a mass
movement, the institution of women’s suffrage in the Weimar Republic,
and the destruction of liberal democracy, including suffrage, under Naz-
ism. Some of the women involved were feminists, although many others
distanced themselves from feminism. Apart from a shared social privi-
lege — most came from middle-class and aristocratic families with ties to
the military, civil service, professions, business, and landownership —
colonialists were a diverse group. They were Protestant, Catholic, and
Jewish; their political allegiances ranged from archconservative to left-
liberal; and they hailed from East Prussia, the Rhineland, southern Ger-
many, and points in between, as well as the colonies.!® Even the dis-
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tinction between metropole and colony was blurred by travelers” and
colonists” mobility between the two, and by the brevity of the colonial
empire, which prevented the formation of lasting German communities
in Africa except in Namibia. Germans’ ideas of gender and hierarchy
shaped colonial practices, and colonial practices raised questions about
the nature of Germany. The history of German colonialist women is
therefore hard to sum up in a single formula. It is also hard to reduce to a
specifically German history. Overseas empire was a project that Ger-
many self-consciously shared with other European and Europeanized
states. This book uses German sources to tell its story, but readers famil-
iar with other modern colonial empires and European women’s move-
ments will see many points of comparison.

Opver the last decade, historians, literary scholars, and anthropologists
have reexamined the ways empires shaped European society and cul-
ture. Recent work on the colonial empires of Britain, France, the Nether-
lands, Belgium, and Spain has revealed great complexity in agents, inten-
tions, and effects.!” Until recently, Germany tended to be left out of
these English-language discussions, although a considerable German-
language literature on German colonialism, with different points of em-
phasis, exists.!8 The German colonial empire has often been described as
too late and too brief to be really comparable with other modern colonial
empires. At the same time, Nazi imperialism and racism complicate
efforts at comparison, and they certainly complicate a research agenda
that emphasizes political ambiguity. As a result, much literature on Ger-
man colonialism, whether in English or German, has chosen one of two
relatively unambiguous approaches to interpretation: either German
colonialism was a clear prelude to Nazism, o7 it had little or nothing to do
with Nazism and the Holocaust.!* Each approach has obvious prob-
lems. The former suggests that imperial racism was proto-Nazi when
expressed and implemented by Germans, but not when it was expressed
and implemented by other European or European-descended imperial
powers. The latter neglects the importance for Nazism of decades of
racialist mobilization, as well as, for example, continuities between colo-
nial empire and Nazism at the level of individual careers. German colo-
nialism cannot be subsumed into Nazism, but neither can the two be
treated in complete isolation. Moreover, it is necessary to avoid con-
structing a mythical unity of a given colonial empire on the basis of
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nation-state distinctions or even national character. Not everything that
took place in the modern colonial empires was informed by a national
order of things. The racism of German colonialism must be approached
at several levels.

Colonialism’s connections to Nazism and the Holocaust are both
obvious and extremely difficult to specify historically.2® That may be
why recent English-language scholarship on German colonialism has
turned to work on imaginative representations of the colonies.?! Such
work secks to broaden and deepen the understanding of race in the
German past by turning to sources produced outside the chronological
or geographical limits of Germany’s formal empire. It often refuses con-
ventional periodizations, delving instead into brief moments or imag-
inative works of art, and juxtaposing diverse situations. Indeed, only a
small fraction of Germans’ encounters with the extra-European world
took place under the auspices of formal German rule. Individual Ger-
man sailors, businessmen, missionaries, scientists, doctors, and explor-
ers had long worked overseas in precolonial societies, in other European
states’ colonial empires, and in the independent Latin American states.
Race, empire, and exoticism figured in German creative works long
before formal empire, and have persisted after it.

Nevertheless, formal colonial rule remains an important subject of
study because it ranged individuals, groups, and images in relation to
state power. Formal rule, after all, means access to the goods and services
of the state: military support, allocations of funds, representation in
state institutions, and rights defined by citizenship. The years before
1914 saw new opportunities for colonists to define their access to state
power, just as the years after 1919 saw colonialists’ efforts to pressure the
state into recovering the lost empire. At a time of extensive feminist
agitation in the metropole, defining citizenship in the colonies neces-
sarily raised the question of what role women played in the German
Kulturnation. This book examines how self-defined colonialist women
used ideas of race and gender in the context of formal empire both to
gain new freedoms as women and to assert German superiority over
“backward” societies.

The tendency to collapse German colonialism into other German
racisms, notably anti-Semitism, probably arises from a quest for a com-
prehensive interpretation of German racism. Yet the very power of race
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lies in its ability to produce myriad new distinctions. This book argues,
along with much of the critical literature on race, that race has always
been a historical matter: something created, changing, and contextual.??
Indeed, to seek a definition of race beyond historical context would be
to treat race as a transcendent truth, to try to understand it using the
terms of racism. Among Germans generally between 1884 and 1914,
colonialist men and women were the ones who dealt most explicitly
with ideas of race and enjoyed the most widespread agreement for their
racial ideas. For Germans as well as most Europeans of the day, dif-
ferences between “whites” and Africans, Asians, and Pacific Islanders
seemed to be naturally “racial” differences. The idea that Jewish and
non-Jewish “white” Germans formed distinct races was, notwithstand-
ing its dreadful future, a controversial notion in the era of the German
formal empire. The fact of empire allowed colonialists’ ideas about race
to be put into practice to an extent unusual for pre-1933 Germany. That
said, the German colonialist movement did not evolve in a world apart
from Nazism; both arose from the same world.

Turn-of-the-century Germany saw several competing quests for new
kinds of polities, led by radical nationalists, left-liberals, feminists, and
conservative nationalists; women participated in all those groups. Such
new polities were invoked through the closely interrelated modern po-
litical discourses of feminism, liberalism, and nationalism.?3 All served
to individualize political subjects, unify them with common interests,
and incite their participation in new kinds of public space. Colonialist
women invoked race as a natural collectivity prior to any voluntary one
in order to avoid exclusion from full participation in the actual polity
of Imperial Germany. Colonialist women claimed membership —even
leadership—in the extralegal, biologized polity of the white and Ger-
man race, which they argued had a substantial reality behind the existing
legal and social order of the German state. The words national or cul-
tural were often substituted for 7acial, but with much the same effect;
the point was to invoke an alternative polity. Race was a powerful lan-
guage with which to argue for inclusion. The feminist Ika Freudenberg
made this kind of argument for women’s inclusion in a book on women
and public life published in 1911. In it, she presented feminism as the
latest innovation of Western civilization, that pedigree of recognized
predecessors to what feminists and others commonly called the “civi-

I0 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



lized countries” (Kulturlinder). Western civilization had prized individ-
ualism, yet heretofore had applied it only to men and had neglected
women. Freudenberg argued that “race means both sexes . . . and it has
to mean both, because it needs both for its purposes”?* Freudenberg,
herself a lesbian and concerned with increasing women’s participation in
public life, was referring not to pronatalism but to what she saw as the
gender complementarity basic to civilization itself. It was important for
colonialist women that extensive formal education, high state office, and
other trappings of middle-class and elite male privilege were not neces-
sary to perceive race. Race, on this view, was democratically available
expertise. Drawing on a posited feminine authority about culture and
race, colonialism women moved from seeing themselves as men’s part-
ners to acting as independent representatives of German culture. How-
ever, none of the colonialist women was able to escape presenting Ger-
man women as means to an end instead of as ends in themselves. Rather,
they substituted race or nation for men. Race and hierarchy were tools
for mobilization, but they ended up also defining the people who used
them.

This book, as a feminist history of gender and race, privileges the
sources that German colonialist women, its primary subjects, produced:
travel and fiction books, articles in the periodical press, records of
women’s voluntary organizations, and private correspondence. Since
these women sought to alter the policies of the state and of men’s volun-
tary organizations, this book also draws on much published and un-
published material written by men on the subject of German women’s
participation in colonialist projects and voluntary organizations. This
book is the first to incorporate a large selection of the copious published
and archival sources on German women and Germany’s colonial em-
pire. Finally, the implications of the inclusion of German women in the
colonial project extended beyond empirical data on settlement, employ-
ment, and fertility to affect how German culture and society was itself
imagined and disputed. Therefore, this book reveals new facets of his-
torical figures and sources familiar to historians from other contexts so
that we can better reconstruct today what empire meant to German
women and men then.
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CHAPTER ONE
Colonial Nursing as the First
Realm of Colonialist

Women’s Activism, 1885—1907

he first voluntary association to be run by and for procolonial

women was devoted to providing nurses to Germany’s colo-

nies. Nursing was second only to missionary work as a social
role for German women in the colonies, predating even marriage and
motherhood. Years before colonialists urged German women to be-
come wives and mothers of settlers, nurses and the women who raised
funds to dispatch them had a secure place in the colonialist movement.
Colonial nursing long dominated procolonial women’s activism: for the
first twenty years of Germany’s colonial empire, that first association re-
mained the only organized outlet for colonialist women outside church
or other male-run auspices.

Nursing is, at first glance, a curious focal point for colonialist women’s
interests. It would seem to be a technical occupation rather than a venue
for politics or ideology. Yet in nineteenth-century Europe, the religious,
maternalist, and patriotic meanings of nursing overshadowed its techni-
cal aspect. Nursing drew on two traditions. First, Christian nursing
orders —at first Catholic, later also Protestant—in which women and
men pursued nursing as a religious calling, had been active for centuries.
(Because nursing among Christian Europeans was so intertwined with
Christian institutions, Jewish nursing had a distinct history.)! Second,
women traditionally performed nursing duties in the home for ill family
members. As secular nursing developed over the course of the nineteenth
century, an emerging modern ideology of nursing combined religious
traditions with the concurrently developing ideology of motherhood.?
In German-speaking lands, nursing became associated with military
glory and nationalism during the Napoleonic Wars and the wars of
unification in the 1860s. Furthermore, nursing was economically vital
to German women. As one of the very few paid occupations open to



middle-class women, it was an important livelihood for those living
outside marriage. The charitable support of nursing also offered women
an opportunity for unpaid public activism. Neither as paid work nor as
charity did nursing challenge conservative notions of women’s place in a
hierarchical social order; in fact, nursing met the strictest standards of
feminine respectability.

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, nursing in Germany
was transformed by secularization (the increasing prominence of secu-
lar nursing orders such as the Red Cross), embourgeoisification (dis-
placement of working-class nurses by middle-class or upwardly mobile
women), professionalization (increased training and certification stan-
dards), and feminization (displacement of men by women from most
nursing posts).? Doctors argued that women were more obedient and
flexible than men (i.e., they protested less when given unpleasant tasks),
and that middle-class women were the best at learning repetitive preci-
sion techniques. The nursing labor force was evenly split between men
and women around 1800 but by 1909 was about 8o percent female.*
Advocates of “female nursing” (weibliche Krankenpflege) never tired of
asserting that femininity was itself the main qualification for a nurse: as
one doctor put it, “even more than knowledge and experience, a whole
woman with a brave heart and a loving disposition is needed.” The
transformation of nursing in Europe also affected colonial nursing. The
feminine self-sacrifice that was part of the ideology of nursing served not
only to justify bad wages and working conditions for nurses at home,
but also to permit respectable women to travel as nurses to the new
colonies. And the charitable support of colonial nursing opened the way
for the participation of women inside Germany in the male-dominated
colonialist movement.

Even though nursing was more than merely a set of technical skills, it
was still a narrower realm than colonialist women had originally hoped
to occupy. When the first voluntary association of colonialist women
formed in 1886, it included nonmedical as well as nursing projects;
Protestant, nonconfessional Christian, and secular nationalist goals; and
men as well as women. Only after a series of conflicts over personalities
and principles did the group emerge in 1888 as exclusively nursing-
oriented, secular, and female. The genesis of the first colonialist women’s
organization demonstrates what became a recurring pattern in the colo-
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nialist movement: struggles over authority —between women and men
and among women — led to more sharply gendered divisions of labor, or
“cultural tasks” Colonialists resolved conflicts by marking out distinct
tasks for men and women. The new, gendered division of tasks always
meant a narrower realm for women; men were never excluded on the
basis of their sex from joining branches of the colonialist movement,
and of course men still dominated the wider movement within which
colonialist women acted. But women did exercise increased authority
within their narrower realm. And even if tensions with erstwhile male
antagonists remained, the women’s new goals gained the attention of
different men with different interests. Nursing offered a conservative
resolution to conflicts raised by women’s efforts at participation. Until
1907, women’s public colonialist interests were channeled into a single
voluntary association, the German Women’s Association for Nursing in
the Colonies (Deutscher Frauenverein fiir Krankenpflege in den Kolo-
nien). Given the fractious, splintering tendencies of other colonialist
organizations with male members, that was a remarkable demonstra-
tion of consensus building —but also of the limitations placed on the
women. Colonialist women did not foresee these developments; it was
only after struggles among themselves and with colonialist men that
they drew these conclusions about the importance of nursing.

RELIGION AND NATIONALISM IN MEN’S AND WOMEN’S
EARLY COLONIALIST ACTIVISM: GERMAN EAST AFRICA

In November and December 1884, Carl Peters and his small expedi-
tion made their way through the East African mainland across from
the island of Zanzibar. They used bribery, deception, and terror to con-
clude so-called treaties with local village leaders. These lands had be-
longed cither to people living in acephalous societies or to local rulers
loosely allied with the sultan of Zanzibar, Barghash ibn Sa’id (r. 1870-
1888). Peters returned to Berlin and in February 1885 persuaded Chan-
cellor Bismarck to grant a charter to Peters’s German East African Com-
pany (Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Gesellschaft).® German East Africa,
nicknamed the “German India,” soon drew more attention in Germany
than any of the other new colonies Germany had annexed. Colonialists
hoped to profit from its thriving spice and ivory trade. Along with other
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Europeans in a late-nineteenth-century antislavery campaign combining
Christian zeal with a drive for colonial annexations, they also hoped to
halt its internal, Muslim-dominated slave trade.” German East Africa
had in Carl Peters a publicity agent who was also Germany’s best-known
colonialist. Peters fueled the enthusiasm of colonialists in Germany
with partly fictitious reports of his chartered company’s power and
prosperity. In fact, Peters had no effective control over the regions he
claimed, which were in any case only a small part of what later became
German East Africa. Peters’s real achievement was inducing Bismarck
and others in Germany to take his treaties seriously. The annexation
existed mostly on paper until the coastal war of 1888—1890, when the
German military conquered an augmented territorial expanse and direct
state administration replaced company rule.®

Between annexation in 1885 and the coastal war in 1888, German
East Africa became the first setting for German women’s colonialist
activism. In 1885 Countess Martha von Pfeil of Berlin decided to estab-
lish a Protestant church for Germans on Zanzibar, which Carl Peters
hoped to add to his new colony. Martha and her sister Eva von Pfeil,
who soon joined her efforts, were Protestant, archconservative, and
intensely nationalistic noblewomen. Unmarried, they lacked a family
fortune and patched together a living from work as teachers, private
nurses, and lady’s companions, and from taking in boarders.” Even
though they never left Germany, Martha and Eva were no strangers to
overseas colonization. One brother, Bernhard, was a coxswain for Sul-
tan Barghash ibn Sa’id, and another brother, Hugo, settled permanently
in the Dutch East Indies (today Indonesia).!? A cousin, Count Joachim
von Pfeil, even belonged to Carl Peters’s expedition party in 1884, but he
quarreled with Peters on that expedition, remained in Africa for the rest
of the 1880s, and played no role in his cousins’ activism.!! The initiative
lay with Martha and her sister.

In June 1885 Martha von Pfeil published an appeal for donations in
Koloninlpolitische Korrespondenz, the organ of Carl Peters’s Society for
German Colonization (Gesellschaft fiir deutsche Kolonisation).!? Sev-
eral pastors signed the appeal, including Ludwig Diestelkamp, an early
follower of Peters who had urged Pfeil to act.!® So did women con-
nected to Germany’s social elite of aristocratic military officers such as
Countess Waldersee and her daughter Helene. (Count Alfred Wal-
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dersee became head of the Prussian General Staff in 1888 and com-
manded the German troops in the Boxer War in China in 1900.) In
October 1885 Martha von Pfeil held her first meeting.

The surviving minutes of that meeting indicate disagreement over
whether the new organization should minister to German colonists,
missionize “heathens,” or both.!* This debate was to recur frequently.
The balance shifted in favor of serving German colonists when two not
particularly religious colonialists began to attend Martha von Pfeil’s
meetings in March 1886: Carl Peters himself and Baroness Frieda von
Biilow.!5 Peters, a master agitator, soon dominated the meetings. He
had great powers of persuasion with both men and women, and he
consciously cultivated the latter as supporters.t® Peters had a strategic
interest in fostering new organizations that would offer him personal
loyalty. Joachim von Pfeil was not the only old comrade-in-arms to
break with him; so did Friedrich Lange, a radical nationalist publicist.!”
In fact, many people who had direct experience with Peters became
disillusioned with him. Some of his contemporaries and most historians
have judged him to be unscrupulous, paranoid, filled with delusions of
grandeur, and given to acts of cruelty.!® The German government and
his opponents within the colonialist movement distrusted his judg-
ment; Bismarck, for example, limited Peters’s powers in the German
East African Company after granting its charter because he feared that
Peters’s brusque and erratic behavior would deter investors.!® Even
though Peters still retained a leading position in the company, he was
gradually losing his grip on it. In an effort to strengthen his power base,
Peters brought some of his remaining allies to Pfeil’s meetings and in-
stalled them on her group’s board. These men were radical nationalists
who definitely preferred rapid exploitation to missionary work: August
Leue, the general secretary of the German East African Company; Fritz
Bley, a pan-German journalist who argued that races were in perpetual
conflict; Count Felix Behr-Bandelin, who bankrolled far-right-wing ini-
tiatives; and Friedrich Schroder, a company official charged with planta-
tion administration.2’

If Peters was Germany’s best-known colonialist man, Frieda von
Biilow soon became its best-known colonialist woman. Like the Pfeil sis-
ters, Biilow had family connections to “exotic” locales. Her father, Baron
Hugo von Biilow, was the Prussian consul at Smyrna (now Izmir, Tur-

COLONIAL NURSING 17



key), and her uncle Baron Thankmar von Miinchhausen, to whom she
was close after her father’s death, was likewise at Smyrna and then served
as the imperial consul in Jerusalem.?! In Smyrna Frieda attended a school
run by the Kaiserswerth Deaconessate, a Protestant nursing order that
combined medical and social work with religious counsel and was well
known for its work in the Middle East.?? When Frieda was nine, her
widowed mother, Clotilde von Biilow, née von Miinchhausen, moved
the family from Smyrna to Germany, into the Herrnhuter pietist com-
munity in Neudietendorf, Thuringia. The Herrnhuter pietists ran the
oldest German overseas Protestant mission, having begun evangelical
work in the Caribbean, Surinam, and western and southern Africa in the
1730s.23 Biilow retained strong childhood memories of Neudietendorf:
of a shop that sold handicrafts from Africa to support the missionaries
and a collection box in the form of an African man who “nodded in
thanks” when coins were tossed into his carved mouth.?* A religious
skeptic, Biilow nevertheless viewed Protestantism as an important part
of German national identity.2

In carly 1885 Biilow was casting about for a new direction for her life.
She had trained as a teacher at Berlin’s Crain Institute but disliked teach-
ing.26 She was despondent over the 1884 death of her sister Margarete,
her inseparable companion and a gifted young novelist, who drowned
after saving the life of a boy who had fallen through the ice while skating
on Berlin’s Rummelsburger Lake. Margarete’s heroism, and male by-
standers’ failure to come to their aid, deeply impressed Frieda and ap-
parently helped form her views of female strength and male weakness.?”
Soon after the accident Biilow wrote in her diary: “Sometimes I have a
wish . . . to be among utterly foreign people and join a powerful strug-
gle. As long as I live, I want to be master, not slave??® She traveled,
rejected offers of marriage, and seemed to be well on her way to becom-
ing one of the so-called surplus women about whom commentators on
the Woman Question debated. Then she glimpsed in Carl Peters’s ac-
counts of East Africa a new possibility for a “powerful struggle”

Biilow’s fascination with the German colonies began in March 1885
when she read Peters’s reports from his first expedition in the Tagliche
Rundschaun, a Berlin newspaper edited by Friedrich Lange.? Biilow al-
ready knew Lange, for her sister Margarete’s novellas had appeared in
his newspaper, and she had met him in 1884 to discuss Margarete’s

18 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



literary estate. Lange recalled his first encounter with Billow: “I per-
ceived the high-spirited, well-bred vivacity of her character as a mas-
culine tinge to her femininity; in her there was something like the single-
ness of purpose of an arrow laid upon the string of a bow”3 In 1884
Lange and Felix Behr-Bandelin had helped Peters to found the Society
for German Colonization. Now, in 1885, Biilow arranged for Lange to
introduce her to Peters. She asked Peters if her brother Albrecht might
join the company and go to German East Africa, and also proposed
going to East Africa herself to set up facilities for medical care of the
Germans there, most of whom were company employees. Like Peters,
Biilow had great powers to impress and persuade. Peters agreed to both
plans. Not long after they met, the two began a love affair. For Biilow,
high romance and colonial adventure became intertwined; Peters, she
later recalled, promised to build her a city in East Africa.3!

These were the two personalities who joined Martha and Eva von
Pfeil, various pastors, and other supporters at a mass meeting in May
1886 to announce the formation of the Evangelical Missionary Society
for German East Africa (Evangelische Missionsgesellschaft fiir Deutsch-
Ostafrika). Martha von Pfeil and Frieda von Biilow took seats on the
board, along with eighteen men.3? The women’s presence there was
highly unusual, as Gustav Warneck, a leading mission figure and critic of
nationalist missionary work, disapprovingly noted.3? The new mission-
ary society announced an impossibly ambitious list of goals: church
services for German colonists, missions and schools for Africans, a hos-
pital, care for freed slave children, hostels for convalescing or vacationing
Germans in Africa, and “other such German sources of Christian cul-
ture”3* One of its statutes signaled its willingness to aid the company in
setting up plantations: “In training the baptized heathens in culture and
customs, the missionary is to be mindful primarily of training them zo
work.”3% In the face of criticism from Warneck and other missionary
leaders who preferred to keep missionary work independent of state
influence, the men and women of the Evangelical Missionary Society
for German East Africa openly wanted to serve nationalist and colo-
nialist ends.3®

Neither Pfeil nor Biilow took a leading role at the early meetings, at
least according to the minutes. From June 1886 on, however, they began
to speak out. Pfeil announced that she had obtained a major donation: a
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wealthy Catholic man had willed his entire estate to them.3” Biilow, who
saw herself as the real leader among the women, urged the board to
respond more aggressively to Warneck and other critics of the Evangeli-
cal Missionary Society.3® In preparation for her trip to German East
Africa, she attended a nursing course at Berlin’s Augusta Hospital,
where Empress Augusta bestowed on her a few words of approval.3®
She held theater evenings, balls, and bazaars to raise funds. She also
hosted meetings of the Evangelical Missionary Society at her family’s
house in 1886 and 1887. Along with the pastors, Martha von Pfeil, and
Peters’s circle, a number of prominent or soon-to-be-prominent figures
attended these meetings. One was Helene Lange, one of Germany’s
most important feminists and Biilow’s teacher at the Crain Institute in
the 1870s. Lange was soon to publish her famous “Yellow Brochure,” a
petition to the Imperial government that women be allowed to take the
entrance examination (Abitur) and attend university.*® Several of the
men who gathered there were or soon became active in far-right and
anti-Semitic politics. Among them was Friedrich Lange, who would
remain Biilow’s friend for the rest of her life. Between the 1880s and
the First World War, Lange agitated constantly against Catholics, social-
ists, and Jews, even calling for the complete exclusion of “Bazillus juda-
icus” from Germany, public censure of Jewish-Christian marriages, legal
treatment of German Jews as foreigners, and boycotts against Jewish-
owned shops.*! Like Peters, Lange also took women seriously as politi-
cal allies for his radical nationalist projects.*> Other men in attendance
were Diederich Hahn and Hans Wendland, who were active in the
Kyfthiuser League (Kyfthiuserverband), an anti-Semitic student orga-
nization.*> One more figure at these meetings deserves mention: the
literary critic and satirist Fritz Mauthner, who later wrote on the philos-
ophy of language and the history of atheism.** Margarete von Biilow
had been his literary protegée. After Margarete’s death, he and Frieda
edited her writings for posthumous publication, and Frieda turned to
him for publishing advice.*> Mauthner can also be described as anti-
Semitic, yet his Jewish family background, which he repudiated but
never sought to conceal, differentiated his opinions from those of Frie-
drich Lange, Wendland, or Hahn. Describing himself as a pan-German
nationalist, he was scathing about Jews who converted to Christianity in
their quest for assimilation in Imperial Germany.*¢
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Biillow wanted the Evangelical Missionary Society to pursue a
strongly nationalist program focused on aiding German colonists, and
she was not shy about communicating her views. At one meeting, her
mother recalled, there was a “hard battle in which Frieda fought against
five pastors and had only Uncle Thankmar and Count Behr for help™”
By September 1886 Biilow and Pfeil had convinced the missionary so-
ciety to make nursing rather than missionizing its top priority, and to
send Biilow and two nurses to German East Africa. The plan was to set
up a small hospital in Dunda, a coastal village where Biilow’s brother Al-
brecht had founded a company station. Peters’s ally Karl Grimm penned
the new appeal for hospital donations: “It will be women’s hands and
women’s hearts to which this work of charity and love, which carries
within it a true German character, is entrusted”*® This nominally re-
ligious society was planning to send the three women as nurses before it
had dispatched a single missionary.

In October 1886 the Pfeil sisters, Biilow, and eleven other women
formed their own group, the German-National Women’s League
(Deutschnationaler Frauenbund).#° Its statutory goals echoed the Evan-
gelical Missionary Society’s program, except that the German-National
Women’s League’s program demoted Christianity from an overarching
reason for Germans to go to Africa to merely one of several aspects of
German culture that deserved support. Martha von Pfeil and Biilow
retained their positions on the Evangelical Missionary Society’s board,
and the two organizations planned to cooperate in establishing the first
German hospital in German East Africa. Peters continued to patronize
the Evangelical Missionary Society while supporting the new German-
National Women’s League as well. In an 1887 speech to the latter he
proclaimed: “Once German women have for their part fully and com-
pletely grasped the genuinely nationalist ideal, then men for their part
will no longer be able to evade it’>° Peters specified German manners and
customs as women’s particular forte; women were to exemplify and
promote a truly national (rather than regional) cuisine, dress, and art.
Yet Peters also urged the German-National Women’s League to “choose
the widest possible area of work”>! Women no less than men faced, in
Peters’s characteristically apocalyptic phrase, a “choice between victory
or the destruction of their nationality’5?

The reason for the formation of the German-National Women’s
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League was conflict over authority. The clergymen did not “harmonize”
well with Martha von Pfeil, her sister Eva recalled, because they “did not
find it proper that a lady should be the leader>® Meanwhile, the women
wanted to control the money they were raising. Biillow’s suggestion to
separate the funds for the hospital in Dunda, for which the German-
National Women’s League was working, from other donations to the
Evangelical Missionary Society raised the question of how to distin-
guish between nursing and religious work.>* While Biilow believed that
charity work for the hospital could be separated from Protestant charity,
the pastors did not.

The German-National Women’s League’s purposefully nonconfes-
sional nature meant that its female leadership could refuse the authority
of the missionary society clergymen—and also accept donations from
Catholics. Martha von Pfeil hoped that the separate existence of the
German-National Women’s League would reassure Catholics that their
contributions for the Dunda hospital would not be spent on Protestant
missionizing. At the same time, she privately reassured Protestant sup-
porters that the German-National Women’s League would have a “Prot-
estant character” and that only Protestant schools and hospitals would
be built.> Her nonconfessional agitation strategy had a larger political
significance in the 1880s. Catholic Germans had suffered a public batter-
ing at the hands of Bismarck and liberals during the Kulturkampf of the
1870s, a campaign to remove Catholic influence from public life. After
1884, Catholics asserted their credibility as nationalists through their
conspicuous support for missionary work in the new German colonies.
French Cardinal Lavigerie’s antislavery campaign, which aimed to halt
African Muslim slave trading, helped persuade Catholic Germans that
German colonial rule would be beneficial to eastern Africa.>® Nationalist
and procolonial Protestant pastors such as Friedrich Fabri favored a
nonconfessional emphasis in the antislavery movement in order to gain
Catholic support for a German military intervention.>” Bismarck finally
assented to Fabri’s urgings and took up the antislavery cause because it
allowed him to represent the conquest of German East Africa in the
coastal war of 1888—1890 as a humanitarian deed.>® At the same time,
these men’s high political strategy of nonconfessional mobilization had
the effect —no doubt unintentional — of creating an opening for wom-
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en’s organizational leadership, as nonconfessional religious charity had
done in the past.>® By the spring of 1887 the German-National Women’s
League had about 350 members.*°

Although the German-National Women’s League emphasized aid for
German colonists, it did not exclude work with Africans, and it also
benefited from the antislavery enthusiasm. The league also tried to re-
vive old worries about Germans” high rates of emigration and assimila-
tion. One appeal for funds claimed that German emigration to foreign
lands would shrink now that emigrants could go to Germany’s own
colonies. Yet even there it would be necessary to prevent “foreign ele-
ments” (such as British settlers) from co-opting Germans. German
women could help. One pamphlet noted, for example: “It is a beautiful
task of the German woman to act as protectress of German manners and
morals toward foreign elements?! The German-National Women’s
League proposed the creation of hospitals, schools, and churches in the
colonies as the “most effective means” of upholding “Germandom¢?
Martha von Pfeil saw these institutions as a nationalist mission to both
Germans and Africans: “With them, we will make it easier for our colo-
nists to remain thoroughly German and offer an opportunity to the
natives, who have trustingly placed themselves under German protec-
tion, to become Germans and Christians.”¢3

At the moment of the German-National Women’s League’s forma-
tion, yet another strong personality, Carl Biittner, joined the Evangelical
Missionary Society’s board and reasserted its religious goals. Biittner,
who became the society’s first mission inspector in September 1886,
personified the fusion of missionary and colonialist ambitions. As a
missionary of the Rhenish Missionary Society (Rheinische Missions-
gesellschaft) during the 1870s, he had lived in precolonial Namibia and
had translated the New Testament into the Herero language. More
recently, in April 1885, he had served as Bismarck’s special envoy, using
his local influence as a missionary to conclude treaties with local leaders
and secure the hinterland of newly annexed German Southwest Africa.
He thereby directly mixed missionary influence and state power.5* As
the new inspector of the Evangelical Missionary Society, Biittner joined
Friedrich Fabri in confronting Warneck and other critics of nationalist
missionary work.®® To procolonial missionaries like Biittner and Fabri,
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the absence of German missionaries in German colonies seemed to sig-
nal a failure of national pride. After 1885, Germans in mission circles be-
came somewhat more willing participants in the colonialist movement.

While Mission Inspector Biittner had at first found the “ladies’ circle”
benign —after all, missionary societies usually had women’s auxilia-
ries—he soon became irritated with it.%° Biittner objected to Pfeil’s
and Biilow’s decision to make the German-National Women’s League a
nonconfessional rather than an explicitly Protestant organization. He
complained that the league’s statutes “intentionally avoided the words
‘Evangelical’ and ‘Christian;” which in his view made its coopera-
tion with a Protestant missionary society impossible.®” In addition, he
loathed his Catholic rivals in missionary work and was outraged at the
possibility that the German-National Women’s League might dispatch
Catholic nurses to German East Africa.%® Biittner accused Biilow of
exploiting the missionary society to pursue secular nationalist aims —
which was what Warneck had earlier accused Biittner of doing. Biittner
pointed out that missionary work had a definite origin in Jesus” com-
mands and scolded Biilow: “If you think, as you seem to, that you can
attain similar success with the motto ‘German-national; and can find the
same patience and strength to overcome even the greatest suffering . . .
you have to find out for yourself that it will zot work that way®® Reli-
gion does not seem to have been the only issue here, however; Biittner’s
authority as a man was also threatened. The two were intertwined be-
cause, in both Protestant or Catholic missionary societies, ultimate au-
thority always rested with men.

By February 1887 Biilow was demanding, not merely suggesting,
that the Evangelical Missionary Society pay over the funds that the
women had raised before the formation of the German-National Wom-
en’s League. The missionary society continued to insist that the donors
had given the funds for Protestant, not secular, purposes, and that the
German-National Women’s League was not a Protestant organization;
it finally did turn over a few thousand marks.”® In effect, the pastors
were pushing the German-National Women’s League in the same direc-
tion in which Biilow was pulling it: toward a more complete seculariza-
tion than Pfeil, who originally had wanted to build a church, had ever
envisioned.
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Now that the Women’s League had control of its finances and leader-
ship, and had deemphasized religion in favor of its secular nationalist
justifications, Biilow and Pfeil asked for a division of labor as well: they
asked the Evangelical Missionary Society to change its statutes to cede
nursing at the Dunda hospital entirely to the German-National Wom-
en’s League. The pastors, along with a majority of the society’s board,
refused.”* Biittner and Diestelkamp rejected nonconfessional nursing,
with its implication that nursing care could be detached from the spir-
itual counsel of German and African patients. They wanted to adopt the
Kaiserswerth model, in which medical services helped missionaries to
reach potential converts.”? Kaiserswerth nurses were expected to aid
missionary work as Saint Paul urged: silently. Biittner expressed the
“hope that our deaconesses, through their quiet, faithful work, will also
have some effect on the mission, if heathens and Arabs merely observe
their way of living””® Even if women had provided much of the money
and effort behind the missionary society, Biittner and Diestelkamp con-
sidered church officials (men, without exception) to be the appropriate
authorities over the dispatched nurses. Clearly, women — either as orga-
nizers of nursing or as nurses themselves —would not have much au-
thority or autonomy in this version of female nursing. The pastors hired
a nurse named Marie Rentsch to accompany Biilow to German East
Africa. Rentsch was experienced at her work, pious, modest, and strictly
obedient to Biittner.

Biilow, who wanted to detach nursing from missionary work —and
indeed from any religious oversight —did not mention religious goals
even when she appealed in the name of the Evangelical Missionary
Society for support to Johanna von Bismarck, the very pious wife of the
imperial chancellor.”* Biilow was interested in female nursing as a form
of feminine patriotic expression for women and as a potential solution
to the problem of suitable paid employment for unmarried middle-class
women. She abhorred the notion that nurses ought to work out of pious
self-denial and in utter subordination to authority. Biilow was influ-
enced by two nonconfessional nursing orders: the Rittberg order, to
which her cousin Else von Keudell belonged, and the Victoria Sisters
(Viktoriaschwestern), which her sister Sophie later joined. Both orders
sought not only to care for the ill, but also to provide worthy careers to
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women.”® Biilow’s interest in innovative scientific nursing techniques
such as maintaining patient charts and teaching preventive medicine
(Hygiene) to all colonists also reflected those organizations’ concerns.”

Biilow correctly perceived that the nursing ideology of feminine self-
sacrifice allowed hospitals and motherhouses (the conventlike institu-
tions in which nurses were trained and housed) to work nurses to the
point of exhaustion. The metaphor of nursing as a mother’s labor of love
not only made nursing respectable work for middle-class women, but
also allowed employers to ask nurses to exceed the labor owed by paid
employees. Much of nursing work was menial “women’s work”: cook-
ing, cleaning, and laundry, with twelve- to fourteen-hour workdays and
rotating all-night duty. (These conditions finally led to a Reichstag in-
quiry into nurses’ high disability and mortality rates in 1912.)”7 In
Biilow’s view, nursing had to draw on the woman’s personal convic-
tions, not her exhaustion and fear, if it was to be meaningful as a form of
patriotism and as a career. She therefore advocated shorter hours, higher
pay, and fewer physically taxing duties for nurses. Biilow could not
abide the pious Marie Rentsch and refused to allow the Evangelical
Missionary Society to send Rentsch to German East Africa as her aide.”®

Although Biilow saw no place for Protestantism in nursing, she did
believe it could foster national cohesion among colonists. That is a
major theme of her 1891 novel The Consul. Its heroine remarks to a
missionary that back in Germany she felt just as close to God under
a starry sky as in a church, but in Africa she had come to appreciate that
“the common church service is almost the only unifying bond among us
compatriots””® Billow saw colonialism frankly in terms of its benefits
for Germans, including German women. Missions and schooling for
Africans were, for her, afterthoughts. In fact, she reveled in the exoti-
cism of the Afro-Arabs and Swahilis of the East African coast and
evinced no desire to Christianize or Europeanize them.

Martha von Pfeil’s views differed from those of the pastors and from
Biilow’s as well. Pfeil saw nursing as a voluntarist national service of
German women, but she was also a serious Protestant who insisted on a
distinctly Christian atmosphere. She wished to continue the tradition of
Prussian noblewomen who sewed bandages and nursed the wounded
during the Wars of Liberation against Napoleon. Pfeil’s own appeal to
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Johanna von Bismarck, on behalf of the German-National Women’s
League, exemplifies her conservative nationalism:

Whose heart does not beat faster at the thought that Germany also
has its colonies now, like other countries — God grant that they grow
and flourish, to the honor of the German Empire.

