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The thesis sets out to explain the presence of women writers in the book market of
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In order to do so, it examines the
position of women writers in Germany — in the context both of their discursive and of
their social reality. The thesis investigates the ideological and material background for
women’s writing, by exploring the areas of gender ideology, contemporary concepts of
authorship, women'’s reading, and the literary market. The final chapter examines
women’s freedom of expression in different public circumstances. The thesis argues that
women’s position in the business of culture in general and literature in particular is not as
unpromising as has often been claimed. By investigating less well-known texts on gender
roles, such as eighteenth-century journal articles, it is possible to show that the rhetoric of
prohibitions, for example regarding women’s reading and writing, was by no means
uniform, but fragmentary and frequently contradictory. Women’s own responses to the
conditions under which they were working are highlighted throughout the thesis, and
examined on the basis of a range of texts, including unpublished correspondence. The
examination of non-literary factors, such as the expansion of the literary market and the
emergence of a newly diverse reading public, enables the identification of causes other
than gender as determining women’s position as writers during this period. In the course
of this study, numerous neglected texts are considered, which broaden our understanding
of this period of literature. The creative and successful use which women writers made of
the opportunities they were afforded is emphasised throughout, thereby making an

important contribution to the study of women writers.
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In recent years, much work has been done to rescue the texts of women writers
from obscurity. Writers like Therese Huber and Caroline Auguste Fischer have been
rediscovered and reprinted. Scholars in the English- and German-speaking world have
received their works, conferences to discuss their writing have been organised, and a new
canon of women authors who were contemporaries of Goethe is beginning to emerge. But
the discovery of these authors and their texts has also necessitated an examination of why
they were forgotten in the first place. As an explanation of their historical exclusion
women’s disadvantaged and restricted position on all levels of society — legal, educational
and ideological — has been diagnosed. But the pendulum has swung too far in the
direction of a narrative of victimhood: it is now not at all evident how women ever
managed to enter the literary market in the first place, given their unenviable social and
economic position. This thesis aims to explain that presence, and to highlight the

opportunities which women authors were able to exploit in eighteenth-century Germany.

Chapter One investigates eighteenth-century ideologies of gender as the rhetorical
background in which women writers wrote and lived. Well-known texts by writers such
as Joachim Heinrich Campe, Ernst Brandes, Wilhelm von Humboldt and Friedrich

Schiller are examined as representatives of a school of thought which constructed
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women’s gender identity (‘Geschlechtscharakter’) as essentially different from that of
men. Women’s alleged differences in character were based on the differences in their
bodies, and reflected their unique role in society as mothers, wives and housekeepers
(‘Bestimmung’). The polarisation of gender difference, so frequently cited as a primary
cause for women’s exclusion from creative writing, is seen as fundamental to the
discussions of appropriate gender roles quoted in later chapters. But this polarisation was
not unchallenged: Jakob Mauvillon and Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel are seen as
vociferous opponents of the Humboldtian idea that gender identities were rooted in
nature, arguing instead that they were the direct consequence of women'’s social and
historical condition. Women also criticised the place accorded to them in the writings of
their male counterparts, and amended it in their own writing: Susanne von Bandemer is
presented as an example. The discussion of the rhetoric of ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ and
‘Bestimmung’ concludes with the verdict that the discourse was not monolithic, but rather
multi-facetted, and often confused. The ambiguity of the debate is interpreted as a sign
that women’s status was not cast in stone, but still being negotiated, and in need of
justification. The fact that this fierce debate took place at all, and was being engaged in by
so many male writers and thinkers of the age, is indeed proof of the fact that women were

already, and irrevocably, part of the literary and social life of Germany.

In Chapter Two, the debate surrounding women’s social role and putative sexual
character is related to the discussion of female authorship. Women’s writing was widely
regarded in the eighteenth century as a problematic and undesirable development, and

discussions of female authorship in journals and didactic treatises such as Campe's
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Viterlicher Rath (1789) were often accompanied by dire warnings of the threat which
writing posed to their health and to their souls. More sophisticated aesthetic concepts of
authorship, propagated by Goethe and Schiller, excluded women from high artistic
achievement a priori. But elsewhere, there is much evidence of a genuine fascination by,
and interest in, the phenomenon of women writers. Four contemporary compilations of
women writers are analysed with regard to their attitude to the emergence of women
writers as a definite feature of the book market. Although they did to some extent reflect a
negative stance towards female authorship (especially Samuel Baur’s dictionary of
women writers), their very existence also acknowledged that women authors could no
longer be ignored. Carl Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel’s work, Die deutschen
Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (1823-5), took women writers most
seriously, and defended the legitimacy of their writing most explicitly. Examples of
women’s own reflections on female authorship, drawn from private letters as well as

published writings, illustrate a distinct self-confidence in asserting their status as writers.

Chapter Three explores how women’s actual freedom to read was affected by a
panic-stricken discourse about the dangers of women’s reading. Women’s experiences of
reading varied depending on their family’s attitude, income and even religious outlook.
But nearly all surviving statements about women’s reading indicate its importance in their
lives, and the pleasure they derived from it. Although earlier studies overstated the extent
to which the eighteenth century witnessed a reading revolution and democratisation of
reading, there is no reason to assume that vituperative attacks on women’s reading

succeeded in controlling the phenomenon: on the contrary. The example of Elisa von der
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Recke shows how even the most hostile husband and family could not succeed in curbing
her interest in literature, or diminish its importance in her life. Instead, their vitriolic
attacks on her reading only strengthened her affection for her favourite authors, and
deepened her sense of identification with fictional heroines. This intensity of reading can
be interpreted both as a contributing factor of her own authorship, and as an illustration of
the role which literature could play in the lives of women readers. The extent to which
reading could become the focal point of entire households, especially among the well-to-
do aristocracy, is vividly demonstrated in the case of Luise Stolberg. In her family,
reading assumed greater importance than any other activity, thereby proving right the
worst fears of her male contemporaries. This eager readership of women, who read
whenever they had an opportunity, clearly provided an ideal receptive audience for

women writers.

Based on this observation of female readership, the position of women authors in
the German book market is examined in Chapter Four. Economic and structural changes
in the publishing industry are examined with regard to their effect on women authors. The
emergence of a varied, less specialist readership looking to books for entertainment, and
demanding a constantly renewed supply of reading matter is interpreted as a favourable
condition in which women sought publication. Women’s quest for publication is traced in
their correspondence with two of the main publishers of the age: Georg Joachim Géschen
and Friedrich Nicolai. This correspondence, of which scarcely any has yet been studied,
and much of it by neglected and forgotten writers, provides ample evidence of women’s

confident and assertive interaction with these publishers. These letters also explain how



women were able to exploit the opportunities which the market represented through their
own proactive behaviour. The business letters written by women are also a welcome
extension of the traditional image of the nature of women'’s letter-writing during this

period.

The fifth, and final, chapter of the thesis takes further the examination of the
opportunities that existed for women, by exploring a range of their texts in which they
engaged with questions of gender. The Teutscher Merkur is studied as an example of a
mainstream literary journal, in which women’s expression might be thought to be limited
to the expression of socially acceptable norms. However, conformity to gender
stereotypes is not evident in the texts examined, and women are instead found to be
forceful on the subject of the status of their own sex. Women’s responses to male ideas of
female education are scrutinized in the second section, which argues that women clearly
did feel entitled to speak in public on such controversial matters, and did not leave the
ideas propounded by men like Campe unchallenged. The final section studies three
examples of women using publication in order to respond to their critics, and to regain
control over their disparaged public reputations. Karoline Schulze-Kummerfeld, Elise
Biirger and Wilhelmine von Lichtenau all turn to publication for different, personal
reasons. But they, like the female contributors to the Teutscher Merkur and Campe’s
opponents, share a complete disregard for the division between the public and the private
sphere so often interpreted as a key feature of women’s position by scholars. Publicity, it
becomes clear, did more than pose a threat to women writers: it also afforded them

opportunities.
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Our understanding of the position of women writers during this period is enhanced
in several important ways through this study. The thesis employs a range of texts to
illustrate its findings, many of which are not well-known. Journal articles in particular are
seen as a space in which questions of gender were considered and discussed, though
ultimately they were not uniformly resolved. Other sources, such as unpublished archival
material, are clearly valuable in revealing women’s strategies in seeking publication.
They show women as active in pursuing their own destinies, not passive in accepting their
fate. The employment of extra-literary material such as book market statistics shows that
women’s gender is only one factor amongst many influencing women’s position in the
literary market. The use of such empirical material is a safeguard against those
interpretations which tend to see the prohibitive discourse of the era as a description of
historical reality. In fact, they were an attempt to lock the stable door after the horse had
bolted: women were an ineluctable presence on the literary market. In using such
evidence this thesis aims to retrieve the historical reality of women writers, highlighting
the opportunities they took, and the pitfalls they avoided, rather than the exclusion they

suffered.
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Introduction

This thesis aims to revisit the real historical identities of women writers in the
period 1770-1820. The women concerned wrote books on education, collections of essays
and poems, travelogues, dramas, novels and autobiographies. Some of these women were
well-connected in literary circles, others appear to have been on the fringes of Germany’s
literary public. Their domestic circumstances varied: some were mothers of ten, some
were spinsters, some married and divorced several times. The contemporary book market
as whole is reflected in their writings, both in the variety of genres represented and in the
variable quality of their writing. But aesthetic considerations are not the focus of this
thesis. Instead, the thesis asks how, practically, women writers gained access to the
literary market, how they traversed the pitfalls of gender ideology and how they
legitimized their writing and life choices. In doing so, the thesis highlights the room for
manoeuvre open to women, rather than investigating how women writers were

disenfranchized by eighteenth-century social, legal and literary norms.

This re-examination of the position of women authors in German society is
necessary because their lives have become obscured by two levels of discourse: the
eighteenth-century discussions, mainly of gender and related subjects (such as women’s
reading and writing), and the modern discourse of feminist scholarship on women writers.
With regard to the former, the thesis seeks, firstly, to point out the rhetorical (rather than
historical-actual) nature of these discussions, and secondly, to broaden our knowledge of

eighteenth-century discourse by considering a wider range of texts, including many minor



and neglected ones (especially journal articles). With regard to the latter, the thesis
attempts to break free from misleading dogmas about eighteenth-century women writers,
which have become commonplace in their study. In this thesis, women writers are
regarded from the outset as intrinsically linked to the cultural literary life of Germany
during the Enlightenment, rather than as distinct from it. This represents a change of
perspective in feminist scholarship, which has previously, to a large extent, focused on
women’s exclusion from the public (including the literary) sphere. Whilst women’s
exclusion is not denied in this thesis, it is not the whole story. A linear, monocausal
narrative of repression cannot express the complexity of women’s position in German
literary life. In contrast to the well-known assertion that women writers were ‘outsiders’
in literary culture, this thesis explores the opportunities which existed for them during this

period.1

The starting point for the thesis is the simple fact of women’s definite presence in
German literary life between 1770 and 1820. Women wrote some of the best-selling
titles on the market, from Sophie von la Roche’s Geschichte des Frauleins von Sternheim
(1771) at the beginning of the expansion of the literary market, to its peak in Karoline von
Wobeser’s Elisa oder das Weib wie es sein sollte (1795). The latter had gone into four
editions by 1799. Eighteenth and early nineteenth-century dictionaries of women writers
indicate contemporary awareness of the development. Samuel Baur listed 78 women
writers in 1790; Carl Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel included several hundred

women writers in Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (1823-

: Quoted from Barbara Becker-Cantarino, ‘““Outsiders”: Women in German Literary Culture of
Absolutism’, Jahrbuch fiir Internationale Germanistik 2 (1984).



5).2 Susanne Kord’s recent study of women writers and anonymity concludes that more
than 3,900 women authors published in the German-speaking countries in the 1700s and
1800s.? Her previous analysis of women dramatists lists 315 authors of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, who wrote over 2,000 dramas between them.* More specific figures
for the period around 1800 are difficult to obtain. Few bibliographies of women’s
literature of this period exist. One of them is Helga Gallas and Anita Runge’s
bibliography of women’s published novels and stories between 1771 and 1810, which
highlights trends, even if it does not represent the total numbers of publications by
women.” Even though it does not include dramas, autobiographies, poetry collections or
publications in journals, it still lists 110 female authors who published fiction in book
form during those forty years. Altogether they published an impressive 396 books, of
which twenty-four are partially revised second editions under a new title. While sixty-two
women only published one book each (though they may have published more in journals
and magazines), many women managed to sustain a career. Some women published more
than a dozen books: Johanna Isabella Eleonore von Wallenrodt published eighteen, and
Therese Huber fifteen. Several more published between seven and twelve books, but the
undeniable giants (in quantity at least) of women’s writing were Benedikte Naubert, who

published no fewer than fifty-nine books, and Sophie von La Roche, author of thirty-

? Samuel Baur, Deutschlands Schriftstellerinnen von Samuel Baur, ed. Uta Sadji, Stuttgarter Arbeiten zur
Germanistik vol. 194 (Stuttgart: Heinz Akademischer Verlag, 1990). Carl Wilhelm Otto August von
Schindel, Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts, 3 vols. (Leipzig: F.A.
Brockhaus, 1823-1825).

3 See Susanne Kord, Sich einen Namen machen. Anonymitét und weibliche Autorschaft 1700-1900,
Ergebnisse der Frauenforschung vol. 41 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1996), p. 13.

* See Susanne Kord, Ein Blick hinter die Kulissen. Deutschsprachige Dramatikerinnen im 18. und 19.
Jahrhundert, Ergebnisse der Frauenforschung vol. 27 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1992).

* The statistical analysis of the bibliography, apart from the graphs, is by Gallas and Runge, and appears in
Helga Gallas and Anita Runge, Romane und Erzdhlungen deutscher Schriftstellerinnen um 1800: eine
Bibliographie mit Standortnachweisen (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1993), pp. 11-13.



five.® Such an astonishing presence of women writers on all levels of literary life, and in
all genres, cannot be explained by such metaphors as women writers existing ‘in the

shadow of Olympus’, or entering the literary market ‘durch die Hintertiir."’

