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Woman as Academic Citizen in Imperial Germany

Woman as Academic Citizen in Imperial Germany
Patricia Mazón, associate professor of history at

SUNY Buffalo, has wrien an elegant and thought-
provoking book on a classic topic of women’s history.
She examines the Imperial German debate on the Frauen-
studium, or women’s university study. is debate led
to the admission of women first as auditors (Hörerinnen),
then as regularly enrolled students. is debate wasmost
intense between 1887, when the leading feminist He-
lene Lange published her “Yellow Brochure,” and 1910,
by which time all German states had legalized university
admission for women.

As Mazón sums up her findings, “[t]his study shows
that the admission ofwomen did not involvemerely elim-
inating a barrier to women but rather carefully selecting
which women could enter the university” (p. 7). She
effectively portrays the wrinkles in what would super-
ficially seem to be a straightforward story of increased
access to higher education. For example, the presence of
women auditors in the 1860s and 1870s provoked a newly
explicit ban on women at universities before it led, aer
over a decade of feminist struggle, to their admission as
regular students. Mazón also emphasizes a second qual-
ification of the overall story of women’s increased ed-
ucational opportunity. e state-run nature of German
universities did mean that the admission of women to
higher education, once achieved, was compact and uni-
form compared to, for example, the United States (pp. 14-
16). Whereas over a century elapsed between the first
college admissions of American women and their admis-
sion to elite universities such as Yale and Princeton, in
Germany the same process took only a decade. Between
1900, when Baden was the first German state to admit
women, and 1909, when Mecklenburg became the last
to do so, German women were legally entitled to enter
all universities, and to enter the same universities (rather
than women’s colleges) and earn the same (e.g. gradu-
ate) degrees as men. Yet the decision to admit women

encompassed a simultaneous decision to exclude foreign
women, especially Russian Jewish women. Given the
overall profile of all women actually seeking admission
to university study in Germany, and the discriminatory
requirements for foreign women as opposed to foreign
men (who were still welcomed, pp. 128-129), the decision
to admit women as regular students narrowed access in
certain respects and reaffirmed a hierarchy based on sex.
e main mechanism for such exclusion was the require-
ment of the Abitur, the availability of which remained
scarce for women long aer 1909. ese circumstances
were reflected in the fact that the first Studentinnen were
less international andmore socio-economically elite than
their male counterparts (p. 5). Moreover, the decision to
admit womenwas a conscious effort to reduce their over-
all (auditing) presence at universities (p. 137).

Mazón’s substantial introduction lays out all the
themes of her book–indeed, it serves as a précis of the
book. She discerns two “competing discourses” that
structured the debate: “academic citizenship,” the con-
cept she develops usefully to refer to a longstanding,
explicit and implicit code of conduct and membership
in university life, and the “women’s question,” which
stressed women’s rights, needs, and social contributions
(p. 3). As Mazón shows in nuanced detail in chapter 1,
the German university was anything but gender-neutral
and academic citizenship was profoundly masculine. To
be a student was to undergo a specific “life stage” (p. 29),
in which honor, self-cultivation (Bildung), and freedom
to experiment were key. ese values had inescapably
masculine connotations: honor was defended by duel-
ing, which also forged a link to the military world. Self-
cultivation meant exercising one’s freedom to study any
subject as one wished, an encounter one academic de-
scribed as choosing a bride (p. 38), and engaging in
the quasi-father-son relationship of professor and stu-
dent. at relationship was to entail trust and confiden-
tiality that, so many professors felt, was violated when
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womenwere present in the lecture hall. Experimentation
entailed detaching oneself from the family home; flout-
ing social conventions, including sexual conventions; ce-
menting friendship through, for example, heavy drink-
ing; and generally answering to no higher authority than
oneself. It was especially hoped that this period of per-
sonal freedom would immunize the student from a ma-
terialistic and careerist outlook while he cultivated his
mind. ese hopes, in turn, were linked to the universal-
ism appropriate to later careers in the civil service. True
university study was not to be seen as mere career prepa-
ration. A photograph of Karen Horney with her medical
class (figure 19 and also on the cover) perfectly illustrates
the conceptual impossibility of a woman as a full aca-
demic citizen on those terms. Her male classmates carry
sabers, a traditional symbol that she could not appropri-
ate; instead, another symbol appears in her hands: a skull
to represent the study of medicine. In addition to these
strongly gendered values surrounding academic citizen-
ship, Mazón emphasizes the contemporary sense of cri-
sis among academics in the late-nineteenth century (p.
5). Between 1871 and 1914, academics became worried
about overcrowding of the professions that might lead
to competition and even careerism, the maintenance of
high standards in the face of increasing pressure to ma-
triculate, the marked increase in the enrollment of for-
eign students, and increased class, ethnic, and religious
diversity among German students (p. 24). e challenge
fromwomen applicants and thewomen’smovement aug-
mented academics’ worries on all four counts. e tra-
ditional structure and values of the German university
seemed to be threatened.