How many dangers, how many strains the brave champions of
Germandom there have to struggle against, and so we hoped, with
God’s help, to offer relief to those out there by caring for them when
they are ill, being able to offer them a place to rest when they are
flagging and weary from the strenuous work. Along with that, Chris-
tian charity for the blacks is to be practiced, medicines given them,
their wounds cared for, their children instructed in the Christian
faith, and they are to be thus allowed to grasp our faith’s sublime
doctrines. In this way we hoped to be able to collaborate in the
undertaking of making the blacks into loyal German subjects; and to
do beneficial work, with God, for Emperor and fatherland.$°

For Pfeil, colonial nursing was military self-sacrifice, women’s counter-
part to men’s colonial soldiering. Demands for personal autonomy —
women’s or anyone else’s —were anomalous in that context.

Biittner and Diestelkamp refused to relinquish nursing to Pfeil and
Biilow. In April 1887 the pastors and their allies outvoted the women’s
faction on the Evangelical Missionary Society board on the question of
whether to send Marie Rentsch to German East Africa. Rentsch was
now ordered to go to Africa and to report directly to Biittner instead of
to Biilow.8! The vote provoked Pfeil and Biilow into resigning from
the board of the Evangelical Missionary Society, along with Biilow’s
uncle Miinchhausen and Peters’s associates Behr-Bandelin and Leue. No
women remained on the board of the Evangelical Missionary Society,
and no men were on the board of the German-National Women’s
League (although Peters, Miinchhausen, and other men continued to
support it).32 The two organizations were now rivals in the establish-
ment of colonial nursing in German East Africa.
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FRIEDA VON BULOW IN AFRICA

artha von Pfeil fell ill soon after the final break between the
M Evangelical Missionary Society and the German-National Wom-
en’s League. According to Eva von Pfeil, Biilow took that opportunity
to usurp authority within the German-National Women’s League.?? In
May 1887 Biilow and Bertha Wilke, a young woman who was to assist
her with nursing, departed for German East Africa. The two women
traveled by train to Venice, by ship to Alexandria, by train again to Suez,
and then sailed down the eastern coast of Africa, arriving on Zanzibar
about a month after leaving Berlin. Biilow stayed for almost a year, until
April 1888.

The main record of Biilow’s first stay in German East Africa was also
her literary debut, a book entitled Travel Sketches. It is a lighthearted
account of adventurous encounters with exotic peoples, romantic ruins,
festivities, and experiences with medical care of Europeans and locals.
While Biillow was far from the first German woman to visit Africa, she
was quite aware of her status as one of the first German women to see a
German colony. She saw herself as an ambassador of German culture
and national pride. While still on the ship, she sternly told an irreverent
British man that “the topic of German colonization would from now on
be off limits between us, since I could and would not accept mockery on
this subject’®* She also sought to bring back into the national fold a
German-born man on the ship who had lived for years in India and held
British citizenship. She discussed his birthplace in Eastern Frisia, in-
duced him to drop his English mannerisms, and finally had the satis-
faction of persuading him to sing German folk songs to the other
passengers.

Biilow believed that Germans abroad always got “the short end of
the stick> Peters had arrived on Zanzibar in May 1887 as the chief
representative of the company, and she wanted him to be shown the
appropriate respect. He had instructions to negotiate with Sultan Bar-
ghash ibn Sa’id for the transfer of the coastal towns Dar es Salaam and
Pangani to the company.®® On her arrival in German East Africa, Biilow,
who saw elegant entertainment as her national duty, joined Peters’s
social whirl of official receptions, ceremonies, and excursions.?” Peters
and his entourage were jockeying with the British, Italians, Portuguese,
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French, and Belgians for influence in Zanzibar, although the British
clearly dominated. For years they had kept the sultan of Zanzibar under
their influence, and now Peters wanted to displace them. Biilow shared
Peters’s and many other nationalist Germans’ sense of inferiority to and
rivalry with the British.88

Apart from Europeans, Zanzibar society comprised Afro-Arabs, in-
cluding the sultan’s Omani family; South Asians, including Hindus,
Muslims, and Christian Goans; and also Swabhilis, Persians, and Egyp-
tians. The colors, faiths, and languages of people in Zanzibar did not
correspond in simple ways to levels of wealth, although the wealthiest
tended to be Afro-Arabs and Indians who had made their fortunes with
cloves and other trade.®” Individual Germans in the area served non-
Europeans in various capacities, as in many places around the world
both before and after Germany’s own colonial annexations.?® For in-
stance, all but one of the ship captains in Sultan Barghash ibn Sa’id’s
employ were Germans.”! Biilow could not take German power for
granted, and for all her thin-skinned national pride she appreciated the
intelligence, beauty, and taste of certain Afro-Arabs, Africans, and In-
dians she encountered. She even acknowledged the efficacy of non-
Germans and non-Europeans in her own field of endeavor, praising
creole French-Mauritian nurses, Greek nurses, and a Persian doctor.”?

Biilow spent much of her time on Zanzibar exploring Zanzibar Town
and walking by the sea with Peters and his colleagues Baron von Graven-
reuth, Friedrich Schroder, Baron Walter von St. Paul Illaire (who soon
became one of the biggest landowners in German East Africa), and the
Hamburg-based merchant William O’Swald. She was entranced: Ara-
bian Nights, a favorite childhood book, now “came to life” before her
eyes.”® With Gravenreuth and O’Swald she went on a day trip to see
Mtoni, a palace known to German readers as the childhood home of
Emily Said-Ruete.** Said-Ruete, born Salme bint Sa’id, was the daugh-
ter of Sultan Sa’id Majid of Zanzibar, and had eloped in 1866 with Hein-
rich Ruete, a German businessman. The German public knew of her
through her brief role in diplomatic maneuverings between Bismarck
and her brother, the new sultan, Barghash ibn S2’id, and through her
1886 autobiography, Memoirs of an Arabian Princess, the first German-
language insider’s account of harem life.> Biilow hoped to visit a harem
but never received an invitation; however, she did receive a formal visit
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from some elite Afro-Arab women at her hotel. Biilow described her vis-
itors as very beautiful but appearing “as if they were mentally asleep¢
She contrasted her own mobility among men with their lack of it, noting
with humor how her walking companion Friedrich Schroder awoke
from a nap startled to discover that he had been locked in his hotel room
for the duration of the visit. Biilow shared her excitement at Oriental
exoticism, and Peters’s imminent mastery of it, with German readers by
sending back sketches of her experiences to periodicals such as the family
magazine Daheim and the Society for German Colonization’s journal
Kolonialpolitische Kovrespondenz.®” Although her official purpose was to
organize nursing care, these pieces emphasized her encounters with
adoring African children and local notables. She had a colorful, deft
writing style and soon gained a readership in Germany.”

Amid the elegant receptions and boat excursions, Biilow observed
British and French mission nurses at work and performed nursing her-
self for some German, Indian, Afro-Arab, and Swahili patients.®” Bertha
Wilke, who spoke no English and was of lower social status—and
therefore did not attend Biilow’s formal festivities —did more nursing
work.1% On one occasion Wilke cared for a malarial Austrian woman
for four days, with only one hour of rest each day, while Biilow departed
with Carl Peters on a trip to the mainland to visit sites for future com-
pany plantations.!®! Since British-German border negotiations in No-
vember 1886 had allocated Dunda to the British, Biilow had to revise
her plan for nursing clinics. After her first month in East Africa Biillow
decided that the main nursing clinic should be on Zanzibar, the gateway
to the colony, rather than on the mainland, where there was too little
housing and overland transport was poor.!%? From this base on Zanzi-
bar Biilow hoped eventually to supply a string of coastal clinics.

By late September 1887 Biilow had left Bertha Wilke at work in
spartan and crowded accommodations on the mainland in Dar es Sa-
laam and set up her own household just outside Zanzibar Town. Rela-
tively urban and cosmopolitan Zanzibar was an altogether more livable
place. She hired Frau Glithmann, a Greek woman born in Jerusalem
who spoke Arabic and Swahili and relieved Biilow of her communica-
tion difficulties. Herr Glithmann, a German hospital orderly whom
Frau Glihmann had met and married in Cairo, also lived there. The
house on Zanzibar was the site of Biilow’s happiest times in East Africa.
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She had her privacy and saw Peters frequently. Now that Biilow had
arranged things as she liked, she was eager to show that she was pre-
pared to take in patients. She envisioned her house as a convalescents’
hostel rather than a hospital for the seriously ill, which meant less stren-
uous work for her. She responded to news of potential patients with
such alacrity that Peters teased her, saying that the illness of others made
her happy.103

Biilow was confident that she had made a good start on organizing
colonial nursing in East Africa. She had also made a series of undiplo-
matic moves, however, and her reputation suffered. Her romantic at-
tachment to Peters was the subject of gossip in German East Africa and
Zanzibar. Peters was having problems of his own. He tried to play the
Evangelical Missionary Society off against the Catholic missions, and
Biittner and Diestelkamp became irritated and ceased cooperating with
him.!%* Then Peters gained the entire coast for Germany in an 1887
treaty with Sultan Barghash ibn Sa2’id instead of only, as planned, the
towns of Dar es Salaam and Pangani. Although he and Biilow saw that
as a brilliant diplomatic stroke, the Foreign Office pronounced it disas-
trous. Peters’s actions and his open intention to annex Zanzibar were
undermining the Foreign Office’s efforts to preserve British goodwill.
The Foreign Office was also alarmed at reports of unprovoked violence
by Germans against the sultan’s subjects.!%> The company board, for its
part, wanted to develop trade, not plantation agriculture, and it abro-
gated Peters’s arrangements for a network of coastal plantations.1%¢
Since Biilow intended to base her network of nursing clinics on Peters’s
plantations, her plans were also ruined. In fact, Biillow had committed
herself and the German-National Women’s League to Peters at just the
moment when his opponents in the Foreign Office and the company
were edging him out once and for all. The company was furious that
Peters had overrun his budget by almost 100,000 marks (much of it
unaccounted for) by the end of 1887.197 Peters persisted in ignoring the
Foreign Office’s instructions for dealing with the sultan of Zanzibar
until it recalled him altogether in December 1887. He left for Germany
in January 1888 and continued his colonialist agitation there.

Perhaps most dangerous for Biilow’s reputation was her unwilling-
ness to conform to the image of the pious, self-sacrificing nurse. The
German consul in Zanzibar sent negative reports about her to the For-
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eign Office. “Miss von Biilow herself admits she knows nothing about
nursing;,” he sniffed (probably Biilow had told him that she intended to
make arrangements for future nursing clinics rather than attend to pa-
tients herself full time), and he disapproved of her plan to care for
convalescents in her home when the most urgent need was care for the
seriously ill.1%8 The German-National Women’s League board was dis-
pleased with Biilow’s mounting expenses and the stream of travel writ-
ing that she was publishing in Germany, in which she depicted herself
doing everything but spending long hours at patients’ bedsides. Biilow’s
decision to live and work on Zanzibar further exasperated the league. Its
statutes provided for nursing only on the mainland, inside the bound-
aries of German East Africa. In November 1887 Pfeil and the rest of the
board ordered Biilow to leave Zanzibar immediately and set up a clinic
in the coastal town of Pangani.!% Biilow responded that the monsoon
season made it impossible to travel there, and that there were no suitable
living quarters there in any case, but she would await a report from
Peters and visit it in the spring.!10

By this time the Pfeils were too suspicious of Biilow to accept her
proposals. As Eva von Pfeil saw it, Billow “became very friendly with the
gentlemen and demanded from the little Women’s League ever more
money, in order to spend it with the gentlemen on her pleasure”!!! The
Pfeils learned of Biilow’s activities from her published travel pieces and
from hostile informants such as Marie Rentsch and Brother Greiner, the
Evangelical Missionary Society’s first missionary.!2 Greiner and his wife
and niece had shared Biilow’s ship passage to Africa; Rentsch arrived
about a month later. Biilow rarely mentioned them in her writings, but
the pretense of their absence was difficult to uphold. Bertha Wilke and
briefly Biilow herself were forced to share the Greiners’ quarters in Dar
es Salaam before Biilow arranged for her own house on Zanzibar. The
German community in East Africa was far too small for these rivals to
avoid each other.

Rentsch, like Biilow, soon saw that Zanzibar was the best place to
base medical care. She began to make arrangements for the Evangelical
Missionary Society’s long-planned hospital, but unlike Biilow she acted
only on orders and with permission. She solicited advice and promises of
aid from Carl Peters, the German consul, and other prominent figures in
the German community.!!3 Rentsch very much conformed to the image
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of the self-sacrificing nurse; she worked hard at nursing and the care of
freed slave children, and claimed to dislike drawing attention to herself.
She even asked Biittner to promise that her letters and diary would not
be published in her lifetime (missionary societies often published ex-
tracts for supporters at home to read), adding in an apparent jab at
Biilow that “it is never good if women are made too noticeable”114

Biilow confronted Rentsch and tried to browbeat her into submis-
sion, insisting that she, Biilow, had priority as the first German orga-
nizer of nursing in Zanzibar. Biilow also demanded that Rentsch reveal
whatever promises of aid Peters had made, which suggested that Biillow
already had reason to lack confidence in him. If Rentsch refused to fall
into line, Biilow threatened to have her sent back to Germany. Rentsch
responded that Biilow should mind her own “scribbling” and ask Peters
herself what he and Rentsch had agreed to, since “you know him very
well, better than I do” —a reference to their love affair.!'* Reporting the
confrontation in a letter to Biittner, Rentsch quoted herself telling
Biilow: “Furthermore you should know that I did not come out here on
my own. I know what I want here & what I can accomplish and create
here for, as Miss von Biilow puts it, the good of the whole cause of
Germany.’!1¢ Rentsch had the backing of established male authorities
and of mission and nursing tradition, while Billow could rely only on
herself and the undependable Peters.

Peters demonstrated just how undependable he was at a decisive
moment for Biilow’s project. In mid-October 1887 the German com-
munity in Zanzibar met to elect a committee to oversee the Evangelical
Missionary Society’s German Hospital.!!” Although Peters had prom-
ised Rentsch his cooperation, he now sent his friend St. Paul Illaire to
announce that the company would not send any patients to the planned
German Hospital, but rather only to the old French mission on Zanzi-
bar and to Biilow’s future clinics. Since company employees made up
most of the potential hospital clientele, this was tantamount to blocking
the German Hospital altogether. The German consul and others among
the German community were baffled and outraged, all the more so
when it turned out that the company had not authorized Peters to make
that decision.!!® Peters then claimed that Rentsch must have misun-
derstood his carlier promises of cooperation.!'® He sent a message to
Rentsch asking her to try to cooperate with Biilow, then another mes-
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sage offering to pay for a clinic for Rentsch in Pangani, on the main-
land. Rentsch reported that Peters told her that in Pangani there was a
“man who often beats the natives until they are crippled, and maybe he
can use me to cure them again'?® The man was Friedrich Schroder,
Peters’s friend and Biilow’s walking companion, who directed the noto-
rious Lewa plantation of the German East African Company and later
received a five-year prison sentence for cruelty to workers there.!2!
Rentsch, repelled, refused to go. When a second hospital meeting was
held in December 1887, Peters sent a more conciliatory message: the
company would not boycott the hospital, but neither would it give it an
exclusive contract.!?? Finally, Peters declared that he had all along in-
tended to persuade the French mission to become a German hospital
(which was rather unlikely), and thereby save the money that would
have been spent in Zanzibar for the German-ruled mainland.!?? It was
typical of Peters that he advanced multiple and rather unconvincing
explanations for his actions. Biilow did not appear at any of these meet-
ings, but rather remained, upset, at her house.!2*

Rentsch, meanwhile, related her experiences on Zanzibar in increas-
ingly outraged letters to Biittner. She criticized Biilow’s extravagance and
excursions with Peters (which, according to Rentsch, elicited general
astonishment), and mentioned Biilow’s brazen request for an audience
with the sultan (it was denied) .25 Rentsch accused Peters and Biilow of
telling lies in the descriptions of a flourishing colony that both published
in the German press. There was nothing in Dar es Salaam, Rentsch
wrote, but patients who “lay without any kind of comfort, they did not
even have pillows”; a couple of potatoes in a dismal garden; and “two
men who hunt, swear at Negroes, etc’126 As for Biilow’s travel writing,
Rentsch spluttered: “Neither what she writes about the English mission
nor about Dar es Salaam is true. She was not the first to go to the patients’
bedsides in Dar es Salaam and she did not go to help at the English
mission. Her entire work consists #p to todmy of staying at the French
hotel with two servants, running around observing the inhabitants, and
entertaining and amusing the gentlemen of all nations”'?” As for Bertha
Wilke, Rentsch reported that she was “wild,” lazy, knew nothing about
nursing, and flirted so much that the men made off-color jokes about
colonial female nursing. “Everyone here laughs when they hear that
female nurses are to work at the [ company | stations,” Rentsch wrote.128
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Rentsch gave Biittner her own version of Peters and Biilow’s trip to the
mainland to plan sites for future company plantations and nursing
clinics. Rentsch had accompanied them on the trip, although that was
scarcely evident in Biilow’s picturesque account in Travel Sketches. When
the traveling party reached Dar es Salaam, Rentsch immediately began
to treat malarial company employees. Biilow was supposed to relieve
Rentsch on the second night but never appeared; “the gentlemen wanted
to celebrate on board ship, and [Biilow] could not absent herself from
that 12 Heading back to Zanzibar on the steamer, Peters fell into one of
his manic fits. He ranted about Pastor Diestelkamp “in as loathsome a
manner as possible,” the Foreign Office, and others, then insisted that
everyone drink a toast to what he had said.!3° Rentsch, disgusted, left the
gathering. Peters followed her, shouting that he was the only one who
had ever accomplished anything in East Africa and that it was a pity that
only a fool like Rentsch was there to hear him say it. It was a few days after
these events that Peters made his promise to support Rentsch’s German
Hospital; perhaps he did so in an effort to undo the damage his behavior
had caused.

Although Peters’s behavior was, to say the least, unpleasant, he was
not as vulnerable as Biilow to gossip and public opinion. It was she who
suffered the greatest damage on that trip. The steamer captain obtained
a love letter of hers and Peters’s, and it found its way into Diestel-
kamp’s hands. Now, Diestelkamp gloated to Biittner, the rival German-
National Women’s League “would be very willing to make the greatest
concessions to us.”'3! Biilow’s effort to establish colonial nursing as an
autonomous women’s career, independent of missionary or state sup-
port, had been difficult enough before; now, with evidence of her love
affair in her foes” hands, it was all but impossible. Nevertheless, Biilow
hung on stubbornly to her post. By December 1887 Peters and Biilow
had broken off their affair, but Peters remained the most important
person in her life, apart from her dead sister Margarete. 32

In January 1888 Biilow lay ill at her house on Zanzibar with her first
serious bout of malaria. Wilke, in Dar es Salaam, was also ill. Yet Biillow
still felt so strongly about staying in Zanzibar that she threatened the
German-National Women’s League board with resignation if they did
not allow her to decide where and how to establish clinics.!33 The board
called her bluff and dismissed her, even asking the Foreign Office to
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ensure Biilow’s departure from Zanzibar.!3* After having sufficiently
recovered her health, Biilow left for Bombay in April 1888. She con-
valesced further there, then joined her family, who now lived in Frei-
burg im Breisgau. In the summer of 1888 Biilow traveled to Berlin to
meet with Pfeil and the German-National Women’s League board, but
they failed to reach any agreement and her connection to that organiza-
tion ceased permanently.

Biilow’s demands for freedom and independence, above all for her-
self, led first Biittner and Diestelkamp, then Pfeil, to repudiate her. Ear-
lier conflicts over money and religion had taken place between the
women and men; now conflicts over sexual respectability divided the
women. Biilow never accepted what she saw as the pettiness and lack of
nationalist vision of the pastors, Rentsch, the Foreign Office, and her
colleagues in the German-National Women’s League.!3> She certainly
never believed that she had acted less than respectably. From her per-
spective, she had offered her personal bravery and literary talents to a
great national cause, only to be stymied by short-sighted organizations.
From that point on, she would act independently for the colonialist
cause. Chapter 2 examines her later life and her fiction, which drama-
tized the social and sexual dilemmas of German women who confronted
their own strong will, their duties to the German nation, and the unre-
liability of German men.

Biittner and Diestelkamp, as unrepentant as Biilow, continued to see
themselves as the proper authorities for colonial nursing. Well aware
that Pfeil and other women had founded the Evangelical Missionary
Society, they nevertheless wrote the women out of a leading role in the
society’s official history.13¢ Women continued to belong to the Evangeli-
cal Missionary Society after the departure of Pfeil and Biilow, but they
no longer participated in decisions at the highest level. A few years later,
on the verge of financial collapse, the society placed itself under the
charge of Pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwingh, who was famed for his
work with the poor and mentally ill at Bethel bei Bielefeld. The Bethel
Mission, as the society was now known, continued to combine medical
care with missionary work. It narrowed its older, controversially na-
tionalist project by directing its medical care to colonial subjects, not
colonists, and it employed only nurses who belonged to a distinctly
Protestant nursing order.'3”
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The events of 1886—1888 taught Martha von Pfeil that her organiza-
tion required absolute respectability. The German-National Women’s
League, held hostage to radical nationalist agitation and Biilow and
Peters’s love affair, had lacked that. She purged her organization of all
traces of Biillow and in April 1888 gave it new statutes and a new name:
the German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies (Deut-
scher Frauenverein fiir Krankenpflege in den Kolonien). The official
histories of this new association consistently named Martha von Pfeil as
the sole founder, even when they inconsistently gave 1886 or 1888 as the
year of its founding. They never mentioned Frieda von Biilow.138

NURSING FOR THE STATE:
RESPECTABILITY AND CONSERVATIVE NATIONALISM

he difficulties of sustaining an organization by and for colonial-
ist women continued beyond Biilow’s departure. With no other
female presence in the leadership of the colonialist movement, Pfeil
needed to seck the support of men. So far, only two male constituencies
had expressed interest in the women’s cooperation. One was the Evan-
gelical Missionary Society men, who expected the women to subordi-
nate nationalism to their own Protestant clerical authority. The other
was the radical nationalists around Peters, who were too controversial to
ensure widespread support for the women. Pfeil’s response was to make
the German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies simulta-
neously more feminine, secular, and conservatively nationalist. Like the
Evangelical Missionary Society, it narrowed its statutes, in this case to
the provision of secular nursing, primarily for German colonists.!3?
Pfeil invited Countess Clara von Monts de Mazin, a prominent
Berlin socialite, to become the association’s chairwoman.!#® Monts, in
turn, attached the association to Germany’s most successful institution
for women’s public activism: the Patriotic Women’s Leagues (Vaterlin-
dische Frauenvereine).!*! The federated leagues, which traced their
origins to Queen Luise of Prussia and other German princesses during
the Wars of Liberation against Napoleon, were conservative, nationalist
nursing charities. Their official aims were “to participate in the care for
the wounded and ill in the field and to support the apparatus for that
purpose” in wartime, and in peace “to ease extraordinary emergencies
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and to promote and improve nursing care”*42 Prussia in particular was a
leading advocate of the Red Cross movement, and the Patriotic Wom-
en’s Leagues joined the Red Cross in 1878.143 The Patriotic Women’s
Leagues had already confronted the problem of how to maintain female
leadership without flouting male authority. Far from questioning the
ideology of nursing, the Patriotic Women’s Leagues clevated it to a
principle of organization. The women in the Patriotic Women’s Leagues
who organized charitable support for nursing claimed a uniquely femi-
nine caring role, yet carried it out in a larger context of male authority.
That authority was male doctors in the case of nurses; in the case of the
Patriotic Women’s Leagues, it was the state. The rewards of conservative
feminine behavior were great: collectively the Patriotic Women’s
Leagues constituted by far the largest women’s organization in Imperial
Germany, the result not only of its members’ energy, but also the state’s
patronage. 144

Like the Red Cross of which they were a part, the Patriotic Women’s
Leagues won the state’s favor with their efficiency and willingness to
place themselves under military command. The putatively neutral Red
Cross groups agreed to obey the army’s military medical rules (Kriegs-
sanititsordnunyg), which were not at all neutral. Over the long term,
war and preparation for war catalyzed the expansion of the Patriotic
Women’s Leagues and the rest of the Red Cross. The only wars Ger-
many fought between 1871 and 1914 were in the colonies, and the
German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies expanded
over the course of four major colonial campaigns —the East African
coastal war of 1888—1890, the Boxer War in China in 1900, the German
Southwest African war of 1904—1907, and the Maji Maji war in German
East Africa in 1905—1906 —as well as smaller conflicts in German East
Africa during 1801-1892, German Southwest Africa in 1893 and 1896,
and Cameroon in 1896 and 1905.

As the Patriotic Women’s Leagues’ embrace of nationalist war sug-
gests, their members affirmed Imperial Germany’s social and political
order. These women hated Social Democracy, supported the authoritar-
ian monarchy, embraced militarism, and offered conservative responses
to the Woman Question. Their organizations therefore contrasted polit-
ically with those of socialist, radical, and even moderate feminists of the
day. The conservative apoliticism of the German Women’s Association

38 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



for Nursing in the Colonies represented not only the political opinions
of many of its members, but also a strategic response to its past experi-
ence of conflicts with men over women’s participation in nationalist
activism. Nursing in the Tropics, where illness was the leading cause of
death among Europeans, was of great practical use, but it also carried
with it the potential for feminist and other political disputes.!4

Not all contemporaries of the Patriotic Women’s Leagues saw the
leagues as distinct and distant from the “women’s movement.” Two early
German feminists, Louise Otto-Peters and Lina Morgenstern, saw the
leagues as contiguous with, or even part of, the women’s movement. !4
Lina Morgenstern is herself hard to classify: a moderate feminist who
advocated women’s suffrage and a Jew who belonged to the Protestant-
dominated Patriotic Women’s Leagues, she is best known today for
organizing low-cost mass meals in “people’s kitchens” (Volkskiichen) in
1866 and 1870. She also published a major survey of women’s paid work
in Germany (which included the German Women’s Association for
Nursing in the Colonies).!#” She had a personal connection to the Ger-
man colonies: her son, an engineer, was a railroad director in Usakos,
German Southwest Africa.#8 While feminists, who are better known to
historians of German women than conservative nonfeminist women,
accepted or even embraced an oppositional stance, conservative women
in the Patriotic Women’s Leagues sought to remain publicly active while
evading the accusation of opposition. The Patriotic Women’s Leagues
and the German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies were
not feminist organizations, but they shared with feminists the challenge
of responding to a male-dominated society.

The German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies made
itself indispensable to colonialist men by subsidizing, in effect, German
colonization.!*® Using funds raised through charity benefits and dues,
the association sent nurses and supplies to government hospitals, re-
mote clinics, and chartered company headquarters. In return, the secu-
lar state agencies of the Foreign Office (after 1890, the Colonial De-
partment) and the Naval Office became enthusiastic patrons of the
association. (Clara von Monts was herself the widow of a navy vice
admiral.) The civilian and military doctors these agencies employed
were especially strong supporters. After the association’s reorganiza-
tion, the first nurses arrived in German East Africa in 1888, in German
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New Guinea in 1891, in German Cameroon in 1892, in German South-
west Africa in 1893, and in Togo in 1894. The association began work in
the city of Qingdao in 1902, and in German Samoa in 1905. Soon its sec-
ular nurses overshadowed mission-based medical care in the colonies.!5°
The German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies was
refounded just in time to benefit from the culmination of the nonconfes-
sional and colonialist German antislavery movement. Women were al-
lowed to attend the most important antislavery assembly, which took
place on 27 October 1888 at the Giirzenich hall in Cologne, and they
packed the gallery.!5! In December 1888, with the help of Ludwig
Windthorst and his Catholic Center Party, the Reichstag approved ap-
propriations for a special armed force led by Hermann von Wissmann
for the East African coastal war. Wissmann’s forces won in early 1891,
after some very bloody fighting. The antislavery movement lost momen-
tum in national politics after 1890, but it never died out altogether.
Women’s Association for Nursing members continued to send gifts to
Africa for “industrious German negro children,’!? slave children who
had either escaped their masters or been purchased, and thereby “freed,”
by Germans. (Some freed slave children even became the godchildren of
Ludwig Windthorst.)153 The fact that these children were often passed
from German to German and apparently always worked for their “liber-
ators” indicates the relative nature of their freedom.!® The German
Colonial Society ran an “antislavery lottery” during the early 1890s and
used the money to send Wissmann back to German East Africa in 1893
with a steamship to monitor slave trading, further militarizing the
colony’s interior.1%5 Antislavery activists continued their work in the
Africa Association of German Catholics (Afrikaverein deutscher Ka-
tholiken), the Evangelical Africa Association (Evangelischer Afrika-
verein), the German Congo League (Deutsche Congo-Liga), and the
German Society for the Protection of Natives (Deutsche Gesellschaft
fir Eingeborenenschutz). As cynically manipulative as Bismarck’s and
colonialists’ appropriation of the antislavery issue was, their manipula-
tions would not have worked had the fight to end slavery not genuinely
captured Germans’ imagination. The naval agitation of the late 1890s, a
mass campaign in favor of building a navy that could rival Britain’s,
likewise aided the growth of the Women’s Association for Nursing.
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While the Women’s Association for Nursing benefited from popular
enthusiasms for colonial wars and naval expansion, it was by no means an
organization of or for the common people. It was marked by the active
involvement of the very wealthiest and the very highest of the titled
nobility. Empress Augusta, the wife of Emperor Wilhelm I, was a friend
of Clara von Monts and served as the association’s patron, as did Em-
press Auguste Viktoria, the wife of Wilhelm II. Queens, princesses, and
archduchesses of Imperial Germany’s federated states likewise served as
“protectresses” of the association’s regional federations.!*¢ The wives of
some of Germany’s largest landowners were members, such as Princess
Solms-Baruth, the duchess of Ratibor, Countess Stolberg-Wernigerode,
and Princess Henckel von Donnersmarck (whose husband was both a
landowner and an industrial magnate). Women from the Hoesch and
Stumm families — Germany’s most important industrialists —also be-
longed. About 14 percent of the membership belonged to the nobility,
and about 12 percent to the overlapping group of the military. Families
of the civil service and the educated middle class (Bildungsbiirgertum)
were also prominently represented.!>” The clubwomen were by and
large far wealthier and more socially prestigious than the nurses they
sponsored. Given the requirement that nurses be unmarried or wid-
owed, marital status often also distinguished clubwomen from nurses.
The association therefore encompassed two very different groups of
women who encountered colonial space in very different ways.

NURSES IN COLONIAL SPACE

he German Women’s Association for Nursing in the Colonies sub-

stituted nationalism, service to the state, and a generic Christian
humanitarianism for the specifically confessional motivation of religious
nurses. Colonial nurses shared the usual reasons of nurses in Germany
for choosing that occupation. Some had faced a precarious personal or
financial crisis such as the death of a father; others did not wish to marry
or could not find a suitable husband. Colonial nursing carried some of
the same burdens and rewards of nursing in Germany. It made private
life all but impossible and endangered women’s health, but it also of-
fered job security and increased social status for women from humble
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backgrounds. The ideology of nursing offered women a rare chance to
claim status as brave heroines, skilled professionals, and paragons of
selfless femininity.

The first motherhouse to supply nurses to the association was the
Clementine House (Clementinenhaus), founded in 1875 in Hanover by
Olga von Liitzerode.'58 It accepted as prospective nurses only “unmar-
ried women and widows of Christian confession from the educated
classes, between 20 to 40 years of age”!® As the exclusion of Jewish
women indicates, religion was never absent from such motherhouses;
their secular nature consisted only in the fact that they were not part of
a church bureaucracy.!% The stricture about class shows the embour-
geoisification of nursing then under way. The father or guardian of a
prospective nurse had to give his permission for the woman to enter the
motherhouse, even if she were an adult. Once in the motherhouse she
owed complete obedience to the matron (Oberin). 16! After training, the
hiring process reflected the overall chain of command from the state to
the nurse. First, the Colonial Department —or, in the case of Kiao-
Chow, the Naval Office —requested nurses and equipment from the
Women’s Association for Nursing. Then the association contracted with
a motherhouse to hire nurses —never dealing directly with the indi-
vidual nurses—and finally the nurses were dispatched to the colo-
nies.'2 The nurses owed obedience first to the doctors with whom they
worked, then to the association and the motherhouse. The association
did not want to transform nursing in Germany, but rather wished to
export conservative, authoritarian nursing to the colonies. It distanced
itself from the image that Biilow had created of colonial nursing as an
independent women’s adventure.

Yet the promise of adventure in the colonies was an irreducible lure
for the nurses. Their work was extraordinary. Apart from missionaries,
they were practically the only European women in the regions where
they were posted. Until the late 1890s, colonial doctors and bureaucrats
advised men against bringing European wives to German Southwest
Africa, German East Africa, German Samoa, and Kiao-Chow, and did
the same until around 1910 regarding Togo and Cameroon. Soldiers,
and in some cases even officers, were forbidden to bring their wives
from Germany at all, especially in the early years of empire.!%3 Nurses
often decided to work for the Women’s Association for Nursing in the
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face of family opposition. One nurse-recruit was ready to depart for
New Guinea when her mother’s veto put an end to the proceedings.!6*
Another nurse, Anna Meyer, was dispatched with her parents’ “initially
only hesitant and displeased . . . permission.”1%> On another occasion, a
flancé prevented the dispatch of his prospective wife, even though she
planned to complete her service in German Southwest Africa before
their wedding.'¢¢ One of the first nurses the association sent to German
East Africa after Frieda von Biilow was Countess Lilly zu Piickler-
Limpurg. At the prospect of her departure, her distraught father ap-
pealed to no less an authority than Bismarck. “This risking of life and
death is quite too adventurous,” Count Ludwig zu Piickler-Limpurg
wrote; “my wife . . . is in despair about it”167 He pleaded with Bismarck
to “use everything in your power to render the journey to Zanzibar
impossible for my daughter”!%® The Clementine House matron was
dismayed at the idea of sending Lilly, who was twenty-six years old,
against her parents’ wishes, and replaced her in 1889 with a nurse who
had no living parents to protest.'%® But the Piickler-Limpurgs’ attempt
to prevent the dispatch of their daughter ultimately failed; she departed
for Africa in June 1890. As it turned out, Piickler-Limpurg was one of
the hardiest and most successful nurses to be sent by the association. She
stayed abroad much longer than other nurses, leaving her post in Ger-
man East Africa only once in six years.!”°

Colonial nursing was undeniably dangerous. Of the 178 nurses the
association dispatched between 1888 and 1907, 12 (or about 7 percent)
died at their posts. Practically all nurses, regardless of the colony where
they worked, reported suffering from malaria or “fever;” and dysentery
was common.!”! Ill health compelled many to return to Germany before
their contracted terms expired. During the early years nurses’ contracts
lasted two years; later, the association matched the nurses’ contracts to
those of the colonial and naval civil service: nurses served for cighteen
months in Togo and Cameroon; two years in German East Africa; three
years in German Southwest Africa, German New Guinea, and German
Samoa; and four years in Qingdao.!”? Although the association tried
to prevent nurses from being stationed alone, in practice illness and
delays meant that they often did work alone.!”® When that happened,
the already physically hard work became exhausting. Nurse Anna Biss-
ler wrote from Cameroon: “We trot from early morning, often al-
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ready at five in the morning until evenings at ten o’clock, without
interruption”74

The nurses were eager to go in spite of such risks, and they wrote
about their experiences in detail, mostly in letters that appeared reg-
ularly in the association journal, Under the Red Cross. Most had never left
Europe or even seen people of color in Germany, so their first encoun-
ters with non-Europeans occurred on the voyage out. For nurses bound
for German East Africa, the first stop they described as exotic was Port
Said, Egypt; for nurses headed to German Southwest Africa, it was
Liberia. The women reacted with fear and disgust at aggressive peddlers
and the poverty and shabbiness of the first ports. Mathilde Knigge called
the people who came up to the ship at Port Said “intrusive and repul-
sive” and fled back onto the ship.}”> Margarete Leue complained that
Liberians were “repulsively ugly”!”¢ Helene von Borcke described a
sense of unreality: “At first everything seemed to me altogether too
foreign and bizarre, so that I often had to ask myself, ‘am I dreaming or
awake?’; it is as if one really is in another world”177

Soon after their arrival, however, the nurses became accustomed to
the people and landscape. Leue reported: “On the first day the blacks
seemed to us quite sinister. . . . Now we are so used to the blacks that we
are astonished when we see an unexpected white face”!”® Nurses pro-
duced sightseeing accounts of the Africans, Pacific Islanders, or Chinese
whom they glimpsed on walks through town, much as Biilow had. But
nurses also dealt with colonial subjects directly and practically: they were
medical caregivers, employers, customers, and sometimes foster mothers
to colonial subjects. To romantic notions of the exotic, nurses added
experiences of affection, irritation, and outright fear. Nurses evinced an
interest in the antislavery movement by adopting and schooling slave
children, and they often shared their quarters with the children. This was
true mostly of German East Africa, but also of Cameroon, where nurse
Margarete Leue wrote that she was “given” a four-year-old girl who was
to be her “daughter”!”® The association focused on medical care for
German colonists, and nurses cared for patients in quarters segregated by
race and wealth. Yet it was impossible to decide priority of treatment
completely on the basis of race or colonial subject status, for the simple
reason that Germans’ servants, manual laborers, soldiers, and overland
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porters, who originated from all over Africa, also required medical help if
Germans were to proceed with their own work.