This presence has to be reiterated, given feminist scholars’ concentration on
women’s educational, social and legal disadvantages. An examination of eighteenth-
century gender discourse, always cited as a primary cause of women’s social and literary
exclusion, follows in Chapter One. It shows that the eighteenth-century discussion of the
role of the sexes was by no means uniform and monolithic, but rather fragmented and
contradictory. The discussion is furthermore interpreted not as a description of women’s
actual marginalization, but as an attempt to re-impose discursive control on a social
development which had already got out of hand. It is also clear from this examination that
modern scholarship has often wrongly equated discourse with social reality, thereby over-

estimating its influence.

Chapter Two examines the intersection of gender discourses and concepts of
authorship. Male writers and reviewers have been regarded by feminist scholarship as
exerting a kind of ‘gender censorship’ through the construction of models of authorship,
excluding women a priori.8 But these restrictions were undermined by a continuing

ambiguity in the debate about women writers, and by the increasing numbers of women

® Benedikte Naubert published at least one novel a year between 1785 and 1795, in one year she even
published four novels. See Jeannine Blackwell and Susanne Zantop, eds., Birter Healing: German Women
Writers from 1700 to 1830. An Anthology, European Women Writers (Lincoln; London: University of
Nebraska Press, 1990), p. 203.

7 See Katherine Goodman and Edith Josefine Waldstein, In the shadow of Olvmpus: German women writers
around 1800 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), and Kord. Ein Blick, p. 226.

% Quoted from Barbara Becker-Cantarino, ‘““Gender Censorship”: On Literary Production in German
Romanticism’, Women in German Yearbook 11 (1995).
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who entered the literary market despite these prohibitions — not infrequently with the help
of precisely those men keen to keep them out. Consequently, several texts demonstrate
that women writers often had a healthy, unimpeded sense of the validity of their writing

activity.

Chapter Three examines women’s reading during this period. Simple descriptive
patterns of the phenomenon are rejected in favour of a more complex understanding of
women’s reading. Old reading modes continued to coexist with new reading habits, and
women’s individual freedom to read depended not just on their social class, but also on
their personal circumstances, which frequently changed during their lifetime. But a strong
association between women and reading is discernible, which laid the foundation for a

reading public to which women writers could appeal.

This reading public, and the literary market as a whole, is the subject of Chapter
Four. Changes in the book trade are examined with regard to the implications for women
writers. The market situation as a whole is interpreted as favourable to women writers at
this time of expansion and diversification, as shown by the fact that the rise in the
numbers of women writers is parallel to the rise in the number of authors overall.
Women’s apparent ability to seize these opportunities is explained by an examination of
their correspondence with publishers. This reveals their at times dogged pursuit of
publication. The letters also demonstrate the deliberate use women made of normative
gender discourse: women’s putative gender characteristics appear not to be internalized,

but deployed for strategic purposes.
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Finally, the thesis questions the view that femininity and the public sphere were
inimical. Textual examples from three different areas reveal the freedom with which
women engaged in contemporary debates, especially about gender issues, but also about
wider topics such as education. Despite certain traits being condemned as ‘unfeminine’,
the writers in the last chapter are eager to disagree with men, keen to express their point
of view in public, and determined to be in charge of their public image. These women
authors do not conform to the admonition to be pliable, humble and self-deprecating:
instead they are keen to assert their personal perspective and to affirm their identity on
their own terms. Publicity is found not to be an adverse condition for these women, but

essential to achieving their purpose.

The oxymoron in the title of this thesis, The Diligent Dilettante, is intended to
reflect the absurdities of a position in which prohibitive discourse is taken to represent
reality. If we consider women writers largely in the light of those who oppose them, we
do not actually correct their historical exclusion. In fact, we exacerbate its effects. These
real historical women have been excluded from their own historical reality, with all its
confusions and idiosyncrasies, and denied their own agency by being labelled victims of
their age. Schiller uses the term ‘dilettante’ to push women writers from the centre of
literary life into its margins. Literary historians have been too quick to follow Schiller’s
lead. In fact, examining the situation as Schiller himself knew it, we see that women

writers, by their diligence, by their professionalism — in fact, by means of a character as



far from dilettantism as possible — entered every area of literary life, and often on their

own terms.

12
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Chapter 1: ‘Weiber=Apologeten’ and ‘Mode-Misogyne’:’
Ideologies of Gender

‘Ich kenne nichts Trivialeres, als die Vorstellungen unserer meisten Aufklérer,
auch Dichter, iiber die Frauen.’*

Introduction

In her discussion of the position of women writers around 1770, Ulrike Prokop
identified in the ideology of the era ‘das Modell einer systematischen Beeintrichtigung, ja
der Subjektzerstorung [der Frau]’.> The social structures of patriarchy, she suggests, led
to a traumatization of the women born around 1750, which is expressed in a high level of
psychological disorders amongst them.” This leads her to the conclusion that women’s
writing was thwarted from the outset, by an ideological context denying women freedom
of expression and a creative imagination. Women who failed to write are cited in support
of this conclusion: Charlotte von Kalb (1761-1843), who struggled her entire life to write
her only novel — she began it aged twenty-five, and finished it one year before her death,
when she was eighty years old; Caroline von Wolzogen (1763-1847), whose play Der
leukadische Fels always remained a fragment; and others, for instance Rahel Varnhagen,

who never progressed from writing letters into more highly regarded literary genres.

The view that women writers were oppressed by contemporary gender ideology is

not confined to Prokop but is, in fact, widely shared amongst modern feminist scholars. It

' Terms employed in ‘Etwas iiber die heutige Mode-Misogynie. Ein Dialog’, Hannoverisches Magazin 69
(1788).

? Charlotte von Kalb, Briefe von Charlotte von Kalb an Jean Paul und dessen Gattin, ed. Paul Nerrlich
(Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1882), p. 64.

} Ulrike Prokop, ‘Die Einsamkeit der Imagination. Geschlechterkonflikt und literarische Produktion um
1770°, in Deutsche Literatur von Frauen. Vom Mirtelalter bis zum Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts, ed. Gisela
Brinker-Gabler (Munich: Beck, 1988), p. 338.

¢ Prokop. ‘Einsamkeit der Imagination’, p. 328.
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is easy to see how the consensus has been built. The delineation of gender identity has
long been recognized as a feature of the period.5 There is a large body of eighteenth-
century texts which debate gender roles and define sexual characteristics. Although some
are by now well known, I shall begin this study by revisiting them. I do so for two
reasons. Firstly, the subject of this thesis is the debates about women’s reading, writing
and publishing. These debates cannot be understood except in the context of the wider
debates about gender in general. Secondly, a thorough review of the dominant discourse
leads to questions about its dominance. A simple statement about the prevailing gender
ideology ignores the fact that this is only one side of the argument. How accurate is the

impression of a single monolithic discourse created in many studies of the period?

‘Ueber die Bestimmung des weiblichen Geschlechts™

Evidence for a restrictive and oppressive gender ideology can be found in the
discussion of women'’s role in society and purpose in life. It concentrated on definitions
of the ‘Bestimmung des Weibes’.” Women’s ‘Bestimmung’, or destiny, was frequently

defined in conservative ways both in pragmatic texts (for example by Campe and

> See Silvia Bovenschen, Die imaginierte Weiblichkeit. Exemplarische Untersuchungen zu
kulturgeschichtlichen und literarischen Prdsentationsformen des Weiblichen (Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 1979). Barbara Duden, ‘Das schéne Eigentum. Zur Herausbildung des biirgerlichen
Frauenbildes an der Wende vom 18. zum 19. Jahrhundert’, Kursbuch 47, (1977). Karin Hausen, ‘Family
and Roledivision: The polarisation of sexual stereotypes in the nineteenth century - an aspect of the
dissociation of work and family life’, in The German Family, ed. Richard J. Evans and W.R. Lee (London:
Croon Helm, 1981). Volker Hoffmann, ‘Elisa und Robert oder das Weib und der Mann, wie sie sein
sollten. Anmerkungen zur Geschlechtscharakteristik der Goethezeit’, in Klassik und Moderne. Die
Weimarer Klassik als historisches Ereignis und Herausforderung im kulturgeschichtlichen Prozef3, ed. Karl
Richter and Jorg Schonert (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1983).

® Karl Rose, Viiterliche Winke an junge Frauenzimmer iiber ihre Bestimmung als Mddchen, Gattinnen,
Hausfrauen und Miitter; allen edlen Tochtern Deutschlands gewidmet (Hannover: in der Ritscherschen
Buchhandlung, 1802), p. 26.

7 For examples of this debate, see Andrea van Diilmen, ed., Frauenleben im 18. Jahrhundert, Die
Bibliothek des 18. Jahrhunderts (Munich: Beck, 1992), pp. 35-49.
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Wieland) and literary publications (for example by Goethe). This rhetoric designated

certain attributes as taboo for women, and specified others as highly desirable.

Joachim Heinrich Campe’s Viterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter. Ein Gegenstiick
zum Theophron. Der erwachsenen weiblichen Jugend gewidmet (1789) is such a text. He
went into considerable detail in defining women’s ‘Bestimmung’; it was the raison d’étre
for his book.® His explicit aim is to make women’s ‘Bestimmung’, which he characterizes
at one point as living ‘in einer, zwar durch duflere Zeichen der Hochachtung verlarvten,
aber nicht desto weniger sehr wahren, vielleicht gar etwas driickenden Abhéngigkeit’,
easier and less burdensome for them by teaching them how to live with it gracefully. ?
That way, it will become a mere ‘Scheiniibel’ (p. 32). But first, he must acquaint them
with their duties. He lays down a double ‘Bestimmung’ for women, a general one which
is inherent in their role as human beings, and a specific one which is generated by their

Sex.

du bist ein Mensch — also bestimmt zu Allem, was der allgemeine Beruf der
Menscheit mit sich fiihrt. Du bist ein Frauenzimmer — also bestimmt und berufen

% Joachim Heinrich Campe, Viterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter. Ein Gegenstiick zum Theophron. Der
erwachsenen weiblichen Jugend gewidmet, 7th ed. (Braunschweig: Schulbuchhandlung, 1809). Originally
published in 1789, the book was a sequel to Campe’s Theophron, oder der erfahrne Ratgeber fiir die
unerfahrne Jugend (1783), and by far the most popular book on pedagogy of the period. By 1832 there
were nine editions, five pirate editions and four reprints. 8,700 copies were bought in the first decade, and it
was translated into several languages including Dutch (1791), French (1803), Russian (1804), Polish (1805)
and Danish (1805). The subscription registers reveal that the book was bought in particularly large numbers
by women: at this time, women on average represented about 5% of subscription list buyers, but for the
Viterlicher Rath that figure went up to 38.5%. Even though the book is expressly aimed at middle class
women, the subscription register contains a surprisingly large number of aristocratic purchasers. It is clear
that the book had a wide appeal, and was taken up voluntarily by women at least as much as it was used for
didactic purposes by men. See Pia Schmid, ‘Ein Klassiker der Midchenerziehungstheorie: Joachim
Heinrich Campes Viterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter (1789)’, in Visiondre Lebensklugheit. Joachim
Heinrich Campe in seiner Zeit (1746-1818), Ausstellungskataloge der Herzog August Bibliothek
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996), pp. 205-207.

® Campe, Viiterlicher Rath, pp. 30-31. Further references to this edition are given after quotations in the
text, unless cited elsewhere. See also Schmid, ‘Klassiker’, p. 209.
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zu allem, was das Weib dem Manne, der menschlichen und der biirgerlichen
Gesellschaft sein soll (pp. 6-7).

In keeping with Enlightenment ideas, man’s general purpose is defined as follows:
‘Begliickung seiner selbst und Anderer durch eine zweckmaéssige Ausbildung und
Anwendung aller seiner Krifte und Fihigkeiten in demjenigen Kreise, in welchem und
fiir welchen die Vorsehung ihn geboren werden lie3” (p. 8). But in fact the universal-
sounding ‘human purpose’ is anything but universal: it is specific to one’s class and
status, which appear to be immovable, because they are provided by destiny. Bearing this
in mind, he notes twice, and each time with character spacing for added emphasis, that
one’s talents and skills ought to be developed and applied, but only ‘in bestdndiger
Hinsicht auf den von der Vorhersehung und der menschlichen Gesellschaft ihm
angewiesenen Wirkkreise’ (pp. 8-9, emphasis original). For the same reason, in the
prologue of the first edition he dedicates his book to women of a particular class,
‘vornehmlich [...] junge Frauenzimmer der gliicklichen Mittelklasse’ (p.
VII). He acknowledges that theoretically everyone has the right to develop all their
faculties to their maximum potential, whether king or pauper. But at the same time,
because a pauper is not able to apply kingly skills in his everyday life, it makes no sense
to waste one’s energies on learning what will prove useless in practice. Practical learning
needs are determined by the duties and responsibilities which one’s class (or gender)

brings with it.

Campe, who addresses his daughter in the second person throughout, then

explains woman’s general ‘Bestimmung’. It is her duty to develop ‘alle deine
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menschlichen Anlagen und Krifte, die kdrperlichen wie die geistigen, die sittlichen wie

die erkennenden’. But he instantly limits this very wide-ranging definition:

aber wohl verstanden! Immer in Bezug auf deinen bestimmten Beruf als Weib,
und nur an Gegenstinden [...], welche innerhalb der Grenzen dieses deines
weiblichen Berufs liegen, auf jede dir mogliche Weise, sorgfiltig und emsig zu
entwickeln, zu iiben, zu stirken und zu veredeln (p. 13).

Women’s human rights, which Campe — in keeping with Enlightenment natural law
discourse — had to admit women possessed, are curtailed, or even invalidated, by their

gender. He anticipated that this would meet with opposition among women:

Allein ich merke den Einwurf, der dir, mein Kind, wie vielleicht manchem
andern Frauenzimmer, beim Lesen dieser Blitter, hier auf den Lippen schweben
wird. Wie? werdet ihr sagen, sind wir denn nicht eben so gut Menschen, wie du
und deine Geschlechtsverwandten? (p. 71)

Und doch haben wir Andern [...] auch in dieser Riicksicht so viel vor euch
voraus! (p. 73)

This very frank description of women’s unenviable position is typical, the
Viterlicher Rath is unique in its realistic and sympathetic attitude to the inglorious

aspects of women’s lives, which Campe does not attempt to conceal from them.