e second “competing discourse,” the contemporary
women’s question, reflected the sharply increasing de-
mand for higher education among European women.
About three thousand women applied to German univer-
sities in the years before admission was legalized, most
of them since the 1860s (p. 2). While exact statistics
are elusive, Mazón states that about 169 women, includ-
ing citizens of Germany and other countries, took doc-
torates (the only degrees offered) at German universities
between 1754 and 1908; 77 German women obtained de-
grees at Swiss universities in the laer decades of the
same era (1875-1908) (p. 10). A growing subset of the
women applicants to German universities since the 1860s
were foreigners, including Jews denied educational op-
portunity in their home countries, especially Russia (in-
deed, the tsar in effect barred Russian women from the
University of Zurich by decree in 1873). e presence of
these women at German universities, where they were
oen able to become auditors given the absence of spe-

cific regulations excluding them, spurred academics and
the state bureaucracy to pronounce an explicit ban on
women as either auditors or students at almost all uni-
versities by 1879. Lange’s 1887 campaign was a new ef-
fort to break through that ban. Chapter 2 contextualizes
Lange’s work among that of earlier advocates inwomen’s
education such as Louise Oo, Hedwig Dohm, and Hed-
wig Keler. While these and other feminists drew their
basic argument from liberalism and its promise of equal
rights, they constituted the “women’s question” less in
liberal-egalitarian than in corporatist terms (p. 7). Es-
pecially Keler and Lange argued for women’s admis-
sion specifically as women, not as ungendered humans.
ey were above all concerned with developing suit-
able career opportunities for women, particularly single
women of the middle classes. ese so-called “surplus
women,” for whom motherhood could never be an occu-
pation and whose talents would therefore be squandered,
were to claim a role of “service” (p. 75), in Lange’s ar-
gumentation. Two areas were singled out as requiring
the presence of university-educated women: gynecology
and teaching in girls’ schools. As it happened, the Stu-
dentinnen were concentrated in those very areas. In fact,
medical education appears to have been absolutely key to
the whole Frauenstudium debate (pp. 87, 108), and might
have received even more in-depth treatment in Mazón’s
book. In the 1890s, women auditors were once again per-
mied, and they became increasingly common. In some
cases they took degrees.

As chapter 3 shows, the discourses of the women’s
question and academic citizenship talked past each other,
as it were, in several ways. Feminists saw university
study as a means to an occupational end–the very ca-
reerism that academics deplored. e feminists who
fought for women’s admission had not themselves en-
joyed the privilege of university study (or even much for-
mal education at all) and did not develop a thoroughgoing
confrontation with the masculine norms of academic cit-
izenship. A certain consensus emerged around the idea
of women as a special group who would be visitors, not
central participants, in university life: there for differ-
ent (social service) purposes, and studying particular sub-
jects requiring feminine sensibilities (especially gynecol-
ogy, pediatrics and the teaching of girls) (p. 106). Women
came to be accepted as students bymale academics on the
understanding that they would be concentrated in fields
that least threatened male students’ ambitions.

Chapter 4 describes the state-by-state decisions to ad-
mit women as regular students and the concurrent defi-
nition of which women, as opposed to whether women,
were to be admied (see the second paragraph of this
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review). Like the preceding chapter, this one is well-
wrien and filled with valuable insights. At the conclu-
sion of chapter 4, it seems to me, the main goals of the
book are accomplished. e two chapters that follow are
interesting, but mark out two of many equally valid di-
rections in which an expansion of the manuscript could
have gone. ey are not as tightly woven into the book
as a whole as are the first four chapters. Chapter 5 turns
the reader’s aention to literary images of the Studentin,
an issue Mazón previously explored in an article in the
Women in German Yearbook (2000), and chapter 6 devotes
aention to the recorded experiences and impressions of
actual Studentinnen.

In terms of historiography, Mazón defines her study
as a contribution to the history of women’s higher edu-
cation; an analysis of the Frauenstudium debate as a “cul-
tural artifact” of German society and politics; and a case
study of the “problems of access to higher education for
a previously excluded group” (p. 4). She is completely
successful regarding the first and third of these histori-
ographical approaches; the second remains only implicit
as a specific approach to her sources except in chapter
5. Her own specific historiographical aim for the book,
which sets it apart from other scholarship on the topic
(described on pp. 12-15), is to combine two previously
distinct approaches: the history of the university (which
has ignored the story of women’s admission or treated
it as marginal to the history of the university itsel) and
the feminist history of women’s admission as students
(which has taken the university as a static entity, rather
than one in the grip of important transformations dur-

ing these years) (pp. 11-12). Here too, she is successful.
However, almost all of the history of the university that
she offers is in the introduction and chapter 1. I found
myself expecting that material to be extended and deep-
ened over the entire course of the book. While Mazón’s
treatment of university history is certainly adequate to
her own purposes in this highly articulate, polished ac-
count, the title phrase “the modern research university”
reminds the reader, upon finishing the book, that history
has been introduced here but not substantially explored.

Altogether, this is an important and highly read-
able account, thankfully available in English. (Much
of the work on this topic since James Albisei’s 1988
Schooling German Girls and Women has been in Ger-
man.) One hopes that it will become available in paper-
back for courses in women’s studies, German and Euro-
pean history, and education. As it is, excerpting it with
the publisher’s permission for reserve readings or course
packs would be very worthwhile for instructors of such
courses. is book is important for modern German his-
tory and it is also filled with acute observations for all
who are interested in educational opportunity and social
change.
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