The early nurses in particular often discovered on arrival that their
clinic had still to be built or renovated. Most had not envisioned them-
selves in the role of employer and overseer, but in order to do their nurs-
ing work effectively they had to form working relationships with local
laborers and merchants. Nurses were responsible for hiring local people
as cooks, launderers, janitors, and errand boys. Leue reported that
twenty Africans greeted her on her arrival in Cameroon and immediately
asked for work, news having spread quickly that two European women
were to arrive and set up a clinic.!3° Nurses often wrote of their efforts to
impose labor discipline, and of the intense irritation and impatience such
efforts generated. Their first letters home already reflected frustration
with colonial subjects who, in the nurses’ opinion, did not work fast
enough or skillfully enough, or refused to work altogether. In some cases
the women became philosophical about obtaining labor that met their
specifications. Helene von Borcke reported: “One also gradually learns
the great art of being patient”!8! They often analyzed their predicament
in racist terms that they understood as ethnographic truths. Borcke, like
many other nurses, adopted the point of view that adult Africans were
childlike; her superior, Carl Biittner, had described Africans to her in the
same terms before she had ever left Germany.'82 Nurses’ concrete experi-
ences and opinions about individual workers did not necessarily reflect
such maternal condescension, however. Borcke, for instance, bemoaned
the incompetence of African and Indian clinic workers in general, but in
her descriptions of individual workers, she praised the skill, humor, and
helpfulness of each one.!83

Anger and paranoia sometimes crept into nurses’” descriptions of
workers’ failure to respond to the incentives of wages and penalties that
were standard for European workers. Many nurses turned to physical
blows to enforce their orders. While beatings were hardly uncommon in
European factories and mines, they were not openly lauded as appropri-
ate methods of labor discipline. Nurses tried to justify blows with the
image of the workers as children. Borcke ordered a German male laza-
rette aide to administer a beating to one worker in order, as she saw it, to
further the worker’s moral development.!8* Like colonists, nurses de-
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pended on colonial subjects’ labor and vented their frustration at that
dependence with physical force. Nurses were often quick to adopt local
colonists’ notions about colonial subjects’ inferiority.!8

Nurses were also plunged into an intimate —and sometimes highly
political —knowledge of the colonists’ lives. As medical personnel for
both Europeans and colonial subjects, they were in a privileged position
to know about cases of severe physical abuse. In 1894, for example, the
acting governor of Cameroon, Heinrich Leist, a promoter of the Wom-
en’s Association for Nursing, was accused of forcing African women
into prostitution with himself and other Germans, and of whipping the
women in an exceptionally cruel way.!8¢ As news of Leist’s crimes spread
in Germany, the association leadership insisted in the pages of Under the
Red Cross that their nurses would have said something if the accusations
contained any truth.'®” Leist himself protested along similar lines: “The
nurses Bissler and Leue, who lived with me on the Joss plateau, have
repeatedly stated to Colonial Director Kayser and the board of the Red
Cross that they had never heard anything objectionable about me 188
Among his character witnesses, Leist cited none other than Alexander
von Monts, son of the association chairwoman, Clara von Monts.!8?

Leist’s and other Germans’ brutality toward the Cameroonian
“pawned women” precipitated an uprising in 1893 in which Margarete
Leue herself was embroiled. Leue wrote to the association that she had
first heard shots while working in her apothecary. “I resolved, if the
rebels came, to approach them, in order at least to be killed as soon
as possible”** A male employee of the Woermann trading company
named Hesse escorted Leue and her patients to the governor’s house,
where Leist chivalrously offered Leue his room as a place to rest. The
Germans hid there until a rebel siege forced them to run to the shore,
where they boarded a boat to reach a ship waiting offshore. Just before
this last dash to safety, Leue wrote, she grabbed a revolver, “in order, in
case it came to the last, to protect myself from falling into the barbarians’
hands alive”!°! Running to the ship, she lost a shoe, bent to pick it up,
and heard a bullet pass just over her head. Reminiscing with evident
pleasure at this point, Leue remarked: “It must have been a pretty pic-
ture, by the way: in one hand the shoe, in the right hand the revolver, the
dress covered with blood from top to bottom. On my head a big hat that
belonged to the black lazarette aide!”'2 Leue’s bravery in caring for her
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patients under fire earned her a medal and an audience with Empress
Auguste Viktoria.!”® She credited Hesse with saving her life and, im-
plicitly, her honor. They married in Germany later that year and soon
afterward returned to live in Cameroon.?*

While nurses often displayed racial anxieties, nursing did not depend
on drawing sharp boundary lines of race. Though fundamentally con-
servative, colonial nursing nevertheless permitted a range of motiva-
tions, political commitments, and opinions. In 1910, for example, when
white supremacy was at its height in German Southwest Africa, the
Women’s Association for Nursing protested against the compulsory ex-
amination of all African women prisoners there for venereal disease.!®
This admittedly unusual instance of a confrontation between the asso-
ciation and male colonial bureaucrats suggests that even though nursing
had established itself on narrowly respectable terms, it did not neces-
sarily determine nurses’ or, as we will see, clubwomen’s ideas of race.
Nursing remained a task that women performed, rather than the ra-
cialized essence that white German motherhood in the colonies was
soon to represent.

Most nurses returned to Germany and lived out their lives there,
probably as unmarried women. Others, like Leue, married men they
met in the colonies. Auguste Hertzer, in contrast, made an independent
career as a nurse in the colonies. One of the very first nurses sent by the
association, she arrived in German East Africa in 1888 and hardly ever
returned to Germany after that.!¢ She fell ill in 1889, but insisted on
staying in order to be able to care for Emin Pasha, a German-born
official of the Egyptian government who had been cut off from Euro-
pean contacts by the Mahdi uprising in the Sudan. Carl Peters and the
British explorer Henry Stanley had competed to find him, and Stanley
won and brought him to the coastal town of Bagamoyo. Having sur-
vived the rigors of the African interior for years, Emin Pasha almost died
of injuries he sustained from falling out a window while celebrating his
return with other Germans in Bagamoyo.!*” Hertzer returned to Ger-
many in 1890, then departed for German New Guinea the next year. She
worked there for the Women’s Association for Nursing for eight years,
often unaccompanied. In the mid-1890s she obtained a special contract
from the association to run a hospital single-handedly at Beliao, German
New Guinea. When she terminated her contract with the association in
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1899, she did not leave New Guinea but instead became an independent
health care worker on the remote western Gazelle Peninsula of the
New Guinea mainland. There she applied Robert Koch’s new quinine
method of malaria prevention, having been trained by a military doctor
to perform the necessary microscope work.1?® Clearly, Hertzer preferred
to work under her own authority and feared neither colonial subjects
nor the climate.!*? She managed to turn a short-term posting as colonial
nurse into a lifelong overseas career. Her example, though rare, indicates
that even though nurses led generally very restricted lives, colonial
space —especially if remote from other colonists —offered the possi-
bility of autonomous action.

CLUBWOMEN IN COLONIAL SPACE

ost members of the German Women’s Association for Nursing
M in the Colonies lacked the nurses’ experiences of traveling to the
colonies, or even making a living by paid work. Typical association
members were wives of locally prominent men. The women’s interest in
colonial nursing stemmed from their existing charitable work, the desire
to help their own relatives in the colonies, or the desire to promote a
nationalist project. Colonial exoticism added fascination and vicarious
adventure to the middle-class and elite feminine charity of nursing. Like
the nurses, the clubwomen saw themselves as sacrificing for the sake of
faraway men and women and for a nationalist cause. Under the Red Cross
published accounts of clubwomen hastening to sew and pack supplies in
time for a ship’s departure alongside the nurses’ letters describing their
work in the colonies. The clubwomen also claimed a special authority
over the nurses: as women, they declared themselves best suited to
overseeing the training and work of other women.2%°
While a few association chapters formed in the colonies, most club-
women’s colonial encounters took place in Germany: at ethnographic
shows (Volkerschauen) where people whom Europeans considered ex-
otic were put on display, at balls and other festive occasions of the
colonialist movement, and in private homes. Such events created a kind
of colonial ambience through decorations and the use of Africans as
performers or party servants. Clubwomen also had imaginative colonial
encounters in the pages of Under the Red Cross, which featured eth-
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nographic articles about courtship, marriage, and motherhood among
the various peoples under German colonial rule.?°! Colonial subjects
appeared in caricature, too, such as a carved figure of an African at a
Christmas fund-raising bazaar in 1891 similar to the one Biilow remem-
bered: a “so-called “Toss-Man, a Negro dandy . . . into whose wide-open
mouth a ball had to go, in order to yield the remarkably valuable prizes
to the skilled thrower?°? These added a fascination that most other
charitable nursing work in Germany lacked, and it was in these exotica
that clubwomen perceived colonial space.

For clubwomen, colonial space was entertaining, never threatening.
They never faced masses of Africans at a marketplace or confronted
Pacific Islander workers in their home. The colonial subjects clubwo-
men saw were isolated individuals who were virtually always peripheral
to the women’s own everyday lives and needs. The sexual fear that
sometimes surfaced in nurses’ accounts was replaced by pity, curiosity,
or even flirtation in the accounts of clubwomen. For example, the Cam-
eroonian Paul Zampa, who belonged to the Guard Fusiliers (Garde-
fusiliers) in the garrison of Potsdam, was described in affectionate
terms.203

Clubwomen also found endearing the African children who had been
“rescued” from slave traders and brought to Germany. One of these
former slave children, Kanza, had been bought from slave traders in
1801 in Witu (in what is now Kenya) when she was about eight years
old. Her new de facto owner was Friedrich Schroder, the old friend
of Carl Peters and Frieda von Biilow. When Schroder’s sister-in-law
Clara Schroder-Poggelow visited German East Africa, Schréder “gave”
her Kanza to take back to Germany with her. Thereafter Kanza lived on
the family estate in Poggelow, Mecklenburg. Clara Schréder-Poggelow
took Kanza to the association’s Christmas bazaar in 1891, where she
served as a program salesgirl.2°* Soon she was speaking the local dialect
of Plattdeutsch, underwent baptism, and was attending school happily
and with success. In 1893 Under the Red Cross reported that “Kanza has
become completely German 205

A similar case concerned a Cameroonian war orphan named Titia.
Albert Plehn, a doctor employed by the colonial administration there
and a supporter of the German Women’s Association, brought Titia to
his family’s estate in Lubochin, West Prussia (today Lubocien, Poland),
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where his sister Maria Plehn raised her. According to a family friend, the
feminist and social policy expert Marie Baum, “For some years she was a
lovingly spoiled plaything, did light housework and amused everyone
with her naively clever questions and opinions”2%¢ Although Titia ap-
parently also became quite German, the Plehns decided that she could
not remain in Germany after reaching, as Baum put it, “marriageable”
age.2” The Plehns arranged a marriage with a mission pupil in Cam-
eroon and sent Titia to the colony. It is impossible to know what Titia
thought of their decision to return their “plaything” to Cameroon; she
died there while still a young woman.

The leaders of the Women’s Association for Nursing themselves tried
to adopt and train two adult African women. In 1893 the explorer Franz
Stuhlmann brought two Aka Pygmy women to Berlin from central Af-
rica, where he claimed to have freed them “from the hands of cannibalis-
tic Manyema.”2% Stuhlmann claimed that the women, named Asmini
and Chikanao, who were in their mid-twenties, were the first of their
kind to enter Europe. He promptly put them on exhibit as a fund-
raising event for the German Colonial Society, which in turn invited the
Women’s Association for Nursing to share in the arrangements and
proceeds.??” Under the Red Cross explained that in this instance
Stuhlmann was making an exception to his rule of exhibiting Africans
only to scientific audiences. Ethnographic shows were a popular form of
entertainment in Germany in the 1880s and 1890s, and although there
was no public advertising for the exhibition of Asmini and Chikanao,
crowds filled the museum for the duration.?!® The German Colonial
Society men who organized the exhibition invited Martha von Pfeil;
Clara von Monts; and the association’s secretary, Clara Miiseler, to meet
Asmini and Chikanao before the exhibition. Monts recorded her and
the other clubwomen’s impressions in several subsequent issues of Un-
der the Red Cross. The three clubwomen arrived expecting to be charmed
by the Aka women. However, Asmini and Chikanao ran away and stuck
out their tongues at the visitors. Monts persevered in trying to approach
them, claiming that such genuine, uncivilized nature won her heart. The
Aka women sometimes argued and struck one another, and that too
Monts ascribed to their savage nature. Even on such occasions, Monts
insisted, the Aka women remained “graceful and discreet,” although she
also described them as stupid and childish.2!! The Colonial Society men
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explained that the Aka women were “tribeless and homeless,” and that
none of the German explorers or Africans in Berlin could speak their
language.2'2 The women could communicate only in a second language
with one of Stuhlmann’s African male servants, a mission-educated
Myao and former slave whom Stuhlmann had “bought into freedom™ in
1880 in Zanzibar.?!? Clara von Monts reacted more positively toward
the African male attendants. They were, she reported, of a very dark
black color and “strikingly beautiful specimens of their race”?!* The
clubwomen were intrigued by the anecdote that Stuhlmann had once
received a blood transfusion from one of them.

A curious dispute developed between the clubwomen and the Ger-
man Colonial Society men when the Aka women rejected the Germans’
effort to look beneath their clothes. Monts reported that “the attempt to
make visible even only a small part of the delicately formed shoulders
failed due to their energetic resistance. The gentlemen were inclined to
attribute this very striking peculiarity to a well-developed natural sense
of modesty [Schamyefiibl] ”?'5 The clubwomen had perceived the Aka
women as exemplars of unspoiled, primitive nature; yet Monts refused
to accept the men’s idea that the Aka women might share a fundamental
femininity, and innate modesty at that, with women like herself. The
Aka women were suddenly too close for the clubwomen’s comfort.
Monts would have none of the men’s notion of a feminine modesty
shared across racial and civilizational divides: “The present writer can-
not wholly agree with their views. She cannot believe that creatures who
until 16 months ago wore string as their only dress, and two or three
grass stalks pulled through a hole pierced in the upper lip as their only
jewelry, can have artificinlly appropriated within the short time men-
tioned such a feeling of exaggerated decency?!¢ Instead, Monts con-
cluded, the Akas had learned to see clothes as “the essence of the higher
race,” and they refused for that reason to yield to the Germans’ efforts to
bare their shoulders.2!” “To give up even only the smallest part of this
new attainment may have meant the same to them as being obliged to
give up their elevated status”?!8 Modesty, for Monts, was thus a quality
inculcated in women by a high level of civilization. The Aka women
might clumsily imitate it, but they could not really share it. Against the
supposedly natural unity of womanhood that the men invoked, Monts
invoked the supposedly natural barrier of race. This became a recurring
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pattern in colonialist women’s approach to race: while German men
might opt to see all women as fundamentally alike, colonialist women
saw themselves first as Germans, then as female. They could not express,
nor apparently imagine, a raceless femininity.

Even though the encounters between the clubwomen and the Aka
women continued to be hostile, the association developed the “pet idea”
of training the women to be nurses’ assistants and dispatching them
along with the nurses to Africa.2!® Asmini and Chikanao were sent for
training to a sanatorium in the provincial town of Blankenburg, where
the local German Colonial Society chapter and two former colonial
nurses, Amalie Steins and Helene von Borcke, took them over. Even
bringing the Akas from the railroad station to the sanatorium was a
problem because “already on the first day of their arrival in the pretty
little Harz town, they aroused the interest of all the children to such a
lively degree, that they soon had a crowd probably numbering in the
hundreds behind them 220 Because the locals mobbed them every time
they appeared, Asmini and Chikanao were not permitted to walk be-
yond the park of the sanatorium where they were being “trained,” the
first step of which was assigning them to clear away dishes. The experi-
ment was not successful. Monts mentioned that the women threw tan-
trums at the sanatorium. In August 1893 Asmini and Chikanao were
sent to Bagamoyo in German East Africa. The German Women’s Asso-
ciation did not relinquish them even there, however; they stayed with
the nurse Lilly zu Piickler-Limpurg, who was to continue their training.
Monts still expressed the hope that they could be trained as “perfectly
useful little women, so that we can report good things about them from
time to time!”?2! The association finally released Asmini and Chikanao
from their involuntary duty in ecarly 1894, apparently in response to
Piickler-Limpurg’s skeptical letters to Monts. Franz Stuhlmann took
them to Dar es Salaam, where they lived with Stuhlmann’s former car-
avan leader.222 The fact that the clubwomen persisted so long in attempt-
ing to mold the Aka women into a sort of toy version of themselves
suggests a desire to control, in their own way, colonial subjects. The
clubwomen understood their own actions toward colonial subjects as
affectionate and benign, even though the effects of the clubwomen’s
casual adoptions of African children and of the hobbylike effort to train
the Aka women were often quite the opposite.
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B etween 1888 and 1907 the German Women’s Association for Nurs-
ing in the Colonies was the sole colonialist women’s organization
outside church auspices. It wove together various threads of German
women’s colonial interests: conservative nationalism, antislavery, and
female nursing as nonconfessional Christian mission and as paid career.
The secularization of nursing, specifically its detachment from clergy-
men’s leadership, opened up possibilities for women’s leadership, helped
make colonialism a women’s cause, and secured cooperation with the
colonial state. Colonial nursing installed German women in official
capacities in all the German colonies, a remarkable achievement in a
colonial administration and colonialist movement that otherwise over-
whelmingly excluded them. The association did its best to repress two
especially difficult issues that Biilow would or could not ignore: German
women’s emancipation and German men’s sexual violence in the colo-
nies. Biilow’s experiences and writings foreshadowed the sexual and
gender conflicts that arose by way of colonial sexual scandals and debates
over intermarriage between German men and African and Pacific Is-
lander women. Eventually, these conflicts unraveled the ability of the
Women’s Association for Nursing to act as sole mediator among wom-
en’s and men’s secular colonialist interests.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Feminine
Radical Nationalism of

Frieda von Bulow

Ithough Frieda von Biilow had appeared in the roles of club-

woman, nurse, travel writer, and romantic heroine by 1888,

her career had scarcely begun. Still before her was a second
sojourn in German East Africa, where she ran her own plantation, and a
career as a successful novelist—the first, male or female, to use the
German colonies as a setting for fiction. She maintained an independent
career, living by her pen, for the rest of her life. No other colonialist
woman gained public attention in so many different roles. Biilow was
unusual not only in the range of her activities, but also in the frankness
and depth of her explorations of conflicts with German men. Dissatis-
fied with the few conventional realms available to middle-class and aris-
tocratic women (marriage, nursing, or teaching), she sought meaning
in radical nationalism, colonialism, and feminism. None provided the
answer.

Three themes pervade Biilow’s writings.! The theme of radical na-
tionalism, which this chapter discusses first, would appear to be the
most straightforward, but the two other themes, women’s freedom and
men’s violence, reveal how little radical nationalism or colonial space
could solve the problem of how German women were to carry out
colonialism together with German men. Biilow had a troubled relation-
ship with feminism. She simultaneously advocated female freedom and
feared the effects of that freedom. A similar ambivalence emerges in her
confrontation with men’s, especially Carl Peters’s, violence.

Biilow’s fictional worlds were closely related to her personal experi-
ences. Countless parallels between her life and fiction indicate that close-
ness, as does her own statement that she saw her fiction as a set of
political ideas, not as art, and that she chose the medium of fiction
because it was “unostentatious [unaufdringlich] > Her contemporaries



read her novels as romans-a-clef; one man actually sued her over an
unappealing character in her novel Tropical Rage who, he thought, re-
sembled him.? Biilow sketched her fictional characters with economy,
often with cutting wit, and with a high degree of determinism. As her
plots unfold, each character confirms the hopes and doubts planted by
early clues of posture, facial profile, and political views. A remark by
the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, who knew Biilow well in the 1890s, sug-
gests a similar determinism in her real-life relationships: “It was Bar-
oness Biilow’s nature to assume her friends to be as she had developed
and authoritatively completed them>* For all this verisimilitude, how-
ever, her novels and short stories remained imaginative fiction, and she
reworked those sources of inspiration to create widely varying scenarios
of strong women’s and men’s erotic obsessions and conflicts.

FRIEDA VON BULOW’S RADICAL NATIONALISM

B iilow held classically radical nationalist views. In her opinion, Im-
perial Germany was failing to be vigilant about the depredations of
materialism and moral inferiors, and an immoral softness and pursuit of
comfort was spreading. Conventional conservative nationalism had be-
come an unthinking reflex; a more deeply felt attachment to “German-
dom” and “German-ness” (Deutschtum) was needed. Billow mocked
Germans who mouthed chauvinistic phrases without giving them se-
rious thought.® Her criticism was therefore directed not only at those
whom she saw as the source of Germany’s problems — capitalists, Jews,
and Slavs — but also at those whom she felt ought to be Germany’s best
representatives, such as the nobility, feminists, and Christian Germans
generally.® The critical nature of radical nationalism has led some schol-
ars to see in her writings instances of ambivalence about nationalism and
colonialism.” While the meanings of a fictional text cannot be com-
pletely delimited, however, the historical and political context of her
writing should be kept in mind. Radical nationalists did question and
criticize, but they did so to deepen national essentialisms, not to disinte-
grate them. Biilow understood her nationalism to be not only a political
position, but also a moral and ethical imperative.

Radical nationalists formed a national opposition roughly when
Bismarck fell from power in 1890. From the political far right, they
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challenged the imperial government to pursue, for example, a more
aggressive foreign policy and a stronger Germanization policy in the
Polish regions of Prussia.® Radical nationalists believed that the existing
political system was too formalistic, and that it was oppressing a genuine
but silenced German nation. Their extreme rhetoric and references to a
supposed German racial essence as a source of authority for their cease-
less demands have reminded many historians of the later Nazi move-
ment. As it happened, the reputations of Biillow (who died in 1909) and
Carl Peters (who died in 1918) were revived during the Nazi period as
officially approved forerunners of Nazi imperialist and racist ideology.
Certain of Biilow’s ideas made that revival easy, although she had to be
bowdlerized and simplified for official Nazi tastes, for she had ques-
tioned male authority, female submission, and conventional sexual vir-
tue.® The meanings of scenarios of race and sexuality in her fiction
cannot be easily summarized or controlled. And as a woman who re-
jected marriage and motherhood, accepted lesbian sexuality, and always
earned her own living, Biilow conformed less to a Nazi model of wom-
anhood than did many other colonialist women before the First World
War.

Biilow’s own experiences and those of Carl Peters fed her radical
nationalist convictions. Both saw the events of 1887 and 1888 in terms of
distant bureaucratic authority having confounded them just as they
were vindicating German national power. Peters’s recall from Zanzibar
in December 1887 was one of several setbacks for the “conquistador” of
German East Africa (as some contemporaries sarcastically called him).
Peters gained the limelight again in 1889 by leading an expedition to
reach Emin Pasha in the Sudan.!® The explorer Henry Morton Stanley
reached Emin Pasha first, but Peters took the opportunity created by the
expedition to make new treaties in regions to the north of German East
Africa, once more against the wishes of the German Foreign Office. On
his return to the coast in July 1890, he learned that his new treaties were
worthless because the new imperial chancellor, Leo von Caprivi, had
concluded the Heligoland-Zanzibar Treaty of 1890, and among its pro-
visions was the repudiation of all German claims to Zanzibar and the
African mainland north of Lake Victoria. Peters, incensed, returned to
Berlin and helped found the radical nationalist Pan-German League in
1891.
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Biilow shared Peters’s frustration when the government rejected his
“bold, truly heroic deeds™! In a letter to Peters’s sister Elly Peters,
Biilow compared Germany in the 1890s to the defeated Prussia of 1806,
and Peters to the Prussian generals Yorck and Bliicher who defied their
king in order to take up the fight against Napoleon: “Through them and
through them alone, Prussia, trampled to the ground and disgracefully
humiliated, raised itself. Men with such a strong sensibility in matters of
national honor, like your brother (fortunately, also mine) are the ones
who preserve and support the nation, i spite of the feeble politics of
retreat that comes from above. . . . These days I am so completely
preoccupied with these things that I cannot and do not want to write of
anything else”'? Her comparison of Prussia’s defeat and humiliation to
the situation in Imperial Germany was rather strained, given that the
1890s were a period of unprecedented economic and military expansion
in Germany. Yet such images were common at that time among radical
nationalist critics of the state.!® For Biilow, “Germany” was not the
emperor, the government, or the state; it was a nation whose aggressive
political will lacked a spokesman. A few years later she confided to Elly
Peters that she hoped Peters would emerge as a great leader in Germany,
again comparing him to the Prussian reformers and generals of the
Napoleonic Wars: “What we zeed is a man who knows what he wants
and who is not afraid, but rather determined to enforce what he wants,
with or against the government, as Stein, Bliicher, Gneisenau, Biilow,
and York [sic] did in 1812! I wish now with my whole heart that we may
celebrate your brother as this kind of liberator and man.”1* Biilow
wholly subscribed to the radical nationalist vision of a Germany in
bonds awaiting its “liberator”

She also subscribed to standard radical nationalist notions of who or
what was oppressing Germany. Britain, with its dominance in foreign
policy and its condescension, was high on the list. So was capitalism,
with its lack of moral values and its promotion of parvenus. Closely
related to such anticapitalism was political anti-Semitism, which de-
scribed Jews as the particular agents and beneficiaries of capitalism.
Some radical nationalists saw Jews as a race, a fundamentally different
and distinct people who could never become German. Biilow and other
radical nationalists presented Jews as infiltrators into positions of influ-
ence in “real” German society, from where they cynically promoted the
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degradation of German values. Biilow expressed her fear and distrust of
Jews’ supposed power in a 1902 letter to Peters in which she warned him
that accepting Jews’ financing would make him “one of the marionettes
that the hate-filled Jew, smiling coldly, holds on a string”!* Her novels
include an array of caricatures of Jews.!¢ There are a few passages in her
writings that offer a more thoughtful and historicized account of Jews’
place in German society, consistent with Biilow’s habit of presenting
political ideas in the context of fictional debate scenes; but the overall
presentation of Jews in her writings, both fiction and nonfiction, makes
Biilow’s racism clear.}” She presented Slavs, especially Poles, in much the
same fashion. Although Slavs lacked, in her view, Jews’ chameleonlike
adaptability, they were still dangerously resentful of German virtue and
power.!® While Biilow evidently felt deep ambivalence about German
women’s emancipation and German men’s violence, her racism toward
Jews and Slavs was neither complex nor ambivalent.

Colonial Africa, Biilow believed, offered the “Germany” that radical
nationalists sought, a “Germany” that was detached from the actual
German state and social order.’ In contrast to the German Women’s
Association for Nursing in the Colonies, which sought to export a femi-
nine version of conservative nationalism to the colonies, Billow wished
to import a new German nationalist sensibility from them. In her novels
and short stories set in German East Africa, which appeared between
1890 and 1899, she inaugurated the theme of men’s nationalist renewal
through colonial experience.?® Her narratives depict strong German
men rediscovering their gifts for courage and hard work, and even gen-
erous love, far from decadent, industrialized Germany.?!

Biilow often portrayed the renewal of noblemen, suggesting that the
conflict between the Prussian nobility’s traditional hierarchy of honor
and service and industrial capitalism’s cash-based hierarchy could no
longer be resolved within Germany’s borders. Like the nobility itself,
Biilow insisted, the value of German culture could not be appraised in
terms of mere capitalism. Marcia Klotz has aptly described this theme in
Biilow’s fiction: “The colonies must be pursued no matter what the cost,
not because they make money, but because they make real men”?2 Al-
though the colonies could not recoup men who were inherently flawed,
they set free virtues that had been languishing and suffocating in Ger-
many, and they punished flaws that had been flourishing unchecked.
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Biilow gave her fullest account of the colonial education of a German
man with the character Baron Ludwig von Rosen, whose story extends
across three novels.23 At the opening of the eponymous novel, Rosen is
living as a kept man in Berlin, in “humiliation and enslavement?#
Rosen’s escape from materialism and moral weakness is complete by the
end of the novel: he has regained his full manhood. The narrator ex-
claims: “Before him lay a new life that had nothing in common with the
old one: a life of faith and hope! A life of privation, daily struggle, of
work and of duty!”2%

Biilow inaugurated not only the theme of the colonial education of
the German man, but also that of the German woman. Indeed, in her
view the radical nationalist struggle required the efforts of both women
and men. Yet the way she portrayed the colonial education of the Ger-
man woman reveals her ambivalence about women’s freedom. Biilow’s
fiction offers multiple imaginative resolutions to a problem that was
close to Biilow’s lived experience: the strong woman who must find
moral meaning in a materialistic and unjust society. Biilow’s boilerplate
heroine bears more than a passing resemblance to Biilow herself. She is
vivacious, strong-willed, outspoken, and unconcerned with conven-
tional limits on female behavior. She is pedigreed, though not wealthy,
and a father or husband is either weak or absent. She is dark-haired,
slightly exotic, and attractive, but not conventionally beautiful. A cer-
tain gender ambiguity draws men to her: they talk to her as they would
to a man, then realize that they have plunged themselves into casual
intimacy with a woman. While she is often the center of male attention,
she is innocent of any motive to seduce. What she does want is indepen-
dence, power, and a meaningful mission in life. She is unable to deny her
nature, settle for less, and become like other female characters, who are
portrayed as more harmonious but, it is hinted, are weaker and more
superficial. Biillow’s typical heroine has, like Rosen, inherent virtues, but
her quirky status could easily tempt her toward ill.

Biilow offered three resolutions to her heroine’s predicament, and all
of them contrast starkly with that of men’s colonial education. If Ger-
man men escape “humiliation and enslavement” through a colonial edu-
cation, German women find a master who tames them in romantic,
happy endings.2¢ Only two of Biilow’s novels have conventional happy
endings in which the hero and heroine unite at the height of their pas-
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sion: her first novel, At the Other End of the World (1890), and Tropical
Raye (1896).27 In both, the hero gradually establishes his authority over
the stubborn heroine, who in turn battles her own strong desire for in-
dependence. In the case of Tropical Rage, Rosen impresses the head-
strong Eva Biron with his sternness and discipline. In At the Other End of
the World, the character of the hero, Bothmann, is not as well developed.
Something else helps tame the heroine, Monika von Uffeln: the realiza-
tion of her own superfluity in the colony. The love and bravery she has
proven by making a secret journey to German East Africa to join her
flancé at his plantation are not enough, she learns, for a German woman
in Africa. She is not very useful to her fiancé. Unlike his friend, the
cheery merchant Danbruck, she does not know how to cook or how to
run a tropical household. The example of Danbruck makes Monika fear
that German women, at least of a certain class, are superfluous “lux-
ury objects” in the colony.2® A scullery maid, she exclaims, would be
more suitable than she, a “spoiled young lady of the castle who was so
helpless, so useless”?? Ultimately, she discovers that she can nurse the
wounded and ill better than the men. Even though she knows she must
leave the war-torn colony, she begins to learn all the other humble tasks
of the colonial housewife, thereby proving that the miseducation of the
clite German woman can be put right. She emphasizes repeatedly that
she has learned her lesson: following her fiancé’s wishes is the only safe
course. A German woman, then, could be a good helpmeet to a male
colonist if she were brave, capable of hard work, and obedient.

But problems interested Biilow far more than happy endings. A sec-
ond type among her narratives explores the consequences of unlimited
male and female power. Some of these take up the failure of any man to
tame the heroine; in others, a woman is destroyed by male tyranny.3°
Sinister forces, usually represented by Jewish, Slavic, or lower-class char-
acters, undermine the victims’ few chances at redemption. None of these
stories takes place in the colonies, and indeed they would not have made
good colonialist propaganda. They suggest a lasting pessimism about
women’s ability to be independent, moral actors.

The third and most frequent type of narrative in Biilow’s fiction
traces what happens when the female character plays the part of a proper
heroine but is disappointed by the weakness of her intended hero. In
Biilow’s second novel, The Consul (1891), it is the Berlin Foreign Office,
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not the hero, Max von Sylffa, who is at fault; the Foreign Office wrong-
headedly recalls him and thereby stymies his romantic happy ending
with the heroine, Nelly Donglar. Yet Nelly Donglar has undergone a
colonial education and becomes an exponent of the best kind of German
nationalism, and so a nationalist happy ending is substituted for per-
sonal erotic gratification. Later stories show heroes whose flaws cannot
be traced to government institutions: Ralf Krome of I the Promised
Land, who cannot control his sexual appetites or temper, and Joachim
von Bruckring of Kara, who toys with naive young women and openly
commits adultery.3! This type of narrative focuses on the predicament of
strong women in a patriarchal society, doomed to betrayal by weak or
immoral men. After the failure of the heroine’s romance, she is a pain-
fully disappointed woman who faces the future without illusions. She
has achieved self-control and a lonely victory only after the greatest
struggle with her infatuation. Flirting, gossip, and men’s manipulations
no longer affect her. She is isolated, for only people who have been
through similar soul-searching could understand her. She becomes a
desexualized caregiver to both flawed men of her own class and her
needy social inferiors.32

Though the endings to these novels are hardly happy ones, they do
display some optimism about women. Biilow presented the experi-
enced, disillusioned heroines as genuine moral actors (usually national-
ists), not deluded or weak figures. They have dealt in passions so strong
that lesser women would have broken down completely. They have also
pushed beyond the limits of petty conventional morality. Indeed, some
of Biilow’s heroines are immoral in some ways, yet are held up at the
narrative’s end as courageous and admirable figures. For example, Mal-
een Dietlas, of In the Promised Land, marries her husband although she
does not love him, allows him to spoil her, dreams of leaving him for the
Peters-like character Ralf Krome, and even commits adultery. Kara, of
the eponymous novel, is so obsessed with her lover that she disgraces
her family with a premarital affair, allows her now-husband to persuade
her not to breast-feed her baby in order to preserve her looks, and then
deserts the newborn to accompany him on a trip (the baby dies in her
absence) —and still believes that she made the only choices possible.

Real emancipation for women, Biilow suggested, came from final
escape from the romantic life course prescribed for women and entry
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into a realm of comradeship with men and a social life in which women
represented themselves as they served their nation. The plots of her
colonial novels suggest that radical nationalism was not only a struggle
shared by men and women, but also a struggle between them.

FRIEDA VON BULOW’S QUEST FOR FREEDOM

iilow knew from personal experience that the terms of cooperation

between radical nationalist men and women were difficult. Her
affair with Peters combined in ideal fashion nationalism and personal
passion.33 But by late 1887 in Zanzibar, at the same time that the petti-
ness of the German-National Women’s League and the Foreign Office
was fostering her own radical nationalism, Biilow had to confront the
fact that her own colonial hero was failing her, and their affair ended.
After returning from Africa in 1888 she faced public curiosity about her
attitude toward Peters, and responded with confident declarations of his
heroic qualities. She urged her old friend Fritz Mauthner to tell his
journalist colleagues that “my enthusiasm for Peters has in no way
cooled. I mourn now in him one of the most brilliant and, in any case,
the most determined and bravest people I have ever encountered. The
friendship I maintained with him in Zanzibar was already worth the
price that I have had to pay for it”** Now began a period of her life in
which she lived more or less free of Peters but with the knowledge of the
intensity of her obsession. After 1888 she attempted to come to terms
with sexuality, emancipation, class, and race, not in colonial space but
rather inside Germany.

On returning to Germany, Biilow lived briefly with her family, but
her mother’s death and sister Sophie’s entry into the Victoria Sisters
nursing order meant that she was soon on her own again. Biilow set up
an apartment in the house of her uncle Thankmar von Miinchhausen
and his wife, Anna, in the Berlin suburb of Lankwitz. For much of the
1890s she traveled, met writers and artists, and wrote in rural retreats in
Thuringia. She published at least one book each year from 1889 until her
death in 1909, with the exception of two years of personal crisis: 1893,
when both brothers died in quick succession, and 1907, when Peters was
facing a new round of scandal, and when she may well have discovered
her final illness, cancer.
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During the 1890s Biilow maintained her old friendships with Helene
Lange, Fritz Mauthner, and Friedrich Lange and also joined a new circle
of friends and acquaintances who were poets, artists, bohemians, and
feminists. The most important of these for Billow was Lou Andreas-
Salomé, a critic, philosopher, and novelist known for her friendships
with Friedrich Nietzsche and Paul Rée.35 In 1887 she married Friedrich
Carl Andreas, the son of a German father and a German-Malay mother,
who taught at the Seminar for Oriental Languages at the University of
Berlin. However, the couple lived apart for several years between 1891
and 1903, when Andreas-Salomé was romantically involved with the
Social Democratic Reichstag delegate Georg Ledebour and the poet
Rainer Maria Rilke. It was during these same years that her friendship
with Biilow was the most intense. Biilow met Andreas-Salomé in 1891
through a mutual friend, the writer Johanna Niemann. At the time,
Andreas-Salomé was living with her husband in Schmargendorf, on the
western outskirts of Berlin. Biillow and Andreas-Salomé soon became
close. They traveled together to Paris, Vienna, and Russia in 1894 and
1895, and lived together for several months in Munich in 1897.3¢

Both made much of the contrasts between them, especially in tem-
perament and worldview.3” Each modeled fictional characters on the
other and penned fictional debates about love, pain, and independence
that echoed their real-life discussions.3® They even debated publicly in
the pages of Die Zukunft about whether there was, or should be, a
specifically feminine style of writing.3” They also argued about Biilow’s
continuing obsession with Peters.*® Yet Biilow and Andreas-Salomé also
shared a great deal in common. Both led unconventional lives, rejecting
the marriage and motherhood expected of women. Both were involved
with men with strong personalities, and both maintained their own
strong identities in the wake of those relationships. Biographers of both
have speculated that each had romantic relationships with women.*!
Each displayed her unconventionality through a gender-ambiguous self-
presentation.*? Over years of conversation and correspondence about
the emotional and intellectual experiences of women and their own
experiences of autonomy and subordination in relationships with men,
they forged a deep friendship.