Das Erste und Nothigste, was ich dir [...] hier zu melden habe, ist: daf das
Geschlecht, zu dem du gehdrst, nach unserer jetzigen Weltverfassung, in einem
abhingigen und auf geistige sowohl als korperliche Schwichung abzielenden
Zustande lebt, und, so lange jene Weltverfassung die nimliche bleibt,
nothwendig leben muB. Das ist freilich keine angenehme, aber eine nothige
Nachricht, die ich [...] dir nicht verheelen durfte. (pp. 24-25)

He describes the hierarchy between the sexes as: ‘Er die Eiche, sie der Efeu...ein
niedriges Gestrduch, das von jedem Voriibergehenden zertreten wird’ (pp. 27-28).
Despite this, he has no doubt that the only valid option for women is marriage, ‘die Ehe
ist ja das einzige, euch noch iibrig gelassene Mittel, einen bestimmten Standort,

Wirkkreis, Schutz, Ansehn und einen hohern Grad von Freiheit und Selbststiandigkeit zu
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erhalten’ (p. 41). But even this marriage process contains indignities which women have
to suffer; they have to wait, ‘gleich einer Waare, die nicht ausgeboten werden darf, [...]

bis sich jemand findet’ who will marry them (p. 37).

In response, he elevates women’s role to the level of a profession: ‘o vernimm
deinen ehrwiirdigen Beruf mit dankbarer Freude iiber die groBe Wiirde desselben! — um
begliickende Gattinnen, bildende Miitter und weise Vorsteherinnen des
innern Hauswesens zu werden’ (p. 19).'° Aware that so far, the destiny of being a
wife, mother and housewife does not sound like a great honour, he explains wherein the

grandeur of the task lies:

Fasse diese hohe und wiirdige Bestimmung deines Geschlechts doch ja recht fest
ins Auge, mein Kind; und siehe, wie das Wohl der ganzen menschlichen
Gesellschaft [...] davon abhingt, wie gut oder wie schlecht ihr dazu vorbereitet
werdet. Denn nicht blof das hdusliche Familiengliick, sondern auch [...] das
offentliche Wohl des Staats, steht grofitenteils in eurer Hand, hdngt gréBtenteils,
um nicht zu sagen ganz, von der Art und Weise ab, wie das weibliche Geschlecht
seine natiirliche und biirgerliche Bestimmung erfiillt (p. 20)."

In Campe, the personal really is the political: the family replicates the state on a miniature
scale, and the well-being of the state depends on the well-being of the family: ‘Wie die
Quelle, so der Bach, also wie das Weib, so der Biirger, der vom Weib geboren wird [...]
wie das hausliche Familiengliick, so das 6ffentliche Staatswohlergehn’ (pp. 20-21). So

although he confines women’s role to a particular sphere, and acknowledges the

' Campe’s text has to be seen in the context of a socio-structural shift towards professionalization which
increasingly defined people not by their social class but their profession. Enlightenment pedagogy played
an important part in constructing identities for the middle classes based on their professional activity, and
not their class status. Men’s professions were defined in antithesis to women’s ‘Beruf’, which was a replica
of their ‘Bestimmung’. See Christine Mayer, ‘Bildungsentwiirfe und die Konstruktion der
Geschlechterverhiltnisse zu Beginn der Moderne’, in Das Geschlecht der Bildung - Die Bildung der
Geschlechter, ed. Britta L. Behm, Gesa Heinrichs, and Holger Tiedemann (Opladen: Leske und Budrich,
1999), pp. 2-3.

"' Pia Schmid considers Campe’s need to explain the contradictions which existed between universal human
rights and women’s actual social condition ‘noticeable’. See Schmid, ‘Klassiker’, p. 209.
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unattractiveness of their situation, he offers them their contribution to the state as
compensation, which leads to the paradoxical definition of women as an ‘allgewaltiges,
obgleich schwaches Geschlecht’ (p. 23). He wrote the book precisely because women had
such responsibilities as mothers of citizens: he aimed to ensure the well-being of the
home in order to secure the welfare of the state. ‘Bestimmung’, in Campe’s work, is
rooted not in religion, but in social custom and nature, and provided the foundations for a

binary model of gender difference.'

The same notions were echoed by Christoph Martin Wieland, in his prologue to
the Allgemeine Damenbibliothek (1786). Women'’s right to learning is determined by their

role as women:

Also nicht die Fihigkeiten, sondern blo die angeborne Bestimmung des
weiblichen Geschlechts, und der eigene Wiirkungskreis, welchen die Natur ihren
Gaben und Tugenden angewiesen, geben uns den wahren Gesichtspunkt an, aus
welchem das Recht der Damen an wissenschaftliche Bildung genau zu
bestimmen ist."?

Wieland expresses very clearly how women’s specific purpose as women overruled their
general purpose as human beings: it is not their talents that determine their training, but
their ‘natural’ role as women. In Ueber den Historischen Kalender fiir Damen fiir das
Jahr 1791 von Friedrich Schiller, Wieland defines women’s role, like Campe, as that of
‘Gehilfinnen unsers Lebens, [...] Miitter und Erzieherinnen unsrer Kinder, [unsere]
Freundinnen, Rathgeberinnen und Gesellschafterinnen’, who make an invaluable

contribution to society: ‘das Geschlecht, dessen liebenswiirdige Eigenschaften und

:z ‘Natur und [die] menschliche [...] Gesellschaft’, see Campe, Virerlicher Rath, p. 68.
* Christoph Martin Wieland, ‘Vorrede. [Zu: Allgemeine Damenbibliothek]’, in Von der Freiheit der

Literatur. Kritische Schriften und Publizistik, ed. Wolfgang Albrecht (Frankfurt am Main, Leipzig: Insel,
1997), p. 667.
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Tugenden [...] zum gemeinen Wohlstande der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft gleich
wesentlich und unentbehrlich sind’. Again, he encourages women to develop their minds
and increase their learning, but like Campe, with the proviso ‘so weit, als es der Umfang

. . . . 1
und die Grenzen ihrer allgemeinen und besonderen Bestimmung zulassen.’ 4

Literary texts mirrored such conceptions, for example, Goethe’s Hermann und
Dorothea (1797), in which Dorothea defines the role and duties of a good woman. Rather
than share a heavy burden with her lover, she insists on carrying it alone, and tells him
that this is good preparation for life as a woman:

Und der Herr, der kiinftig befiehlt, er soll mir nicht dienen.

Seht mich nicht so ernst an, als wire mein Schicksal bedenklich!

Dienen lerne bei Zeiten das Weib nach ihrer Bestimmung;

Denn durch Dienen allein gelangt sie endlich zum Herrschen,

Zu der verdienten Gewalt, die ihr doch im Hause gehoret.

Dienet die Schwester dem Bruder doch friih, sie dienet den Eltern,

Und ihr Leben ist immer ein ewiges Gehen und Kommen,

Oder ein Heben und Tragen, Bereiten und Schaffen fiir andre.

Wohl ihr, wenn sie sich gewohnt, daB kein Weg ihr zu sauer

Wird, und die Stunden der Nacht ihr sind wie die Stunden des Tages,

DaB sie niemals die Arbeit zu klein und die Nadel zu fein diinkt,

Daf sie sich ganz vergiBit und leben mag nur in andern!

Denn als Mutter, fiirwahr, bedarf sie der Tugenden alle,

Wenn der Siugling die Krankende weckt und die Nahrung begehret

Von der Schwachen, und so zu Schmerzen Sorgen sich hiufen.'
The image of womanhood that is here presented is one of a life of servitude, hardship and

self-sacrifice. But the text appeals to women not to be disheartened by this, because

acceptance of their true destiny ultimately creates the conditions which allow women to

14 Christoph Martin Wieland, ‘Ueber den Historischen Kalender fiir Damen fiir das Jahr 1791°, in Wieland’s
Werke. 35. Theil. Kleinere Schriften zur Culturgeschichte (Berlin: Gustav Hempel, 1879), p. 240.

'% Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Hermann und Dorothea’, in Goethes Werke, ed. Erich Trunz, Hamburger
Ausgabe in 14 Banden (Munich: Beck, 1994), pp. 494-495. Hermann und Dorothea is an example of a
genuinely populist text: first published in Vieweg’s Taschenbuch for the year 1798, Goethe received the
record honorarium of 1,000 Reichstaler for it. See Rolf Engelsing, ‘Wieviel verdienten die Klassiker?’,
Neue Rundschau 87 (1976), p. 128.



21

rule in the household. However, even this spatially limited rule is curtailed because it is

made very clear that the husband is the ‘Herr, der [...] befiehlt.

These texts defined women’s role and purpose as existing for other people: mainly
men, but also their parents. This idea was originally propounded by Rousseau, who
determined that women are destined ‘[den Miannern] zu gefallen und niitzlich zu sein, sich
bei ihnen beliebt zu machen, sie zu trosten, ihnen das Leben angenehm zu machen und zu
versiiBen.’'® Campe phrased it thus: ‘Das Weib ist dazu bestimmt, dem Manne zu

gefallen.’ 17

Christian August Fischer’s populist didactic treatise Uber den Umgang der
Weiber mit Mdnnern (1800) was similarly explicit. Women were designed to entertain
men and keep them company: ‘Als die Gottheit die Einsamkeit des Erstgeschaffnen
versiiBen wollte, gab sie ihm ein Weib zur Gesellschaft’.'® A few pages further on, this is
made even less ambiguous: ‘Das Weib ist zur Gefahrtin des Mannes bestimmt. Alle ihre
Talente, alle ihre Tugenden sind auf dieses Verhiltni3 berechnet’ (p. 15). Woman
therefore has no reason for being, other than to entertain and aid man. Ernst Brandes

considered all other interpretations futile: ‘Umsonst straubt man sich, die Wahrheit zu

erkennen, daf3 das Weib um des Mannes willen da sey.’19

16 See Susan L. Cocalis, ‘Der Vormund will Vormund sein: Zur Problematik der weiblichen Unmiindigkeit
im 18. Jahrhundert’, Amsterdamer Beitrdge zur neueren Germanistik 10 (1980), pp. 43-44.

7 Campe, Vdterlicher Rath, p. 341.

" Christian August Fischer, ‘Uber den Umgang der Weiber mit Ménnern’, in Elisa oder das Weib wie es
sein sollte, ed. Lydia Schieth, Frithe Frauenliteratur in Deutschland, No. 8 (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1990),
p. 10.

19 [Ernst Brandes], Ueber die Weiber (Leipzig: Weidmanns Erben und Reich, 1787), p. 83.
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‘Geschlechtscharakter’: crystallizing definitions of gender

The notions inherent in the debate about ‘Bestimmungs’ were defined further by
the term ‘Geschlechtscharakter’. It was used to describe the mental characteristics which
purportedly coincided with the physiological distinction between the sexes. Statements
about ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ conveyed the quintessential nature of men and women.?’
Sparked off by the quest for a German bourgeois identity, and inspired by the writings of
Rousseau, the debate became more deterministic by emphasizing biological, rather than
social factors; but the meaning of the term itself remained in flux for some time. It is
possible to identify a progression in the debate, exemplified by a move away from social,
to inherent biological, factors. Some writers, like Campe and Brandes, occupy a
transitional, contradictory position; but by the 1790s, gender was increasingly conceived
of in binary, monolithic terms. Socially conservative authors like Fichte and Humboldt
represent the philosophical attempt to define sexual difference once and for all, which
Schiller’s literary eceuvre popularized. The bourgeois gender model gradually combined
biology, social destiny and the inner nature of the sexes, reflecting the trend towards an
essentialist anthropology. This progression has been often interpreted by feminist critics
as an indication that women’s position as writers became more difficult towards the turn

of the century.

Rousseau began the codification of the two sexes by attributing diametrically
opposite, mutually complementary sexual characteristics to them. After that, not even

theoretical equality was possible between man and woman, despite the egalitarian-

20 ‘ s
Hausen, ‘Polarisation’, p. 51.



23

sounding ‘in allem, was nicht das Geschlechtliche beriihrt, [gleicht] die Frau dem Mann’.
It is rendered irrelevant because — in women — the sexual determines everything: ‘der
Mann ist nur in gewissen Momenten Mann’, ‘die Frau aber ist Frau ihr ganzes Leben
lang. Alles erinnert sie unaufhérlich an ihr Geschlecht’. Gender based on biological
functions is inescapable. This, he claims, is the ‘ureigene Bestimmung der Frau’.”' The
link between women’s biology and their position in society is very direct: women’s task
as child bearers requires that they adopt a physically undemanding, largely sedentary
lifestyle in the home, which effectively precludes them from participating in the public
sphere. The idea that sex defined the nature of woman was powerfully propounded by

Fichte later in the period.

Joachim Heinrich Campe

Campe’s work exemplifies the gradual shift towards an essentialist definition of
gender. His pedagogical works are based on the idea that women are assigned a particular
role in society which they must learn to fulfil if they are to be happy themselves and if
they are to create happiness in their families. He implies thereby that women’s behaviour
is not necessarily intrinsic, but culturally determined and occasioned by the
‘Weltverfassung’ (p. 24). He himself emphasized the particularity of his project by
announcing that he wrote for one specific class only, and did not presume to make
pronouncements for all women. His emphasis on both society and nature as influencing
factors in the construction of gender roles indicates the transitional nature of this period.

However, the qualities required by women to equip them for their unenviable position in

2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile oder iiber die Erziehung, translated by Josef Esterhues, 3rd ed.
(Paderborn: Schoningh, 1963), pp. 417-419. Originally published in 1762.
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society (he never discusses changing society in order to make women’s position less

unenviable) are universal:

Reinigkeit des Herzens und der Gesinnung, aufgeklirte Gottesfurcht,
Schambhaftigkeit und Keuschheit, Bescheidenheit, Freundlichkeit und
unerschopfliche Herzensgiite, Besonnenheit, Ordungsliebe, Haushaltungsgeist,
Eingezogenheit, Anhénglichkeit an Mann, Kind und Haus, ein ginzliches, freies
und freudiges Verzichtthun auf die zerstreuenden und berauschenden
Vergniigungen des herrschenden tippigen Lebens, und endlich ein liebevolles
Hingeben ihres eigenen Willens in den Willen des Mannes, woraus denn nach
und nach ein génzliches siisses Zusammenschmelzen ihrer eigenen Wesenheit
(Existenz) mit der seinigen entsteht.”

