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INTRODUCTION 

I 
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. 1 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. 2 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. 3 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 imperi0 

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 13,,
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socialist activity. In Germany, Bismarck, Emperor William II, and other \ 
leaders hoped that imperial expansion would unite Germans divided by l,.;.;k., J 
region, class, religion, and political persuasion.4 Between 1884 and /~,.,.; 
1900 Germany gained a colonial empire of about one million square r)eftfa-f'ffe 

miles and about twelve million inhabitants. In 1884 and 1885 Germany Ji;v!J ~ 
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claimed four colonies in Africa - German Southwest Africa, German 

East Africa, Togo, and Cameroon - as well as German New Guinea in 

the Pacific.5 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.6 Before the First 

World War, the German colonial empire was thiril in territorial size and 

fifth in population among the British, French, Dutch, Belgian, United 

States, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish empires.7 When Germany lost 

the First World War, it lost the colonial empire as well. But the colonial0 

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.9 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 I 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 I 88os. Chapter 2 illustrates the breadth of that 

ambition through the life of Frieda von Billow, 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. Billow 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 colon\al 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 Gern:ian 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.10 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 Pacifi<; 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 see 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 ideafuep. 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 fe1T1inine morality, or "spiritual 

motherhood" (geistige Miitterlichkeit), in public life.11 Feminists had 

long argued that there were particular "women's cultural tasks" (Kul

turau.fgaben der Frau) without which civilization would remain in

complete.12 Colonialist women carried versions of these ideas to the 
colonies. Their motto became: "The man can conquer and subjugate 
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woman can implant and preserve the German idea abroad over the long 

term!"13 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.14 Feminists called for greater access to 

education and meaningful careers; marriage ~d 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.15 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 5 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.16 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 self0 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. \ 

Over 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.17 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. 18 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 dear prelude to Nazism, or it had little or nothing to do 

with Nazism and the Holocaust.19 Each approach: has obvious prob

lems. The former suggests that imperial racism was proto 0 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.20 That may be 

why recent English-language scholarship on German colonialism.has 

turned to work on imaginative representations of the colonies. 21 Such 

work seeks 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 metrop<'>le, 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 contexmal. 22 

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 iaces 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. 

Tum-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. 23 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 racial, 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-
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lized countries" (Kitlturli:inder). 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:'24 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 implicaqons 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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