In the midst of her new friendships with Andreas-Salomé and others,
Biilow experimented again with colonial life. In 1892 her brother Al-
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brecht was killed in battle against the Chagga near Mount Kilimanjaro.
Albrecht left behind a plantation in German East Africa, near the coastal
town of Tanga. After Albrecht’s death, Frieda’s other brother Kuno
considered running it, but he had already accepted a position in German
Southwest Africa working for the land concession company of Julius
Scharlach, a wealthy colonialist and speculator. On returning to Berlin
briefly in 1893, Kuno committed suicide over an unhappy love affair.
Kuno’s death affected Frieda deeply; apart from Margarete, he was the
family member to whom she was closest, and she identified his struggles
with passion’s “demonic power” with her own.** Now Sophie was
Biilow’s only surviving family member. Biilow, who had helped Al-
brecht to purchase the plantation, decided that she would run it to earn
an independent livelihood in German East Africa.#* While instances of
widows continuing to operate the family farm were not unknown in the
colonies, Biilow was probably the first never-married German woman
to own and run her own colonial plantation.

Biilow left Berlin in June 1893. Sophie, Lou Andreas-Salomé, and
Carl Peters (who had just been recalled from a post in German East
Africa, in a third rebuke by the state) saw her off from the train station in
Berlin. As on her first trip, Biilow sent back accounts of her colonial
experiences for publication in periodicals such as Die Fran. These pub-
lished accounts, her private letters, the information she gave to her
biographer, and her 1899 novel In the Promised Land all suggest that she
faced initial alienation from the other German settlers. Poisonous gossip
surrounded her as the lover of Carl Peters, himself no longer an un-
blemished hero. She made it a point of honor to defend him, which only
increased the disdain of her fellow Germans.*> Her former social circle
was gone or now snubbed her.* However, Biilow apparently overcame
the objections of old acquaintances and gained new ones, including a
navy doctor named Ehrhardt, with whom she had an affair, and the
Women’s Association nurse Countess Lilly zu Piickler-Limpurg.*”

Biilow was fascinated with the romance of colonial farm life. She
wrote Elly Peters that she preferred life in German East Africa; she was
isolated at her plantation, but found the solitude healing: “The colony is
a fountain of youth for my morale*¥ To Andreas-Salomé she described
herself happily marching about her fields like a man, in boots.*? Biilow’s
pleasure at her agrarian idyll was by no means uncommon among femi-
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nist and colonialist women; indeed, the woman farmer was to become a
powerful image in later colonialist women’s activism.

Although Biilow did not provide much detail about her interactions
with Africans, she apparently was successful in finding laborers to build
a kiln, dig wells, and plant crops on her land.>° She was ultimately
satisfied that she was a model colonist, enjoying the respect of her fellow
German colonists and obedience from the African colonial subjects un-
der her control. Biillow was not able to solve other problems, however,
including ill health, insufficient capital, and bureaucratic opposition to
her landholding. Already in 1891, the Colonial Department had decided
to discourage small-scale, private landownership in favor of company
landholding.®! Biilow returned to Berlin in early 1894 and attempted to
float the “Tanga Company” with Friedrich Lange and Julius Schar-
lach.52 The venture failed, and she finally had to sell her plantation to the
German East African Company.®3

The fact that Biilow had lived in Africa twice and pursued indepen-
dent projects there attracted people to her for the rest of her life. Her
biographer, the novelist and activist for gay and lesbian rights, Sophie
Hoechstetter, saw Biilow’s struggle to gain the respect of her fellow
colonists as typical of what women faced if they dared to flout conven-
tion: “Now Frieda von Biilow had to experience how hard a single
woman had to fight in order to succeed in public life”>* To artists and
intellectuals in Europe whom she encountered in the 1890s, Biilow
represented courage and the exotic. Rainer Maria Rilke saw in her ele-
ments of the primitivism to which many modernists were drawn. Ac-
cording to Rilke’s biographer, he was “fascinated . . . by Frieda’s connec-
tion with East Africa” and “touched by Frieda’s colonial model of the
primitive life as a guide to an improved existence.”>>

Biillow and Andreas-Salomé met Rilke in Munich in May 1897,
where Biillow was giving a colonialist lecture. That summer and again in
1899, the three of them spent several weeks at a vacation cottage they
had named “Loufried,” in Wolfratshausen, a small town in the country-
side outside Munich, “walking barefoot, wearing peasant clothes, and
cating vegetarian food.”>¢ They were joined in 1897 by the architect Au-
gust Endell; Akim Volynsky, a Russian friend of Andreas-Salomé; the
photographer and feminist Sophia Goudstikker; and her sister Mathilde
Goudstikker. Sophia Goudstikker owned her own studio, the Atelier
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Elvira, located in a house of Endell’s fanciful design that was a Jugendstil
landmark of Munich. The Atelier Elvira was a hub of gay and lesbian
social life and intellectual and artistic life in Munich.?” Goudstikker was
the first unmarried woman to obtain a royal license as a photographer.58
In the late 1890s Bilow became friends with Goudstikker’s romantic
partner, Ika Freudenberg, a writer, chairwoman of the Munich Associa-
tion for Women’s Interests (Miinchner Verein fiir Fraueninteressen),
and cofounder, along with Goudstikker, of the first legal advice center
for women in Munich.>

Between 1894 and 1900 Biilow took up feminism as part of her quest
to understand the fate of women in Imperial Germany. She wrote essays
that addressed the exploitation of women factory workers, defended
feminists from accusations of deficient patriotism, and advocated a year
of national service for young women as a way of earning full citizenship
analogous to young men’s military service.®® In a public exchange with
Andreas-Salomé over the relationship between a writer’s sex and writing
style, Biilow insisted that women, far from seeking to conceal their
femininity in their writing, should embrace the idea of writing specifi-
cally gua women.®* She also produced several stories that directly ad-
dressed how social institutions and men’s power oppressed women,
such as “The Stylized Woman” (dedicated to Goudstikker) and the
collection Lonely Women.®? The problem of how unmarried bourgeois
and elite women could support themselves touched Biilow personally.
Her inheritance did not suffice to support her, and she always had to live
by her writing.®® Biilow’s feminist short stories and essays express the
feeling of entrapment that many women of her class shared around the
turn of the century.

Feminists were among Biilow’s readers and admirers from the begin-
ning of her writing career. The radical bourgeois feminist Marie Stritt,
for example, reviewed Lonely Women positively, noting that Biilow was a
“modern writer in our sense”®* But, like Rilke, feminists seemed to ap-
preciate Biilow more for her deeds than for her ideas. They praised
especially the realism of her portrayals of colonial life and of women of
the rural nobility in Germany. According to the leading feminist Ger-
trud Baumer, Tropical Rage and Biillow’s other colonial novels offered
women salutary political lessons:
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[They] show, in a way that is not at all to be presumed of a feminine
sensibility, a passionate interest for the [ colonial] cause. Colonial life
is not only the background for psychological events and inner situa-
tions; it is very much the main point. Colonial policy questions and
conflicts are at issue, and the work out there is grasped in a thor-
oughly generous, brave spirit, as a service to the national cause, to
Germany’s world economic tasks. We feel how the author, along with
these pioneers of German power and culture, struggles through the
unspeakable difficulties that beset them: the narrowness and bu-
reaucracy at the green baize table back at home and the unfavorable

conditions abroad.?

Baumer saw Biilow as an example of female courage worthy of feminists’
admiration. Sophie Hoechstetter likewise focused on Biilow’s national-
ist politics: “Patriotic enthusiasm is certainly not a common feature
among the intellectual women of our time. Since women are as good as
excluded from any political life and are entitled only to indirect influence
through husbands or sons, they could only remain inactive or engage
themselves in unimportant matters. Frieda von Biilow had the chance to
place herself in the direct service of a great national cause. And she did so
with all the passion of her nature

Biilow’s own relationship to feminism was somewhat uneasy. She felt
a generational divide between herself and many younger feminists of the
1890s and 1900s, who gravitated toward Nietzsche and other cultural
critics.%” Biilow knew that she did not fit the expectations of any of the
groups with which she was associated; she told Andreas-Salomé: “That
is what always happens to me: for the conservatives I am too modern,
for the moderns I am too conservative. For the old Africa hands I am too
much of a literary type, and for the literary types I am too much of an old
Africa hand, so that I don’t belong anywhere and must always work in
obscurity | Fledermaus sein] %8 Biilow also suspected feminists of ego-
tism and selfishness.®® The liberal individualism underpinning much of
German feminism was too distant from her own political views, leaving
her uncertain of what overarching ideal ought to motivate feminism.
Focused as she was on duty and sacrifice, feminism ultimately made
sense to her only as part of subordination of the self to a larger national
project.”®
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In 1904 Biilow moved permanently with her sister Sophie to the
picturesque Thuringian town of Dornburg an der Saale. Living in the
town’s castle, which belonged to a friend, she embarked on a new way of
life: in relative seclusion, she wrote and visited poor townspeople’s
homes and helped convalescents.”! She had finally taken up the tradi-
tional role of the rural gentlewoman. Only a few friends saw her reg-
ularly. In 1907 she had a rapprochement with Peters and at least one
private meeting. Not long thereafter, however, she was hurt to learn
from the newspaper of his engagement to a wealthy young woman,
Thea Herbers.”> Billow was convinced that Peters had married for
money and not for love —a final betrayal. She died of cancer in nearby
Jena in 1909.

In her last years Biilow turned away from writing feminist stories
with characters based on her friends Andreas-Salomé, Goudstikker, and
Helene Lange, and back to her central theme of women disappointed by
men and the social order in Germany. This late fiction presents feminist
struggle as an inadequate response to the predicament of women. The
Daughter (1906) and Woman’s Loyalty (1910) concern women who
achieve independence through painful disappointment at the hands of
men. Feminism is depicted here as a well-meaning but ultimately un-
satisfying answer to women’s dilemmas. The main female character in
The Daughter, Hilma, briefly engages in feminist activism, but soon
reconsiders where she ought to direct her energies and turns to caring
for her aged mother. In Woman’s Loyalty, the feminist character Alida
Studt energetically promotes the rationalization and professionalization
of time-honored activities of women such as gardening and housekeep-
ing. However, the heroine, Wilhelma, chooses to continue to perform
that work in a traditional mode, and the reader is given to understand
that her expertise derives from devotion and morality, not superficial
training. In other novels Biilow replaced such relatively gentle criticism
of feminist ambitions with unflattering, even repellent depictions, put-
ting demands for female freedom in the mouths of selfish and tyrannical
female characters.”® In these novels, women’s insistence on greater au-
tonomy is poisonous because they already are suffering—and making
others suffer —from an excess of female freedom.

Even as the radical nationalist Biilow waxed enthusiastic about men
finding freedom in the colonies, she held a deep ambivalence about

68 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



freedom for women. In an 1891 letter to Elly Peters she made one of her
strongest statements about the danger and pain of female freedom. Elly
had expressed regret that her brother Carl preferred the freedom of
Africa to having a family of his own in Germany. Biilow responded:
“But I believe that for men of brilliant qualities, the value of freedom
well compensates them for family happiness, which would burden them
with a thousand chains. Not so for us women! For us, I think, ‘freedom’
is a gift of the Danai that we find heavier to bear than beloved chains”74
Biilow compared freedom for women to the Greeks’ gift of the Trojan
horse, which, once accepted into the city gates, destroyed its unsus-
pecting recipients. The question of freedom was the subject of a long-
running debate between Andreas-Salomé and Biilow. Andreas-Salomé
asserted that freedom to follow one’s impulses and passions was neces-
sary to women’s sexual and emotional lives. Biilow gave a haunting
negative response in her 1909 story “Free Love,” in which a husband and
wife decide after much rational discussion to grant each other the free-
dom to form friendships with others and even to pursue affairs. At the
end of the story both wife and husband are isolated, and the husband
reflects that “in love that has been freed . . . the soul freezes.””> To Biilow,
love was inextricable from bonds of duty, nation, and authority. Her
lived experiments with radical nationalism and women’s freedom un-
covered more problems than answers.

THE PROBLEM OF GERMAN MEN’S VIOLENCE

I n 1897, in the midst of Biilow’s most feminist phase, she entered into
an exchange with the gynecologist and antifeminist publicist Max
Runge, who argued that men needed to be strong in order to protect
naturally frail women. Biilow retorted: “Today’s culture opposes bru-
tality with all its energy and will thereby protect the female much more
securely than has been accomplished by the erection of unnatural walls
and barriers. What does the female have to fear from male brutality in
America, for example? And even we are past the stage of the law of the
club,” she concluded sarcastically.”® Comparisons between the United
States and Germany that favored the former’s freedoms for women were
common among German feminists. Unremarked in this passage by
Biilow was the role of racial hierarchy in underpinning those freedoms

FRIEDA VON BULOW 69



for white American women. In her response to Runge, written in the
wake of several colonial scandals caused by the violence of German men,
including Carl Peters, she presented the extremes of male brutality and
female vulnerability as something uncivilized and an obstacle to German
men’s and women’s egalitarian relations. But those scandals posed the
question of whether male violence really was at odds with what colonial-
ists embraced as progress and civilization.

The colonial scandals of the mid-1890s and after forced the German
public, both male and female, to debate the extent to which “European.”
or “civilized,” standards of behavior were applicable in the colonies.
Especially controversial was violence of a sexual nature. Some of the
cases of violence have already been presented. Friedrich Schréder, recall,
was found guilty in 1896 of “crimes against morality, . . . unlaw-
ful detention and . . . repeated deliberate, [both] mild and dangerous
bodily injury” committed at the German East African Company planta-
tion of Lewa, which he founded in 1887 near Pangani.”” Schroder also
intruded into the harem of the Afro-Arab Abushiri bin Salim, who took
revenge during the coastal war of 1888—1890 by ordering the destruc-
tion of Lewa.”® Acting governor Heinrich Leist was found guilty in 1894
of forcing Cameroonian women into prostitution. The lightness of his
initial sentence exemplified the double standard of sexual morality that
led feminists in Imperial Germany to demand the abolition of state
regulation of prostitution, which allowed men access to supposedly
healthy prostitutes while subjecting prostituted women to demeaning
physical examinations and other violations of personal freedom. Mar-
ried women, in contrast, were still condemned for the slightest infi-
delity.” In 1906 Governor Jesco von Puttkamer was recalled from office
after the exposure of his, and several of his civil servants’, sexual prac-
tices. At least two of them, Government Councillor von Brauchitsch
and Superior Court Judge Meyer, had forced young women already
engaged to African men to become their concubines, terming the trans-
action a purchase. They insisted that their practices were common-
place —an assertion belied by the Akwa people’s petition to the Reichs-
tag in 1905 that specified that complaint among many others.8¢

Biilow knew of these cases not only through the newspapers but also
through personal experience. On the basis of available sources it cannot
be determined with certainty what she saw while she was in German
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East Africa and Zanzibar; however, it seems impossible that she was
wholly ignorant of the actions of Schréder and others. Moreover, if the
scenes of German men’s violence against African men and women that
appear in her novels were modeled as closely on experience as many
other aspects of her fiction apparently were, then she must have been
privy to at least some actual scenes of her friends’ violence.3! Peters’s
circle in East Africa during 1887-1888 was no average group of colo-
nists; many were men notably quick to violence. Immediately before
Biilow’s arrival in Zanzibar in 1887, the gratuitously violent behavior of
Peters and his men had been the subject of a complaint to the German
consul.#2 Baron von Gravenreuth, who was probably Biilow’s closest
friend among Peters’s group, participated in Peters’s exploits in eastern
Africa (and later in Cameroon) and, like Peters, was not averse to sum-
mary executions.? Biilow’s brother Albrecht was also no stranger to
violent outbursts. Biillow herself described him as having a dangerous
temperament.®* In a letter to his family, published in the Society for
German Colonization’s journal, he jovially recounted his expedition
experiences during his first months in Africa in 1885. Africans, he wrote,
were “in actuality apes that can speak”® Faced with some Africans’
reluctance to give directions, Albrecht von Biilow responded with im-
mediate force: “So I took my Mauser gun and shot up the kraal well and
proper’8¢ After that, he noted with satisfaction, the locals fed and shel-
tered him attentively. Emil von Zelewski, another early employee of the
German East African Company, was held hostage in August 1888 by
angry residents of Pangani because of his acts of cruelty. It was one of the
first events of the East African coastal war of 1888-1890.87 Biillow de-
fended him in a letter to Elly Peters.®® While colonizers, especially early
explorers, were hardly known for their gentle ways, the tactics and be-
havior of Carl Peters and others in the German East African Company
disturbed even other colonialists.5”

For the German public, these cases of colonial violence, especially
sexual violence, raised the question of whether the perpetrators were
individual sadists or normal people acting in justified, even necessary
ways. The accused and an array of metropolitan defenders claimed that
the latter was the case. Leist, for example, deflected sole responsibility
for his actions in two typical ways: first, he claimed that sexual violence
(specifically, coerced prostitution) was normal in Africa; and, second,
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he emphasized that he was far from the only German colonial official to
participate in it. Leist cited as an example his own superior, Governor
Eugen von Zimmerer, who, Leist claimed, had watched with pleasure
and interest as one “well-known explorer” whipped an African woman
accused of sexual infidelity. Zimmerer even recorded the scene in a
sketch and gave it the title “Love in Africa”?

Carl Peters, who was at the center of the most prominent colonial
scandal concerning sexual violence, also defended himself with argu-
ments that sexual exploitation was the norm in Africa.! In 1890 Peters
had returned to Germany from his well-publicized Emin Pasha expedi-
tion hoping to receive an appointment as the first governor of East
Africa. However, the director of the new Colonial Department of the
Foreign Office, Paul Kayser, had no intention of entrusting him with
such a delicate position. Instead, he appointed Peters imperial com-
missar and stationed him at Marangu, a remote post near Mount Kili-
manjaro, in 1891. Peters was quietly recalled from that post in 1893.
Once more in Germany, he attempted to use his colonialist prestige as a
springboard for a more generally radical nationalist political career. He
placed himself at the head of yet another radical nationalist movement,
this one with a mass appeal far greater than the Pan-German League’s:
the agitation for a German navy to rival Britain’s. He maneuvered the
Berlin chapter of the German Colonial Society into a schism along radi-
cal nationalist lines and ran as a National Liberal for a Reichstag seat.
His election campaign was unsuccessful, but his opponents on the left,
the Social Democrats August Bebel and Georg von Vollmar, took no
chances and began to air lurid details of Peters’s tenure as imperial com-
missar at Marangu during Reichstag sessions.

Among other things, Reichstag members learned that in 1892 Peters
had ordered the execution of an African man named Mabruk who
worked at the Marangu station. Mabruk’s crime, Peters recorded, was
breaking and entering. In 1893 Peters ordered the execution of Jagodjo,
an African woman at Marangu, for treason. Bebel and Vollmar revealed
further details. They claimed that Jagodjo and other women at the sta-
tion had been forced to serve as Peters’s concubines, and that Mabruk
had been executed because he had dared to have sexual relations with
Jagodjo. Jagodjo then tried to escape, but was held prisoner at the sta-
tion. When she did manage to escape, a village headman returned her to
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Marangu, and Peters ordered her to be whipped, under his observation,
over several days. She survived and managed to escape once more, but
Peters recaptured her and then ordered her execution. The Colonial
Department decided to hold a trial in order to try to halt the Reichstag
accusations.

Peters never denied ordering the executions. Rather, he argued that
such drastic punishments were warranted because of the precarious se-
curity of Marangu station, which adjoined the lands of an African com-
munity hostile to German rule. Mabruk was stealing supplies, Peters
claimed, and Jagodjo was a spy. Outside the courtroom and especially
when drunk, however, Peters said much more. He told associates that
Jagodjo was his concubine, and indeed that according to “African mar-
riage custom” she was actually his wife.”? He also told people that
Mabruk had indeed slept with her, and that he, Peters, refused to be
Lochbruder (literally, “hole-fellow”) with an African man and therefore
had executed the two.3

Peters was found guilty (the specific offense was the submission of
false reports) and dismissed from colonial service, whereupon he moved
to London. He viewed his trial as an example of the treachery of bu-
reaucrats and the hypocrisy of the German public, who wanted colonies
but refused to give true colonizers the necessary free rein. Like Leist,
von Brauchitsch, and Meyer, Peters argued that he had merely partici-
pated, indeed had to participate, in the normal African sexual order. The
falsity of their claims about African sexual norms need not detain us;
African men and women’s protests against German men’s treatment of
African women give the lie to such claims. In effect, Leist and Peters
were expressing the radical nationalist notion that Germany and the
colonies were fundamentally different moral realms and that it was im-
possible and disastrous to apply “German” standards of procedure, mo-
rality, and mercy in Africa. Yet radical nationalists® sharp distinction
between metropolitan space and colonial space was not sufficient to
reassure Germans, even colonialists, about the scandals.

Peters’s critics, who included not only declared opponents of colo-
nialism but also missionaries and some colonialists, argued that he had
displayed weakness, not strength, in keeping order at his station with
executions. In their view, he allowed sexual and sadistic motives to affect
how he ran his station and how he conducted relations with nearby
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African leaders. They argued that brutal behavior was un-German and
undercut the German civilizing mission in Africa. While Peters’s sup-
porters depicted the two executed Africans as immoral and as threats to
military security, Bebel described them in the Reichstag almost as noble
savages engaged in an innocent romance that Peters cruelly smashed out
of brutish jealousy.?* The scandals publicized the uncomfortable fact that
German colonial rule rested not only on superior firepower, economic
domination, and strategic diplomacy, but also on the sexual coercion of

<«

African women. Peters’s “reason of state” — protecting the military se-
curity of his station—had become entangled with officially acceptable
rape. And even those colonialist Germans who accepted sexual coercion
as a tool of political rule faced the troubling implication of defenses such
as Leist’s and Peters’s that Germans, far from bringing civilized mores to
primitive Africa, were themselves exhibiting brutality.

Would they bring that brutality back to Germany? A 1904 cartoon in
the satirical journal Simplicissimus posed that question. Entitled “The
Power of Habit,” it depicts a German male colonist or soldier caressing
his African mistress under a palm tree. In the next frames, he is back in
Germany with his German wife. Watching his wife apply blacking to the
kitchen stove, he is struck by an idea. He seizes her brush and covers her
with the blacking instead. In the final frame, the cartoon takes an even
more startling turn: he is shown lashing his wife with a long whip. The
man thereby displays two simultaneous desires: to make his white wife
black and to take pleasure in beating her. To its contemporary viewers,
the cartoon raised the question of whether German men were spreading
German civilization in the colonies or returning to Germany having
themselves been changed. Or perhaps this husband was expressing
something already in him that his colonial experience had merely served
to uncover? The cartoon depicts the women in geographically separate
spaces. German men may have taken for granted the possibility of mov-
ing between those two spaces, but what did it mean to German women
that German men could live in both spaces? What would happen if Afri-
can and German women were to occupy the same social and moral
space? These were important questions for colonialists. For others, per-
haps the biggest question was why Germans and other Europeans so
readily appropriated African women as figures in scenes of sexual sadism.

The questions raised by the behavior of Leist and Peters and other
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colonial sexual scandals were troubling in the extreme to German colo-
nialist women. But while most reacted with silence or indirect formula-
tions, Biilow again was exceptional, for she did address these questions,
in novels such as Tropical Rage as well as in nonfiction. Biilow was torn
over Peters’s actions. On the one hand, she was committed to the radical
nationalist vision of the colonies as a space different from Germany. She
admired Peters’s talents as a conqueror and despised his critics as hypo-
crites who were happy to benefit from Peters’s achievements but refused
to accept what was necessary to achieve them, and she defended Peters
privately and publicly.”® To Peters, she wrote in 1897: “You know that I
am not stupid, and that I know you too well to idealize you. I know you
can be brutal, and I certainly don’t love brutality. But I also know that
this brutality is almost inseparable from certain qualities that are rare
and of the highest value, and that it is necessary in some situations”®
Biilow’s colonialist convictions were in tension with her views about
progress and the attenuation of male brutality. The resolution, for her,
was a racial division between German or white women, on the one
hand, and African women, on the other. Through racial hierarchy she
organized in her own mind the problem of German men’s—even or
especially colonial heroes’ —violence toward women.®”

Although she was troubled by Peters’s violence, she was also drawn
to it. For her, violence organized not only the racial difference between
German and colonized women, but also the erotic relationship between
German men and German women. Her portrayals of violent men are
sometimes critical, sometimes ambivalent, and sometimes outright ad-
miring.”® Both Biilow’s fiction and contemporaries’ recollections of Pe-
ters suggest that violence gave him pleasure.® How was a German
woman who valued her own freedom and power to make herself the
object of such a man’s desire? At certain points in her life, Biillow seems
to have decided that it was worth it to place herself at his mercy. She
remained emotionally dependent on him, at least at intervals, for the rest
of her life.1%0 Even after the end of their love affair Biilow apparently
liked to imagine herself at his mercy. In 1893, while Peters was still at
Marangu, Biilow wrote to Elly Peters that his “qualities of character
permit one to hope and to fear so much! In the case of most men, both are
much more limited, and therefore much less exciting”101

Biilow’s friend Lou Andreas-Salomé¢ interpreted Biilow’s behavior as
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a form of masochism. In her 1921 novel The House, Andreas-Salomé
created portraits of Biillow and herself in the characters Renate and
Anncliese. In one scene Renate tells Anneliese that she, Renate, has seen
“him” again. Anneliese regrets the renewal of Renate’s affair, thinking to
herself that the object of Renate’s obsession is “in his soul a sort of
racehorse—stable boy, familiar only with the whip” But Renate speaks
effusively of “this delirious appeal of subordination!” When Anneliese
expresses sympathy over how he has made Renate suffer, Renate re-
sponds: “T’ve suffered, you said a moment ago. No, Liese: enjoyed —
that is far truer. Because even to be trod upon: if we love the one who
does it, then we wanted it from him. He only seems to be the subjugat-
ing master, but in truth [he is] our tool,— passion’s servant—who
knows!”102 Andreas-Salomé was in all likelihood drawing on one of
their many exchanges about Biilow’s relationship to Peters and the na-
ture of erotic obsession. Her vignette suggests Biilow’s emotional mas-
ochism in the years after the affair, and also her fantasy of some kind of
control over her tormentor and lover.

In practice, Biilow was not masochistic enough to subordinate her-
self to anyone for long, even Peters. And once she had decided that
Peters was not worthy of being her master, then no man was. She pre-
ferred to ponder German men’s violence and German women’s subor-
dination in retrospect, from a position of independence and peace. As
she wrote to her friend, the writer Toni Schwabe: “To overcome passion
appears to me more beautiful than the passion itself —which, however,
if one is to be able to speak of overcoming, must be as strong as possible
in the first place. . . . In place of desire there comes to be understanding.
... This is the most profound experience of mzy life and underlies in one
way or the other each of my books”'3 The predicament of a strong-
willed woman could be resolved only in solitude, after great suffering.

Biilow wrestled with issues of lasting difficulty for feminists and
other women in Imperial Germany: careers, freedom, sexuality, and
violence. She differed from other colonialist women not so much in her
opinions on race and feminism as in her unusually frank treatment in her
fiction of sexuality and violence and her public defense of Peters. Colo-
nialist women in later years almost always refused to examine German
men’s sexual attraction for African women or the erotics of violence.10#
Those who wrote in Biilow’s genre, the colonial novel, depicted vio-
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lence in a clumsily self-righteous manner that attempted to close off
moral ambiguity.!% In fact, colonialist women, as activists and authors,
sought to bury the issues Biilow had raised as deeply as possible. Bii-
low’s discussion of German men’s sexuality and violence raises another
issue, however: the extent to which colonialist men were themselves
disunited on the question of sexual morality in the colonies. Since men
controlled the colonialist movement, including German women’s place
in it, the struggles among German men over race and male morality
helped shape colonialist women’s activism in the years after Biilow’s
debut on the colonial stage. These struggles are the subject of the next
chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE
A New Colonial Masculinity:
The Men’s Debate over

“Race Mixing” in the Colonies

ontemporaries and historians alike have observed that as more

white women settled in colonies, racial separation and hier-

archy became more marked.! Many white women in modern

colonial empires did oppose sexual relations between white men and
women who were colonial subjects; however, white women’s opinions
had never yet determined colonial policy, and there is no reason to
assume that they did in this respect either. In the German case, colo-
nialist women gained a hearing only in the course of a debate among
male colonialists and colonists over “race mixing” (Rassenmischunyg).?
This debate offered women a new opportunity for colonialist activism.
Between the mid-1890s and the First World War, male colonists and
colonialists came to see a tension between colonial racial hierarchy and
their masculine sexual prerogatives over African and Pacific Islander
women. These men were not necessarily feminist, but they did envision
marriage as a partnership in terms of companionship, culture —and
race. Although male colonists had once expressed patriarchal and racial
dominance through their unions with local women, now those unions
seemed to challenge the institution of racial hierarchy (if companionate
marriage was chosen) or the institution of companionate marriage (if
racial hierarchy was emphasized). At the same time, men resisted legal
measures limiting their sexual and marital choices. As they struggled
to balance sexual rights of autonomy with what they called “race pu-
rity” (Rassenreinbeit), German men came to agree that white German
women were the solution. If more white women lived in the colonies,
race mixing would disappear of its own accord without any troubling
restrictions on men’s rights. The men’s debate thereby helped colonialist
women claim a new importance in matters of colonial sexuality and race.
The men’s debate focused on the legal manifestations of race mixing:



marriage between Germans and colonial subjects, adoption, and pater-
nal legitimization of children born outside marriage.? These legal sta-
tuses defined kinship, citizenship, and property. The vehemence of the
debate was not due to the number of such marriages alone, for these
were few.* Nor was it due to the much higher number of German men
cohabiting with female colonial subjects outside marriage. There was
relatively little debate about race mixing in Togo, for example, in spite of
one missionary’s calculation that there was practically one mixed-blood
child for every European man — including missionaries — in the colony.®
Rather, the vehemence of the debate over race mixing was due to the
fundamentality of propertied male citizens’ rights. The debate was most
intense in the three colonies with the most German settlement and the
most politicized colonists: German Southwest Africa, German East Af-
rica, and German Samoa. In all three, male colonists campaigned for
increased political rights while settlement simultaneously put pressure
on colonial subjects’ land and labor and destabilized earlier patterns of
negotiation and accommodation between colonizer and colonized. Al-
though other conditions varied — after all, the peoples in those three col-
onies shared nothing more than their confrontation with German colo-
nial power — the debate over race mixing and male colonists’ rights took
broadly similar forms in all three and revealed a conflict between two
models of masculinity: “imperial patriarchy” and “liberal nationalism.”

The residency of the “imperial patriarchs” in the German colonies
often dated from precolonial and early colonial years. They acquired
their land, cattle, or trading connections before such wealth became
scarce and regulated, often through marriage to women from locally
prominent indigenous families.® These German men usually spoke a
local lingua franca, such as English, Pidgin, Swahili, or Afrikaans (Cape
Dutch), and they applied local agricultural or commercial methods.
Their masculine authority rested on wealth in land and livestock, mili-
tary valor, and skill at manipulating colonial social networks. They saw
relations between colonizer and colonized in terms of negotiation and
unequal integration into a German-dominated political structure. The
imperial patriarchs prized their sense of a personal autonomy that was
limited only by their own strength and skill. They had created a way of
life that would have been impossible to duplicate in Germany.

In colonial surroundings, the European idea of patriarchal authority

80 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



over an extended household of social inferiors came to include authority
over racial inferiors.” Max Buchner, who served as Germany’s first repre-
sentative in Cameroon after annexation in 1884, exemplified the imperial
patriarchal view of Africans in an 1887 book. Buchner invoked, in a tone
of noblesse oblige, the “human dignity of the Negro, which I will always
defend.” But he insisted that “the Negro” did not possess “full legal ma-
turity in the European sense” Such immaturity was not a matter of “the
lasting inferiority of his entire race,” he said, but rather “that immaturity
which marks the lower strata of our own people, and which likewise
makes them as demanding as they are useless when under the influence
of the calamitous apostles of equality”® He compared African colonial
subjects to Germany’s working classes and implicitly compared German
colonists to the ruling classes at home. Political hierarchy was at least as
important, on this view, as a biologically imagined racial difference.

For imperial patriarchs, political authority over Africans in general
was entirely congruent with sexual relationships with African women in
particular. Buchner illustrated this in another passage of his book, in
which he recommended concubinage:

As for free social intercourse with the daughters of the country, it is to
be seen as more helpful than harmful to health. The eternal feminine,
also under dark skin, is an excellent charm against low spirits, to
which one is so vulnerable in the solitude of Africa. Apart from these
values for the soul, there are also practical advantages of personal
safety. Having an intimate black girlfriend protects one from various
dangers. One can debate the morality of such relationships. But what
the pious missionaries so often claim, namely that their female lambs
are exposed to the pursuit of immoral company employees who use
devilish arts of seduction, is usually the other way around.’

Buchner saw taking an African mistress as a German man’s personal
decision and denied any need to answer for it to missionaries or other
critics. He clearly saw no conflict between German rule and German
men’s sexual access to Cameroonian women. For imperial patriarchs,
racial hierarchy did not require racial purity; sexual relationships with
colonized women, far from damaging German authority, expressed that
authority.

Some German men experienced the colonies as a more naturally pa-
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triarchal order than Germany. The tropical doctor Albert Plehn praised
the helpfulness and obedience of African women, who became “indis-
pensable as willing servants” of German men.!® German women, by
contrast, could be spoiled and demanding. According to the geographer
Karl Dove, who visited German Southwest Africa in 1892 and 1893, the
only sort of German woman needed there was the obedient housewife;
the exigencies of colonial life required women to fulfill that supposedly
natural role first and foremost. “I recommend a study visit in Southwest
Africa to all those who defend the equal treatment of women in every
area of life,” he declared confidently; an “emancipated personality” was
out of place there.!! Dove was less voluble than Buchner with regard to
sexual opportunities with African women, confining himself to a few
appreciative remarks about Rehobother Baster women, Christians of
mixed Boer and Nama descent whose forebears had migrated from the
Northern Cape.!?

More than a few male colonists saw sexual access to local women,
including by force, as their prerogative.!3 The most extreme exemplars
of this aspect of imperial patriarchy were Carl Peters, Heinrich Leist,
and others involved in the colonial scandals of the 1890s. Peters and
Leist did not think that they contaminated themselves or damaged
white prestige when they raped African women or entered into con-
cubinage with them. When Peters and Leist found themselves on trial
for allowing their passions to interfere with their political judgment and
endanger other Germans’ security, they defended themselves in true
imperial patriarch style: refusing to be subjected to what they saw as
superficial morality, they insisted that matters of sex and corporal pun-
ishment be left to the judgment of the experienced man in the colonies
rather than imposed from distant Germany. The scandals juxtaposed
their arrogation of personal power with the limits on personal behavior
that German laws imposed, and helped turn public opinion against the
imperial patriarch model of masculinity.

The “liberal nationalists” challenged the imperial patriarchs’ insis-
tence on that kind of personal autonomy. Colonists who took the liberal
nationalist position had generally arrived too late for the military glory
and land grabs of the early years. Their hopes for land and a compliant,
cheap labor force depended on state-ordered expropriation of colonial
subjects, not on political alliances and intermarriage with them. They
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argued for the proletarianization of colonial subjects and greater up-
ward mobility and equality for deserving German colonists. In their
view, sex was not a man’s private decision, but a social marker of status.!*
Sexual relations between German men and African women were no
longer mere sex, but rather “race mixing;” a threat on the scale of
Buchner’s feared doctrines of political equality. The liberal nationalists
included self-described left-liberals and progressives. While the center-
right National Liberals had long supported colonial empire, many left-
liberals became enthusiastic only in the years between 1904, when the
German Southwest African and German East African wars began, and
the First World War. They seized the opportunity of postwar colonial
reform under the new, left-liberal colonial secretary, Bernhard Dern-
burg, to install their model of a more uniform, formally egalitarian
membership in an idealized German community overseas.