Echoing Goethe’s Dorothea, this amounts to nothing less than a programme of
resignation and subjection which demands great self-control and self-denial, for which he
believes women are equipped by their equally universal innate qualities of

‘Nachgiebigkeit, [and] Sanftmuth’ (p. 339).

Whilst Campe postulates education as a formative influence, like Rousseau he
also subscribes to the emerging notion of the physiological character of gender, which is
evident in his argument that women’s sickly constitution did not equip them for
physically demanding tasks (amongst which he included scholarship).? In Viterlicher
Rath he argued that the human sciences were able to give women most useful insights
into the ‘ungiinstigsten Verhiltnisse des Weibes zur menschlichen Gesellschaft’ (p. 24),
since the study of anthropology would make women realize their limited capabilities.
Anthropology was able to demonstrate to women that men had more muscles, stronger
nerves, a coarser skeleton, more courage and had in general, ‘auch die unverkennbaren

Anlagen zu einem gréBern, weitblickenden und mehr umfassenden Verstande’ (p. 26).

32 Campe, Vadterlicher Rath, pp. 187-188.
** Schmid, ‘Klassiker’, p. 209.
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However, his argument is not based on ideas of moral physiology throughout. He does
not rely on anthropological features alone to ensure women’s proper status; instead, he
consistently asserts that women must be persuaded by his arguments and cultivate,

however hard it may be, the qualities he identifies as essential:

Sei endlich, diesem allen zufolge fest iiberzeugt, dal Geduld, Sanftmuth,
Nachgiebigkeit und Selbstverldugnung die allerunentbehrlichsten Tugenden
deines Geschlechts sind, ohne welche ein weibliches Geschopf, das seine
natiirliche Bestimmung erreichen [...] will, unméglich gliicklich und zufrieden
leben kann. (pp. 31-32)

The pressure to cultivate these qualities stems from the current ‘Weltverfassung’:

Du fiihlst vielleicht Kréfte des Geistes und einen Trieb zu gemeinniitziger
Wirksamkeit in dir, die dich fahig und begierig machen, einen groBern Wirkkreis
auszufiillen, an den 6ffentlichen Geschiften des Staats Antheil zu nehmen, dich
durch grof8e ruhmwiirdige Handlungen auszuzeichnen; aber die biirgerliche
Verfassung hat dir die Gelegenheit dazu abgeschnitten, hat jeden Standort, auf
dem sich etwas GroB3es und Riihmliches verrichten 148t, fast ohne Ausnahme,
mit Ménnern besetzt, und ein demiithigendes Zuriick! scheucht dich, sobald du
es dennoch wagen wolltest, dich einem solchen Standorte zu nidhern, fort, und
verweist dich wieder in den kleinen Kreis deiner, zwar an sich sehr wichtigen,
aber von allen Seiten beschriankten und wenig bemerkbaren héuslichen
Wirksamkeit. (p. 35)

Campe is clearly a hybrid thinker in these transitional times, whose belief in an innate
‘Geschlechtscharakter’ is infused with contradictory ideas about a class-specific, not

universal, ‘Bestimmung’, and about women’s perfectability through education.

Ernst Brandes

Ernst Brandes, author of Ueber die Weiber (1787), is another writer whose
position was fraught with inconsistencies.”* His text was intended as ‘ein ausfiihrliches

Réisonnement iiber des weiblichen Geschlechts Bestimmung und Fahigkeiten’, which he

% [Brandes), Ueber die Weiber. All further references to this treatise are given after the quotation in the
text. A later, much expanded version of Ueber die Weiber is Ernst Brandes, Betrachtungen iiber das
weibliche Geschlecht und dessen Ausbildung in dem geselligen Leben. 3 vols. (Hannover: Buchhandlung
der Gebriider Hahn, 1802).
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deemed lacking in the contemporary debate. He betrays his belief in social, rather than
biological forces, by emphasizing throughout that women have been led astray by a false
culture which has inflated their sense of self-importance, leading them to believe that they
are the centre of the universe. ‘Andere [...] haben [...] zu hoch gespannte Ideen von den
Vorziigen ihres Geschlechts [...] Bey diesen liegt der Fehler, gelinde gesagt, in
unrichtigen Vorstellungen der Verhiltnisse der Welt’ (pp. 17-18). Even young girls were
becoming ‘iibermiithige Beherrscherinnen der Welt’ (p. 8).%> In fact their true position
was the reverse: ‘Das Weib ist nicht gemacht, sich selbst zu regieren. [Der Minner]
Bestimmung ist dagegen zu herrschen’ (p. 295). He blamed French habits, too much
social interaction and perpetual amusements for spoiling the characters of German girls.
In marriage, he lamented, women expected from their husbands the ‘Attentionen eines
Liebhabers’, and had ‘libertriebene Pritentionen’, which led to selfish behaviour on their
part: ‘Verheyrathet dauret [sic] gewohnlich die Idee der Superioritit ihres Geschlechts
bey den Weibern der gro3en Welt fort” (p. 12).*° Women’s impudence went further; he

accused widows of cold-hearted selfishness:

Selbst in den so gennanten guten Ehen fiihlt sich die Frau, nachdem der Schmerz
tiber den Tod ihres Mannes vorbey ist, gliicklicher ohne ihn. Ihr Herz fiihlt keine
Bediirfnisse. Sie kann daher ganz der [sic] Independenz genieBen, zu der sie sich
bestimmt glaubt. Vergniigt nimmt sie Sitz und Stimme in der Wittwenrepublik,
und ihre Sklaven sind nun ihre Domestiken. (p. 22)

% Emst Brandes was Therese Heyne-Forster-Huber’s uncle, and well-aware of her intellectual pursuits.
Either he is guilty of hypocrisy here, in that he exempts his own family from these remonstrations, or he is
in fact complaining about young girls precisely like his niece. See Elke Kleinau and Claudia Opitz, eds.,
Geschichte der Mddchen- und Frauenbildung. Band 1: Vom Mittelalter bis zur Aufkldrung (Frankfurt am
Main: Campus, 1996), p. 525, footnote 527.

% Brandes would have been familiar with the attentions required of a lover, as he had had an affair with
Lotte Kestner (Werther’s Lotte) three years prior to the publication of Ueber die Weiber. See Eckhardt
Meyer-Krentler, ‘Die Leiden der jungen Wertherin. Weibliche Sozialisation durch Literatur im spéten 18.
Jahrhundert’, in Zwischen Aufkldrung und Restauration. Sozialer Wandel in der deutschen Literatur (1700-
1848). Festschrift fiir Wolfgang Martens zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Wolfgang Friithwald and Alberto Martino
(Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1989), p. 247.
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Women’s characters are here primarily the result of misguided social habits which can be
altered, rather than of physiology, and women must be reminded that they are not
destined to enjoy independence, but are rather bound for a life of service within the

family.

Wilhelm von Humboldt

A decade later, biological forces were being increasingly used to characterize the
sexes, and to explain their differing roles in society. Particularly influential was the
gender model of Wilhelm von Humboldt, who conceived of the sexes as binary opposites,
each with their own set of characteristics. The title of his essay ‘Ueber den
Geschlechtsunterschied und dessen Einfluf} auf die organische Natur’, published in
Schiller’s Die Horen in 1795, is programmatic: sexual difference determines the organic
nature of the sexes. In fact, Humboldt sees sexual difference as the essence of nature

itself:

Die Natur wire ohne [den Geschlechtsunterschied] nicht Natur, ihr Radderwerk
stdnde still, und sowohl der Zug, welcher alle Wesen verbindet, als der Kampf,
welcher jedes einzelne néthigt, sich mit seiner, ihm eigenthiimlichen Energie zu
waffnen, horte auf, wenn an die Stelle dieses Unterschieds eine langweilige und
erschlaffende Gleichheit trite.”’

Sexual difference is therefore not just limited to the purposes of reproduction, but all-
pervasive. It is logical from this that the sexual act itself is the foundation for Humboldt’s
definition of the characteristics pertaining to each sex, since it illustrates sexual difference
‘in seiner volligen Allgemeinheit’. Analysis of the sexual act reveals such an

‘eigenthiimliche Ungleichheit verschiedender Krifte, da sie nur verbunden ein Ganzes

*’ Wilhelm von Humboldt. ‘Uber den Geschlechtsunterschied und dessen EinfluB auf die organische Natur’,
Die Horen. Eine Monatsschrift herausgegeben von Schiller 2 (1795), p. 99. Further references to this article
are given after the quotation in the text.
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ausmachen, und ein gegenseitiges BediirfniB3, dieB Ganze durch Wechselwirkung in der
That herzustellen’ (p. 100). The link between the physiological and the moral is
established, in that the physical part expresses with unmistakable clarity the related moral
qualities. He is able to deduce from the sexual act that one sex is ‘mehr thitig’, the other
‘mehr leidend’; one sex is ‘zeugend’, the other is ‘empfangend’ (p. 106). ‘Was von der
erstern belebt wird, nennen wir méannlich, was die letztere beseelt, weiblich. Alles
Minnliche zeigt mehr Selbsthitigkeit, alles Weibliche mehr leidende Empféinglichkeit’
(p. 111). Christian August Fischer’s text exemplifies how this idea became a
commonplace: ‘Seine Stidrke macht ihn unternehmend, ihre Schwiche {168t ihr Sanftheit
ein. Er ist geschaffen, sie zu beschiitzen, sie ist gebohren, ihm zu gefallen. Seine

Begierden herrschen, die ihrigen schmeicheln; er ist der angreifende, sie der anlockende

Theil.’*®

Humboldt explicitly moves away from the declarations which referred to mankind
as one, and sees it instead as divided into two different ‘ungleichartige’ sexes (p. 106).
Nonetheless, he attempts to square his definitions with the Enlightenment requirement
that all human beings be equal by insisting that the two parts, though diametrically
opposed, are equally valuable because they are interdependent. This leads to constant
reiteration and restatement and some logical contortions: ‘Der iiberstromenden Fiille
[masculinity] muBte daher ein Bediirfnis [femininity] gegeniiberstehn; aber da die Natur
in ihrem Gebiet eben so wenig Armuth als Selbstgeniigsamkeit gestattet, so ist das
Bediirfni wieder mit Reichthum verkniipft’ (p. 120). Likening artistic creation to

biological procreation, he deduces from this overflowing quality of the male that creative

* Fischer, ‘Umgang der Weiber’, p. 14.
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energy and genius are primarily associated with the male and not the female — a
conception which would stubbornly impede women’s opportunities as writers. Other
qualities such as mental abilities are similarly conceived as opposites: women possess a
‘reitzende Anmuth’ and ‘liebliche Fiille’ which moves their senses and feeds their very
visual imagination, whereas men are occupied primarily by concepts, the ‘Vermogen der
Begriffe’ (pp. 121-122). In fact, women lack reason to such an extent that they seem
unable to share in Kant’s Enlightenment project of leaving behind ‘selbstverschuldete
Unmiindi gkeit’,29 which is now defined as a purely male enterprise: ‘Alles Minnliche ...
ist mehr aufklidrend’, whilst emotion is now decidedly female territory, because ‘alles
Weibliche [ist] mehr rithrend. Das eine gewihrt mehr Licht, das andere mehr Warme’ (p.
122). At pains to point out that no sex is superior to the other, he stresses their
complementarity again: ‘[...] nur die Verbindung der Eigenthiimlichkeiten beyder
Geschlechter bringt das Vollendete hervor’ (p. 122). This theoretical emphasis on mutual
dependence is also pivotal in Fischer’s treatise: ‘Was ist der Mann ohne Umgang mit
Weibern? Was ist das Weib ohne Umgang mit Ménnern? Sie werden nie zu ihrer [...]
Vollkommenheit gelangen’, but, unlike Humboldt, Fischer makes no pretence of equality:
‘Auf ihm ruht der Segen der Bevolkerung, ihre Rolle ist untergeordnet.’3° In contrast to
earlier, more ambiguous writers such as Campe, Humboldt’s essay crystallized sexual
difference, and assigned quite rigid gender characteristics: activity, energy, strength,
willpower, independence and courage belonged to men; passivity, weakness, subjection,

modesty, dependence and kindness belonged to women. In the 1790s, recourse to ‘nature

and biological functions allowed men to justify women’s inferior social position anew, a

¥ Immanuel Kant, ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufkldrung? (1784)’, in Was ist Aufkldrung? Thesen
gmd Definitionen, ed. Ehrhard Bahr (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1974).
* Fischer, ‘Umgang der Weiber’, pp. 14-15.
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fact not concealed by the rhetoric of mutual dependence and equal value of the two sexes,

because moral equality did not translate into equality of rights.

Reflections in literature
Literary texts popularized gender models such as Humboldt’s.*! For example,

Schiller’s famous poem Das Lied von der Glocke (1799) describes the sexes as
antithetical, and as belonging to opposite spheres: ‘Der Mann mu8 hinaus / Ins feindliche
Leben’, ‘Und drinnen waltet / Die ziichtige Hausfrau / Und herrschet weise / Im
hiuslichen Kreise’. Man occupies the public, woman the private sphere. Their tasks are
also opposites: man’s tasks are rough, strenuous and require daring: ‘Muf3 wirken und
streben / [...] Erlisten, erraffen, / MuBl wetten und wagen / Das Gliick zu erjagen’.
Woman is also busy (‘ruhet nimmer’), but with gentler tasks, which are characteristically
described in sensuous terms:

Und fiillet mit Schétzen die duftenden Laden,

Und dreht um die schnurrende Spindel den Faden,

Und sammelt im reinlich geglitteten Schrein

Die schimmernde Wolle, den schneeigten Lein.
Man has to face the harsh aspects of life (‘Erlisten, erraffen’), whereas woman occupies a

sphere in which she is able to fulfil the satisfying task of adding the aesthetic icing to the

cake: ‘Und fiiget zum Guten den Glanz und den Schimmer’.*?

3 See for example chapter 5, ‘Die Herausbildung von Geschlechtscharakteren als soziales
Orientierungsmuster’, pp. 140-154, in Horst Hartmann and Regina Hartmann, Populidre Romane und
Dramen im 18. Jahrhundert. Zur Entstehung einer massenwirksamen Literatur (Obertshausen: Context,
1991).

% Friedrich Schiller, ‘Das Lied von der Glocke’, in Musen-Almanach fiir das Jahr 1800, ed. Friedrich
Schiller (Tiibingen: J.G. Cotta, 1800). In addition to the idealized woman, Das Lied von der Glocke also
contains images of demonized, unnatural women, for instance of women who have joined political activism
on the streets and become ‘Hyénen’ by leaving their natural sphere.
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In Schiller’s earlier poem, Wiirde der Frauen (1795), the same characterization is
developed: Women add beauty to life (‘flechten und weben / Himmlische Rosen ins
irdische Leben’); they are queens of the realm of emotion (‘Néhren [...] wachsam das
ewige Feuer / Schoner Gefiihle mit heiliger Hand’). Men’s powers are altogether more
uncontrollable (‘Ewig aus der Wahrheit Schranken / Schweift des Mannes wilde Kraft, /
Unstet treiben die Gedanken / Auf dem Meer die Leidenschaft’). They are striving and
restless, and not easily satisfied, always chasing after their ambitious vision (‘Gierig greift
er in die Ferne, / Nimmer wird sein Herz gestillt, / Rastlos durch entlegne Sterne / Jagt er
seines Traumes Bild’). The adjectives used to describe each sex are typical: women are
‘bescheiden’, ‘treu’, ‘fromm’, ‘zufrieden’, ‘liebend’, ‘fiihlend’, ‘zértlich’, and ‘sanft’.
This reflects Humboldt’s definition of ‘Geschlechtscharakter’, and reveals their wide
appeal. The adjectives used to characterize men are equally predictable: ‘wild’, ‘unstet’,
‘gierig’, ‘rastlos’, ‘feindlich’, ‘zermalmend’, ‘streng’, ‘stolz’, ‘roh’, and ‘hart’.>* The most
striking formal feature of the poem is the alternation of stanzas in dactylic and trochaic

metre, depicting the male and female sphere in turn. The polarization of gender

characteristics is precisely echoed in the poem’s formal structure.

The Musen-Almanach of 1796 also contained a poem entitled Mathilde. It features
an unhappy young woman’s lament which begins with ‘Was quilt mit tiefen Schmerzen /
die Seel’ ohn’ Unterlass?’ We soon learn that the source of her suffering is her marriage:

‘Ich lernte friih entsagen, [...] Seit ich den Schwur geschworen, / Der am Altar mich

* Friedrich Schiller, ‘Wiirde der Frauen’, in Musen-Almanach fiir das Jahr 1796, ed. Friedrich Schiller
(Neustrelitz: Hofbuchhiindler Michaelis, 1796). This poem was published as a song with a melody by J.F.
Reichardt which represents the gender dichotomy musically: whilst the stanzas about women were to be
sung with ‘Wiirde und Anmuth’, the stanzas about men should be sung ‘stark und mit Nachdruck’.
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band, / Gieng all mein Gliick verloren’. Despite this heartbreaking account of her
unhappy marriage, she remains aware of her duties: ‘[ich] kenne meine Pflicht [und]
meine Treue bestand.” Occasionally, doubt about the value of her sacrifice enters her
heart (‘giebt mir Thrinen / Er engt mir meine Brust’) and she questions her husband’s
rights: ‘Was ihm das Recht erworben, / Verdankt er’s dem Geschick? / Bin ich der Welt
gestorben / Zu seiner Tage Gliick?’ Yet she stays convinced of the virtue of her sacrifice:

Dem ich mein Wort gegeben,

Des Eigenthum ich bin,

Dem bring ich auch mein Leben,

Und mich zum Opfer hin.

The poem ends with a resigned affirmation of her imprisoning family situation: ‘Gott

segne Mann und Kind!"**

In poems such as these, an ideology of subjection and resignation was made
palatable to women.> How successful this ideology became can be seen in many articles,
published in various journals, which set out to explain its basic principles to women. The
Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen for instance ran a series of articles
entitled ‘Der groBe Kritiker iiber die Weiber’.*® They offered their readers an easy-to-read
digest of Kant’s view of women, spread out over three issues. These articles were
explicitly intended to augment the reading of other treatises such as Hippel’s Ueber die
Ehe (first published in 1774). The success of this gender model is also obvious in

Wilhelmine Karoline Wobeser’s best-selling novel Elisa oder das Weib, wie es sein sollte

M E.L. Meyer, ‘Mathilde’, in Musen-Almanach fiir das Jahr 1796, ed. Friedrich Schiller (Neustrelitz:
Hofbuchhindler Michaelis, 1796).

35 See Peter Kuhlbrodt, ‘Die franzosiche Revolution und die Frauenrechte in Deutschland’, Zeitschrift fiir
Geschichtswissenschaft 5 (1990), p. 419.

% Der groBe Kritiker iiber die Weiber’, Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen 2, no. 7 (1806).
‘Der groBe Kritiker iiber die Weiber (Fortsetzung)’, Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen 2,
no. 8 (1806). ‘Der groBe Kritiker iiber die Weiber. BeschluB’, Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche
Frauen 2, no. 10 (1806).
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(1795). This novel took the glamour of female resignation and self-denial to new
extremes, and was published in its fourth edition by 1799.%7 Its unprecedented success
indicates that the idealization of the suffering, virtuous woman was not merely a male
construct, forced upon women, but one that women adopted. Importantly though, the
novel recommends the self-sacrificing behaviour of its heroine as a conscious social

strategy for women, and does not see it in terms of innate female characteristics.*®

Johann Gottlieb Fichte

Johann Gottlieb Fichte commented on the proliferation of texts which engaged in

the debate surrounding gender roles:

Dieser Hang [zur Unzufriedenheit] ist von Schriftstellern schon benutzt worden;
die einen haben ihn begiinstigt (Ueber die biirgerl. VerbeBerung der Weiber,
z.B.), die andern niedergedriickt, getadelt, persiflirt. An einer griindlichen
Untersuchung fehlt es. Ich glaube, es wire dariiber (...) ein hochstintereBantes
Buch zu schreiben.®

A year later, he published Grundrifs des Familienrechts, in which he worked with
concepts of gender very reminiscent of Humboldt.** Like Humboldt, he also saw the need
to explain how the sexes could be equal, despite the obvious differences between them
which appear to suggest hierarchy. The answer he arrives at is essentially moral,
focussing on the moral qualities inherent in the two sexes. He argues throughout that,
although these moral qualities are inherent, it is possible ‘daB [...] das Weib entweder

unter ihre Natur herabsinken, oder durch Freiheit sich tiber sie erheben konne’, and that

¥ Wilhelmine Karoline von Wobeser. Elisa oder das Weib wie es sein sollte, ed. Lydia Schieth, Friihe
Frauenliteratur in Deutschland vol. 8 (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1990).

* Claudia Honegger, Die Ordnung der Geschlechter. Die Wissenschaften vom Menschen und das Weib
1750-1850 (Frankfurt am Main, New York: Campus, 1992), pp. 36-38.

% Johann Gottlieb Fichte, ‘Brief vom 27. April 1795 an Johann Friedrich Cotta’, in Briefwechsel 1793-
1795, ed. Reinhard Lauth and Hans Jacob, J.G. Fichte-Gesamtausgabe der Bayerischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften (Stuttgart - Bad Cannstatt: Friedrich Frommann Verlag, 1970), p. 295.

“ Johann Gottlieb Fichte, ‘GrundriB des Familienrechts’, in Grundlage des Naturrechts nach Prinzipien der
Wissenschaftslehre (Hamburg: Meiner, 1960). All page references to this work appear in the text.
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these natural instincts are dependent on the right conditions to develop (p. 301). But
nonetheless, for Fichte, as for Rousseau, Humboldt and Fischer, the most important
determining force in the lives of humans was physical: sex.*! Consequently, he also
grounded his theory of the characteristics of the two sexes on their role in the sexual act,
believing it to be paradigmatic: the unchangeable factor of sexuality became the source
for women’s subjugation. Again, Fischer echoes these views on a populist level by
extolling the virtues of nature’s system, and emphasizing the universal quality of the
phenomenon of sexual characteristics: ‘O Natur! dein System ist in allen Theilen
vollkommen! Ueberall, wo sich zwey Geschlechter finden, wird der Geist ihres Umgangs
derselbe seyn; iiberall wird der mannliche Theil durch Stérke herrschen, aber der

weibliche durch Sanftheit siegen.’*

Based on the (by now) familiar assumptions that the sexes are mutually
dependent, but diametrically opposite, and that men are active and women passive
(‘leidend’), Fichte begins his explication of their characteristics by asserting that both
sexes are rational creatures, since that is the defining characteristic of human beings.
Reason demands activity, since passivity for its own sake contradicts reason and utterly
cancels it out. ‘Der Charakter der Vernunft ist absolute Selbsttitigkeit: bloBes Leiden um
des Leidens willen widerspricht der Vernunft [...]" (p. 300). The definition of women as
the passive, retiring, receiving sex is therefore problematic, because it undermines his
claim that the two sexes are morally equal. He solves the problem by endowing women

with the virtue of modesty, which men do not possess.

4! See for example Fischer, ‘Umgang der Weiber’, p. 14.: ‘{...] ihr Betragen wird einzig aus ihrem
Geschlechte flieBen.’
** Fischer, ‘Umgang der Weiber’, p. 14.
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DaB ich das ganze Verhiltnis bildlich bezeichne: das zweite Geschlecht steht der
Natureinrichtung nach um eine Stufe tiefer, als das erste [...] Nun aber sollen
beide, als moralische Wesen, gleich sein. Dies war nur dadurch méglich, da3 im
zweiten Geschlecht eine ganz neue, dem ersten vollig ermangelnde Stufe
eingeschoben wiirde. [...] Aus diesem Naturgesetze entsteht die weibliche
Schamhaftigkeit. (pp. 302-303)

Modesty demands that women should not disgrace themselves by wanting sexual
satisfaction. Admitting to their sexual desire would debase them and offend their
modesty.” Female sexual desire, incapable of fulfilling itself, therefore takes the form of
actively wishing only to fulfil the male, not itself. ‘Im Weibe erhielt der Geschlechtstrieb
eine moralische Gestalt, weil er in seiner natiirlichen die Moralitit derselben ganz
aufgegeben hitte’ (p. 304). Modesty remains unoffended, because the sexual urge has
found an altruistic outlet, and men and women are morally equal because women possess
modesty instead of men’s sexuality. The stages of his argument are as follows: Fichte
interprets the woman’s sexual activity as an act of ‘giving herself up’. Appealing to
woman’s dignity and her sense of honour, he argues that she must actively want to direct
her actions at satisfying the man, not herself. This sacrifice has to be voluntary. If it is
not, then the woman cannot respect herself any longer.** He calls this sacrifice ‘Liebe’,
which is ‘die Gestalt, unter welcher der Geschlechtstrieb im Weibe sich zeigt.” Love, ‘der
edelste aller Naturtriebe’, is central to femininity because it is peculiar to women. Men
only have the sexual urge (p. 304). Women’s desire for love does not crave physical
satisfaction, but ‘Befriedigung des Herzens’ (p. 305). That way women’s actions during
the sexual act are not entirely passive, because they aim to satisfy their own urge for love

during intercourse.

43 Isabel V. Hull, Sexuality, State, and Civil Societv in Germany, 1700-1815 (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1996), pp. 315-316.
“ Hull, Sexuality, p. 317.
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Fichte’s argument demonstrates how the high-minded idealism which
underpinned his characterization of the sexes in moral terms resulted in an unchanged

patriarchal reality for women, as his comments on marriage reveal:

In dem Begriff der Ehe liegt die unbegrenzteste Unterwerfung der Frau unter den
Willen des Mannes; nicht aus einem juridischen, sondern aus einem moralischen
Grunde. Sie muB sich unterwerfen um ihrer eignen Ehre willen. (p. 320)

He counters the impression of oppression which this concept no doubt evokes in the
reader by insisting that marriage has to be entered into freely, which means that women
are not really oppressed, because they submit to it voluntarily, and out of a sense of
honour. The submission, however voluntary, is total, ‘Sie hat aufgehort, das Leben eines
Individuums zu fiihren’ (p. 307), and it manifests itself in a very real social, legal and

political sense:

Die Frau gehort nicht sich selbst an, sondern dem Manne [...] Der Mann tritt
ganz an ihre Stelle; sie ist durch ihre Verheiratung fiir den Staat ganz vernichtet,
zufolge ihres eigenen notwendigen Willens, den der Staat garantiert hat. (pp.
320-321)

It is easy to see why feminist scholarship has regarded this discourse as being of
paramount importance in determining the position of women, in particular, of women
writers. Their argument that the female self was oppressed in a fundamental way is

strengthened by an examination of the scientific texts written at this time.

Scientific Discourse

Writers like Humboldt and Fichte were able to derive further legitimacy for their
gender model from the physical sciences. Medical discourse, anatomy and the
development of relatively new disciplines like psychology and anthropology combined in
the late eighteenth century into a powerful psycho-physiological determinism, which

continued to be influential well into the nineteenth century. Concern for psychology and
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anthropology became extremely common, and was shared, among others, by Kant. His
interest in anthropology is documented by the lectures he gave in the winter semester of
1790/1 on the topic of ‘Menschenkunde oder Philosophische Anthropologie’, published
in 1831, and Die Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht, published in 1798. The
sciences de I’homme of the eighteenth century, ‘das grofle Zeitalter der Klassiﬁzierung’,45
all shared one feature: the attempt to categorize humanity into two basic universal

stereotypes, male and female.

In medicine, it is noticeable that in the eighteenth century, when the essence of the
sexes was being distilled in philosophy and literature, physicians were no longer experts
in women’s diseases but in women as such, the condition of womanhood.*® Definitions of
pathology in women became bound up with ideas of women’s social destiny and their
natural sphere. Hysteria, the vapours, and other women’s diseases were interpreted not as
the result of sick organs, but rather as a sign that the woman in question did not respect
nature’s wishes and led an unnatural life, thereby disturbing her physiology. A healthy
woman was a woman who followed her natural destiny and became a good mother, wife
and housekeeper, and guardian of virtue.*” Scholarship, and reading on the other hand,
were unnatural, and carried dire health warnings. As the boundaries between disciplines
were not so clearly defined, medical practitioners were entitled to espouse views on the

moral and mental characteristics of women, as well as their bodies. In fact, these sciences

* Londa Schiebinger, ‘Die Anatomie der Differenz. ‘Rasse’ und ‘Geschlecht’ in der Wissenschaft’, in
Frauen in der Aufkldrung. “... ihr werten Frauenzimmer, auf!”, ed. Iris Bubenik-Bauer and Ute Schalz-
Laurenze (Frankfurt am Main: Ulrike Helmer Verlag, 1995), p. 157.