Germany itself was an empire in which peoples of diverse traditions
and statuses were united only at the highest levels. Its various federal
states retained such prerogatives as royal houses, some military powers,
and citizenship.!®> While conservative advocates of this imperial ar-
rangement did not find the diversity of traditions and statuses among
Imperial Germany’s subjects problematic, liberal nationalists did. They
sought a more unified German identity and citizenship status, and they
valued institutions and territories that superseded the traditions of the
federated states: the navy, the Reichsland Alsace-Lorraine (annexed
from France in 1871), and the colonial empire. Such spaces were mir-
rors for a more uniform German identity in which the particularism that
German nationalists had so opposed throughout the nineteenth century
might be left behind.1®

Both metropolitan left-liberals and colonists embraced the character-
istically liberal language of self-administration as they struggled against
the metropolitan state and the imperial patriarchs, respectively.!” In
fact, however, the colonists’ goal of increased political participation ran
counter to metropolitan liberals’ efforts to strengthen the Reichstag. The
Reichstag, elected by universal, equal male suffrage, was the most demo-
cratic institution of unified Germany. The extent to which the emperor
was to share authority over the colonies with the Reichstag and Federal
Council (Bundesrat, or upper house) was one of the most basic ques-
tions of colonial law.'® In 1892 the Reichstag gained an important right:
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the power to review colonial budgets. Each year, anticolonial delegates
such as the leader of the left-liberal Progressive Party (Freisinnige Par-
tei), Eugen Richter, and the Social Democrat August Bebel sought to
strengthen the Reichstag’s say in colonial affairs by staging lengthy de-
bates in which they questioned various subsidies. In order to avoid their
criticism, the colonial administration governed by decree (Verordnung)
whenever possible rather than by law (Gesetz). The promulgation of
laws required Reichstag approval and hence opened up more possibili-
ties for plenary debate.!® This reliance on decrees irritated the left-
liberals. Colonists, for their part, resented the Reichstag’s opposition to
colonial subsidies and scorned the delegates’ unfamiliarity with the colo-
nies. The colonies sent no delegates, and colonists could not vote in
Reichstag elections. The colonial administration was no better as far as
colonists’ political participation was concerned; they complained about
the Colonial Department’s tendency to govern from behind closed
doors.20 The colonists’ quest for greater self-administration meant elud-
ing the control of the Reichstag —which, of course, conflicted with the
metropolitan left-liberals’ drive for parliamentarization.

Colonial self-administration also meant defining who was eligible to
exercise political rights, in anticipation of the augmentation of those
rights. Liberal nationalists tried to force persons into sharply demar-
cated groups of rulers and ruled. They claimed to be preserving sup-
posedly natural racial differences, but in fact they intervened in political
and personal relationships on an unprecedented scale. Women and men
of African or Pacific Islander descent found themselves detached from
their locally recognized sexual, familial, or political ties to German im-
perial patriarchs. Liberal nationalism’s impact on colonial societies was
therefore at once equalizing for some and racializing for all. Liberalism
served to create new categories of rights-holders but also new ways to
organize exclusion from those rights.?! Both the patriarchal and liberal
models were racist, and both entailed male domination, but racism and
sexuality interacted in distinct ways in each model.

Colonial officials sympathetic to these ideas even banned marriage be-
tween German citizens and colonial subjects in German Southwest Af-
rica (1905), German East Africa (1906), and German Samoa (1912).%2
These bans were unique in all the European colonial empires of the day,
although similar to bans on “miscegenation” in the United States.23 If
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the bans were unique, however, the wider context of intervention into
patterns of colonial sexuality was not. The existing literature suggests
that Germany’s interest in intervening in sexual and familial relations
between colonizers and colonized came about slightly earlier than or at
the same time as that in other colonial empires.?* Given widespread
European interest in curbing or monitoring interracial sexuality, it is
then necessary to ask which political and organizational factors led to
formal measures in the German case, and what the sources of support
and resistance to these measures were. The bans on “racial mixed mar-
riage” (Rassenmischebe) were legally questionable because they assumed
the validity of race as a legal concept in German citizenship law, while in
fact neither the 1870 citizenship law nor its modified 1913 version made
use of a concept of race. (No Reich-wide German laws did so until the
Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service [Gesetz zur
Wiederherstellung des Berufsbeamtentums] in April 1933.) While the
child of a white German and a colonial subject was often termed a
“mixed-blood” (Mischling), the term had no legal meaning because
citizenship could not be mixed.?> Moreover, the form of the bans was
controversial: they were administrative decrees issued by either a colo-
nial governor or the colonial secretary, not laws that had received the
approval of the Reichstag.

The following three sections examine conditions in each of the three
colonies where bans on intermarriage were decreed. In spite of consider-
able differences, there were struggles in all three between local colonial
political authority and the metropolitan authority of the colonial ad-
ministration and Reichstag. The greatest controversy concerned not
whether intermarriage was objectionable, for soon almost all German
participants were at pains to insist that it was, but rather the bans’
intrusion into German men’s rights to marry and to father children as
they wished. The colonial bans never found full legal acceptance and
were at no point valid inside Germany. The obstacle to their acceptance
was the difficult legal question of how German male citizens could have
one sct of rights in metropolitan space and other —indeed, lesser —
rights in colonial space. Metropolitan conditions therefore affected the
colonial politics of race mixing. Yet colonial conditions also affected
metropolitan politics, albeit in a more diffuse way that was not captured
in legal measures in the era of formal empire. Once the issue of racial
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difference was raised, it was not easily laid to rest. If race mixing was
accepted as problematic in one locale, then it was hard to argue that it
was irrelevant in another. Race purity advocates’ emphasis on supposed
underlying, inescapable, natural racial truths militated against such flex-
ibility. By 1914 the colonial administration accepted the principle that
race mixing was a problem in the entire colonial empire. The racial order
of colonial space was not legally imposed on the metropole in the era of
formal empire, but the question of whether or not the same racial order
ought to pertain in both did arise. Thus did colonial politics affect the
metropole.

GERMAN SOUTHWEST AFRICA

he first ban on intermarriage took place in German Southwest

Africa. Yet colonialists and colonists had not always criticized inter-
marriage there. The missionary Carl Biittner, who knew precolonial
Namibia from his time there as a Rhenish missionary in the 1870s and
his assistance to Imperial Commissioner Heinrich Goering in treaty-
making in 1885, strongly advocated intermarriage. Writing from Berlin
in mid-1887, several months after he had accepted a new post as mission
inspector for the Evangelical Missionary Society for German East Africa
(see chapter 1), Biittner listed the advantages of intermarriage between
German men and African women for the Foreign Office. As Germans’
in-laws, Africans would “feel secure and happy as genuine subjects and
denizens of the German Empire”?® The children of such marriages
would be good workers (#ichtig), consider themselves white, use the
German language, and consume German-made products.?” Biittner ar-
gued that intermarriage would aid German rule by strengthening the
ties between colonizer and colonized.

Biittner waxed enthusiastic as he recounted the family history of the
Rhenish missionary Heinrich Schmelen, who, “to no little horror of his
acquaintances,” married a “Hottentot” (i.e., Nama) woman named
Anna.?® Anna Schmelen helped her husband to alphabetize the Nama
language. The Schmelens had a daughter who married another Rhenish
missionary, Franz Heinrich Kleinschmidt, founder of the mission sta-
tion at Rehoboth. Frau Kleinschmidt was “highly respected by whites and
natives . . . her household could be a model for all the whites living in

86 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



Damaraland [ central Namibia ] ”?° The Kleinschmidts had four daugh-
ters, each of whom also married Rhenish missionaries, and three sons,
two of whom were traders in the colony; the third was a teacher in the
German federal state of Westphalia.3® Biittner summed up: “In short,
this entire family, descended from a mixed marriage, has had an imspor-
tant role in the development of this land and one can only wish that
there be more like it?3!

Biittner wanted the state to support intermarriage in order to protect
Christian African women and their families from sexual and material
exploitation by German men. He explained that long-term cohabitation
was common, and that the women’s families viewed it as marriage.
Furthermore, the male colonists gained “considerable advantages in
their business through the support of their wives’ relatives”3? But too
often, Biittner complained, the white man left the colony after acquiring
a fortune and abandoned his wife and children.33 Such exploitative con-
cubinage threatened political relations between Germans and Africans,
Biittner pointed out, because the German men tended to choose their
companions from the “most refined and educated colored families”3*
African leaders who had treated with Biittner in 1885 expressed their
hope that German rule would help regularize such relationships.3> Mar-
riage would give these women and children rights in case of desertion.
Biittner sought, and soon received, a specific practical remedy from the
Foreign Office: special authorization for missionaries to perform civil as
well as religious marriages.3® Missionaries were likelier than civil ser-
vants to reach couples living in remote areas who had not formalized
their unions.

Opver the next twenty-five years, colonists in German Southwest Af-
rica and colonialists in Germany rejected every point Biittner had raised
in favor of intermarriage. They deemed intermarriage a danger to Ger-
man rule and claimed that children of mixed parentage were inferior
both to white Germans and to Africans. Marriage between “whites” and
“natives and Rehobothers” was banned in the colony in 1905. In 1907
the colony’s superior court pronounced a principle known in the United
States as the “one-drop rule”: the discovery of any African descent what-
ever rendered a person a “native;” regardless of the person’s existing legal
citizenship.3” In 1909 a charter granted local self-administration to colo-
nists but denied the new municipal suffrage to men living with or mar-
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ried to women of African descent. In 1913 the one-drop rule was applied
to two of the Schmelens’ progeny: their great-grandson Ludwig Bau-
mann and great-granddaughter Mathilde Kleinschmidt, who found
themselves legally recategorized as “natives” when they attempted to
bring a court case and to marry, respectively.3® By 1914 German South-
west Africa had become highly stratified by race. Who began this pro-
cess of reversal, and why?

The earliest criticisms of intermarriage came from colonial military
commanders who invoked the anticipated rights of army veterans (land
grants and political rights) as well as class-specific sexual norms. Curt
von Frangois, Heinrich Goering’s successor as chief administrator of the
colony, announced to his soldiers in October 1892 that anyone who
married or lived with a native woman would lose his veteran’s right to a
free homestead.?” Another commanding officer, Ludwig von Estorft,
complained a few years later that local women “encouraged [the sol-
diers | to waste their pay and lead a dissolute life. The number of crimes
against manly discipline was high >4 Estorft’s solution was to evacuate
his men to another region and keep them hard at work building roads.
Officers with the social status of Estorftf and Frangois —aristocratic or
upper-bourgeois Germans with military or academic backgrounds—
were the most likely to bring white German wives with them to the
colony. The enlisted soldiers under their command, by contrast, were
the most likely to intermarry with local women.*! Indeed, a number of
Frangois’s men ignored his order and married Rehobother women (and
none had to forfeit his homestead in the end).*?> The soldiers were
mostly working class; in Germany they would have remained, as Dove
put it, “little-esteemed members of society*® Class antagonism per-
sisted even when some of these soldiers became successful farmers.
Dove explained that from the veterans’ point of view, “as whites, here
they and their superiors were, up to a certain point, of equal birth; here
they were lords . . . solely on the basis of their color™** In other words,
the veterans insisted on social recognition from Germans who would
have been their social superiors back in Germany. Aristocratic or upper-
bourgeois Germans did not necessarily agree.

Biittner’s successors in the Rhenish Missionary Society opposed
Frangois’s attempt to ban intermarriage and continued to worry about
the soldiers’ exploitation and abandonment of women and children. A
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fresh influx of four hundred German soldiers in 1896 moved the mis-
sionaries to appeal to the colonial administration for clarification of
German men’s right to marry local women.** The Colonial Department
and the new head of the colony, Theodor Leutwein, assured the mis-
sionaries that the right to marry was secure; Frangois’s ban could not be
legally enforced because it was in contradiction with Reich civil law. At
the same time, however, Leutwein referred to intermarriage as a “neces-
sary evil” preferable only to nonmarital cohabitation, and he fretted over
the extent to which the children of such marriages were to be treated as
“whites”*¢ Leutwein still pursued an imperial, as opposed to nationalist,
policy of integrating various African groups on unequal terms into the
German ruling apparatus. He also still perceived important social dis-
tinctions within each status group of Africans and Germans, referring to
the refinement of some Rehobother families and the wide range of re-
spectability among the German soldiers.*” Within a few years, however,
Leutwein no longer bothered to distinguish among intermarried cou-
ples, at least for the metropolitan public; all intermarriage, he claimed,
had ill effects.*8

Conscription, instituted for German male colonists in 1896, brought
these early disagreements about intermarriage to a head because it raised
the question of who was to be drafted for which kind of service.** When
Henning von Burgsdorf, the officer in charge of training the African
conscripts, attempted to draft sons of German men and their Reho-
bother wives, the young men protested that they were German cit-
izens.>® Burgsdorff and Leutwein insisted that these sons were not
Germans, but rather Rehobothers like their mothers; their parents’ mar-
riage ceremonies had been performed by missionaries and so had only
religious, but not civil, validity.5! According to German citizenship law,
aman’s wife and legitimate children acquired his citizenship, and illegiti-
mate children acquired the mother’s citizenship — in this case, the status
of colonial subjects.>? But some of those marriages had been performed
by missionaries whom the Foreign Office had specially authorized at
Biittner’s request. The Colonial Department therefore instructed Leut-
wein that the sons in question were German citizens.>3

Leutwein had to yield in those cases, but he still believed that he
should be the final arbiter of the validity of German-African and, for that
matter, German-Boer marriages.>* He systematically misinformed colo-
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nial army veterans by telling them that marriage between German men
and African women was illegal.>® The Colonial Department learned of
Leutwein’s tactic in 1899 and instructed him curtly that even if the civil
validity of the early religious marriages might be questioned, civil mar-
riage was available at all times to any German man. A German man had
the legal right to marry any woman he pleased; only the usual restric-
tions of, for example, age, close kinship, or mental incapacity applied.>®
Citizenship status (a status recognized in law) and race (a status not
recognized in law) were not among these restrictions. A tedious legal
debate ensued, the essence of which was that German law neither con-
firmed nor denied the legality of marriage between German citizens and
those with the citizenship status of “natives”®” “Citizen” and “native”
(Eingeborene/r) were two distinct citizenship statuses governed by dis-
tinct systems of law: “German law” and “native law” The new field of
“colonial law” concerned itself with the relation between the two.8 The
juristic gap regarding intermarriage could be resolved only by a new,
positive law promulgated at the Reich level. After 1900, when a new
colonial code applied the 1870 citizenship law to colonial subjects “only
to the extent decided by imperial decree,” fresh uncertainty emerged
because the decree mentioned in that law was never issued.5® The Colo-
nial Department was internally divided on the issue and postponed
taking an official position for as long as possible.®® To those who argued
that civil marriage could not be denied to German men on the grounds
of the prospective wife’s citizenship status or race, the status of the
woman was irrelevant. To those who argued that intermarriage was not
legally permissible because the law did not expressly apply to the “na-
tive” partner, her status could not be overlooked.

The conflict over German soldiers’ marriages to Rehobother and
other African women came to the attention of colonialists in Germany
almost immediately. In 1896 the German Colonial Society held a meet-
ing at which they discussed the phenomenon of colonial army veterans’
intermarriage.®! The speakers did not differentiate among the various
communities from which veterans drew their partners; they saw any
kind of creolization as disastrous for the German Colonial Society’s self-
consciously nationalist project of investing in settlement there.®> One
member proposed sending marriageable white German women to the
colony as an antidote to intermarriage. The German Colonial Society
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made the idea the basis for a new project. It allocated money for selected
unmarried women’s free ship passage to German Southwest Africa,
where they would work as domestic servants for colonist families until
bachelor colonists married them. Women in Germany who were already
engaged or married to German colonists were also to receive free pas-
sage. The first women who traveled to the colony under the German
Colonial Society’s auspices were two fiancées, in 1897. In 1898 the so-
ciety sponsored twelve domestic servants. By 1907 it had given free
passage to 111 unmarried German women. %3

The notion that increasing the number of white German women in
German Southwest Africa would reduce the number of German male
colonists who intermarried or cohabited with African women became
an article of faith for the rest of the German colonial era.* That notion
was nevertheless false. Although white women were indeed scarce in the
colony, German men generally did not substitute the more numerous
African and mixed-descent women for scarce white German women.%
Rather, a pattern had become established in which marriages between
men and women of equal social status coexisted with men’s marriages
and cohabitation with women who were their inferiors in class and
racial status. German and other European or white men made distinc-
tions among themselves based on the sexual partnerships they main-
tained.®® The women were not interchangeable; male colonists either
did without white women, did without women of color, or engaged in
marital and sexual relations with both. As the maverick colonialist econ-
omist Moritz J. Bonn put it when discussing the high numbers of
mixed-descent children born outside marriage, “the main cause of bas-
tardization in Africa was not the absence of white women but the pres-
ence of black ones”®”

German male colonists who did try to substitute African wives for
German ones, such as the upwardly mobile colonist Wilhelm Panzlaff,
encountered lasting opposition from settler society. Panzlaff arrived as a
soldier in German Southwest Africa in 1891. After his discharge from
the colonial army he planned to bring his fiancée from Germany to join
him in the colony, but she absconded with the money he sent her and
married someone else. Lacking the money to travel to Germany and find
another bride, Panzlaff instead married Magdalena van Wyk, who be-
longed to the respected Diergaard family of Rehoboth. A missionary
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performed their wedding ceremony in 1894.%% Panzlaff was one of the
first to notice Governor Leutwein’s reluctance to recognize German
men’s marriages to Rehobother women. He inquired in 1898 about the
status of his marriage, which had meanwhile produced two children,
but received no clear answer.% Panzlaff became even more determined
to confirm his own marriage when a fellow veteran, a trader named Johr,
died in 1899 and the colony’s court awarded the estate to relatives in
Germany instead of to Johr’s Rehobother wife.” He ceased his attempts
to clarify the tangled legal question of whether his original 1894 wed-
ding had civil validity and decided to remarry his wife in a civil ceremony
and legitimize his children. By 1899, however, Leutwein opposed inter-
marriage so stubbornly that no civil servant in the colony would agree to
perform the ceremony. Finally the Colonial Department ordered Leut-
wein to permit the ceremony, and the Panzlaffs were remarried.”!

Most German men in mixed marriages lived near Rehoboth or on
isolated ranches in the south of the colony. Panzlaff was apparently the
only German man legally married to an African-descended woman who
lived in Windhuk, the colony’s capital and the district with the densest
German settlement.”? He and his wife moved in German circles, and his
children attended the same school as other German colonists’ children.
Panzlaft and his family faced a long series of local measures against
people in mixed marriages and against mixed-descent children. The
Colonial Department in Berlin responded to his petitions with repeated
assurances that his children were German citizens. Panzlaff and a few
other colonial army veterans in mixed marriages were exceptional for
their degree of success in preventing their exclusion from the full rights
and status of successful German male colonists.”® In contrast to several
unsuccessful petitioners, these men could boast of prosperity and spot-
less morality. Panzlaff’s own social ascent was remarkable: a house-
painter in 1894, he owned his own farm by 1912.7* However, Panzlaff
and his family were unable to force other colonists to treat them as
Germans with full rights. The Panzlaff children were educated in Ger-
many, but when they visited their increasingly segregated home they
were treated as colonial subjects in public accommodations and faced
new legal insecurity with each new race purity measure. When Panzlaff
petitioned the Colonial Office about these matters in 1913, the Colonial
Oftice refused to uphold his children’s right to be treated as the social
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equals of white Germans. The Colonial Office was willing to protect
white German men and their patriarchal rights, as it had in 1899 when it
ordered Leutwein to allow Panzlaff’s marriage, but it refused to come to
the aid of “colored Germans” —men and women who had both legal
German citizenship and known African ancestry.”

One of Panzlaff’s opponents was Hans Tecklenburg, an official in
Governor Leutwein’s office who ushered in the next phase of the debate.
Tecklenburg fumed about the Panzlaffs’ marriage: “Now Panzlaft’s Hot-
tentot wench struts about at the veterans’ and marksmen’s club gather-
ings, next to our German women.””® He admitted that “she still does not
find much of a reception there,” but he wanted to make sure that no
other German wife of color joined her.”” Tecklenburg was one of the first
colonial officials to describe intermarriage and concubinage not as mere
sex or as a lapse in discipline but as race mixing: a social phenomenon
with dire economic, cultural, and biological consequences for all Ger-
mans. Tecklenburg argued that the colonial administration’s current ap-
proach of keeping informal lists of children of mixed parentage was
inadequate because it merely recorded what he saw as racial contamina-
tion rather than preventing it.”® In 1903 he drafted a decree that would
place all people of mixed descent in the legal category “natives,” regard-
less of whether or not they were legitimate children of German men. If
German men wished to avoid that outcome, they had to act before
marriage: they were to apply to the governor for certification that their
brides might hold status equal to whites. Minimum conditions for such
certification were three quarters “nonnative” blood and an appropriate
upbringing.” Tecklenburg thus introduced blood percentages into a
debate that had so far focused on morality, rights, upbringing, and
appearance. Since Tecklenburg was proposing that German men apply
for a right that German civil law already had given them — the right to
pass on their citizenship to their wives and children — it was obvious
that the Colonial Department would not accept it. Even the governor’s
office in Windhuk was divided. Leutwein supported Tecklenburg, but
the highest judge in the colony, who was aptly named Richter and who
defended Panzlaff, consistently held that there was no legal basis for
withholding marriage from German men who wished to marry female
colonial subjects.8°

The major anticolonial war that broke out in German Southwest
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Africa during the last days of 1903 and early 1904 and lasted through
1907 allowed Tecklenburg to overcome the resistance to his plans.3! In
June 1904 General Lothar von Trotha arrived in the colony, put it under
military dictatorship, and began a disastrous policy of extermination
against the Herero and other combatants.8? Leutwein resigned and left
the colony in late 1904, as did Judge Richter, who had served as Leut-
wein’s deputy. Tecklenburg, as Trotha’s civilian deputy, became the
highest ranking civilian in the colony. After Trotha was himself recalled
on 2 November 1905 amid controversy over his policy of extermination
and revelations of other Germans’ war profiteering, Tecklenburg con-
tinued to serve as the interim deputy. Soon Oskar Hintrager, the deputy
of the new civilian governor, Friedrich von Lindequist, arrived to assist
Tecklenburg; Governor von Lindequist did not arrive in the colony
until 19 November 1905. Tecklenburg, Hintrager, and Lindequist were
all advocates of white supremacist land and labor policies and of race
purity.®3 Tecklenburg and Hintrager put their ideas about race mixing
into action during Trotha’s military dictatorship and the chaotic hiatus
between it and the reestablishment of civilian administration under
Lindequist. On 23 September 1905 Tecklenburg and Hintrager in-
structed marriage registry officials that, effective 1 January 1906, they
were no longer to perform civil marriage ceremonies between “whites”
and “natives, including Basters”$* Lindequist approved the ban upon
taking office as governor.® This was the first administrative decree in the
colonial empire to ban intermarriage, and it was effective only in Ger-
man Southwest Africa.

Once again it was soldiers’ plans for intermarriage that had irritated
colonial civil servants. About a thousand veterans of the 1904—1907
war planned to remain as colonists, and two of them had applied to
marry Rehobother women in July 190s. Hintrager claimed that he and
Tecklenburg could not wait for Berlin to send instructions; they had to
act quickly in the face of the “danger” of the soldiers’ imminent mar-
riages.® They knew, of course, that the Colonial Department would not
have approved their action in advance. The colony’s superior court, no
longer headed by Judge Richter, upheld their ban, and its decisions were
not subject to review by any higher court in Germany.3” The Colonial
Department was powerless to reverse the ban, which it learned about in
a letter from Tecklenburg dated a month after his instruction to mar-
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riage registry officials. His and Hintrager’s objections to intermarriage
revolved around men’s military duties and anticipated political rights.
They pointed out that the male children of German men in mixed mar-
riages “will be obligated to do military service and will be eligible for
public office, the suffrage that is to be introduced someday, and other
rights derived from citizenship®® They added the conventional wis-
dom of opponents of race mixing: that experience showed that native
wives never Europeanized, but rather that husbands “went native” (ver-
kafferten), and that the children always displayed the bad qualities of
each parent and never any good qualities. Finally, they cited political
interests, claiming that “not only the preservation of German racial
purity and German civilization, but also the white man’s position of
power, are altogether endangered”® While he admitted that sexual
unions between German men and African women would not cease, he
was satisfied that they would now “stand outside the law, as contradic-
tory to the state’s interest.”?°

Many colonialists interpreted the 1904-1907 war as a “race war”
(Rassenkriey) . That is, they saw it as one manifestation of an underlying,
inevitable conflict between two well-defined groups of people rather
than a political struggle over rule and resources with diverse constituen-
cies on various sides.”! The ideas of race war and race purity supplanted
the older imperial vision of crisscrossing agreements among various
groups under German rule. Under the new circumstances, race mixing
was practically treason —even in the case of Rehobothers, who had re-
mained loyal allies of the Germans throughout the war. Germans who
refused to interpret the conflict in those terms, such as some Rhenish
missionaries, found themselves accused of aiding the insurgents.? Some
German soldiers realized the idea of race war by targeting dark-skinned
people regardless of whether or not they were combatants.”® Moreover,
the Native Regulations of 1905, 1906, and 1907 engraved white su-
premacy in property relationships. The regulations forbade Herero and
Nama people to own land or cattle, to travel without permission of their
employer, or to settle in groups larger than ten families; all persons over
cight years of age had to carry identity cards, and all adults had to hold a
labor contract or face prosecution as vagrants.”* Herero and Nama
political and social structures were dismantled. By 1908 even the Reho-
bothers had become impoverished.? The old relationships and propor-
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tions among various language groups, as well as the old imperial net-
work of alliances between African groups and the Germans, were gone.

The war likewise transformed settler society by expediting its trans-
formation from a gaggle of soldiers, officers, civil servants, traders,
farmers, and adventurers of diverse nationalities, languages, and colors
into a white German national polity that contained representatives of
all social classes and whose bourgeois members claimed to speak for
the whole.”¢ Local militias and clubs formed; newspapers were estab-
lished.?” Even before the war German male colonists had been demand-
ing greater latitude in running the colony through some form of self-
administration; during the war Trotha’s military dictatorship and policy
of extermination — which threatened their labor force — mobilized them
further.”® Colonists demanded their own representative institutions that
would rescue them from Reichstag and Colonial Department tutelage.

The political climate in the metropole itself was changing fast as well.
During 1904, 1905, and 1906, Social Democratic and Catholic Center
Party delegates in the Reichstag cited the mounting evidence that Ger-
man colonists’ own exploitative trading practices, land hunger, and acts
of violence had precipitated the war, and that the colonial administra-
tion was unable to control profiteering and other scandals. In late 1906
these critics managed to persuade the Reichstag to use its budgetary
approval powers to refuse additional credits for the German Southwest
African war.®® Imperial Chancellor Bernhard von Biilow dissolved the
recalcitrant Reichstag in December 1906, gambling on the power of
nationalism and colonialist enthusiasm in wartime, and the new elec-
tions in January and February 1907 proved him right. They produced a
solidly procolonial parliamentary coalition, the so-called Biilow Bloc,
that lasted until 1909. The Biilow Bloc excluded the Catholic Center
Party and the Social Democratic Party but included the left-liberals.!00
Colonists in German Southwest Africa now held the attention of the
metropole. Through popular fiction and memoir, including Gustav
Frenssen’s best-selling novel Peter Moor’s Journey to Southwest, Germans
came to see the colony as more romantic and attractive than ever, and
the new availability of expropriated land accommodated a dramatic in-
crease in new settlers.

Chancellor von Biilow appointed the banking expert Bernhard Dern-
burg colonial secretary in 1907, to head a Colonial Office made newly
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independent of the Foreign Office. Dernburg’s mandate was to clear up
the wartime scandals and to draw up a program of colonial reform and
rational economic development. He and his allies denounced adventure
for adventure’s sake.!®! Much to the colonists’ irritation, Dernburg
stressed the importance of “native protection” (Eingeborenenschutz). He
implemented reforms in economic, land, labor, and legal policies in the
entire colonial empire, although his policies cannot easily be sum-
marized as favorable to Africans.!0? If colonial reform eased Germans’
consciences, it did not really change Germans’ domination of Africans.
On the contrary, it extended the control of the colonial state in new and
more intensive ways, rationalizing rule over the African survivors.!03
Dernburg was considered close to the Progressives, but he was no dem-
ocrat: he preferred the three-class, curial suffrage of Prussia to the equal
and direct suffrage of the Reichstag.!%* Dernburg discussed the dangers
of universal male suffrage with the colonists at length, citing the power
of the Social Democrats in Germany and of the workers of color who
held suffrage rights in the neighboring Cape Colony. He wanted indus-
trial development for German Southwest Africa, but he also wanted to
prevent the white working class there from gaining political power
through any universal white male suffrage. Nor did he want to give the
farmers and merchants more power; indeed, he considered most of the
colonists to be politically immature. 1%

The colonists soon learned that Dernburg meant something dif-
ferent by sclf-administration than they did. Dernburg wanted self-
administration only at the municipal, not the colony-wide, level. He
envisioned a few leading local figures raising local revenue through self-
administration organs and using that revenue to pay for local improve-
ments. That would unburden the colonial budget and reduce Reichstag
interference without inviting colonists’ criticism of high-level colo-
nial policy. Dernburg, in other words, saw sclf-administration as a way
for colonists to achieve some economic independence from the colo-
nial administration. The colonists, by contrast, had hoped that self-
administration would bring them the political power to decide how to
spend funds allocated by the Reich budget. They did not want economic
self-sufficiency at all; in fact, they insisted that their sufferings during the
war entitled them to more subsidies than before. They did want political
self-sufficiency, insisting that only those who lived in German South-
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west Africa could grasp its conditions and needs, and that they ought “to
receive a state and communal administration similar to home conditions
as soon and as much as possible10

At the same time that the colonists were confronting the metropole,
they were also carrying on a fierce internal debate over who was entitled
to speak for the whole of settler society. Large-scale farmers considered
themselves the most prestigious members of settler society, and they
disliked the colonial administration’s land and labor policies. Their rivals
were the civil servants of Windhuk and the merchants there and in
Swakopmund. Those groups — farmers, civil servants, and merchants —
tended to see themselves as the only whites who counted in the colony,
but in fact there were also numerous white market gardeners, traders,
artisans, miners, and construction workers. In fact, wage laborers in
construction and mines whose origins lay in the Cape Colony, Italy,
Germany, or elsewhere in Europe comprised, after civil servants and
the military, the third largest occupational group of Europeans in the
colony.!%” Some settlers therefore began a discussion of elections by
Stand, a word that variously indicated occupation, class, or status.108
Like liberals in Germany, they opposed indiscriminate universal male
suffrage. In typically liberal style, colonists zigzagged between claiming
to support what was good for all and what was good for the “produc-
tive” members of society.

Even as the colonial administration and colonists clashed over self-
administration, they worked in tandem to promote white supremacy in
the postwar era of colonial reform.!%” Dernburg supported the 1905 ban
on intermarriage, and even though he allowed some exceptions, he
insisted that those be kept to a strict minimum.!!® He was the first head
of the colonial administration to try to reconcile policy on interracial
sexual and familial relations in various colonies instead of merely stalling
and hoping things would work themselves out; for example, he asked all
colonial governors to send in proposals for a uniform policy.!*! The
most vocal members of settler society also approved of the ban on inter-
marriage. The Government Council, a new self-administrative organ
comprising civil servants and lay members, approved the ban unan-
imously at its first meeting in October 1906. The council furthermore
specified that only “white” children were permitted to attend the new
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government-funded school in Windhuk.!!? Local voluntary associations
joined the campaign against race mixing: the Windhuk gymnastic club
refused membership to men married to “native” women, and farmers’
associations in Windhuk and Gibeon barred farmers who “had relations
with black women in a manner causing public offense”!13 A new kinder-
garten in Windhuk organized by Protestant missionaries and the local
chapter of the Women’s League of the German Colonial Society refused
admittance to mixed-descent children.!'* In October 1906 Governor
von Lindequist expanded the ban on intermarriage so that not only civil
but also religious ceremonies were forbidden.!'* In 1907 the colony’s
superior court declared that all existing mixed marriages, even those
concluded before the 1905 ban, were invalid.!'® Some missionaries, es-
pecially Catholics, protested the ban and the accompanying measures;
however, there were supporters of the ban among both Protestant and
Catholic missionaries.!1” When Germans in the metropole and espe-
cially the Reichstag protested against the ban on intermarriage, the colo-
nists and their colonialist supporters likened themselves to Boers rebel-
ling against the British and to Confederates in the United States —both
examples of republics legally organized by race. They accused their
critics of wanting to impose conditions like those of Spanish America,
the Portuguese colonies in Africa, and the Cape Colony, all of which
they saw as efforts at world empire doomed by lax racial morality.!!8
Their historical examples illustrate the colonists’ shift away from an
imperial conception of the colony and toward a liberal and national one.

The rhetoric of colonial reform and the mobilized, self-consciously
German polity of colonists attracted the interest of metropolitan left-
liberals. Colonists presented their society as a utopia of individualism far
from the frustrating world of party politics in Germany. As one colonial
newspaper editorialist proclaimed, “Here in the pure, sunny air of the
African highlands . . . there is only one party, and its program reads: a
warm German heart, love for the new fatherland and a healthy, free,
practical view for real life that does not allow itself to be narrowed by
doctrinal orthodoxy or dogmas of any kind”'*® Such criticism of par-
tisan thinking was an old liberal theme. Paul Rohrbach and Wilhelm
Kiilz, two left-liberals from Germany, became fascinated with German
Southwest Africa and, in their capacity as special representatives of the
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colonial administration, left their imprint on the colony. These two men
supported colonists’ struggles for political rights and a liberal, national,
and distinctively white German masculinity.

Paul Rohrbach was a Baltic German who had moved to Germany to
escape Russification policies. Educated as a theologian, he belonged to
the Evangelical-Social circle of the left-liberal theologian and social im-
perialist Friedrich Naumann.!?° He became an immensely popular jour-
nalist of Weltpolitik, focusing on geographical and economic questions
with a rapid succession of travels to Turkey, central Asia, China, and
Africa. In later years his reputation rested on his proposals for aggressive
First World War aims. At the time of his appointment as settlement com-
missioner for German Southwest Africa in 1903, he was best known for
his advocacy of the Baghdad Railway. As settlement commissioner he
was charged with planning and overseeing future settlement of the
colony. Almost immediately after his arrival, however, the outbreak of
war made settlement planning moot. Rohrbach became commissioner
for war damages compensation, but resigned in early 1906 out of frustra-
tion with both Trotha’s military regime and the colonists.}?! Rohrbach
came to see German Southwest Africa as a unique and irreplaceable set-
ting for the creation of a new “overseas type of German” who could
bring fresh virtues of love of freedom, self-reliance, and national commu-
nity to metropolitan Germany.'?? He rhapsodized that “in the colony
every individual has his own importance; at home he is only a num-
ber”123 The liberal idyll that Rohrbach found in German Southwest
Africa was surprisingly similar to Carl Peters and Frieda von Biilow’s
radical nationalist one: individual German men could prove their mettle
as masters in colonial space, as they could not in stifling, decadent
Germany.12*

The lawyer Wilhelm Kiilz was the mayor of Biickeburg in Lower
Saxony between 1904 and 1912. Today he is best known for his role as a
founding member of the Bloc of Antifascist-Democratic Parties in 1945
and of the Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (Liberaldemokratische
Partei Deutschlands) in the early German Democratic Republic.25 His
scholarly work before the First World War focused on liberal and social
reform issues such as the constitutional provision for a peacetime army
and the support of abandoned children at public expense.1?® An au-
thority on municipal self-administration, he was best known at the time
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of his dispatch to German Southwest Africa as the author of Ger-
many’s most progressive self-administration charter, for the district of
Lippe.'?” In 1906 Dernburg appointed Kiilz imperial commissioner for
self-administration in response to demands from lay members of the
Government Council and assigned him the task of drawing up a self-
administration charter for the colony. To that end Kiilz stayed in Ger-
man Southwest Africa from late 1907 until late 1908. Like Dernburg,
Kiilz favored restricting colonists’ power to the most local level and
opposed universal, equal manhood suffrage. Kiilz saw the introduction
of self-administration as the beginning of a process of political education
for the settlers: education away from their “selfish interests™ and toward
the “common good.” The freedom and independence of the old pa-
triarchs was to give way to “public spirit”!2® Kiilz treated the colonists
with greater tact than did Dernburg, and gently criticized the farmers
even as he advocated their cause.!? He shared, for example, the farmers’
views on labor policy, finding harsh measures justified to overcome
Africans’ “laziness 130 The farmers returned Kiilz’s favor, respecting his
views and praising his charter as “imbued with a sensible liberal spirit and
completely suited to the particular qualities of the colony!3!