% See Anna Richards, ‘Passivity or Protest?: Women, Illness and Wasting in German Novels by Women’
(unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University, 1999), esp. pp. 16-37.

7 Evelyne Berriot-Salvadore, ‘The Discourse of Medicine and Science’, in A History of Women in the West.
11l. Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes, ed. Natalie Zemon Davis and Arlette Farge (Cambridge,
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1993), p. 388.
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appealed precisely because they enabled men (and women) to establish a full view of

humanity and its components, the two sexes.

Historically, many scientific notions about the human body were taken up with
enthusiasm, even if they were entirely misguided, such as Galen’s conception of the two
sexes,”® because they accorded well with the values of society at large; whilst others, such
as the discovery that women were not entirely passive in the act of conception and
contributed an ovum, struggled to find acceptance because they challenged perceived
notions of gender. This particular discovery upset the notion that man’s superiority was
proven by the fact that it was his semen that caused conception to occur. Man’s legitimate
power in the family and society, at least partly based on this notion, was threatened if
through the active virtue of her seed, woman participated in reproduction, because then
woman could be regarded at least as equal, if not superior to man. The question arose,
‘how could a doctrine that threatened to undermine all the prejudices about the
imperfection, debility, and the incompleteness of woman be tolerated?” So medical
treatises continued to be written which warned against a theory that gave women ‘almost
all the honour of generation’, despite the evidence in its favour.* Medicine had always
evolved in accordance with society’s preoccupations and prejudices, but in the late

eighteenth century, developments in anatomy gave it an edge it had previously lacked.

The publication of Jakob Fidelis Ackermann’s Ueber die korperliche

Verschiedenheit des Mannes vom Weibe auf3er den Geschlechtstheilen (1788) founded the

* For an explanation of Galenic anatomy, see Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the
Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 1990), pp. 25-28.
4 Berriot-Salvadore. ‘Medicine and Science’. pp. 365-366.
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trend of comparative anatomy in Germany. Ackermann’s goal was to determine all
anatomical differences between the sexes except the purely sexual. He studied all aspects
of the human bodys; its skin, skeleton, skull and muscle tissue, and concluded from all of
this, ‘daBl der weibliche Korper in jedem seiner Elemente vom ménnlichen Korper
abweiche.”>® Sexual difference was no longer a superficial phenomenon affecting the
sexual organs, but an organizing principle of the human body. As a result, human
sexuality was radically reconstituted in the eighteenth century, and, as ever, reconstitution

was more radical for women than for men.

For thousands of years it had been a commonplace that women had the same
genitals as men [...] except [women’s] are inside the body and not outside it [...]
By 1800 this view [...] had come under devastating attack. Writers of all sorts
were determined to base what they insisted were fundamental differences
between male and female sexuality, and thus between man and woman, on
discoverable biological distinctions.”’

Medicine and anatomy provided the physiological element which combined with
the new science of psychology, or ‘Erfahrungsseelenkunde’ to produce an increasingly
deterministic definition of gender. The discipline of ‘Erfahrungsseelenkunde’ is chiefly
associated with the work of Carl Friedrich Pockels. Disregarding the formative influence
of individual experience and circumstance, Pockels believed that it was possible to come
to general conclusions about the categories within humanity by observing merely ‘das
é;ngeschrﬁnkteste hausliche Leben’, because ‘der forschende Umgang mit einem einzigen

Kinde, mit einem einzigen Weibe’ would yield ‘die reichhaltigsten Aufschliisse iiber den

0 Honegger, Ordnung, p. 172.

3! Thomas Laqueur, ‘Orgasm, Generation, and the Politics of Reproductive Biology’. in The Making of the
Modern Body. Sexuality and Society in the Nineteenth Century. ed. Thomas Laqueur and Catherine
Gallagher (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), p. 2.
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menschlichen Charakter’.>? Pockels published his observations on the two sexes in an
enormous tract entitled Versuch einer Characteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts between
1797 and 1802. This five-volume work was followed a few years later by the four-
volume treatise: Der Mann. Ein anthropologisches Gemdlde (1805-8).>® His work is a
classic example of the endeavour to divine universally applicable principles in the

arrangement of the sexes.

The publications which resulted from this combination of anatomical,
anthropological and psychological science were psycho-physiological, or moral-
biological throughout. An example of this is Pierre Roussel’s immensely successful
treatise, originally published in 1775, entitled Systéme Physique et Moral de la Femme,
ou Tableau Philosophique de la Constitution, de I’Etat organique du tempérament, des
Mceurs et des Fonctions propres au Sexe (Physical and Moral System of Woman, or
Philosophical Portrait of the Constitution, Organic State, Temperament, Morals and
Functions Peculiar to the Sex).”* He conceived of femininity as an essential nature
defined by organic functions, ‘la femme n’est pas femme seulement par un endroit, mais

encore par toutes les faces par lesquelles elle peut €tre envisagée’ (woman is not only

%2 Carl Friedrich Pockels, Neue Beytriige zur Bereicherung der Menschenkunde iiberhaupt und der
Erfahrungsseelenlehre insbesondere. Ein Buch fiir Gelehrte und Ungelehrte (Hamburg: Hoffmann, 1798),
. VII-VIIL
E‘pCarl Friedrich Pockels, Versuch einer Characteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts. Ein Sittengemdhlde des
Menschen, des Zeitalters und des geselligen Lebens, 5 vols. (Hannover: Christian Ritscher, 1797-1802).
Carl Friedrich Pockels, Der Mann. Ein anthropologisches Charactergemdhlde seines Geschlechts. Ein
Gegenstiick zu der Charakteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts, 4 vols. (Hannover: Ritschersche
Buchhandlung, 1805-8).
* On Roussel, see Claudia Honegger, ‘Die franzosische Anthropologie der Revolutionszeit und die
Neubestimmung der Geschlechter’, in Sklavin oder Biirgerin? Franzosische Revolution und neue
Weiblichkeir 1760-1830, ed. Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff (Frankfurt am Main: Jonas, 1989), pp. 300-302.
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woman in one place but in every aspect under which she can be envisaged).5 > Woman’s
‘Bestimmung’ is revealed by her body: she is fragile, soft and smaller than the man,
which indicates that she is destined to be a mother, and that her life is meant to be

sedentary and orderly.

In Germany, Johann Heinrich Ferdinand Autenrieth published Bemerkungen iiber
die Verschiedenheit beyder Geschlechter und ihrer Zeugungsorgane, als Beytrag zu einer
Theorie der Anatomie (1807). His detailed anatomical comparison of the two sexes is
explicitly aimed not just at contributing to anatomical theory, but also at developing a
gender-specific social theory. In this treatise, an oppositional theory of the physical nature

of the two sexes leads seamlessly to binary psychology and sociology:

Zeigt sich das Hirn-und Riickenmark als entgegengesetzte Polaritit fiir das
vereinigte Muskelsystem, dieses als Sitz der Energie, jenes als Sitz der
Sensibilitit; so erklirt sich die Reizbarkeit des Weibes, ihr feines
Empfindungsvermdgen, ihr Scharfsinn ohne Fahigkeit, Eindriicke so lange fest
zu halten, als zur Consequenz im Handeln, zum héhern Abstraktionsvermégen
néthig ist. Denn in einem weichern Organ 16scht leicht ein neuer Eindruck den
alten aus. So lebt das Weib mehr in der Gegenwart, als der Mann; es ist
empfangslgcher fiir die leisen Eindriicke, welche sein Wirkungskreis [...] mit sich
bringen.

What emerged from these ideas was a model of difference and biological
divergence which Laqueur suggests was the result not of increased scientific knowledge,

but rather of ‘new ways of representing and indeed constituting social realities.”’

55 Pierre Roussel, Systéme Physique et Moral de la Femme, ou Tableau Philosophique de la Constitution,
de I’Etat organique du tempérament, des Mceurs et des Fonctions propres au Sexe, translated into German
b6y Christian Friedrich Michaelis in 1786. (Paris: 1803), p. 2.

% Johann Heinrich Ferdinand Autenrieth, ‘Bemerkungen iiber die Verschiedenheit beyder Geschlechter und
ihrer Zeugungsorgane, als Beytrag zu einer Theorie der Anatomie’, Archiv fiir die Physiologie 7, no. 1
(1807), p. 25.

57 Laqueur, ‘Politics of Biology’, p. 4.
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Political agendas, not scientific advances, determined the way in which anatomy was
interpreted; and around 1800 the facts of biology were used to justify cultural and
political differences between the sexes: “The new biology, with its search for fundamental
differences between the sexes and between their desires, emerged at precisely the time
when the foundations of the old social order were irremediably shaken’.>® The search for
a biology which justified a political status quo which excluded women (and all non-white,
non-European men) from participation in civil society has justly been called ‘political
anatomy’ (Foucault). It gave women a ‘weibliche Sonderanthropologie’, and defined

them as weaker than the male, but also as ‘zart, rein, leidenschaftslos, eine Bastion der
moralischen und spirituellen Tugend’.’ ® The blending of scientific verification with
philosophical discourse, social practice and popular prejudice was intended to keep

women more firmly in their place than reference to their social class ever could.®®

Between 1770 and 1820, definitions of femininity perceptibly changed. In 1789,

Campe could still write:

bei allen gebildeten Volkerschaften [wurden] die ganze Erziehungs- und
Lebensart der beiden Geschlechter dergestalt eingerichtet, dafl das Weib
schwach, klein, zart, empfindlich, furchtsam, kleingeistig — der Mann hingegen
stark, fglst, kiihn, ausdauernd, groB, hehr und kraftvoll an Leib und Seele
wiirde.

Over the next few years, this view changed. Woman was no longer interpreted as the
result of social conditions (which would be alterable), but was regarded instead as the

victim of her physiology. This became especially pronounced in the nineteenth century.

** Laqueur, ‘Politics of Biology’, p. 16.

* Schiebinger, ‘Anatomie’, p. 168.

* Hausen, ‘Polarisation’, p. 58.

6! Campe, Viterlicher Rath, p. 26, emphasis is mine.
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Medical practitioners paid an extraordinary degree of attention to the relationship
between the ovaries and the nature of woman. So natural was the assumption of a
synecdochic relationship between the quintessentially female organ (the ovaries) and the
nature of womanhood itself, that in 1844, the French physician Achille Chereau wrote:
‘Propter solum ovarium mulier est id quod est’ (It is only because of the ovary that
woman is what she is), notwithstanding the fact that it would be another forty years
before the importance of the organ in a woman’s life was established.®* Once the
essential character of the sexes had been defined, and been linked to anatomy, it could be
used as a regulative means. Consequently, bilateral ovariotomy (the removal of healthy
ovaries) became an instant success cure after its first appearance in the 1870s, and was

used to cure all manner of ‘female pathologies’, including hysteria.63

Feminist scholars have often told this narrative.** Progressively more restrictive
definitions of ‘proper’ femininity are seen as proof of the fact that women writers, in an
unenviable position to begin with, were increasingly unable to counter this powerful
discourse. But to construct this linear narrative means to overlook a whole body of texts

which do not fit this story.

62 Laqueur, Making Sex, p. 175. Translation by Thomas Laqueur.

63 Laqueur, Making Sex, p. 176.

* Recently, there have been important amendments to it. See Irmtraud Gotz von Olenhusen, ‘Das Ende
ménnlicher Zeugungsmythen im Zeitalter der Aufkliarung: Wissenschafts- und Geschlechtergeschichte des
17. und 18. Jahrhunderts’, in Ordnung, Politik und Geselligkeit der Geschlechter im 18. Jahrhundert, ed.
Ulrike Weckel, et al. (Gottingen: Wallstein, 1998).
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‘Sind wir bloB um der Manner willen da?’®® — Alternative voices

The positions outlined above did not go unchallenged. This era, characterized by
historians as the ‘Sattelzeit’, ‘an epoch, like a saddle, straddling old and new’, is typified
by ‘the simultaneous co-existence of several heterogeneous trends’.*® The debate on
women’s nature and role in society is no exception. In addition to the essentially
conservative outlook, there were more liberal interpretations of women’s role, some of
which are less well known, which illustrate the variety of definitions of femininity. I
would argue that these are more than mere exceptions: they indicate that fundamentally,
gender roles were not stable, but the subject of continual discussion.” To interpret all
discourse on the female sex as a ‘systematischef...] Beeintrdchtigung, ja [...]

Subjektzerstdrung’ seems therefore to be misguided.

Women themselves did not passively receive these ideas, but reflected on the
implications of the gender model proposed by the likes of Humboldt and Fichte. In 1799,

Charlotte von Kalb graphically expressed how this ideology looked to a woman:

Das Testament der Minner an die Tochter lautet ungeféhr so: Ihr habt kein Recht
[an]s Leben, keine Liebe giebt’s fiir euch, ihr werdet verachtet oder genossen. Ihr
miiBt lieben und einen einzigen begliicken, aber ihr diirft weder Verstand noch
Willen haben; keinen Wunsch, keine Freude oder Teilnahme diirft ihr bezeigen,
nicht euer Verlangen allein, auch das unsere wird euch in der Erinnerung als
Schuld angerechnet.68

% Amalia Holst, ‘Uber die Bestimmung des Weibes zur hohern Geistesbildung (1802)’, in Die Frau ist frei
geboren: Texte zur Frauenemanzipation. Band I: 1789-1870, ed. Hannelore Schroder (Munich: Beck,
1979), p. 163.

% Nicholas Saul, *Aesthetic humanism (1790-1830)’, in The Cambridge History of German Literature. ed.
Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 204.

%7 Christa Kersting, Die Genese der Pidagogik im 18. Jahrhundert. Campes “Allgemeine Revision™ im
Kontext der neuzeitlichen Wissenschaft (Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag, 1992), p. 373.

* Kalb, Briefe, p. 65.
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Men also perceived that for women, the elevation of their position in texts such as

Campe’s Viterlicher Rath did not equal liberation, as this perceptive comment from 1778

indicates:

[...] das Frauenzimmer [ist] der Abgott der Minner, den sie blof3 anbeten und
verehren [...]. Diese Art von Verehrung, welche man ihrem Geschlechte und
ihren Reizen erweiset, ist ein bloer Schein, und die Frauenzimmer fallen in der
That dadurch in eine Art Erniedrigung [...]. Durch ihre Schwachheit sind ihre
Anbeter ihre Tyrannen geworden, und sie sind wirklich ihre Sclavinnen, indem
sie Koniginnen der Welt heiBen.®

In a less radical tone, Susanne von Bandemer (1751-1828) also responded to
contemporary ideas on gender. She went beyond simply reflecting on their implications,
and suggested an alternative perspective. Her strategy was to try to subtly extend the role
of women as defined by men, whilst not contradicting them outright. In an essay entitled
Zufdllige Gedanken iiber die Bestimmung des Weibes, und einige Vorschlige dieselbe zu
fordern (1787) she expands women’s duties to include their responsibilities as citizens of
the world.” From this she concludes that their minds ought to receive a broader education
than that envisaged by many of their male contemporaries. In an interesting reversal, she
argues that scholarly knowledge educates the heart, rather than just the mind, thereby
making it an acceptable feminine pursuit (p. 147). Far from being an enemy to

femininity, ‘die Wissenschaften [kdnnen] die angenehmsten Geféhrten des Lebens seyn,

% Johann Georg Kriinitz, Oeconomische (Oekonomisch-technologische) Encyclopddie, oder allgemeines
System der Staats- Stadt- Haus- und Land-Wirthschaft, aus dem Fr. iibers. und mit Anmerkungen und
Zusdtzen vermehrt von J.G. Kriinitz [continued by others] (Berlin: 1773-1858), vol. 814, p. 810. See also
Duden, ‘Biirgerliches Frauenbild’, p. 126 for a discussion of the repressive effect of the elevation of
women.

7 The essay was originally published in Susanne von Bandemer, Poetische und Prosaische Versuche
(Berlin: 1787). I quote from the later edition: Susanne von Bandemer, Gedichte und prosaische
Kleinigkeiten, new ed. (Neustrelitz: Ferdinand Albanus, 1811), p. 147. All further page references appear in
the text. The essay is also reprinted as Susanne von Bandemer, ‘Zufillige Gedanken iiber die Bestimmung
des Weibes und einige Vorschlige, dieselbe zu fordern’, in Ob die Weiber Menschen sind.
Geschlechterdebatten um 1800, ed. Sigrid Lange (Leipzig: Reclam Leipzig, 1992).
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und auf jede unsere Pflichten einen gliicklichen Einfluss haben’ (p. 159). Bandemer also
reinstates women’s own happiness as a criterion in defining women’s role: women cannot
simply exist for men, their own happiness is important if they are to fulfill any of their

duties properly (p. 150).

For women, fulfilling their duties and conforming to the ideal of womanhood,
propagated for instance in the writings of Humboldt, involved embracing an ideal of
renunciation and resignation. This was most explicitly demonstrated in Wobeser’s Elisa
oder das Weib wie es sein sollte. But not all men welcomed this ideal. Wilhelm Traugott
Krug (1770-1842) referred to the novel as ‘mehr geriihmt]...] als riihmenswiirdig[...]" in
his Philosophie der Ehe (1800). He enthusiastically welcomed a critique of the novel,
published as Elisa, kein Weib, wie es seyn solite: ‘Diese Kritik ist dem Verfasser so aus
der Seele geschrieben, dass er sie [...] fast unbedingt unterschreiben méchte.””!
Throughout the book he argues that any attempt to return women to an earlier, more
primitive, state of subjection to their husbands is unacceptable in 1800. He sees women
as more equal to their husbands (they are now ‘Ehegenossinnen’, rather than
‘Beyschliferinnen’, and ‘Gehiilfinnen’, rather than ‘Dienerinnen’), and regards this as a

positive development.72

An article published in the Hannoverisches Magazin in 1788 also noted the
increased anti-woman sentiment, and bemoaned this trend. ‘Etwas iiber die heutige

Mode-Misogynie’ is composed as a dialogue between a defender and a critic of the

7! See [Wilhelm Traugott Krug], Philosophie der Ehe. Ein Beytrag zur Philosophie des Lebens fiir beyde
Geschlechter (Leipzig: Roch und Comp, 1800), footnote pp. XIII-XV.
72 [Krug], Philosophie der Ehe, p. 123.
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female sex.”” The defender of women describes the position of his opponent as

unreasonable and dishonest:

So stimmst auch du den sonst fast allgemeinen Lieblingston unsrer ehelosen
ménnlichen Gesellschaften an: bittren Spott und muthwilligen Tadel iiber das
ganze weibliche Geschlecht auszugiefen, alle seine Schwichen zu vergréBern
und seine Fehler im nachtheiligsten Lichte darzustellen [...] und dadurch seinen
Werth und seine Wiirde so tief als moglich herabzusezzen? (p. 1090)

The critic of women rejects these accusations, claiming that his point of view is informed
not by prejudice, but by a knowledge of humanity (‘Menschenkenntnif3’) and the study of
the female sex. The ills of the age are reflected in the shortcomings of women:
‘Leichtsinn, Luxus, Sucht liberall zu gldnzen und zu gefallen, unbegrinzte Eitelkeit,
Koketterie, [und] Modehang’ are now the defining characteristics of women (p. 1092).
The misogynist is given shorter speeches throughout the piece, and his opponent, who is
also allowed to have the last word with a closing speech, effectively demolishes his point
of view. He argues throughout that women’s faults are the result of their current status in
society, and would be remedied if they were granted the same advantages as men. He also
points out that men must be to blame for women’s faults, since they are ultimately in
charge of women’s destinies. The idea that all women can be accused of these faults is

. . . . . 4
also rejected by him, who maintains that women are as diverse a group as men.’

Wieland’s discussion of Schiller’s Kalender fiir Damen (1791) also indicates that

there was no monolithic agreement on what femininity was. He devotes a large part of the

73 ‘Etwas iiber die heutige Mode-Misogynie. Ein Dialog’, Hannoverisches Magazin 69 (1788). All further
references appear in the text.

A lively discussion of women’s role also took place in the Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche
Frauen. See ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Diirfen Weiber gelehrte Kenntnisse haben? oder: Sind Weiblichkeit
und wissenschaftliche Geistesbildung zu vereinigen? Ein Versuch’. Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir
deutsche Frauen 1, no. 4 (1805). ‘Ueber die Bildung der Frauen fiir Wissenschaften und Kiinste’, Journal
von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen 1, no. 22 (1805).
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text to defining German, as opposed to French women, of whose habits and
characteristics he thoroughly disapproves. French fashions — social as well as in dress —
were contaminating German girls, whose innate sense of virtue and decency was being
corrupted by French frivolity. Appealing to their sense of patriotism, he argues that
French habits do not suit the German °[...] Klima, [...] Lebensweise, [...] Verfassung
[or] Nationalcharakter’. He regards frivolity as quintessentially French, and proclaims
that: ‘ein frivoles deutsches Midchen [...] ist unstreitig das fadeste, plattese, widerlichste
[...] das ungenieBbarste Ding auf der Erde’.”” The piece was written in a spirit of national
self-confidence and assertiveness in opposition to French cultural hegemony. Wieland is
only interested in enhancing women’s learning insofar as it is part of a general endeavour
to overtake French culture. Nonetheless, Wieland’s text emphasizes that, far from being
monolithic and essentialist, definitions of femininity and women’s role were in flux at this
time. It exemplifies inherent contradictions: it was possible to be progressive (advocating
improved facilities for women’s education), whilst being socially conservative (insisting

that women’s learning remain within the sphere laid down for them).

'The work of two further writers indicates that the progression of gender views was
by no means linear, but fiercely contested throughout the period: Jakob Mauvillon (1743-
1794) and Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel (1741-1796). Mauvillon’s book, Mann und Weib
nach ihren gegenseitigen Verhdltnissen geschildert, published anonymously in 1791,
explicitly set out to provide a critique of writers such as Rousseau and Ernst Brandes.”®

He accused Rousseau of spreading ‘moralischen Unfug’, whilst Brandes’s Ueber die

”* Wieland, ‘Historischer Kalender’, p. 239.
7 [Jakob Mauvillon}, Mann und Weib nach ihren gegenseitigen Verhdltnissen geschildert. Ein Gegenstiick
zu der Schrift: Ueber die Weiber (Leipzig: Dykische Buchhandlung, 1791).
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Weiber prompted him to write his book: ‘Ein Buch, das [...] die falschesten Begriffe iiber
dieses wichtige Verhiltnis [zwischen Mann und Weib] verbreitet, hat endlich bey mir
diesen Vorsatz [das Buch zu schreiben] so lebhaft gemacht’ (p. 1). He is concerned that

Brandes’s book will have a negative effect on relations between men and women:

Sollten aber auch nur hundert Mianner dadurch bestimmt werden, ihren Weibern
despotisch zu begegnen, zu denken und zu sagen: Ich bin der Herr; nach diesem
Grundsatze zu handeln, und sie dadurch ungliicklicher zu machen: so wiirde ich
das fiir eine traurige Wirkung desselben halten. (p. 9)

For his own book, he hopes to move at least ten men to be kinder, nobler, and more
pleasant to their wives. He identifies two main schools of thought on women: ‘Nach der
einen findet sich nicht nur in Riicksicht auf ihre korperlichen Beschaffenheiten [...]
sondern auch in den Eigenschaften ihres Geistes ein auffallender und urspriinglicher
Unterschied zum Vortheile des méannlichen.” The other school of thought, to which he
belongs, regards these mental and physical differences as ‘blos ein Werk der Erziehung.’
(p. 13) Women’s character, he argues, is directly influenced by their position in society,
especially their legal status: ‘der sittliche Zustand der Weiber [griindet] sich allemal
urspriinglich auf den gesetzméBigen’ (p. 133). But above all, Mauvillon rejects the notion
that it is possible to make general pronouncements on the nature of women at all, since

there are so many differences between them, which invalidate generalizations:

Es giebt ungefihr dreiflig Millionen Menschen in allen den verschiedenen
Lindern, die man mit dem gemeinschaftlichen Namen Deutschland belegt.
Davon sind etwa funfzehn [sic] Millionen weiblichen Geschlechts. Man siehet
daraus, daB ein Buch iiber die Weiber mit dem Zusatz: in Deutschland, schon ein
sehr weites Feld umfaBt. Wie viel unermeBlicher wird es nicht, wenn dieser
Zusatz gar nicht einmal da steht! [...] Nun [...] komme ich auf den Punkt, wo
unter ihnen gar zu viel Verschiedenheiten eintreten, als daB sich ihre
Verhiltnisse so allgemein abhandeln liessen. (pp. 151-152)
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The differences between women include their ‘Stand und Vermégen’ (p. 152), and
‘Religion, Klima, Nahrungsmittel, Regierungsform, Zustand der Wissenschaften, ortliche

Verhiltnisse, Umgang mit Fremden’ (p. 154).

Like Mauvillon’s text, Theodor Gottlieb Hippel’s work shows very effectively
that definitions of ‘Geschlechtscharakter’, and women’s ‘Bestimmung’, were by no
means uncontested. His work Ueber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber (1792)
aimed at nothing less than large-scale social reform.”” The book, which postulates
egalitarian and emancipatory principles, followed the publication in 1781 of Wilhelm
Dohm’s Ueber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Juden. It is another explicit response to
Ernst Brandes’s Ueber die Weiber.”® Hippel shared the commonplace conception of
women as ‘das der Natur weit treuer gebliebene [...] Geschlecht’ (p. 441), which made
them agents for social improvement: ‘In allen Gesellschaften, woran Weiber theilnehmen,
verbreitet sich Anstand’. But he came to very different, more radical conclusions about
the implications of the power of female morality: ‘und sollte dies nicht auch der Fall beim
Staate seyn, in dessen Geschifte ein andres Licht und Leben kommen wiirde, wenn

Weiber den Zutritt hitten, in ihnen ihr Licht leuchten zu lassen und ihnen einen anderen

77 [Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel], Ueber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber (Frankfurt und Leipzig,
1794). Originally published in Berlin, 1792. Further references to Hippel’s treatise will appear after the
quotation in the text. For a review of the reception of Hippel’s treatise, see Kuhlbrodt, ‘Frauenrechte’. See
also Juliane Jacobi, ‘Der Polizeidirektor als feministischer Jakobiner. Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel and
seine Schrift “Uber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber”, Berlin 1792°, in Sklavin oder Biirgerin?
Franzosische Revolution und neue Weiblichkeit 1760-1830, ed. Viktoria Schmidt-Linsenhoff (Frankfurt am
Main: Jonas, 1989). William Rasch, ‘Mensch, Biirger, Weib: Gender and the Limitations of Late 18th-
Century Neohumanist Discourse’, The German Quarterly 66, no. 1 (1993). Lesley Sharpe, ‘Theodor
Gottlieb von Hippel: Argumentative Strategies in the Debate on the Rights of Women’, in Shifting the
Boundaries. Transformation of the Languages of Public and Private in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Dario
Castiglione and Lesley Sharpe (Exeter: Exeter University Press, 1995). Gisela Shaw, ‘Theodor Gottlieb
von Hippel (1741-1796) als Wegbereiter der Frauenbewegung in Deutschland: *“Lachender Philosoph” oder
“Prophet”?’, German Life and Letters 54, no. 4 (2001).

™ In chapter five Hippel introduces a fictitious opponent who contradicts the author and who is addressed as
‘lieber Einwinder’. or ‘mein Feind’. These interruptions are frequently quotations from Ueber die Weiber.
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Schwung beizulegen?’ (pp. 27-28) Precisely because he believed in
‘Geschlechtscharakter’ and held that women had innate qualities such as cleanliness,
gentleness, patience, greater emotionality and more humanity, he wished to see these

attributes applied for the greater good of the state, not hidden away in the home.

At present, he argued, women’s inferior position precluded their positive
contribution to society. Rather than attempting to combat the ills of modern society by
creating the intimate atmosphere of harmonious domesticity within the family home, he

wished to see women improve the public sphere by entering it.