Both Rohrbach and Kiilz arrived in German Southwest Africa with-
out any prior experience of a German colony—or, indeed, of Africa.
Both crisscrossed the colony tirelessly to gather information because
they placed great importance on incorporating the knowledge and
wishes of the people into policy. Kiilz declared that the knowledge of
individuals in the colony ought to be put to public use, and rule from the
“green baize table” in Berlin replaced by government as close to the
people as possible.!32 But who were “the people”? Rohrbach and Kiilz
talked and listened mostly to German officials and colonists, and usually
the prosperous ones at that. In contrast to Leutwein and other early
colonial officials, Rohrbach and Kiilz did not see themselves as admin-
istering a native population or even balancing the interests of all people
in the colony. Rather, they saw themselves as the political preceptors of a
white, national polity of Germans. Their vision of German Southwest
Africa as a “Neudeutschland” placed white German colonists at the
center of all colonial policy.133

In spite of their emphasis on learning only from practical, objective
experience, what Rohrbach and Kiilz learned from their encounters with

A NEW COLONIAL MASCULINITY IOI



German, Boer, and other white colonists and with African leaders, work-
ers, and servants conformed to colonialist clichés. Traveling “alone” (i.e.,
accompanied by one or more Africans) across the vast landscape of
Namibia, they saw an “empty” land waiting to be developed by German
colonists.!3* Namibia, Rohrbach said, had no history, and he planned to
give it some.!3* Kiilz was fascinated by his opportunity to draw up a
charter from “scratch”!3¢ They both became entranced with, as Rohr-
bach put it, the “incomparably greater freedom of the general way of life
in colonial country”3” Colonial freedom also meant acting without
compunction against those who would never be part of the national
polity. Kiilz felt so free in colonial space that he fired his gun into a group
of peacefully encamped Bushmen (San) merely in order to obtain a
souvenir of one of their crafts.!3® Rohrbach and Kiilz reiterated the
clichéd formula of “strict but fair” treatment of Africans, a precept that
proved very elastic in practice.!3 They conflated economic motives with
civilized and civilizing ones: both insisted that Africans had to be trans-
formed into faceless, cultureless wage laborers in the service of Germans;
their value was to be viewed strictly in economic terms and relative to
Germans’ needs. 40

Rohrbach and Kiilz also concluded from their colonial experience
that the best colonist was a male head of household with plenty of
capital. The gentleman farmer who arrived in the colony with at least
twenty thousand — preferably fifty thousand — marks and owned at least
five thousand — preferably ten thousand — hectares of land deserved the
greatest political voice. Rohrbach and Kiilz knew that colonists for Ger-
man Southwest Africa were not plentiful and that rich ones were the
rarest of all, but their pleasure at drawing up the criteria for an ideal
German polity prevailed over realism. Their model colonist possessed
not only material prosperity but also certain domestic tastes and mores.
Prizing a racially pure “German” family life, he was to bring his white
wife and children with him from Germany. Rohrbach conceded that a
white German wife required a greater initial outlay than camping indefi-
nitely in African-style dwellings.!#! But as an invaluable partner in colo-
nization with her husband, she was worth the investment. Apart from
providing worthy companionship, she helped save money by helping
her husband plan, running a thrifty household with home-raised food
and home-cooked meals, and preventing the alcoholism that often ac-
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companied isolation and carousing with bachelor companions.!42 Rohr-
bach and Kiilz emphasized that the model colonist would never “go
native,” a term Rohrbach used with confidence within weceks of his
arrival.!#3 Both insisted that intermarriage, which they saw as a social
phenomenon of race mixing and not an individual matter, was disas-
trous, and both defended the bans on intermarriage.!** In 1912 Kiilz
lectured in Germany against race mixing with a slogan he coined: “No
black woman, no yellow one! Only the German woman is to be our
culture-bearer [Kulturtrigerin]!”145 Rohrbach and Kiilz claimed that
their understanding of the ills of intermarriage likewise came from first-
hand colonial experience. In or out of marriage, German men were
ruined, Rohrbach claimed, by “keeping a filthy house with the lazy,
ignorant, indolent, in a word barbaric and in almost every respect base
colored wenches?4¢ The idea disturbed him that German men “for
years and years have no other contact with women besides this inter-
course that is down-dragging, demoralizing, and nothing but coarse
sensuality”147 Such vehement language was typical among advocates of
race purity in the years just before the First World War.

Rohrbach and Kiilz practiced what they preached. Each went to
some lengths to ensure that his wife would be able to follow him to the
colony and spend a considerable period of time there. Rohrbach insisted
that a house be built specially for his wife, Clara, and their children, and
he urged every married civil servant to insist on the same sort of family
accommodation.!*® Put off by the carousing of the unmarried white
men of Windhuk, he took obvious pleasure in his family’s domestic
life.1#® Likewise, Kiilz’s wife, Erna, and their young child joined him
three months after his own arrival in the colony.!>¢

Rohrbach and Kiilz differed from earlier opponents of intermarriage
in the role they foresaw for white German women. For them, white
German women were not merely symbols of their husband’s wealth or
status, or sexual objects whose presence might dissuade men from race
mixing, but indispensable partners of German men who helped create a
joint prosperity. Liberal nationalists like Rohrbach and Kiilz developed
an innovative colonial gender politics. They also became members of a
core group of male supporters of the new Women’s League of the Ger-
man Colonial Society after 1907.

The companionate role Rohrbach and Kiilz saw for white German
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women was not necessarily intended to make the women equal to men.
Rohrbach and Kiilz were typical of liberals of many states and genera-
tions in that they saw no contradiction in upholding egalitarian rights
for individuals while excluding whole categories of people from the
status of “individual” Liberal feminists in Germany also saw munici-
pal suffrage and self-administration as a political training ground for
women, and they were also attracted by the rhetoric of colonial free-
dom.!®! The Silesian Association for Women’s Suffrage (Schlesischer
Verein fiir Frauenstimmrecht) seized the moment of the promulgation
of Kiilz’s self-administration charter in 1909 to petition the imperial
chancellor to extend municipal suffrage to German women in German
Southwest Africa. Kiilz responded that it was premature to grant female
colonists the vote because there were too few of the right kind of women
there: “We do not yet have any fully developed type of German woman
at all in the colony”*52 He did not bother to specify what the proper type
of woman for female suffrage might be. Just as Dernburg had told male
settlers to mind their private business and not meddle in politics, Kiilz
told the Silesian Association for Women’s Suffrage that the best contri-
bution German women could make in the colony was to care for their
families and engage in charitable projects. Kiilz’s perceptions and beliefs
shaped the self-administration charter. Voters had to be male, at least
twenty-five years old, resident in the colony for at least two years, and
“economically independent!%3 Germans who were bankrupt, on poor
relief, or “married to or living in concubinage with a native woman”
could not vote.1>* When lists of voters were assembled in 1910, only
2,000 of the 6,999 German men in the colony held the right to vote in
local elections for their municipal council (Gemeinderat) 155

While the charter evaluated white German men on the basis of their
economic status and sexual behavior, women of color (or of merely
questionable whiteness) who had ties to white men experienced drastic
violations of their liberty and dignity. Tecklenburg’s 1903 suggestion for
racially certifying a prospective wife foreshadowed a pattern of placing
the onus on the woman in mixed relationships to prove her legal status,
and to do so in the face of ever more hostile and legally problematic
requirements. Two key court cases demonstrated the strategy of preserv-
ing the autonomy of white German men as far as possible while penal-
izing women of color in mixed relationships. In each case, a woman
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of mixed African and European descent who was married to a Ger-
man man attempted to gain legal satisfaction in the colonial courts for
wrongs done her by her husband, including physical abuse. The women
sought divorces, but the colony’s superior court refused to grant them
(and the property settlements that would have come with them) on the
grounds that the couples had never been married in the first place. The
judgments ruled that racial difference was, a priori, a bar to legal mar-
riage, regardless of the legal circumstances at the time of marriage.!5¢
This retroactive application of racial difference to existing marriages
effectively denied the women any rights or recourse against abusive
husbands — in a manner even more unfair than what the missionary Carl
Biittner had feared.

Colonists and administrators discussed and enacted various measures
to monitor and coerce female colonial subjects in ways that, they hoped,
would discourage German men from entering into relationships with
them in the first place.!5” As of 1912, any African woman who gave birth
to a mixed-descent child was compelled to register that birth on pain of
losing her job.'58 The measure was intended to discourage women from
bearing such children, but since the white father was not to be named
during the registration process, it did nothing concrete to discourage
German men from fathering them. African women also felt the impact
of the Native Regulations in distinctive ways. Along with compulsory
pass carrying and labor service, for example, African women known or
thought to be prostitutes faced compulsory physical examinations for
venereal disease. The governor’s office had originally planned to carry
out examinations of all African women detained for any reason, and
only protests from the Women’s Association for Nursing Care in the
Colonies deterred it.}5 As in Europe and other colonies such as India,
white men were understood to be victims, not agents, of the spread of
sexually transmitted diseases, and prostituted women became, in effect,
the state-certified sexual instruments of the men.!®® In 1912 the Ter-
ritorial Council (Landesrat) considered placing all African women un-
der a curfew after nine o’clock in the evening and establishing state-
approved houses of prostitution employing African women or white
women, but neither plan was carried out.!!

The older pattern of marriage, long-term cohabitation, public liai-
sons, and rape was replaced by the new system of prostitution, secret
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liaisons, and rape; however, the cultural importance of sexual access to
women of color did not change. African and African-descended women
were dealt with harshly while white German men were left largely with
their liberties intact and allowed to follow their own consciences. Al-
though the idea of criminalizing sexual relations between Europeans
and Africans was aired in 1910, it too was dropped.!®? And in 1912 the
colonial administration in Windhuk flatly rejected the notion of pub-
lishing the names of men who fathered illegitimate children and forcing
them to pay child support.1®® The plan was rejected because it would
require that a female colonial subject’s oath be given greater weight than
a German man’s. There were never any positive penalties for German
men who engaged in sexual relations with African women with no issue.
Instead, advocates of race purity hoped that German men would choose
of their own volition to avoid female colonial subjects who were legally
second-class wives and state-monitored lovers. The debate over race
mixing was, in fact, a struggle over how to preserve white German men’s
patriarchal sexual liberties while pursuing the goal of race purity.!6*

The desire even among advocates of race purity to defend men’s
sexual rights emerges in a final series of measures intended to moderate
the “harshness” of the 1907 superior court ruling and Kiilz’s 1909 self-
administration charter. The 1905 ban and these additional measures
were quite disruptive to white men, and even to some white women who
were married to men previously considered to be white.!%® In March
1912 the Territorial Council decided to recognize those mixed marriages
concluded before 1905, but only in cases in which the district council —
note the choice of arbiter — decided that “the parents’ life and the raising
of the children” corresponded to “general requirements of custom and
morality”%¢ In such cases, the 1912 measure provided for a certificate
that the relevant person was “considered to be white”1¢” The civic rights
of those men in mixed marriages who were prosperous and of sound
moral reputation were restored, and the men in question, including
Wilhelm Panzlaff, now supported the ban on intermarriage.168

Like any provision for certifying people to be white, the measure
implied a recognition of the fictive, legally constructed nature of race.
However, the year after the Windhuk colonial administration decided to
allow race mixing to be recertified as race purity under certain circum-
stances, the colony’s superior court upheld its principle once more that
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race was real and not a juristic fiction. In 1913 the superior court re-
manded the case of the Schmelens’ great-grandson Ludwig Baumann to
the native court on the grounds that since Baumann had some African
blood, however little and however legitimated through marital German
paternity over generations, he was a colonial subject. The conflicting
legal interpretations of race and citizenship of the German Southwest
African superior court, on the one hand, and the Colonial Office in
Berlin, on the other, was now out in the open. The superior court in
Windhuk stated: “Whether a person is a native or a member of the white
race is a question of fact’1%° The Colonial Office in Berlin, which gener-
ally found existing citizenship law to be adequate for distinguishing
colonizers from colonized, responded: “The question of who is a native
or member of the white race is not merely a fact, but rather primarily a
legal question7? In the wake of the Baumann case, the Territorial
Council renewed its call for racial certification, demonstrating even
more clearly how the campaign for race purity and the notion of racial
certification produced chaotic legal reasoning.!”! The discussion of race
had come full circle: legal certification was needed to decide who was to
be seen as white or black, citizen or colonial subject—although it was
precisely legal, as opposed to intuitive, definitions that had been found
wanting in the first place. The only real changes that the campaign for
race purity in German Southwest Africa had wrought were to augment
the rights of “white” men and to change the arbiters of a person’s ra-
cial status. No longer did distant Reich law decide; now, local entities
comprising individuals with “colonial experience” did. While many in
Germany, and especially the Reichstag, opposed the bans on mixed mar-
riage because they were undemocratic decrees, colonists and their sup-
porters in Germany liked to say that the legal bans as well as voluntary
associations’ expulsions of German men in mixed marriages showed the
genuine voice of the German colonial community.172

GERMAN EAST AFRICA

G erman East Africa was the second colony to ban mixed marriage.
There were several similarities to the situation in German South-
west Africa. The governor’s office decreed the ban during an anti-
colonial war, the Maji Maji war, which began in July 1905 and lasted
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through 1906. Colonists, especially in the region of Mount Kilimanjaro
where German plantations were concentrated, wanted to make the
colony into “white man’s land” and interpreted the war as a race war.173
Although German settlement was much sparser than in German South-
west Africa, it increased steadily just before the First World War; in 1912
more European planters lived there than in neighboring British East
Africa (today Kenya).!7# The war catalyzed colonists’ demands for self-
administration, and they eventually gained rights second only to those
of the colonists in German Southwest Africa.!”®

Colonists in German East Africa encountered greater opposition
from their governors than those in German Southwest Africa did, how-
ever. Governor Adolf von Goétzen, who was in office from 1901 until
1906, openly sided with the planters and other German colonists, but
his predecessor, von Liebert, and his successors, Albrecht von Rechen-
berg and Heinrich Schnee, did not. Gétzen purged Indians and Afri-
cans from the colony’s district councils, turning those local institutions
into all-white entities that served only the colonists’ interests. During
Gotzen’s term of office, German East African society became increas-
ingly polarized along white and nonwhite lines.!”¢ G6tzen was in office
when the Maji Maji war began and had to take responsibility for failing
to maintain peaceful German rule. Before resigning, however, he de-
creed a ban on marriages between persons in the categories of “Euro-
peans” and “natives” in March 1906.

The new governor, Baron Albrecht von Rechenberg, a conservative
and paternalistic agrarian, Catholic, and Baltic German, reversed many
of Goétzen’s policies. In the context of the colony, his political views pro-
duced an imperial style of rule that sought to counterbalance the diverse
groups of Arabs, Indians, and Africans through unequal inclusion.!””
Rejecting the colonists’ demands for enfranchisement at other groups’
expense, Rechenberg developed instead a self-administration scheme
that brought people of varying statuses —including non-German Euro-
pean men and, he briefly proposed, German women —back onto the
district councils.'”® As in German Southwest Africa, however, suffrage
for German women was not enacted. Rechenberg’s policy of “native
protection” pitted him against the colonists, especially planters. For
example, he encouraged Africans to increase their agricultural productiv-
ity and market their crops competitively, while German planters wanted
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Africans to labor instead on German plantations and refrain from com-
peting with German producers. Planters also sought preferential treat-
ment over town merchants and traders. Like German Southwest African
farmers, they used a language of individual autonomy and rights to-
gether with nationalist language that described the colony as an espe-
cially pure German space. After years of bitter attacks on Rechenberg,
they ousted him in 1912. Rechenberg’s successor, Governor Heinrich
Schnee, attempted to tread a middle path. He sympathized with their
goal of scttlement, and on the matter of intermarriage and race purity he
sided firmly with the colonists.17®

German East Africa also differed from German Southwest Africa in
its lack of early intermarriages between colonial subjects and German
missionaries, settlers, and soldiers. At the height of the debate over race
mixing, between 1905 and 1914, the Colonial Office found only one case
of intermarriage inside the colony, and the husband in question was a
non-German European.!®® Romance, concubinage, casual sexual con-
tact, and prostitution appear to have been as widespread in German East
Africa as in the other German colonies — but not marriage.!#! No group
had the characteristics that made Rehobother women, for example, po-
tential brides for German men: Christian faith, political alliance with the
Germans, elite status relative to other groups under colonial rule, and
property in land. The local elites in German East Africa were Muslim
and Hindu, and they did not seek intermarriage with Christian Ger-
mans. The only Christians were a small community of Goans, who were
allied politically with the Germans but whose modest prosperity in civil
service and trade was not easily transferable through marriage.182

German East Africa nevertheless saw a full-blown debate over race
mixing and especially intermarriage. The Government Council deliber-
ated, the colonists’ press waxed indignant, missionaries pointed out the
problem of paying to raise abandoned children fathered by Germans,
and the legal difficulties of the ban were once again aired. The German
East African version of the debate over race mixing shows how, even in
the virtual absence of intermarriage, the issues of race, family, and sex-
uality provided a language for German colonists’ self-constitution as
free and autonomous political subjects.

Intermarriage was so rare that the sources record only two cases;
Gotzen’s 1906 ban stymied a third.183 The two cases differed from Ger-
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man Southwest African ones in that the first, precolonial marriage con-
cerned a royal daughter, and the second was actually concluded in Berlin
and became part of the debate over race mixing in German East Africa
only when the couple attempted to enter the colony. The latter case also
concerned the unusual constellation of an African husband and German
wife, which only heightened the condemnation by advocates of race
purity. The basic trajectory of opinion about intermarriage was similar,
however: from Germans’ early positive response to a sweeping condem-
nation of intermarriage as a source of political disorder.

The precolonial case was in its day a famous romantic love match.
In August 1866, Salme bint Sa’id, the daughter of Sultan Sa’id Majid
of Zanzibar and sister of his successor, Barghash ibn S2’id, eloped
with Heinrich Ruete, a businessman from the Hamburg trading firm
Hansing & Company. They carried out her adventurous escape from
her father’s palace after a series of secret trysts. After the birth of their
first child in December 1866 and her conversion to Christianity, they
married in Aden in May 1867, then lived in Germany. Only three years
later, Heinrich Ruete died in an accident. Widowed with three children,
Emily Said-Ruete, as she was now called, renewed her efforts to gain
control of the inheritance her brother had denied her since the elope-
ment. Bismarck and Heinrich von Kusserow of the Foreign Office de-
cided to underwrite her journey back to Zanzibar in 1885 to petition her
brother as part of their diplomatic maneuverings with Britain.!8* Emily
Said-Ruete never succeeded in regaining her wealth, but she did find
important patrons, including Empress Frederick, the mother of Em-
peror William II.185

Said-Ruete also made an impression on the German public with her
autobiography, Memoirs of an Arabian Princess, which appeared in 1886,
immediately went through four editions, and was translated into En-
glish and French.!8¢ Her book gave German and other European read-
ers one of their first accounts of harem life from an Arab woman’s
perspective. Said-Ruete attempted to counter Europeans’ prejudices
about the harem, Muslim women, and slavery as practiced by Muslims
in eastern Africa. While living in Germany she became exasperated with
people’s constant curiosity and ignorance about her background. On
one occasion, for example, “a very naive lady became engrossed in
[Said-Ruete’s| so-called negro-hair and took the peculiar freedom to
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even touch it”'87 After her husband’s death she did not feel at home in
Germany. She revisited Zanzibar in 1888, residing with her daughter
Rosalie in the German Hospital run by Marie Rentsch, then lived in
Jaffa and Beirut between 1889 and 1914.18% Her two daughters married
German men and made their lives in Germany, however, and she re-
turned there in 1914 and stayed until her death.

While Said-Ruete had a mixed experience of Germany, colonialist
and other Germans had a positive impression of her. Her marriage was
popularly perceived as high romance. Indeed, it was suited perfectly to
an Orientalist narrative according to which a Christian man liberates an
oppressed Muslim woman from her cruel family and introduces her to
marriage based on romantic love.1#” Said-Ruete and her children appar-
ently did not experience any (intentional) public criticism of their back-
ground. The children married white Germans, and one, Antonie Bran-
deis, lived in German Samoa as the wife of a colonial official.’*® For
German colonialists, the Said-Ruetes were a reminder of the thrilling
old days when German colonial expansion was just beginning.

The second case of mixed marriage associated with German East
Africa was different in almost every way. Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari was a
Swahili man of modest but respected social station from the coastal
trading town of Bagamoyo, and not, like Salme bint Sa’id, a member of
a royal family. Bertha Hilske was a working-class woman from Berlin,
not a successful bourgeois man from the port city of Hamburg, with its
long tradition of tropical trade. The couple confronted special opposi-
tion when they attempted to travel from Germany to German East
Africa— thereby crossing the divide between metropolitan space and
colonial space. Finally, the configuration of the couple aroused particu-
lar outrage. Marriage between a male colonial subject and a female Ger-
man was virtually unheard of in the German colonies, and rare though
not unique inside Imperial Germany.'! This marriage did not conform
to the Orientalist narrative according to which a man liberated a woman
from backward oppression and initiated her into the pleasures of ro-
mance. Rather, advocates of race purity considered it racial anarchy.!*?
The few Germans who spoke out on the couple’s behalf defended Mtoro
bin Mwinyi Bakari’s intellect and hard work, not his loyalty to his wife
and certainly not the power of romance. In fact, although neither one of
the couple was a white German man, the primacy of men’s rights con-
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tinued to organize the discussion of whether and how the marriage was
to be tolerated. No one went on record defending Bertha Hilske except
her husband and mother.

During the 1890s Carl Velten, a German linguist living in German
East Africa, asked Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari and several other Swahili
men there to write about Swahili traditions and everyday life. Velten
wanted both to record Swahili culture and to produce language manuals
for German colonial administrators. This was not Mtoro bin Mwinyi
Bakari’s first contact with the German colonial bureaucracy; he had
already worked as a tax collector for the German East African admin-
istration.!?® He had an extensive Muslim education and a fine writing
style, and he edited the entire collaborative manuscript that he and the
other Swahilis produced. The book, considered today a masterpiece
of Swahili prose, appeared in both German and Swahili editions in
1903.194 Velten next invited Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari to work with him
as a lecturer in Swahili at the Seminar for Oriental Languages at Berlin
University. In 1900 Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari moved to Berlin, where
he was apparently a model teacher and colleague.1®

In 1904 Mtoro Bakari, as he called himself in Germany, told Velten
and Eduard Sachau, the director of the Oriental Seminar, of his plans to
marry Bertha Hilske, a factory worker and the daughter of his landlady.
One of Mtoro Bakari’s supporters later speculated that the example of
Na’arber, an Arab at the Oriental Seminar who had married a German
woman without facing any criticism, may have encouraged him in this
step.1?¢ Velten and Sachau argued and threatened, but they were unable
to dissuade him. When the news spread at the Oriental Seminar, the stu-
dents (mostly candidates for the colonial civil service) insulted him con-
stantly, making further teaching impossible. Mtoro Bakari confronted
Sachau and asked him either to defend him against the students or to
accept his early resignation from his post. Neither Sachau nor Velten
would defend him. Hilske and her mother complained to Sachau, who
angrily responded that Mtoro Bakari had caused all of his troubles him-
self.'” He resigned in August 1904 and married Bertha Hilske in Berlin
the following October.

Mtoro Bakari obtained the necessary papers for his marriage through
the Colonial Department —including a document signed by Governor
von Gotzen—and the couple married without any bureaucratic diffi-
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culty.!?8 Life in Berlin was difficult, however, because Mtoro Bakari was
now unemployed. It was impossible for him to obtain a post as a lan-
guage teacher without Sachau’s or Velten’s help. In 1905 he decided to
return with his wife to Bagamoyo, where his family owned some land.
His original contract with the Oriental Seminar included free passage
for himself; he purchased passage for his wife and shipment of their
belongings with his savings.1%®

When their ship stopped in Tanga, the first port in German East
Africa, in September 1905, the couple was forbidden to disembark for
undefined “security” reasons. The same thing happened at the next port,
Dar es Salaam. The Colonial Department in Berlin had given advance
warning of the couple’s arrival to Governor von Gotzen and asked him
to use his own discretion in dealing with them.?°° Go6tzen ordered that
Bertha Hilske be prevented from leaving the ship anywhere in German
East Africa. Mtoro Bakari was told that he could either proceed alone to
Bagamoyo or return with his wife to Germany. According to an old
Swahili acquaintance of Mtoro Bakari, colonial officials told him that if
he stayed in Africa he could return to Germany for visits with his wife,
but they could not live together in the colony.2’! Colonial officials
promised to pay for the return passage to Germany and to restore his
old position at the Oriental Seminar; they also threatened Mtoro Bakari
with twenty-five lashes if he dared to go ashore with his wife.202 He
refused to leave his wife, and so the couple was forced to return to
Germany without ever disembarking in Africa.

The colonists strongly supported Gotzen’s order to bar the couple.
The Usambara Post shrieked: “Do we want to preserve our vacial prestige or
not?” The colonists’ “instinct for self-preservation;” the Post insisted,
would make them reject a fellow German who was married to a “nigger
[sic] 2203 African servants would lose respect for their European bosses,
teasing them with the prospect of becoming in-laws. In trying to back
up these claims, that article narrated the case in terms that were par-
ticularly ill-chosen for this couple. It depicted Mtoro Bakari as someone
only very recently accustomed to civilized ways: only five years before, it
was claimed, he had subsisted by climbing palm trees clad only in a
loincloth. In point of fact, of course, he was holding Friday sermons in
Bagamoyo and working on the book that Velten published.?%4 The arti-
cle claimed that the Oriental Seminar’s high salary and life in Europe
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had turned his head. Yet even before going to Berlin, Mtoro Bakari, as a
tax collector, slaveowner, and local religious leader, had belonged to a
relatively privileged class, and in any case Germans had described him as
modest and hardworking. The article described Bertha as downwardly
mobile: Did she really, the article asked with horror, intend to flail rice
dressed in a cloth wrap and to hoe fields for her husband? Were the
children of a white woman really to be sighted someday “on the rubbish
heap of a bush village”?2% Ironically, Bertha Hilske’s choice of a hus-
band should have made her upwardly mobile. He was more educated
than men of her class, held a position at the Berlin University, and
according to his own remarks he intended to support her. Had she
married a working-class man in Germany she probably would have
labored after marriage, even if it were in a factory and not a rice field. It
was even conceivable that her children might be seen in the vicinity of
one of Berlin’s rubbish heaps. The parting shot in the Usambara Post
article was aimed at the Colonial Department for allowing the marriage
to happen at all.

The Colonial Department member who brought the article to the
attention of his colleagues rushed to condemn the marriage: “Nothing
can undermine the prestige of the Germans more than a white woman’s
devotion to a negro,” he wrote indignantly next to the clipping.2°¢ The
Colonial Department unearthed the old paperwork and set about trying
to hide its participation. It is not clear from the sources whether Gover-
nor von Goétzen was challenged directly over his equally routine partici-
pation. Since a German East African newspaper had only praise for his
“strictness” in the case, he was apparently able to hide his own initial role
in the marriage from the public.2” The Colonial Department had the
law on its side; at the time of the couple’s marriage in October 1904, not
even German Southwest Africa had banned intermarriage. Yet the Colo-
nial Department did not defend itself by citing the law, as it had in the
years of discussion of German Southwest African intermarriage. Prob-
ably because this marriage involved a black man and a white woman,
some special measures seemed necessary. The Colonial Department at
first proposed that all marriage license bureaus in Germany obtain per-
mission from the colonial administration before performing mixed mar-
riages of Germans and colonial subjects.?°® But one Colonial Depart-
ment member argued that such a uniform procedure was “out of the
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question”” Each case would have to be handled not with general princi-
ples, he continued, but internally, like this one. He explained, “In Samoa
it is an everyday occurrence that whites marry Samoan women. Should
permission also be required there? Or only for marriages of colored men
with white women? Clearly, this matter cannot be handled through
laws*2%? He assumed that his colleagues found intermarriage between
German men and Samoan women so acceptable that an extra piece of
documentation would be an excessive hindrance. And the likelihood of
creating separate marriage laws for German men and women at the
Reich level was even smaller than reaching agreement on intermarriage
in the colonial empire, for there was almost no support for legally
banning racially mixed marriages inside Germany, and such a gender-
specific legal change would only draw attention to the continued le-
nience toward German men’s intermarriage. The highest priority was to
protect the right of white German men to marry, even if that meant
leaving open the formal possibility of a white woman’s marriage to a man
of color. If necessary, extralegal means could be used to restrict the rights
of mixed couples, as in the present case. The Colonial Department offi-
cials agreed among themselves that G6tzen’s deportation of the couple
was just and necessary for political reasons.?!? They also agreed that the
marriage itself could not have been stopped legally. They decided that
the best thing was to shelve the matter. After all, the couple was back in
Germany.

But that was not a satisfactory solution for Mtoro Bakari and Bertha.
They had invested his savings in the trip in order to start a new life in
Bagamoyo, and had lost everything. Mtoro Bakari appeared at the Colo-
nial Department and demanded compensation. He pointed out that
there was no indication beforehand that there would be any obstacle to
his marriage or his return to German East Africa. Now further debates
took place within the Colonial Department: some wanted to pay him
back in full; others, such as future governor of German Southwest Af-
rica Theodor Seitz, insisted that the state owed him nothing. Members
of the Colonial Department also argued over whether an unimpeded
marriage in Germany implied the right of the couple to reside in a
colony. Finally it was decided to compensate Mtoro Bakari, which then
raised the question of how to hide the payments from other state agen-
cies that might ask why the Colonial Department did not stop the cou-
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ple from going in the first place.?!! The answer to that last question
remains unclear.

The compensation paid for the retrieval of the couple’s possessions
from freight storage, but Mtoro Bakari and Bertha still faced hostility in
Germany. The promise of his old job was not fulfilled — Sachau refused
to see him —and he had no prospects for any other steady work and no
savings. The university-educated bureaucrats he spoke with seemed un-
able to understand his occupational predicament. He was a writer,
translator, and lecturer, but they envisioned for him the jobs of shoe-
shine boy, furnace stoker, temporary employment at a current colonial
exhibition in Berlin, manual craft apprenticeship —in fact, “any kind of
wage labor”?12 They became impatient when he refused the one firm
offer they negotiated: to work as an errand boy in a colonial supply
house. Instead he chose to continue teaching Swahili at a mission so-
ciety headquarters in Lichterfelde, a suburb of Berlin, for half the pay of
an errand boy. Perhaps it was growing curiosity, or suspicion, about
how the couple survived at all that led Dernburg’s undersecretary at the
Colonial Office, former governor of German Southwest Africa Fried-
rich von Lindequist, to order the police to spy on them in 1907.213 The
police could only corroborate what Mtoro Bakari had protested all
along, however: that he only sought a position that would allow him to
support his wife, and that they would “soon be quite desperate??!*
Later, during the First World War, he worked as an itinerant lecturer,
although he faced abuse in the streets from Germans who took him for a
French occupation soldier.2!5

A few people were concerned about what was happening to Mtoro
Bakari. A Reichstag delegate and father of head of the Lichterfelde mis-
sion house, H. C. Gluer, asked Governor von Rechenberg about the
case. An official of the German Young Men’s Christian Association
(Christlicher Verein Junger Minner) appealed to the Colonial Depart-
ment. A prominent linguist at the Oriental Seminar, Carl Meinhof, also
defended him, praising his abilities as a language teacher.2!¢ All three
portrayed Mtoro Bakari as a wronged man. They did not see Bertha as a
wronged woman, however. The records offer no information about her
difficulties coping with insults or finding work. Everyone, even those
who found Mtoro Bakari’s expulsion from German East Africa wrong,
thought that hers justified. In fact, G6tzen himself made a distinction
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between them from the beginning: technically, only Bertha had been
barred from the colony; her husband had been given the choice of
disembarking without her.

Mtoro Bakari described his plight to Emperor Wilhelm II in 1906:
“When we wanted to go ashore in Dar es Salaam, we were simply
expelled —for what reason, we still do not know today. But in any case
the officials there had no reason to expel us, as German subjects standing
on German territory”'” He wrote to the soon-to-be colonial secretary,
Bernhard Dernburg: “Because I concluded a legally valid marriage in ac-
cordance with German law through the organs of the German government,
1 have been expelled from my homeland and made destitute here in Ger-
mamny.”?'8 His logic rested on the legal uniformity of Germany and the
colonies: what was legal in one location ought to be accepted in another.
His position that he had behaved as a responsible man and husband
echoed the claims of white German fathers of mixed-descent children in
German Southwest Africa.

In early 1906, only a few months after Mtoro Bakari and Bertha’s trip
to the colony, a German man in the northern coastal town of Tanga
named Werner Thiel attempted to marry an African woman. Thiel man-
aged the business branch of a Protestant mission station in Tanga (most
missions sold crops or crafts to obtain income), and his partner, whose
name did not appear in the colonial administrations records, was a
member of the mission station’s congregation. Thiel approached the
district office and district court in Tanga but was told that his planned
marriage was against those agencies” wishes and might even result in
his deportation from the colony. The German East African ban on in-
termarriage therefore originated even more locally than the German
Southwest African ban: among district officials in the northern coastal
town of Tanga rather than in the governor’s office in Dar es Salaam.
When Thiel appealed to Governor von Gotzen, the latter upheld the
local officials’ statements.?'” In a March 1906 letter to Thiel, Gotzen
wrote that “political reasons speak against permitting marriages be-
tween Europeans and natives,” and that “a married couple, one of whom
was of the European race and the other of whom of the native race, if
they settled in the colony after concluding their marriage, would always
face the possibility of expulsion.”22° This was a step beyond any measure
in German Southwest Africa, where no one broached the expulsion of
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mixed couples. In German East Africa, however, marriage (as opposed
to cohabitation or more casual sexual relations) between German men
and African women was rare enough that, apparently, such persons
could be treated as pariahs with political impunity. Apparently Gétzen
saw the case of Mtoro Bakari and Bertha Hilske as a precedent for all
mixed couples. At the same time that Gétzen informed Thiel of the
rejection of Thiel’s application, he instructed the district judge in Tanga
not to perform the marriage and sent the same instruction, along with
an order to report any application for a marriage between “Europeans”
and “colored” to the governor’s office, to judges and district officers in
the areas of white settlement.22! This March 1906 document constituted
the German East African ban on mixed marriage. Governor von Gétzen
did not bother rehearsing any of the possible legal arguments against
intermarriage; he cited only political reasons for his decision.???> As in
German Southwest Africa, the Colonial Office was not informed until
after GoOtzen’s instruction, which had the effect of a decree, had been
circulated within the colony.?23

Gotzen did not face protests from colonists in German East Africa, or
from local missionaries who might have been expected to prefer mar-
riage to cohabitation; in fact, Thiel was forced to resign from his job
because the missionaries at his station opposed intermarriage.??* Ger-
man East African voluntary associations barred persons of mixed de-
scent from membership.22> However, Gotzen had to leave office about a
month after the March 1906 ban, when the Maji Maji war broke out.

Governor von Rechenberg, Gotzen’s successor, was far less sympa-
thetic to the colonists’ demands on Africans’ land and labor. As for
policy on intermarriage, Rechenberg neither augmented the 1906 ban
nor attempted to reverse it. But he had to take a position in August 1907
when the new colonial secretary, Bernhard Dernburg, asked him to draft
a regulation on the rights of children fathered by “white” men with
“colored” women.??¢ In a memo to Berlin, Rechenberg’s assistant Win-
terfeld conceded the existence of race mixing but argued that it was not a
problem: “The few offspring of whites with colored women . . . have
not stood out in any way. Usually they have a predominantly black skin
color, are raised by their mothers as native children, and, even in later
years, are hardly aware of their part-European extraction”??” No regula-
tions would be needed, Winterfeld claimed: “A case in which the descen-
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dant of a European and a native woman felt himself to belong to a
higher race and correspondingly attempted to adapt his way of life to
that of a European is so far unknown. It is also not to be assumed that
this will change in the foreseeable future”228

Most colonists actually agreed with Rechenberg that German East
Africa did not have a race mixing, or more precisely a race hierarchy,
problem. As one of the local newspapers put it, “A mixed blood question
is altogether nonexistent in German East Africa, since the number of
mixed-bloods is so negligible that they merge completely into the black
population and disappear??° But the Reichstag was threatening to “ar-
tificially cultivate a mixed blood question here where there had been
none,” according to the colonists, by refusing to uphold the ban on
intermarriage and trying to protect the rights of persons in mixed fam-
ilies.23% In May 1912 the Reichstag passed a resolution that asked the
Federal Council to draft a law “which secures the validity of mar-
riages between whites and natives in all German colonies, and makes
legal provision for illegitimate children not currently covered by the
Civil Code”?3! The colonists vowed to demonstrate their own opinion
through spontaneous boycotts: “each person for himself, every social,
economic, or political association, as well as every commercial or other
enterprise, will refuse any economic, social, business or personal inter-
course with a European who enters into a mixed marriage”?3? The
Reichstag, they claimed, was autocratically forcing unwanted measures
on the German colonial community.

Just a month before that Reichstag resolution was passed, the Ger-
man East African planters finally succeeded in ejecting Rechenberg. The
new governor, Heinrich Schnee, wanted to defuse the high drama of the
planters’ struggle with Rechenberg, and that meant appeasing them on
the now well-publicized issue of race mixing, as well as on native protec-
tion policies. Governor Schnee took a bureaucratic approach to race
mixing, instructing his district officers in September 1913 to draw up the
colony’s first local reports on the “mixed-blood question” (Mischlings-
frage) according to a standard format. The reports were to note how
many mixed-bloods lived in the district, how they were being raised
(specifically, whether at mission stations or in “colored” families), and
whether their white fathers voluntarily contributed toward their up-
bringing. The district officers were also to suggest an age at which each
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child would be considered too old for further support, and to note
criteria for appointing guardians for the children. Finally, Schnee asked
whether the district officers recommended the adoption of the 1912
German Southwest African measure against African women that re-
quired the reporting of all births of mixed-descent children.?33 Now race
mixing had become an official problem for all of German East Africa.

The ingredients for the new consensus over how to protect German
men’s rights in a liberal, national, and racial order were soon in place. A
new white colonial masculinity emerged among advocates of race purity
that permitted German men’s sexual access to African women while
avoiding the troubling family and property issues that ordinarily accom-
panied long-term sexual relationships. Karl Oetker, a medical doctor in
German East Africa and a strong opponent of race mixing, offered this
solution in 1907, just one year after the ban was imposed: “I can very
well imagine for myself the situation of an unmarried man who buys
himself a negro girl for a shorter or longer period of time. . . . It is very
obvious, but nevertheless can be emphasized here, that every European
who has relations with black wenches must take care that the relation-
ship remains sterile, to prevent a mixing of races. . . . Such liaisons can
and ought to be seen only as surrogates for marriage that are to be
forbidden any of the state recognition and protections granted to mar-
riages between whites”23* Oetker was proposing a strict distinction be-
tween German men’s sexual acts, on the one hand, and their social
relationships, on the other. German men’s sexual prerogatives were to
be protected as far as possible. As a German East African newspaper put
it in 1912, “the European woman alone can solve the problem |[of race
mixing|. Only she can accomplish something positive, all so-called disci-
plinary measures belong to the realm of prohibitive and negative decrees,
in which no real value resides: nature cannot be driven out with a
pitchfork>23%

The case of Mtoro Bakari and Bertha Hilske added a particular twist
to the rhetoric about race mixing in German East Africa. Advocates of
race purity argued that the ban on intermarriage was necessary to ensure
German women’s safety: “The tolerance of mixed marriages would
deeply degrade the prestige of the white race in Central Africa and would
severely endanger the white woman. Mixved marriages would then be
permissible for white women as well, with native men. The white woman
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would thereby lose the only thing that offers her an unconditional pro-
tection from attacks in the colonies today, the respect of the colored 236
This argument was rare in German Southwest Africa. The Usambara
Post reported that there had been “repeated” cases in which “a white
woman has thrown herself away on a negro,” and opined that such
women ought to be deported from the colony. If such behavior con-
tinued unchecked, German women might have to be barred from the
colonies altogether for their own safety.23” These fulminations inverted
the usual relationship between the emphasis on white German women
and race purity: white women could appear as the solution to race
mixing or as the reason race mixing had to be stopped. In either case, the
focus on German women shifted the public’s attention away from the
German men who were responsible for race mixing in the first place.

GERMAN SAMOA

he social context of intermarriage in Samoa differed from that in

both German Southwest Africa and German East Africa. In terms
of numbers of colonists, German Samoa trailed a distant third behind
those two colonies. Moreover, intermarriage was not as rare. In 1913
there were about 227 German men, about 63 German women, and 76
couples recorded as mixed in German Samoa.238 Like German South-
west Africa, German Samoa had a tradition of intermarriage with local,
relatively elite women that brought property and trading connections to
German men. Unlike in German Southwest Africa, Samoans did not ex-
perience extreme proletarianization under German rule, and so re-
mained desirable financial matches. Samoan and German habits facili-
tated intermarriage. To Germans, Samoan marriage looked like simple
long-term cohabitation or concubinage because no Christian or state
ceremony marked it. German-Samoan couples often married “Samoa-
style,” then added a German civil and perhaps religious marriage a few
years later. Compared with German Southwest Africa and German East
Africa, intermarriage in German Samoa remained relatively free of
stigma until the First World War. Individual colonists were known to
taunt mixed-bloods, such as the children of the German ethnographer
Richard Parkinson and his Euroamerican-Samoan wife, Phoebe Coe
Parkinson, but it was also true that the Parkinsons were widely respected,
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and Governor Albert Hahl of New Guinea, where the Parkinsons’
plantation was located, considered Phoebe Parkinson a close personal
friend.??® That would have been unthinkable in German Southwest
Africa. Finally, Germans’ racism toward Samoans differed qualitatively
from that toward Africans. Germans and Europeans imagined the Pacific
islands, but not Africa, as an Edenic paradise. While Germans considered
Samoans to be an inferior race, they also found them beautiful, espe-
cially the women, and (what was practically synonymous for them)
European-like.?#0

The German Southwest African and German East African bans were
local measures that defied the Colonial Office’s authority. The Samoan
ban, by contrast, came from the Colonial Office. Wilhelm Solf, governor
of Samoa from 1900 until 1911, became colonial secretary in December
1911. Only a few weeks later, on 17 January 1912, he ordered the new
governor of German Samoa, Erich Schultz-Ewerth, to permit no new
marriages between nonnatives and natives there.?#! It was the first occa-
sion on which the Colonial Office had publicly sided with opponents of
intermarriage. Solf’s ban received only limited support in Samoa itself.
While the Government Council in each of the other two colonies had
unanimously upheld the bans, the Samoan Government Council ap-
proved Solf’s ban with two abstentions. Even Governor Erich Schultz-
Ewerth and Solf’s subordinate at the Colonial Office Heinrich Schnee
opposed banning intermarriage.24? Solf’s ban was all the more surpris-
ing because he was reputed to have taken a relaxed approach to mixed
unions as governor. Like Governor von Rechenberg in German East
Africa, Solf was a paternalist advocate of “native protection” who was
committed to reforming colonialism, and his proudest achievement as
governor was the establishment of Samoan colonial subjects’—not
colonists’ — self-administration.243

The 1912 ban for German Samoa had roots in both the colony and
the metropole. As governor, Solf had frequently confronted angry Ger-
man settlers who arrived with little capital and found a local labor short-
age. The leader of this faction was Richard Decken, and the two men
became embroiled in a personal and political battle. Deeken made his
name as a promoter of settlement in Samoa for the “little man” Ina 1901
book Decken urged Germans to settle in Samoa, claiming that anyone
could become rich quickly there by planting cocoa.?** With backing
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from pan-Germans, Decken almost singlehandedly brought about a
wave of settlement in Samoa by Germans of limited means. But these
small-scale settlers did not become as rich as Deeken promised, and
they resented the prosperity of large-scale planters of longer standing.
Deeken, who came from Germany with his wife to run a plantation,
insisted that Solf expropriate more land from colonial subjects and allow
a freer hand in the exploitation of Chinese laborers, whom under-
capitalized German planters sought in place of Samoan or New Guinean
workers.?#> In the course of their very public battle, Solf sued Decken
for libel, had him imprisoned for abuse of Chinese laborers, and tried to
expel him from the colony. However, Deeken was expert at escaping
responsibility for the rumors he planted, and Solf’s evidence fell short of
what was needed for expulsion.?4¢

Decken antagonized other planters as well. While the newer, less
wealthy settlers around Deeken were Germans, there were a number of
British and U.S. citizens among the planters of longer standing. Decken,
who had founded the Planters’ Association (Pflanzerverein) in 1903,
decided that its meetings were to be held exclusively in the German
language. It was a gratuitous insult to the established planters, given
that English and Pidgin, not German, were the languages of business in
the colony. When Solf criticized Decken’s disruptive actions, Decken
and his allies accused Solf of favoring non-German whites over Solf’s
own fellow Germans — a typical conflict between nationalist politics and
the older imperial patriarchal colonial order.24”

Solf and Decken also clashed over the issue of race mixing. Both
agreed that intermarriage was undesirable. The debate arose out of dis-
putes within the German community over what kind of colonist (or, to
use Solf’s expression, “bringer of culture” [ Kulturbringer| ), ought to be
favored. Solf insisted that Germans of few means were the likeliest to
“go native” He wanted slow settlement, carried out by Germans with
plenty of capital.24® Wealthy planters and company agriculture, rather
than capital-poor family farms, would best prevent Germans’ racial de-
generation, Solf argued, because the wealthy could afford regular con-
tact with Germany and German wives, and would not have to depend
on Samoans’ assistance in economic hard times. And even if prosperous
planters did have sexual relations with Samoan women, as they obvi-
ously did, they could better afford to keep a Samoan family on the side.
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Deeken and his allies wanted rapid, large-scale settlement in German
Samoa. They saw the colony as an agrarian, family-based idyll where
Germans of modest background could leave the unfair social hierarchies
of Germany behind. If only Samoa could be wrested from bureaucratic
government control and capitalist speculation, they argued, these plans
could be realized. Press items appeared in Germany, probably with
Deeken’s help, that praised the sexual and racial morality of the newer,
smaller-scale settlers and condemned that of wealthy planters, civil ser-
vants, and Solf himself.?*° The number of German civil servants in
Samoa who lived with Samoan women became a small scandal in Ger-
many, also with Deeken’s help.25® Within a few years Deeken had made
Solf appear to be an ineffective administrator who abetted racial and
sexual anarchy in Samoa.

In fact, Solf’s opinions and actions about cohabitation and intermar-
riage changed over the years. In his early years as governor he took a
laissez-faire approach toward Samoan-style marriages, and definitely
preferred them to mixed marriages in the German style. He met crit-
icism for this from Catholic missionaries in Samoa and the Reichstag
Catholic Center Party delegate Matthias Erzberger, who frequently crit-
icized colonial policy before 1907. The missionaries insisted that Chris-
tian marriage was always preferable to cohabitation and urged German-
Samoan couples to marry under German law.2%! In 1900, when the new
colonial code came into effect and reopened legal questions about inter-
marriage, Solf made a first attempt at developing a policy on race mixing
in Samoa. He issued a decree that neither banned intermarriage nor
upheld it, but rather focused on making sharper distinctions among the
children. Persons of mixed Samoan and European heritage were to
choose between registering themselves as “living in European style, that
is, wanting to be treated as Europeans, or ‘fa Samoa’ (living in Samoan
style) with corresponding treatment as Samoans.”?52 A local court ex-
amined applicants’ property and behavior.25% Such distinctions were not
necessarily easy to make. There were genuinely syncretic individuals,
such as Phoebe Coe Parkinson and her sister Emma Coe, who ran one of
the most successful commercial enterprises in the region and was mar-
ried at various times to British and German men.?5* In addition, there
were persons who changed categories at different times in their lives.
Heinrich Schnee recalled an encounter in a “remote village on Savaii”
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during his early colonial career under Solf in German Samoa, before he
went to German East Africa:

To my great astonishment, a tall man in Samoan dress, that is, with
bare chest, who had a completely European appearance, apart from
bronze-toned skin, and with a very intelligent demeanor, presented
himself to me as village chief. In the course of our conversation,
which was held in the Samoan language, he told me that he was the
son of an Englishman and a Samoan woman. He had lived for awhile
“faapapalangi,” that is, in the European style, but then, when he
inherited the chiefship on his mother’s side, preferred to live as a
Samoan. He was perfectly happy and had no wish to appear as a
European ever again.?%®

Samoan colonial society, like other colonial societies, was not amenable
to categorization under a few unitary and unchanging identities.

As late as 1906, Solf told the Colonial Department that the political
obstacles to banning intermarriage for civil servants in German Samoa
were too great, and that banning intermarriage for the rest of the “white
population” was out of the question.2>® But he changed his position the
very next year. In 1907 Dernburg took office as colonial secretary and, as
part of his program of colonial reform, asked each governor to submit a
development plan for his colony. Solf dated his decision for a Samoan
ban on intermarriage to that moment.25” It is hard to know whether he
actually changed his mind about the importance of race purity or simply
decided to try putting the politics of race purity to his own uses.

Solf’s development plan for German Samoa condemned race mixing
in general and its political implication of racial equality. The fundamen-
tal mistake in international racial policy had been slave emancipation,
Solf proclaimed; President Abraham Lincoln had doomed the United
States by abolishing slavery. This was a bizarre argument, given that the
antislavery cause had helped legitimize the annexation of the German
colonial empire that Solf now headed.?’® Now, Solf continued, the
chaos of the Reconstruction South was about to descend on the German
colonies because Reich law unnaturally and unacceptably granted Ger-
man citizenship to the legitimate children of German men and African
or Samoan women. Mixed marriages were “tasteless and an insult to
white women” as well as “immoral, because they prostitute[d] the es-

A NEW COLONIAL MASCULINITY 125



sence and moral value of the marital bond as practiced among civilized
peoples??*® The colonial administration should ban intermarriage in
Samoa, Solf concluded, but had to be prepared “to brave the attacks of
all those who, out of ignorance, false humaneness, or misunderstood
morality, share the standpoint of the missions2¢0

Governor Solf in effect permitted a ban on intermarriage in 1910
when he refused to intervene in the decision of a district judge in Samoa,
Adolf Schlettwein, who had denied marriage to two mixed couples.26!
In Schlettwein’s legal opinion, the Colonial Code of 1900 forbade inter-
marriage because the law did not expressly extend German legal forms
to the native partner (that was left, it will be remembered, to a future
decree). Samoans’ relative racial similarity to Germans, Schlettwein
wrote, did not justify bending the law.2¢2 Schlettwein proposed a ban on
intermarriage that would allow exceptions for Samoan colonial subjects
fluent in a European language and living European style; the governor
was to approve each case individually. When Schlettwein attempted in
1970 to deny marriage to a third couple, the plantation owner Dr. Wil-
helm Grevel and a Samoan woman named Savali, his actions brought
Solf notoriety inside Germany. After Schlettwein and other local judges
refused to marry the couple, Grevel appealed to Governor Solf. Solf was
irritated that an educated, clearly bourgeois man such as Grevel, who
violated Solf’s expectation that prosperous planters would bring wives
from Germany or at least keep a Samoan partner as an informal mistress,
could bring such a “crass” case and told him to await a general ruling on
intermarriage from the Colonial Office.263

Less than a month later, Solf succeeded Lindequist as colonial sec-
retary in Berlin. In January 1912 he banned intermarriage for Samoa,
and his decree contained a specific rejection of Grevel’s application to
marry.2%* His ban also included new definitions that were intended to
align race more closely with citizenship status. All children of mixed
parentage born outside marriage and after the January 1912 ban now
became “natives” Mixed-descent persons born to married couples or to
fathers who later legitimized them became “white” That left mixed-
descent persons who had been born before the ban and whose fathers
had not recognized them. These were divided into two further groups:
those to be “treated as white” and those to be “treated as natives.” To be
treated as white, these persons had to register in the colony’s “List of
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Mixed-Bloods” (Mischlingsliste). Criteria included fluency in the Ger-
man language, a European education, and a generally European way of
life.265 If a person included on the list was found unworthy later due to
failure to meet the criteria, he or she was to be removed from the list.
How knowledge of such a failure would reach the authorities in charge
of the list was not specified.

In Solf’s version of racial certification, culture was to serve as the
swing factor in determining race. His decree appeared more flexible
than the German Southwest African measures, and it certainly eased the
impact of race purity measures on German fathers. But it was no more
compatible with German citizenship law than Tecklenburg’s blood per-
centages or the German Southwest African court’s one-drop rule. Solf’s
decree still amounted to second-guessing existing citizenship law. Nev-
ertheless Solf persevered, even expressing interest in making a unitary
policy on intermarriage and mixed-descent persons for all the colo-
nies.2°¢ His idea for a uniform colonial race policy arose not only from
the Samoan context, but also from the interaction between colony and
metropole in the debate over race mixing.

Although the groundwork for Solf’s January 1912 ban was laid in
Samoa, it had a particular metropolitan context as well. It called forth
outrage in Germany. Heinrich Schnee, who was now Solf’s subordinate
in the Colonial Office (and soon to be governor of German East Af-
rica), was surprised at the “storm from the Center and Social Demo-
crats —first in the press, then in the Reichstag” —and noted that Solf
“had great difficulty in defending himself?2¢” It was in this context that
the Reichstag approved the May 1912 resolution on behalf of persons in
mixed families. The resolution asked the Federal Council to initiate
legislation to clarify the rights of “whites” and “natives” in mixed mar-
riages and of children of mixed sexual unions, whether legitimized
through marriage or not. While the Civil Code set forth rules for the
children of unmarried female German citizens (they took their mother’s
citizenship), it did not define the citizenship of children of unmarried
female colonial subjects. The resolution showed the influence of mis-
sionary societies, whose members argued that banning intermarriage in
effect favored the immorality of cohabitation; of jurists who rejected the
use of race in citizenship law; and of those who rejected the idea that the
colonies were a space so distinct from Germany that they required dif-
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ferent rules of law and morality. The Budget Commission passed the
resolution on 20 March 1912 with a vote of 21 to 4.268 Solf was intensely
irritated, and his annual speech to the Reichstag on the colonial budget
was rude and provoking.?* On 8 May 1912 the Reichstag passed the
resolution in plenary session, with a vote of 203 to 133.27° However, the
Federal Council vetoed the resolution.

The resolution indicated not only the strength of metropolitan op-
position to the bans on intermarriage, but also the Reichstag’s determi-
nation to increase its own role in colonial legislation.?”! When Imperial
Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg and his foreign secretary,
Alfred von Kiderlen-Wichter, resolved the Second Morocco Crisis by
changing the borders of German Cameroon without consulting the
Colonial Office or the Reichstag, the Reichstag was infuriated at the
imperial chancellor’s power to order colonial matters by decree.?”2
When Solf made use of precisely that controversial power of decree to
issue his January 1912 ban, it was “like a spark in a powder keg?”3 Even
the procolonial National Liberals in the Reichstag opposed Solf tempo-
rarily. The storm over the resolution was at least as much about how to
force the government to take responsibility for its chaotic foreign and
colonial policy as it was about race mixing.

In fact, in spite of the multifarious opinions and proposals aired over
the previous decade or so, there was not much real disagreement over
race mixing. As a colonialist periodical summed up, “in the final anal-
ysis” the resolution had “nothing to do with the actual race question.
On that matter, thank God, there is complete agreement among all
parties, Center and Social Democracy included, that race mixing is ob-
jectionable [verwerflich]>27* That was true: even the strongest oppo-
nents of bans in the Reichstag, such as the Social Democrat Georg
Ledebour, made their personal aversion to intermarriage clear in the
debates that led to the May resolution.?”> The real debate all along had
been over the extent of the protection to be offered German men as their
old colonial prerogative of sexual access came to be reformulated as race
mixing.

Sexual unions between German men and colonized women were an
idiosyncratic set of phenomena stemming from diverse social contexts
of cach colony as well as from a number of ideological and cultural
sources within Germany. Yet once they were grouped under the heading
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of race mixing in the course of political struggle, it was hard to set them
aside again. Colonial administrators committed themselves ever more
to systematic, bureaucratic approaches to race mixing. In July 1912 Solf
asked all colonial governors to hold a discussion of the “mixed-blood
question” It was, he told them, “one of the most important problems of
colonial policy;” and “its solution, however it turns out, will intrude
deeply into the private interests of the white population”7¢ In 1913 he
carried forward his policy of making distinctions among people of
mixed descent. To relieve “hardships that have appeared where a funda-
mental mixed marriage ban has been emphasized,” Solf proposed em-
powering governors to reclassify certain colonial subjects as having the
status of whites. While policy on intermarriage was to be unitary across
the colonial empire, the status of illegitimate mixed-descent children
could still be handled by each governor according to local conditions.
However —and this constituted a new form of oversight from the Berlin
Colonial Office — governors were to inform Solf of their intentions be-
fore issuing their decrees.?””

elf-administration never removed colonists from the colonial ad-

ministration’s and metropole’s tutelage. Yet the liberal nationalist
colonists and their supporters won the right to be heard. Even if race
were questionable as a social distinction among Germans in the metro-
pole, Germans readily believed in the factual reality of race in the colo-
nial context. Colonists and colonialists claimed special authority, gained
through practical experience, on the latter.2”® And even if a judge, gover-
nor, or other civil servant was now empowered to reclassify individuals,
the power to bring such cases to their attention lay in settler society
itself. The colonists had won the “right” to a mode of political participa-
tion, not least via popular denunciation.

By 1914 most colonialists agreed on two strategies for reducing race
mixing. One was to restrict the rights of African and Pacific Islander
women, which, it was hoped, would dissuade German men from having
sexual relations with them, or at least from formalizing the relationship.
The other was to encourage white German women’s settlement. Colo-
nialist men liked these strategies because they promised to alter white
German men’s sexual choices while leaving their rights and prerogatives
intact. Colonialist women endorsed these strategies because they en-
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tailed a vital role for German women as colonizers. While under the
older patriarchal system a wife, whatever her ancestry, was not consid-
ered important enough to affect a German man’s public standing in a
colony, the liberal nationalist model of colonial masculinity made the
white German woman a necessary partner in colonization.

The debate among men over race mixing offered colonialist women a
new opportunity, though not of the women’s own making. A number of
questions remained, however. What if German women’s simple arrival
in the colonies failed to halt sexual relations between German men and
colonized women? The men’s debate ignored the economic basis of
German women’s travel to and subsistence in the colony as well as the
economic basis of many mixed sexual alliances. Would white German
women live on paid work there? Only before marriage? Was marriage
itself compulsory? Unlike the older female roles of missionary or nurse,
the liberal nationalists’ role for German women depended on the wom-
en’s whiteness and capacity for maternity — it was highly racialized. It
also ignored the political Woman Question of how men’s and women’s
sexual, familial, and social relationships were to be reformed. Colonialist
women were overwhelmingly supportive of race purity, but they were
uneasy with their assigned role as sexual substitutes for female colonial
subjects. The next chapter discusses their efforts to imbue their new role
as partners in colonization with cultural and national, as well as racial,

meaning.
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CHAPTER FOUR
A New Colonial Femininity:
Feminism, Race Purity,

and Domesticity, 1898—1914

he debate over race mixing, and especially the notion of ra-

cial citizenship, opened up new opportunities for colonial-

ist women beyond nursing and missionary work. Colonialist
women in Germany acted on these opportunities at moments of general
nationalist mobilization: the passage of the Navy Laws in 1898 and
1900, and the election of resoundingly procolonial delegates to the
Reichstag in January 1907. Members of the government consciously
cultivated such popular nationalism, but it also took on a life of its own.!
Women of a range of political persuasions took part in these waves of
nationalist enthusiasm. At the same time, the colonial woman farmer
(Farmersfran) came to dominate the imagination of colonialist women.
A wave of memoirs and novels by actual women colonists documented
and dramatized the abilities of the colonial woman farmer to a reading
audience in Germany. Most of these women were married, although a
few were widowed or single, but those fundamental markers of wom-
en’s social existence receded before the all-important recounting of
women’s productive work on the farm. In colonial space, women’s work
promised direct participation in the German community: women could
become the yeoman farmers of classical republicanism. Colonialist
women’s fascination with the Farmersfran led them to join the faction of
men who upheld settlement colonialism. Since the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, German colonialists had been urging emigrants from overpopu-
lated rural areas to go to yet-to-be-established German colonies instead
of to foreign lands such as the United States.? Such emigration would
still serve as a social “safety valve” protecting German lands from revolu-
tion, yet would not, it was hoped, drain away population. In fact, the
high rate of emigration to the United States and other destinations had
fallen by the 1880s, when Germany annexed its colonies; by 1900 Ger-



many had a net labor shortage.? And far from offering a refuge from
economic uncertainty, colonial farmers were just as vulnerable to the
mysteries and instabilities of the international economy as industrial
workers.* Finally, settlement of the German colonies remained minus-
cule in relation to the metropolitan population and nineteenth-century
emigration to the United States. Yet settlement colonialism retained its
influence nevertheless. Even though it was based on circular reasoning
and a flawed understanding of economics and statistics, it addressed
anxieties about political conflict and industrialization.® It also addressed
middle-class women’s anxieties about their own economic superfluity.

Two political moments were particularly important in colonialist
women’s activism. The first involved the procolonial feminists of the
Women’s Welfare Association (Verein “Frauenwohl,” founded 1888),
who sought to help plan women’s settlement in German Southwest
Africa in 1898 and 1907. Their failure to obtain men’s support for their
vision of a feminist transformation of colonial society exemplifies the
difficulties German women faced when they sought to become not only
objects but also agents of colonial settlement. The second moment, in
1907, concerns a quite different group of women, generally the relatives
of military officers and colonial officials, who did enjoy the support of
colonialist men. They founded the second secular organization run by
and for colonialist women: the German-Colonial Women’s League
(Deutschkolonialer Frauenbund), which was soon renamed the Wom-
en’s League of the German Colonial Society (Frauenbund der Deut-
schen Kolonialgesellschaft). In spite of its name, the organization was
formally independent of the male-dominated German Colonial Society.
In fact, already by 1910 the Women’s League had conflicted with that
organization on several issues. Although colonialist men expected the
Women’s League to be a more congenial working partner than the
Women’s Welfare Association, the Women’s League took up some of the
latter’s ideas.

Colonialist women did not want to repudiate the roles of marriage
and motherhood to which the debate over race mixing had drawn atten-
tion. However, they did want to build on those roles in order to claim
a larger social and, for the more feminist of them, political role for
women. But essentialism about women’s reproductive capacity always
structured procolonial women’s activism between the late 1890s and the

I32 GERMAN WOMEN FOR EMPIRE



First World War. This was evident in two ways that are discussed briefly
at this chapter’s conclusion. First, the German Women’s Association for
Nursing in the Colonies shifted its goals ever closer to the pronatalist,
family settlement program of the newer Women’s League. Both were
converging on the goal of promoting racially defined German reproduc-
tion. Second, colonialist men and even some women grew increasingly
impatient with the existence of more than one women’s colonialist orga-
nization. As racial reproduction came to subsume other reasons for
women’s presence in the colonies, there seemed to be a need for only
one agitation organization. Colonialist women gained the attention of
the men of the movement, but only by allowing themselves to be the
means to an end of racial reproduction. While colonialist women sin-
cerely shared that goal, they also found it limiting.

RADICAL FEMINISTS AND THE ‘“CULTURAL
TASKS OF WOMAN’’ IN THE COLONIES

he Women’s Welfare Association was a radical bourgeois (i.c., non-

socialist) feminist organization that worked on issues affecting
both middle- and working-class women such as suffrage, employment
conditions, the creation of new women’s careers, and prostitutes’ rights.
Its willingness to engage socialist feminists set it apart from other bour-
geois feminist groups.® Like other bourgeois organizations, however, it
upheld nationalism as a basis for progressive social transformation. Its
founder, Minna Cauer, who also edited its journal, The Women’s Move-
ment (Die Frauenbewegunyy ), saw the navy debates of the late 1890s as an
occasion for educating women politically. She reminded readers of The
Women’s Movement that whenever the “people” of Germany were in-
voked, women were also meant. She insisted that women had a duty to
engage themselves in national and nationalist politics even though they
could not vote in statewide elections.” Cauer hoped that the women’s
movement would have a “cultural” influence on conventional party po-
litical activity.® The Women’s Welfare Association saw the possibility of
concrete activity in another nationalist project of the late 1890s: settling
German women in the colonies. Governor Theodor Leutwein and men
from the German Colonial Society were seeking to reduce intermarriage
between male colonists and local women in German Southwest Africa.
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Governor Leutwein visited Germany in 1898 and publicized a plan
whereby single women would receive free passage to the colony and
placement in a paying job (usually domestic service) for a contracted
period of two years. They would meanwhile form a pool of prospective
brides for male colonists.

Cauer saw the plan as yet another opportunity for women’s political
engagement, but not all of her readers agreed. One protested that the
men’s financial sponsorship of prospective brides was tantamount to
procuring.® Another remarked that women ought to be suspicious of
such a financially generous offer; it would seem to bode ill for the
colony’s working conditions and marriage choices.!® A third, the femi-
nist Gertrud Biilow von Dennewitz, argued that the male colonists did
not deserve the women. Sending them “suitable female breeding mate-
rial from the Reich,” as she sarcastically put it, would not prevent the
growth of a mixed race because German men’s sexual fascination with
African women would continue unabated.!! As an example of the sexual
violence present in the colonies Biilow von Dennewitz cited a passage
from her distant cousin Frieda von Biilow’s novel Tropical Rage, in
which the heroine’s drunken brother and his companions invade Afri-
cans’ homes and try to rape the women. Biilow von Dennewitz also
cited with disapproval a play written by Leutwein’s secretary, Max
Hilzebecher, that depicted the happy love affair of a German man and an
African woman. In its final scene the Nama leader Hendrik Witbooi and
Governor Leutwein bless the union. This idealized romance was being
staged to great acclaim in Germany, she complained, at the very mo-
ment when Governor Leutwein was touring Germany giving speeches
about the shortage of German women in the colonies and the ensuing
danger to race purity.!? Here, a long literary tradition of representing
German colonization as peaceful and harmonious through the image of
sexual union between a German man and an “exotic” woman conflicted
with the literal claims of the advocates of race purity.!* Biilow von
Dennewitz clearly disapproved of both the settlement scheme and inter-
marriage between German men and African women.

Minna Cauer agreed that the men’s settlement scheme had the poten-
tial to exploit women, but she found it too attractive to dismiss out of
hand. The colonies needed women’s moral influence, she claimed, not-
ing that “previous experiences have unfortunately shown that barba-
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rism, selfish economic interests, and old-fashioned views have brought
about a shocking crudity over there”!* She and other feminists would
gladly help, she wrote, if men would work with them on the “solution of
cultural tasks in the colonies”® Marriage was a worthy goal, Cauer
continued, but German women could not be restricted to a wifely posi-
tion. They needed a larger role that would permit them to exert positive
moral influence. Cauer proposed a number of alterations to the men’s
existing plan that would better protect the women emigrants.

Not only did the colonies need German women, according to Cauer,
but German women needed the colonies. Cauer thought women’s
emancipation could be institutionalized more easily in colonial space
than in the metropole: “Here is a field of activity for women, but it can
be taken up only if women are given the same position as men in the
colonies — which, after all, do not have to reckon with traditions and
old-fashioned prejudices. Women must immediately count as equal-
born, equally enfranchised members in the churches, schools, and mu-
nicipalities that are just now springing up from new beginnings!¢ As
the men who advocated race purity overlooked the entrenchment of the
existing kinship pattern with its distinctive places for white women and
women of color, so did Cauer overlook the fact that German Southwest
Africa was already socially formed by particular power relations, includ-
ing gender relations.

Cauer’s aspirations elicited a prompt response from Governor Leut-
wein: “The so-called ‘women’s movement’ might possess some larger
kernel of justification in the old fatherland, with its surplus of women.
To transfer it to the colonies, with their tremendous minority of women,
where the female, but only as such, is sought and treasured, can only
harm women themselves”!” Like Cauer, Leutwein saw German South-
west Africa as a social space qualitatively different from Germany. But
for him, that difference meant the irrelevance of conflict between the
sexes there. He believed that feminist activism in Germany was rooted
in an excess of women, and he rejected the idea that the colonies could
be a more feminist space than the metropole. By “female as such” he
meant the reproductive woman who was the wife of a German man and
the mother of white babies. It is not clear how he thought feminism
would harm German women colonists, but it is clear that he saw no
need to share leadership with “surplus” women. Leutwein refused to
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meet with Cauer, and he and the German Colonial Society proceeded to
send the first contingent of single women, who arrived in German
Southwest Africa in January 1899.18

To help pay for the expensive scheme the German Colonial Society
requested a subsidy from the Colonial Department of the Foreign Of-
fice. When the Reichstag discussed the scheme in plenary session, Social
Democrats and Progressives mentioned Cauer and reiterated her crit-
icism. They accused the German Colonial Society of procuring and
pointed to the exploitative labor contract.!® Now Cauer and Anna Pap-
pritz, another feminist from the Women’s Welfare Association best
known to historians for her work on prostitutes’ rights, appealed once
more to Governor Leutwein and the German Colonial Society. They
presented a set of proposals prefaced with the declaration: “The women
of Germany are thoroughly sympathetic to settling young women in the
colonies. . . . However, the maxim that the female, but only as such, is
sought for the colonies has to be dismissed” They “hope[d] and ex-
pect|ed] that a free and worthy position [ would | be granted to women
in the colonies, since only thus [could] the cultural task of woman be
tulfilled 20

Cauer and Pappritz asked that women be seated on the selection com-
mittee and that the labor contract include provisions to help women
defend themselves against on-the-job sexual and economic exploitation.
They also proposed measures aimed at increasing colonial career oppor-
tunities for single middle-class women. They suggested hiring a “super-
visory matron” to guide young women on their journey to the colony
and oversee their employment, and also seeking women with formal
qualifications in agricultural management, market gardening, teaching,
and secular nursing for positions in the colonies.?! Evidently concerned
that only working-class women would represent German womanhood
in the colonies, Cauer and Pappritz cited as their model the United
British Women’s Emigration Society, which operated on the principle
that “above all the educated | gebildete] woman must be the female pi-
oneer in the colonies”??

The German Colonial Society appeased the Reichstag by adding a
provision for free return passage if a woman became ill or completed her
two years without marrying. But it refused to adopt any of Cauer and
Pappritz’s suggestions. In mid-1899, after months of seeking to influ-
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ence the emigration program, Cauer concluded bitterly: “As lowly sex-
ual creatures condemned to slavery by a harsh contract that rests on
coercion, women will never be able to fulfill a cultural duty, and under
such circumstances hopefully no women’s organization will offer to
participate in the work for colonization?® The difference between her
experience and that of the Women’s Association for Nursing is instruc-
tive. While the Women’s Association for Nursing behaved obsequiously
toward colonialist men and was offering, in effect, a subsidy, Women’s
Welfare dared to challenge the men’s judgment and to suggest expensive
alterations to the men’s plans, such as the supervisory matron. And
while the Women’s Association for Nursing did not seek to change
colonial societies, but only to offer aid under the supervision of male
doctors, Women’s Welfare proposed a role for women beyond male
control that was intended to transform colonial society.

In 1906 a second upsurge in popular nationalism and imperialism
aroused the German public. Once more Germany’s world power seemed
to be at stake. After two years of an expensive and scandal-ridden colo-
nial war in German Southwest Africa, the Reichstag became recalcitrant
about appropriating further funds for it. Emperor Wilhelm II dissolved
the Reichstag in December 1906, and new elections were held. Cauer
hoped that the drama of the German Southwest African war would stir
women into political action and that the prospect of new elections would
induce left-liberals to overcome their disunity and rally around the colo-
nial cause.?* The Reichstag’s dissolution was a “wake-up call;” she told
readers of The Women’s Movement: “Is it a matter of indifference to
women if the blood of German men flows on the dark continent; are
they not sons of German mothers. . . ? Yes, the colonial question is in the
final analysis also a woman question, for the new world can become a
homeland for German men only when German women are successfully
settled there 25

Yet Cauer was to see women snubbed once more. A major colonialist
assembly was held in Berlin on 8 January 1907. The speakers included
Bernhard Dernburg, soon to be colonial secretary of the newly indepen-
dent Colonial Office, and noted social scientists from the Association for
Social Policy (Verein fiir Sozialpolitik) such as the economist Gustav
Schmoller and the historian Max Delbriick.2¢ In accordance with the

Prussian Law of Association, which had outlawed women’s presence at
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“political” gatherings since 1850, women were refused entry.?” The
Women’s Welfare Association protested the exclusion of women with a
flier that read in part:

[We] condemn the shortsightedness of leading men who want to
win the wide masses of the people for questions of world power
politics, and go about it by excluding the striving elements of work-
ing and thinking women from working for the political future of
their people.

This manner of proceeding directly contradicts the wish recently
expressed by Deputy Colonial Director Dernburg that women emi-
grate to the colonies, as well as the principle enunciated by Professor
Rohrbach and other authorities that the settlement of the colonies can be
carvied out only through the immigration of German women.

Women therefore insist on their right to be included at all times in
discussions of the future of our colonies.?®

Cauer sent a copy of the flier to Dernburg and recounted the Women’s
Welfare Association’s efforts to participate in women’s settlement.?®
Dernburg, who apparently had no previous ties to the German Colonial
Society, now learned about Cauer’s efforts for the first time. Although
he refused to criticize the Prussian Law of Association, he was not as
dismissive toward Cauer as Governor Leutwein and the German Colo-
nial Society had been.3® After Dernburg became colonial secretary he
added the theme of women’s settlement to his program of colonial
reform. He took to declaring in his speeches that “railroads, doctors,
and women” were what the colonies needed most.3! He even publicly
praised Cauer on one occasion as the one who had first alerted him
to the importance of German women’s participation in colonization.
Cauer’s friend and colleague Else Liiders remarked that it was probably
the first time a government official had commended the radical women’s
movement.32

Dernburg’s support for Cauer and the Women’s Welfare Association
came too late. The very assembly at which Dernburg praised Cauer had
been convened to celebrate the founding of a new colonialist women’s
organization: the German-Colonial Women’s League. The women who
formed the league came from military and colonial officials’ families, had
extensive ties to the German Colonial Society, and did not consider
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themselves feminists. Cauer joined this new organization, but she did
not play any leading role in it.33 The Women’s League participated in the
planning of women’s settlement, but on an entirely different basis than
Cauer and Pappritz had wanted. Far from challenging the men of the
German Colonial Society, these women tried to counter public criticism
of the scheme by lending it feminine respectability. As one member
of the new Women’s League recalled, the German Colonial Society
thought no one would question the morality and judgment of middle-
class ladies in charge of selecting and sending prospective brides.3* As it
turned out, criticism of the scheme as immoral, exploitative, and ineffec-
tive against interracial sex continued.?® And even though the colonialist
men had hand-picked the women they now worked with, the issues that
Cauer and Pappritz had raised did not disappear.

‘““RACE WAR” IN THE EARLY
GERMAN-COLONIAL WOMEN’S LEAGUE

he German Southwest African war was won militarily, but the
peace was being lost to race mixing, claimed Luise Weitzenberg,

one of the eleven colonial officers’ and officials’ wives who founded the
German-Colonial Women’s League. Baroness Adda von Liliencron later
recalled that Weitzenberg had appealed to her for help with the new
organization in terms of race war: “The hard-won territory was in dan-
ger of going completely to the Boers and Kaffirs . . . because a growing
race of mixed-bloods threatened from the beginning to nip German-
dom in the bud¥ Liliencron succumbed to Weitzenberg’s plea and
agreed to become chairwoman of the Women’s League. Under her, it
was run by women but on behalf of men, especially men of the colonial
military. Liliencron’s motivations could hardly have differed more from
Cauer’s hopes of women’s enfranchisement via liberal nationalism. For
Liliencron, colonialism offered not civic equality for women but affir-
mation of German militarism. Her interest in the German colonies
dated only to the war of 1904—1907 in German Southwest Africa, but it
had deep roots in her lifelong fascination with male military adventure.
Born Baroness von Wrangel, Liliencron came from one of the most
prominent and reactionary military families of Germany. Her great-
uncle General von Wrangel commanded the forces that crushed the
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1848 revolution in Berlin. Not yet four years old at the time, Liliencron
claimed to remember how her father, also an officer, had to enter his
Kénigsberg house through the back door to escape a crowd of revolu-
tionaries stoning his carriage.3” An only child, Liliencron received in full
force the conservative Prussian and militaristic upbringing that her par-
ents so valued. She listened entranced to the battle stories of her father’s
fellow army officers, so that “from my earliest youth an appreciation was
impressed upon me for the idea of heroism, the spirit of sacrifice, and
loyalty to the death” She penned her own stories of combat from an
carly age, in spite of her parents’ opposition to girls doing any sort of
writing: “My father feared that I might become, as he called it, a blue-
stocking, and my mother was worried for my health”3® Parents and
child compromised after she reached the age of thirteen by allowing one
hour each Saturday during which she could put down on paper her
military tales.

After her marriage in 1864 to Baron Karl von Liliencron, an officer
who served in the Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian Wars, Lilien-
cron took part in the usual charitable activities of officers’ wives, such as
sewing and knitting items for soldiers. More interesting for her was an
opportunity during the Franco-Prussian War to serve as a volunteer
nurse in a Potsdam military hospital. When a doctor asked her to stand
in for his trained nurse during an operation, Liliencron finally saw a
soldier’s blood flowing and proved to herself that she could be soldierly
in her stoicism: “Neither the scalpel nor the wounds laid open had —as I
had feared they would—any horror for me”?® Soon she was able to
approach the scene of combat more closely: hearing that her husband
was stricken with cerebral typhoid fever, she traveled to the French front
to care for him in 1870, relishing the adventurous journey. After her
husband retired from the military, they moved to a landed estate in the
Oberlausitz region of Saxony. Liliencron often ran the estate alone for
months at a time while her husband served as delegate in the Provincial
Diet (Landtag). She wrote patriotic plays, rehearsed her servants in the
roles in the manor hall, and charged the locals admission in order to raise
money for charities. She also taught geography and history at the village
school .40

After her husband’s death in 1901 Liliencron lived with her daughter
in Schwerin, performed volunteer nursing at a military hospital, and
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taught military history to ex-soldiers. She wanted to be, in her own
words, “a little bit of mother™ for the soldiers.#! She also continued her
writing, churning out more than sixty novels, plays, biographies, short
stories, and long poems with themes of past and contemporary military
glory and titles such as Loyal to the End.*> She described her oeuvre
matter-of-factly: “These dilettante’s writings [are] quite simple, with-
out literary value. . . . [They are] intended only to inspire young,
warmly beating hearts with the great deeds of the past™? She firmly
believed that moments of patriotic euphoria created actual unity across
classes, and that the more such moments she created, the less class con-
flict there would be. Her particular causes were “fallen” women, pris-
oners, and poor Polish laborers in the eastern provinces. She helped run
nurseries and kindergartens for the mostly Polish-speaking children of
working mothers and taught the children patriotic German songs, to
the parents’ disgust.** Around the time she became chairwoman of the
German-Colonial Women’s League, she was noted in the German Who’s
Who for her ceaseless writing and organizational work: “Enjoying a rare
level of energy and youthful vigor, she is active from early morning until
late at night 45

In her memoirs Liliencron admitted “with some shame” that the
dispatch of troops to German Southwest Africa in January 1904 had
escaped her notice. “I knew precious little about the colonies, although
my dear little mother interested herself in every bit of colonial news,
especially about Cameroon —the only one in our family to do so#¢
Then Liliencron happened on a newspaper account of a recent battle in
German Southwest Africa that detailed how German soldiers crawled
on all fours through withering fire: “That was undaunted heroism!™4”
Realizing that material for her writing was being lived right then, she
sought out men in her own military circles who had volunteered for
duty in German Southwest Africa. The war, trumpeted in the colonialist
press as “the first war of Wilhelmine Germany,” meant a chance for
colonialists to escape the sense of being epigones of a more glorious
German military past. Liliencron recounted her feelings while watching
a ship full of colonial soldiers depart from Hamburg for the colony:
“Memories of the war years in the time of my youth appeared before
me; like a fleeting vision they marched past in the mind. Thrilling cam-
paigns of heroism and loyalty to the death, stormy advances and exul-
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tant hurrahs, tenacious defense at danger-ridden posts, the spirit of
sacrifice and comradeship in their finest moment, and at the same time
blood and wounds and heroic death#® Liliencron’s militaristic imagina-
tion was so powerful that she seemed sometimes scarcely to distinguish
between actual and vicarious experience of war. She now announced her
own intention to “enter the service of the colonial army,” by which she
meant raising charity funds and increasing publicity inside Germany for
the colonial troops.*” With the aid of a colonial army officer and the
African servant of Colonel Ludwig von Estorft, a prominent com-
mander in the German Southwest African war then visiting Berlin, she
drafted a play entitled In Africa. After she polished it with authentic
details according to their suggestions, In Africa played for three eve-
nings to sold-out audiences.>® Liliencron had long been producing na-
tionalist verses and plays; now her colonialist writing career began. In
quick succession she published a songbook commemorating the Ger-
man Southwest African war with original verses to be sung to familiar
melodies and an anthology of letters she had received from colonial
army officers and enlisted soldiers.>! She selected the letters from among
the thirty or so a day that she received during the war. Her verses also
appeared on commemorative postcards of the war. In colonialist circles
she soon bore the affectionate nickname “Baroness of Africa”>2

When Liliencron became chairwoman of the Women’s League, it
gained the services of a successful one-woman colonialist propaganda
enterprise. The league’s first major fund-raising event was a revival of In
Africa.5® Unlike Frieda von Biilow, whose colonial writing reputation
rested on the authenticity of her colonial experience, Liliencron pro-
duced yards of colonialist text without ever having seen any colony.
Liliencron savored her inauthentic yet vivid colonial persona: “Almost
without exception, the first questions that strangers ask of me now are:
‘How long were you over there? Have you become acclimatized again
back here?’ etc. Rather than admit that T was never in Southwest Africa,
Iwould prefer most of all to answer: ‘In spirit I was over there for years,
took part in the entire o7lgg [ war | and know perhaps as much about it as
some who were personally in the precious, thorny land? ”5* The German
Southwest African war allowed Liliencron to create her own version of
the military stories and fantasies that had obsessed her all her life. The
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colonial soldiers and officers mythologized her as a perfect pioneer and
colonist. Fantastical anecdotes about the “Baroness of Africa” reached
her ears: “From Southwest Africa, out of the south, I heard lately that
they say I was in the colony for years and I possessed a special gift for
training the natives to work and for taming the skittish animals of the
wilderness. A springbok followed me like a dog, and on my shoulder sat
a tame chameleon> The two talents the soldiers attributed to her are
telling: the effortless disciplining of African laborers and the ability to
commune with and thereby control the natural environment. Appar-
ently they derived comfort from the image of a mythical feminine colo-
nizer who had effortlessly preceded their violent final conquest of the
colony.

Liliencron wanted to continue “mothering” the colonial soldiers af-
ter the war, and the new Women’s League with its administration of the
women’s settlement scheme provided just such an opportunity. Lilien-
cron saw nothing wrong with sending women to work at temporary
menial jobs on the assumption that they would soon marry. She did not
see herself as serving women primarily in any case, but rather the male
colonists, especially “her” veterans. The Women’s League shared Gover-
nor Leutwein’s opinion that the Woman Question had no relevance in
the colonies. As a Women’s League promotional flier from 1908 put it:
“The Woman Question in the colonies arises, quite the reverse from in the
home country, from the lack of German women out there” The flier
pointed out that while almost five thousand German men lived in Ger-
man Southwest Africa, barely more than a thousand German women
did.>¢ The Women’s League urged German women to leave Germany,
where they were supposedly superfluous, and go to German Southwest
Africa where they were needed. They would become wives of colonial
war heroes and at the same time solve a colonial policy problem: “As a
result of this deficient in-migration by German women and girls, the
great danger now exists that a mixed race will grow up out of the natives.
This danger is especially prominent in the parts of the colony where the
Hottentots are settled. This odd, yellow-skinned people is, in contrast to
the negroes, very receptive to the influences of the whites, and their
women are proud if their children’s appearance betrays a white father>”
By drawing attention to the putative characteristics of local African
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women, the flier suggested that German men had only a passive role in
this phenomenon. Moreover, the flier cited Boers as a threat to the
Germanness of the colony because of their sheer numbers and their
language, which along with English, was commonly spoken in the
colony; Rehobothers and British colonists likewise threatened the Ger-
man character of the colony.’® German men were in need, and only
German women could help them: “The German soldier has conquered
the land with the sword, the German farmer and trader seck to develop
its economic potential, but the German woman alone is called upon and
able to keep it German. We must raise a strong German lineage in South-
west Africa. As once in the rough, sandy marches of Brandenburg a
capable and militarily strong branch of our people formed, it is certain
that the new German lineage that is formed in the big, arid steppes will
be far from the worst”>°

The premises of race war and race mixing underlay the rest of the
Women’s League program as well. The Women’s League aimed “to
interest women of all classes [ Stinde | in colonial questions,”’ to improve
schools for white children, to “aid women and children in the colonies
who [fell] into difficulties through no fault of their own,” “to preserve
and strengthen the economic and spiritual connections of women in the
colonies with the homeland,” and “to prepare and preserve a secure place
for the cultivation and care of German family spirit and German cus-
toms and morals in the colonies® The Women’s League called on
women to be conduits of colonialist sentiments in the home and com-
munity, claiming that women were uniquely capable of making public
politics into private ways of living. At the same time, women were
sought after as a popular audience for agitation: spectators who would
donate, fill lecture halls, and subscribe to periodicals. Unlike the original
statutes for the German-National Women’s League written by Martha
von Pfeil and Frieda von Biilow, the Women’s League’s statutes made no
mention of church-related goals and named only activities with un-
mistakable feminine associations. Moreover, the Women’s League’s
goals were directed entirely at German colonists; unlike missionary and
secular nursing work, its statutes ignored colonial subjects. The goal of
winning the supposed race war permeated all of the Women’s League’s
activities.

A year later the German-Colonial Women’s League signed an agree-
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ment with the German Colonial Society that gave it the right to use
the latter’s name, and became the Women’s League of the German Colo-
nial Society. The 1908 agreement also provided for the Women’s League
to administer the women’s settlement scheme that the German Colo-
nial Society had initiated in 1898.6! The German Colonial Society still
paid the sponsored women’s ship passage, was legal party to the wom-
en’s job contracts, and monitored Women’s League board meetings
through special delegates; nevertheless, the Women’s League was a sep-
arate organization, not a branch of the men’s organization. Lilien-
cron and the chairman of the German Colonial Society, Duke Albrecht
Johann zu Mecklenburg, anticipated harmonious —and hierarchical —
cooperation. Liliencron recalled from the celebration of the new agree-
ment: “The Duke’s words at the banquet best characterized our position
toward the German Colonial Society as it had been envisaged when,
after his toast, His Highness clinked glasses with me ‘to the young
marriage. 62

This “marriage” was burdened with the unspoken but all too obvious
question of fidelity, both individual and racial. German male colo-
nists were hardly helpless or passive in their relationships with African
women, as men’s private photographs of themselves with their lovers
showed.®3 It is impossible to know how many male colonists and men
active in colonialist politics engaged in interracial sexual relationships,
but the men themselves claimed the number was high. What colonialist
men did not say was that even those men who spoke out the most loudly
against race mixing had done it. Hans von Ramsay, for example, a
former colonial army captain who held the office of secretary of the
Women’s League and remained active in it for years, fathered an un-
acknowledged daughter with a Swahili woman in German East Africa.®*
The sexual double standard that so irritated the feminist readers of
Minna Cauer’s The Women’s Movement was built into the Women’s
League’s program: it was the postulate of men’s helplessness, and not
feminist principles of parity, that permitted women’s participation in
planning women’s settlement. Women were sought for German South-
west Africa not for their own sake, but for men’s. Such distance from
feminism was important for the earliest members of the new Women’s
League, but within a few years the two groups drew closer.
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POPULISM ACROSS GENDER LINES IN THE
WOMEN’S LEAGUE OF THE GERMAN COLONIAL SOCIETY

Tcnsions emerged between the German Colonial Society and the
Women’s League when their visions of colonialism diverged. The
Women’s League became a gathering place for men of radical nation-
alist, prosettler, and anti-big-business political opinions. Meanwhile,
it also offered women an active and economic role in the colonies
and colonial movement without the stigma of feminist activism. The
Women’s League sought to become “populist™ (volkstiimlich), or nonex-
clusive with regard to people of both sexes and all classes. Populist
tendencies had existed in the colonialist movement from its beginnings
and periodically produced splinter groups. By 1907 such populist splin-
ter groups for men included the German Colonial League (Deutscher
Kolonialbund) and German-Populist Colonial Association (Deutsch-
volklicher Kolonialverein).®> Both emphasized race purity and policies
favoring small-scale family settlement.

The Women’s League’s partnership with populist men is best demon-
strated in the periodical Colony and Home (Kolonie und Heimat). The
brainchild of some men who wished to challenge the German Colonial
Society, it was first issued in July 1907, when the excitement at the
Reichstag elections of January 1907 was still fresh. It was a novum in the
colonialist press. No “dry doctrines” of a “small circle of experts” were to
appear in its pages (a dig at the German Colonial Society’s publica-
tions).%¢ It was filled with photographs, puzzles, jokes, serialized fiction,
sentimental verse, colonists’ and colonial soldiers’ memoirs, and articles
on colonial policy written at an undemanding level. Its inaugural issue
declared that it was the first “colonial family journal”: “We want to gain a
place avound the German hearth, here and beyond the oceans. Also, it is
precisely the women whom we want to attract as comrades in our cause,
and to fill youth with true-to-life pictures from German distant lands, to
form in them a freer and wider vision.”*” The editor, Eduard Buchmann,
was commiitted to keeping Colony and Home inexpensive, as befitted a
“family” publication. Buchmann emphasized that both men and women
from many different social and occupational backgrounds were on his
staff.%8 Several had served in the colonial army; others were women
colonists who were publishing war memoirs and novels.
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Buchmann and his colleagues at Colony and Home sought out the
Women’s League leaders and repeatedly invited them to join their new
journalistic project. By contrast, the editor of the German Colonial So-
ciety’s much older German Colonial Journal (Deutsche Kolonialzeitunyy)
did not bother to approach the Women’s League at all. Liliencron found
the German Colonial Journal too expensive and too oriented toward
economic and other abstract policy issues, and she liked Colony and
Home’s populist tone and low price.®> When Buchmann offered a page
in Colony and Home to the Women’s League at a cut rate, Liliencron
agreed to make Colony and Home the official publication of the Women’s
League. She cited the “advantage” it offered of bringing “our cause
to wide, varied circles;,” and its suitability to members of the Wom-
en’s League, who came “partly from very plain elements, mostly also
women,” who would be more interested in “pictures and a colonial
novel or s0”7°

Colony and Home’s formula was successful. Colonial Secretary Bern-
hard Dernburg and Imperial Chancellor Bernhard von Biilow praised it
as evidence of just the sort of colonialist enthusiasm they wanted to
promote.”! Even the secretary of the German Colonial Society, the navy
doctor Ludwig Sander, had to concede that Colony and Home had out-
done the German Colonial Society. Sander, whose wife, Sophie Sander,
was one of the original founders of the Women’s League, told Lilien-
cron: “We freely admit that the paper is well suited to interest precisely
the little people and families in the colonies and colonial issues, and we
ourselves would have liked to have created such an enterprise. . . . As it
is . . . for just those reasons Colony and Home already has such a big head
start on our Colonial Journal that we must use all our energies and means
in order not to allow it to drive our paper altogether to the wall””?
Colony and Home became a forum for snide remarks about the stodgy,
older German Colonial Society.”® A common source of contention was
its habit of crediting the women’s settlement scheme entirely to the
Women’s League without mentioning the German Colonial Society’s
funding. The German Colonial Society repeatedly complained to the
Women’s League, whereupon the women either blandly apologized or,
rather unconvincingly, denied knowledge of Colony and Home’s edi-
torial decisions.”

Even as the strain between the Women’s League and the German
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Colonial Society grew, the alliance between the Women’s League and
the men of Colony and Home flourished. Buchmann joined the Women’s
League board and remained a member through the First World War.
His longtime contributor, the former colonial army captain Richard
Volkmann, served as treasurer of the Women’s League and remained
active in it into the Nazi era. In fact, men played an important role
generally in the Women’s League; by 1914 men had founded 21 of its
134 chapters.”> The Women’s League enjoyed the support of well-
known colonial policy experts, including Paul Rohrbach, who contrib-
uted regularly to Colony and Home and helped the Women’s League
establish a hostel for its newly arrived women in the German South-
west African town of Keetmanshoop; and Wilhelm Kiilz, who also con-
tributed to Colony and Home and gave public lectures to benefit the
Women’s League.”®

Probably the single most important man in the Women’s League was
the doctor and hygiene professor Philalethes Kuhn. His wife, Maria
Kuhn, was one of the league’s original founders and remained a very
active member for years.”” She accompanied her husband while he
served as a military doctor and district commander in German South-
west Africa from 1896 to 1905.78 They returned to Germany and stayed
until 1912, when he took a post as a military doctor in Cameroon.
During that posting Kuhn and another doctor close to the Women’s
League, Hans Ziemann, organized the racial segregation of the city of
Duala in the name of combating malaria. Africans were forcibly expro-
priated, expelled from their city, and resettled in an unhealthy area some
distance away.”” Kuhn exemplifies several German natural scientists who
drew on colonial experiences to make innovative careers in the new
fields of racial and social hygiene.®® A member of the Society for Racial
Hygiene (Gesellschaft fiir Rassenhygiene) since 1908, he became pro-
fessor for social hygiene at the University of Strassburg (Strasbourg)
during the First World War, then professor for social hygiene at the
Technical Institute at Dresden and at the University of Giessen in the
19208, where he was an early Nazi activist. Philalethes Kuhn founded
four Women’s League chapters, including the major ones of Greater
Berlin and Bremen. He also belonged to the Berlin chapter of the Ger-
man Colonial Society, which had been a radical nationalist outpost ever
since Carl Peters had won an upset victory as chairman in the early
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1890s. Kuhn’s machinations on behalf of the Women’s League were so
obvious that a German Colonial Society member complained that the
Berlin chapter worked more for the Women’s League than for itself.8!

Two other medical doctors and “race hygiene” specialists used the
Women’s League as a platform to argue that race purity was possible not
only in German Southwest Africa but also in the intensely tropical cli-
mate of Cameroon and Togo. Ludwig Kiilz, brother of the municipal
self-administration expert Wilhelm Kiilz, was a doctor employed by the
colonial administration in Cameroon and Togo who became a professor
at the University of Hamburg after the First World War. In a 1906
collection of his correspondence prepared by his wife, Agnes Kiilz, he
argued that white German women were quite capable of living and
reproducing healthily in the Tropics.®? Hans Ziemann, a navy doctor,
medical adviser for Cameroon, and later professor, who had collabo-
rated with Kuhn in the segregation of Duala, likewise argued that
women as well as men could live over the long term in the tropics. The
key for both, he emphasized, was strict adherence to modern rules of
hygiene. In 1907, when it was still widely doubted that German women
could live in Cameroon, Ziemann wrote: “Above all we must counteract
the development of a mixed population by sending ever more white
women. . . . It is our world-historical calling to rule in Africa, not over
black brothers, but over black subjects”®? In 1912 he reiterated that
“German family life” was the “only and the most radical means” of
fighting race mixing.®4 These German discussions of acclimatization and
white women occurred several years earlier than or concurrently with
those in other European colonial empires.®

Men joined the Women’s League because of its race purity program,
its populist approach to colonial policy, its low cost, and its lack of
snobbery, at least compared with other organizations in the colonialist
movement. Although the Women’s League membership was elite in the
context of the whole of German society, it was less aristocratic than the
Women’s Association for Nursing. None of the original eleven women
founders bore noble titles, and even though many aristocrats did join
the Women’s League, they tended to be less highly titled than those in
the Women’s Association for Nursing.8¢ During its final years, the
league was dominated by Foreign Office, colonial army, and navy fam-
ilies of middle and lower rank. Liliencron wished to distance the group
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from the social elitism of established procolonial circles. When enlisted
soldiers who had fought in the German Southwest African war of 1904—
1907 hesitantly asked her if people “in their circles” were welcome in the
Women’s League, Liliencron emphatically affirmed that they were.%”
These connections proved useful to her. In Nuremberg, for example, the
local German Colonial Society chapter informed her frostily that “their
ladies” were too busy with the Women’s Association for Nursing to help
Liliencron found a Women’s League chapter — and so Liliencron cheer-
fully accepted the aid of local colonial veterans and their wives, who
worked with “true enthusiasm”38 It was, she told the duke of Mecklen-
burg, her “great wish that this colonial work and colonial interest pene-
trate more into the peoples?

Liliencron’s success in attracting men and women to the Women’s
League irritated the German Colonial Society. By 1909 men made up 10
percent of the Women’s League membership; in 1910 they were almost
17 percent.”® Such percentages were not necessarily unusual in wom-
en’s organizations; a 1909 statistical survey of women’s organizations
showed that about half of all women’s and feminist organizations had
men as members.”! But in contrast to the Women’s Association for
Nursing, which allowed only women to be full members, the Women’s
League gave men full membership rights, reserving only the offices of
chair, vice chair, and secretary for women.? The bitterest issue for the
German Colonial Society was the number of men who belonged to the
Women’s League but not to the German Colonial Society, contravening
the 1908 agreement, which contained a provision that men could not
belong to the Women’s League unless they were already German Colo-
nial Society members.® The German Colonial Society saw the Women’s
League’s recruitment of previously inactive men as poaching, and the
society’s secretary demanded that the men who belonged only to the
Women’s League cither join the German Colonial Society or be expelled
from the league. But the German Colonial Society was helpless in the
face of the Women’s League’s refusal to enforce the rule. Moreover, the
German Colonial Society suspected the Women’s League of undersell-
ing. The secretary of the German Colonial Society reported hearing men
say, “I’'m going to the Women’s League; it’s cheaper there”* Through-
out 1910 and 1911, when the Women’s League expanded especially
rapidly, complaints flew from the German Colonial Society that the
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Women’s League represented “unfair competition” and was “digging
the ground out from under us> Some members of the society com-
plained that the Women’s League competed for members of new chap-
ters by holding recruiting events a few days before the German Colo-
nial Society had planned its own events.?® Others grumbled that the
Women’s League behaved too much as if it were an official part of the
German Colonial Society; for example, by leading prospective members
to believe that Women’s League dues would buy entry to all German
Colonial Society events. The Women’s League chairwoman after 1910,
Hedwig Heyl, was unapologetic on such occasions, replying that “on
our part an effort is made to give ever more life to the great colonial idea
and to do propaganda work, also in men’s circles”” Already by late
1908, the honeymoon between the German Colonial Society and the
Women’s League was over.

Populist and race-purity-oriented men were not the only sources of
authority for women’s active role in colonization, however. During the
same years when the Women’s League was founded and flourished,
another source of authority developed: the women who farmed in the
colonies (Farmersfranen) and wrote about it. These women renewed
Frieda von Biilow’s vision of radical nationalist economic and cultural
self-sufficiency in colonial space.

THE MYTH OF THE FARMERSFRAU

B etween 1900 and the First World War a number of diaries and
novels written by women who had lived as farmers and housewives
in the colonies appeared in Germany. The earliest were penned by
women who had experienced colonial warfare. Most of the authors were
active members of the Women’s League, and excerpts of their books
appeared in Colony and Home.*® Like Frieda von Biilow, these women
offered firsthand colonial experience and self-consciously feminine na-
tionalism. The books served an important agitation function as evidence
of German women’s ability to work and thrive in the colonies.” They
portrayed the life of the Farmersfrau, who was usually a wife or widow,
or, more rarely, an unmarried, independent woman. The books’ drama
rested on the narrators’ efforts to manage a houschold and farm, in some
cases without any aid from a husband or other male relative. The au-
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thors presented themselves as conscientious defenders of national vir-
tue, sexual morality, and race purity.

Agrarian nostalgia in Germany and the colonies fascinated many men
in the Wilhelmine era, but it had a special meaning for women.!% The
mystique of the farm appealed to German women in ways that were
specific to their situation. Socialist and bourgeois feminists had long
recognized that the shift from home to factory production had devalued
women’s work and accentuated their dependence on men.!®! Family
farm-based agriculture rested on a conventional model of the family,
yet also granted importance to women’s economic contributions. The
farm reunited production and reproduction and allowed women to
cross boundaries between men’s and women’s labor, and between public
and private activity. Women thereby might avoid men’s accusations of
unfair competition and escape contemporary conflicts over women’s
family and economic roles. The colonial farm also promised an escape
from the questions of class that had so plagued feminists in Germany,
for the racialized economy of German Southwest Africa seemed to con-
vert political cross-class encounters into supposedly natural cross-racial
encounters. In the colony, German women would no longer be divided
by barriers of class. The Farmersfran mystique offered a displaced sort of
feminism that avoided direct demands for equality such as those of
Minna Cauer and other radical feminists. While feminists treated the
sexual division of labor as a social issue, in these memoirs it shrank to the
scale of an isolated partnership of husband and wife on a colonial farm.
If the authors were left alone by widowhood, as were Else Sonnenberg
and Helene von Falkenhausen, or through divorce, as was Margarethe
von Eckenbrecher, the memoirs offered an even more individualistic
version of the Woman Question: the colonial woman farmer earning
her living alone on the farm.

The Farmersfran memoirs are crowded with generic colonialist pro-
paganda and personal details of daily life, from laundry methods to
overland journeys. They retell colonial experiences such as the German
Southwest African war of 1904—1907 or confrontations with African
servants, in often formulaic ways. They embrace the “race war” inter-
pretation of colonial war: Africans had inexplicably turned on German
men and women using duplicitous, unconventional methods, and were
never again to be trusted with any notable measure of liberty. It is
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predictable that the women authors, like other colonists who had expe-
rienced the war at first hand, blamed Africans and reflected little on the
role of the Germans in provoking the conflict.

The first one of this genre was Magdalene von Prince’s 1903 memoir,
A German Woman in the Interior of German East Africa. 192 The wife of
noted colonial army officer and planter Tom von Prince in West Usam-
bara, German East Africa, she was a senior figure in the colonist com-
munity until the First World War. Although her book appeared before
the Maji Maji war of 19051906, it did include her accounts of regional
colonial warfare of the 1890s. It saw new editions in 1905, during the
war, and in 1908, during the era of colonial reform. Memoirs from the
German Southwest African war followed. The first two were penned
anonymously, then two more books appeared by the war widows Else
Sonnenberg and Helene von Falkenhausen.!% Falkenhausen left the
colony in 1904, published her memoir, and became a successful speaker
on the colonialist lecture circuit in Germany. In 1912 she came back to
run a “teaching farm” for German female emigrants at Brakwater.!04
Falkenhausen quarreled with the Women’s League, and her school was
completely separate from the league’s similar enterprises.!%> A fifth
women’s memoir to come out of the war years of German Southwest
Africa was Margarethe von Eckenbrecher’s What Africa Gave and Took
from Me (1907), which ran to seven editions.!% Eckenbrecher experi-
enced the war, but not as a widow; she had divorced her husband, a
painter and big-game hunter. In 1904, soon after the war broke out, she
returned to Germany and gave colonialist lectures, raising money for the
Women’s League and founding five chapters between 1909 and 1914.197
She worked as an instructor in modern languages, economics, and geog-
raphy at a women’s business school in Brunswick and gave courses in
social work to women, but still had difficulty making ends meet.!%® In
carly 1914 she resettled in German Southwest Africa with her two sons
and still lived there in 1937 when her memoir was reissued. The new
edition covered her life story up to 1936; she also altered the original text
to suit Nazi racial sensibilities.

Even though these women took the occasion of colonial war to pub-
lish their memoirs, they had no intention of conceding that war made
the colonies too dangerous for German women. Rather, they presented
the wars as all the more reason for women to settle there. The only
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way to prevail over Africans in the long term, they explained, was to
strengthen the German race in each colony, and that in turn meant
increasing white German women’s and family settlement and thereby
ensuring race purity and white supremacy. Far from excluding German
women, colonial war had made them more important than ever before
to the colonies’ future.

After the German victory in the German Southwest Africa war of
1904—1907, several more women wrote about their experiences. These
authors were in some cases merely visiting or recreational farmers, such
as Maria Karow, who joined some relatives, and Clara Brockmann, who
held an office job while toying with the idea of purchasing some farm-
land on her own.!%? Both wrote for Colony and Home and lectured on
behalf of the Women’s League. These peacetime authors were if any-
thing more racist, and certainly they were more ignorant of the old
political realities of the colonies, than the earlier memoirists. They took
up the race war thesis and applied it to peacetime life in the colony.
Although they occasionally produced appreciative descriptions of Afri-
can men’s appearance, they were harshly critical of Africans in general
and of African women in particular. They were scathing about interra-
cial sexual relations and intermarriage, and indeed about almost all do-
mestic interactions between Germans and colonial subjects, such as
those between employer and servant.

The personal colonial experience of these women memoirists added
fresh evidence to the debate among male colonialists and scientists over
whether white women could live permanently in the Tropics. Not sur-
prisingly, colonialist women intervened on the side in the men’s debate
that did not consign them to irrelevance: that of the settlement colonial-
ists and white supremacists.!'° Two women who had lived in Cameroon
and Samoa insisted that German women were not as fragile as some
men thought and that they ought to live in all the colonies. They did not
deny that tropical life posed dangers, but instead pointed out that white
men and women shared a common vulnerability unless both followed
hygienic preventive practices conscientiously, such as sterilizing drink-
ing water, using mosquito nets, and restricting alcohol consumption.
They did not live on farms, but they shared with the Farmersfran au-
thors a vision of German women’s roles as thrifty helpmeet in the house-
hold and moral, cultural, and racial anchor of settler society. Frieda
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Zieschank, who wrote a book on her life in Samoa between 1906 and the
First World War, when she had to leave, advocated increased German
women’s settlement there, insisting that German women could thrive in
the supposedly dangerous tropical climate of Samoa. Zieschank, whose
husband was a doctor employed by the Samoan colonial administration,
declared Samoa to be the “healthiest tropical colony, in which not only
the European man, but also the white family can make its residence
without danger to life and health. And what would be better suited for
permeating a new land with our nationality [ Volkstum | than rooting the
German family?”11!

Grete Ziemann traveled to Duala, Cameroon, to keep house for her
brother Hans Ziemann, whose advocacy of female settlement and race
purity was noted above, and to assist him in laboratory work. A few
years later, when her family asked her to care for other relatives, she
returned to Germany, where she published a memoir about her African
sojourn. Ziemann wrote her book with the express purpose of dispelling
Cameroon’s reputation for ruining European women’s health. She de-
clared briskly, “We now know that even the coastal climate is no hell on
carth for white women!!? Citing European families who resided for
fifteen years at a stretch in the Dutch East Indies as well as her own
experience, she argued that it was not nature that set limits on Euro-
peans” health in Cameroon, but rather insufficient investment in proper
housing.113 The key for German men and women alike was to follow
hygienic rules —and German women were the best at helping German
men do that. German women’s settlement was necessary not only for
such practical, everyday functions, she added, but also for racial reasons:
“The Europeans who take black women may well train good sick-nurses
and dog-like slaves for themselves, but we will never conquer Africa
with the children. In my opinion, race pride — naturally only in the best
and noblest sense —cannot be exercised strictly enough. If Germany
wants to conquer Africa, in no case may a mixed vace avise there. From that
follows the compelling demand that, as much as possible, white women
in ever increasing numbers be active there as true pioneers of European
culture”!!* It is obvious that her views coincided with those of her
brother, yet a German woman’s testimony of her own experience carried
a different weight for a German female audience than a male scientist’s
medical tract on acclimatization.
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Once one accepted the importance of the German woman as the con-
stant sexual, intellectual, national, and health-conscious comrade of the
German man, one was hard put to explain why she might be needed in
one colony but not in another. A new and more pervasive gender com-
plementarity took hold through the efforts of the Women’s League, the
populist men around Colony and Home, and the Farmersfran literature:
wherever German men went, they needed German women next to them.
Colonialist women expanded on Governor Leutwein’s notion of the
necessity of the “female as such” to argue for more comprehensive eco-
nomic and cultural significance for German women in all the colonies.
These arguments never repudiated race and pronatalism, but they also
came to encompass tenets of Germany’s bourgeois women’s movement.

HEDWIG HEYL’S FEMINISM AND
PROFESSIONALIZED DOMESTICITY IN THE WOMEN’S
LEAGUE OF THE GERMAN COLONIAL SOCIETY

n April 1910 the bourgeois feminist and social reformer Hedwig

Heyl became the third chairwoman of the Women’s League of the
German Colonial Society.!'®> Under her expert organizational guidance,
the league’s membership increased from about 4,500 members in 1910
to about 17,800 members in 148 chapters in Germany and the colonies
in 1914.116 At that point it was as large as the Pan-German League
and almost half as large as the German Colonial Society. By 1914 the
Women’s League’s membership had diversified beyond Liliencron’s
conservative and colonial army circles. While the original founding
committee in 1907 was almost entirely drawn from the colonial military,
by 1910 only four of the executive committee had such ties. Women
teachers were among the first civilian groups to join.!'” Civil servants’
and professors’ wives, daughters, and sisters were also prominently rep-
resented, as were the families of businessmen.

Under Heyl, the Women’s League moved closer to the bourgeois
women’s movement. Heyl had many ties to feminist groups, including
an honorary post on the board of the Women’s Welfare Association.!!8
In ro11 the Women’s League joined the Federation of German Women’s
Associations (Bund Deutscher Frauenvereine), the umbrella organi-
zation of nonsocialist feminist and women’s groups. The leaders of
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the German-Evangelical Women’s League (Deutsch-Evangelischer
Frauenbund) and Catholic Women’s Association (Katholischer Frauen-
bund) joined the Women’s League.!!® The Women’s League also ex-
panded its work with new projects that were colonial versions of con-
current feminist projects in Germany. These projects reflected Heyl’s
lifelong goals of the rationalization of housework, the creation of new
careers for women, and the public recognition of women’s paid and
unpaid work. Heyl believed that if the public grasped the scientific
principles, hygienic importance, and economic value of housework,
women’s real importance to the nation would be appreciated. The im-
age of the individual household as a small-scale version of the national
economy was not just a metaphor for Heyl; it was literal truth.

Heyl’s success in strengthening feminists’ influence in the Women’s
League indicated not only an increase in left-liberal backing for colonial-
ism under Colonial Secretary Dernburg, but also a shift in German
feminism in the years just before the First World War. In 1908 the
Prussian Law of Association was changed to legalize political activism
for the women who lived in Prussia (three-fifths of all German women).
That lessened what conservative women had seen as the stigma of femi-
nism in women’s groups beyond the Patriotic Women’s Leagues. As a
result, the bourgeois women’s movement expanded numerically and
“moderate” and conservative-minded women in it became more vocal.
The bourgeois women’s movement as a whole shifted rightward.!20
Heyl herself exemplified this reorientation of German feminism.

Heyl’s vision of colonial domesticity did not emerge from the Ger-
man Southwest African war, as was the case for most Farmersfran au-
thors, but rather from her own progressive education and interest in
social work. Her alertness to the possibilities of professionalized domes-
ticity for the colonial empire is all the more striking because Heyl in fact
knew little about things African or colonial. She never traveled