Lagen die Verhinderungen einer moralischen Verbesserung des menschlichen
Geschlechts [...] nicht vorziiglich darin, da3 man das schone Geschlecht in
seinen Ruinen lieB und diesen Tempel bloB aus unserm Geschlecht errichten
wollte? [...] Ist es nicht unverzeihlich, die Hilfte der menschlichen Krifte
ungekannt, ungeschitzt und ungebraucht schlummern zu lassen? (p. 130)

He had little faith in male efficiency and competence (pp. 216-220), and insisted that
women’s contribution would bring ‘dem Staate tausendfiltige Friichte’ (p. 214). His
uniqueness as contributor to the debate about women’s ‘Bestimmung’ and
‘Geschlechtscharakter’ consists of the fact that, although he shares the basic premise of
gender differences, he is of the firm opinion that women should be fully emancipated,
gain full rights of citizenship, and obtain appointments as judges, professors and civil

servants. Society and the state would, in his words, ‘unendlich gewinnen’ (p. 256).

Ueber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber upheld the revolutionary
postulate ‘Alle Menschen haben gleiche Rechte — Alle [...] Ménner und Weiber sollten
frei und Biirger seyn’ (p. 209), thereby challenging all notions of the psycho-

physiological character of the sexes. Diversity of opinion continued to exist. Hippel, who
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believed man (and nature) to be too complex to be deciphered easily, was profoundly
sceptical of both anatomy and psychology which together alleged that the characteristics
of the sexes were universal and ascertainable through observation: ‘Der Mensch ist ein
Hieroglyph der ganzen Natur, wer es zu erklaren und aufzulGsen versteht, hat den
Schliissel zur Natur. Den Menschen ganz zu verstehen, dazu gehort mehr, als wir diesseits

. 79
des Grabes vermogen.’

He did not believe that the physiological indicated anything about the moral and
the psychological, or the intellectual, and ridiculed this sort of argument for being naive.
Anatomists’ conclusions could not impress him; it was the spirit of a person that
mattered, not their size or body: ‘ist nicht die Grof3e iiberhaupt etwas sehr Relatives?’ (p.
42), from which he deduced, ‘so ist die Unfidhigkeit des Weibes zu Staatsgeschéften,
Kiinsten und Wissenschaften ein Vorwand, allein kein Einwand’ (p. 376). He went on to
name many men who were indisputably great, yet small of stature, like Alexander the
Great and Friedrich II. The generalizing conclusions of comparative anatomy invite his
mockery, and he questions the constant assertion that women are weak, ‘Wie hitte die
Natur ihr groBtes Werk, die Fortpflanzung des menschlichen Geschlechtes, absichtlich
mit solchen Uebeln [the weaknesses of woman] in Verbindung bringen [kénnen]?’ (p. 50)
His points are given great emphasis by constant reiteration: ‘Darf ich es noch einmal
wiederholen, dal der Vorzug der physischen Gré8e und Stirke des Mannes in Hinsicht
des Weibes sich auf keine moralische Ueberlegenheit unseres Geschlechtes bezieht?’(pp.

374-375)

" From Theodor Gottlieb von Hippel, Lebensldaufe nach aufsteigender Linie, 3 vols. (Berlin: 1778-1781).
Quoted in Honegger, Ordnung, p. 72.
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With regard to psychology, Hippel asserts that man’s claims to have deciphered

human nature were both premature and presumptuous:

Noch hat es den Psychologen nicht gelingen wollen, in dem Gebiete der Geister
weit genug vorzudringen, um bestimmen zu kdnnen, ob es unter ihnen einen
wesentlichen Unterschied gebe; wenigstens gab es keinen Geister-Linné, der sie
klassifizierte (pp. 53-54)

[...] wenn nur wir es nicht wagen, unter den menschlichen Seelen
Rangordnungen zu bestimmen, die nicht mehr und nicht weniger Realitét haben,
als Traume und ihre Deutungen. Giebt es denn etwa auch
Geschlechtsunterschiede unter den Seelen? giebt es Seelen, die ausschlieB8lich
bestimmt sind, weibliche Kérper zu bewohnen — ? und wer ist der kiihne
Argonaut, der dieses unbekannte Meer beschifft hat? (p. 56)

He mistrusted the attempt to base socio-cultural hierarchies on scientific discoveries,
because he could not see the sciences of man solving all problems of humanity, including

sexual difference:

Wie lange ist es, daB3 wir in diesem Fach Erfahrungen anstellen? Welche
Methoden wenden wir an? Waren diese so wohl gewihlt, da3 sich nach ihnen
richtige Resultate erwarten lieBen? Haben wir wirklich bereits einen solchen
Vorrath von Erfahrungen, da3 wir ein System wagen kénnen, nach welchem fiir
eine ganze Hilfte des menschlichen Geschlechtes eine so nachtheilige
Unterscheidungslinie sicher gezogen werden kann? (p. 57)

References to the authority of ‘Nature’ are not just misguided, but deliberately
misleading, he argued: ‘Die Menschen schieben gern Alles auf Andere; und wenn sie
keinen finden, der seinen Riicken zu dieser Belastung darbietet, so muf3 die Natur sich
diese Denunciation gefallen lassen’ (p. 430). Unfortunately ‘nature’ was a concept which
allowed everyone to find in it what he was looking for (p. 54). Hippel also employs it for

his own purposes, reinterpreting nature’s intent:

Die Natur scheint bei der Bildung der beiden Menschengeschlechter nicht
beabsichtigt zu haben, weder einen merklichen Unterschied unter ihnen
festzustellen, noch eins auf die Kosten des andern zu begiinstigen. (p. 35)
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Hippel insists throughout the treatise on the social and cultural reasons for

women’s so-called inferiority:

Wie ist es aber moglich, dal Weiber diesem Berufe geniigen kénnen, wenn jene
Anlagen und Fihigkeiten so wenig entwickelt werden! Man vernachlissigt sie
nicht bloB; man unterdriickt sie absichtlich. (p. 235)

He considers social factors more important than biological ones, and bases his argument
on experience: ‘Was fiir einen Einflul Erziehung, Klima und andere dufere Umstédnde auf
Menschen (Ménner nicht ausgeschlossen) behaupten, lehrt die Erfahrung.” (p. 441) The
same experience leads him to question the commonplace assumption that the lack of
notable women means that the sex must be incapable of producing them. ‘Lag es an den
Weibern oder an der ihnen verweigerten Gelegenheit, wenn sie [...] zuriickblieben?’ (p.
264) Men have been one of the factors directly responsible for denying women

opportunities to succeed, because men have misused their mastery over women:

Konnen wir, die wir uns so unriihmlich zu Herren des weiblichen Geschlechtes
aufgeworfen haben, es leugnen, dal wir diese Herrschaft von jeher nur sehr
schlecht verstanden? und in dieser Wissenschaft [...] bis jetzt nicht weiter
gekommen sind? kdnnen wir es vor unserm Gewissen verhehlen, dafl wir die
Urheber und Veranlasser aller weiblichen Fehler sind, und da8 das meiste Gute,

welches wir an uns haben, auf die Rechnung des andern Geschlechtes gehort? (p.
439)

He further undermined the psycho-physiological mode of arguing by giving
countless examples of women who were exceptions to the Humboldtian model of
‘Geschlechtscharakter’. His references are historical and contemporary, international and
‘interdisciplinary’, and range, amongst others, from Catherine the Great (p. 28, pp. 64-
67), Elizabeth I and Maria Theresia (p. 64), Joan of Arc (p. 68), the women of Sparta (p.

246), and references to contemporary women like Mme de Genlis, Mme de Sevigné and
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Mme de La Roche (p. 263). He exposes male arguments about the natural superiority of
their sex as self-serving (‘Alles wodurch Menschen sich auszeichnen kdnnen, ist dem
Frauenzimmer genommen [...] damit nur unser Geschlecht sicher bliebe, nie von ihm zu
einem Zweikampfe gefordert zu werden’, p. 186). They have ensured that in this system
men possess: ‘Stédrke der Seele, Muth, Ueberlegenheit des Verstandes, ein groeres Maal}
von Urtheilskraft, Festigkeit des Willens, eine groBere Stirke des Gefiihls und andere
dergleichen Seelenvorziige der Menschen’. It is at women’s expense that men have
acquired this right of the first-born (pp. 58-59). Above all, Hippel doubts men’s claim to
possess more rationality than women, on which many of their social privileges are based.
In fact, he believes Eve to be the original Enlightenment thinker, who donated reason to
Adam (if she had not insisted on tasting the fruits of the tree of knowledge, man would
never have been freed from the ‘paradiesischen Joche des Instinkts’). So great is our debt

to her that he suggests: ‘Eva sollte die Vernunft, ihr zum Andenken, heiflen.” (p. 33)

If Hippel’s opponents were as dominant as scholars imply, then surely his work
would have been ignored. Actually, it caused concern. Ernst Brandes tried to discredit it
by arguing that Die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber lacked ‘génzlich de[n] Geist
einer eignen wahren Beobachtung’.80 Carl Friedrich Pockels’ anxious response
acknowledged that the debate was by no means concluded. He was concerned about the

influence which writers like Hippel were having:

Auch wiinschte ich, dafl diejenigen unter unsern Schriftstellern, welche jetzt als
Sachwalter der Weiberwelt auftreten, Maaf3 und Ziel in ihren Deductionen halten
mochten. Sie sind es, die eigentlich unsern Tochtern die Kopfe verriicken.®!

* Brandes, Betrachtungen, vol. 1, p. XXXII.
*! Pockels, Versuch einer Characteristik. Here quoted from volume two, pp. 342-343.
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The problem was that they wrote

gegen die Natur und gegen die Ordnung der Dinge; [sie] verkennen den
Unterschied der Geschlechter, und ihre Bestimmung, und wiirden die Welt
verkehren, wenn es ihnen geldnge, ihre hohe Meinung von den Weibern, als eine
Offentliche und allgemein anerkannte Meinung einzufiihren [...]

whereas he strove to support the natural order. The dangers inherent in any attempt to

destabilize the status quo were great:

Hier ists doch wahrlich um nichts Geringes zu thun, sondern um alle héusliche
Gliickseligkeit, die fiir Gelehrte, Philosophen und Minner in 6ffentlichen
Amtern eben so noch die einzi g wahre Gliickseligkeit auf Gottes Erdboden ist,
wie fiir jeden andern verniinftigen Mann, er sey, wer er wolle.

His anxiety was based on the notion that men had to carry the heavy burden of

responsibility in life, and deserved the respite of a tranquil home,

Oder sollen die Minner, welche ihr Leben im Denken hinbringen, und dadurch
so schon auf tausend sinnliche Freudengeniisse Verzicht thun miissen, auch nicht
einmahl héuslich gliicklich seyn, und von der Erde also gar nichts haben?

Pockels’s panic is revealing: what is at stake in these debates is the comfort of his home,
which appears to be vulnerable and threatened by any suggestion that women might

feasibly be more than mothers, wives and housekeepers.

182

Das ‘Aufstreben der Weiber’* — A crisis of the sexes?

The writings of Fichte, Humboldt and Schiller offer examples of a gender model
which was deceptively neat. But despite being widely received and their influence in
setting the tone of the debate for many years, these texts were nonetheless merely
attempts to rein in a situation which had already got ‘out of control’: women were already

present in many areas of society; at every book fair, more women writers were listed in

* Fichte, ‘Briefwechsel’, p. 295.
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publishers’ catalogues. Such texts therefore reflect the increased presence of women, not

their increased absence.

In contrast to Ulrike Prokop’s observation quoted earlier, which identified a
systematic exclusion of women from society, eighteenth-century commentators diagnosed
a very different malaise. Johann Gottlieb Fichte described it in 1795 as follows: ‘Ein
gewifles Aufstreben der Weiber, eine Unzufriedenheit derselben mit ihrer politischen
Lage gehort unter die Eigenschaften unsers Zeitalters.’® Women’s changing role in
society occasioned a fear of what Honegger has called the ‘Unordnung der
Geschlechter’.®* Fichte and his contemporaries could point to several trends to support
their view: women were indeed increasingly prominent in the public sphere. Best-selling
writers like Sophie von La Roche (1730-1807) and Wilhelmine Karoline von Wobeser
(1769-1807); women of learning like Dorothea Schldzer (1770-1825) and Julie Bondeli
(1731-1778); female pamphleteers like Olympe de Gouges (1748-1793) and Mary
Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) as well as the rioting women of Paris; they all raised
questions concerning the status of women in the social hierarchy. Women’s perceived
dissatisfaction with their traditional role, and their activities in new roles, such as writers
and editors, had an especially unsettling effect on society. Women could point to
Enlightenment concepts of the freedom of the individual and the equality of man and

question their status in society. This posed a challenge: How to respond to the postulates

of the Enlightenment whilst securing social stability, both at home and in the state as

% Fichte, ‘Briefwechsel’. p. 295.
8 Honegger, Ordnung, p. 46.
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whole?® The publication of hundreds of texts, such as the ones discussed above, which
debated appropriate roles for the sexes, is testimony to the unease caused by the perceived
loosening of social structures in the late eighteenth century. Authors of didactic and
ideological texts responded to developments that they felt were threatening the social

order. By defining normative behaviour, they attempted to stem the tide of these changes.

The reactive nature of these texts is exemplified by Ernst Brandes’s work. He used
Ueber die Weiber to rail against the artificially high status of women in society, and
sought to amend this situation by reminding women of their ‘natural’ duties and
responsibilities.86 He believed that gender relations were at present in an unhealthy
imbalance (affording women far too much prominence), which he wished to see

redressed:

Sie, die von der Natur nicht bestimmt dazu sind, die erste Rolle zu spielen,
stehen bey Uns in der Gesellschaft nicht auf ihrer rechten Stelle. Von der Natur
war ihnen eine andere untergeordnete Bestimmung angewiesen. (p. 23)

Brandes established a clear connection between women’s entry into bourgeois life and
social disorder: ‘Welche Verderbnisse folgten nicht, als die Frauen in das biirgerliche

gesellige Leben traten.’ 87

Consequently, ‘natural’ gender roles had to be redefined and re-established for
both men and women. Although late eighteenth-century discourse about ‘natural’ gender

characteristics focused primarily on women, there was also a perceptible effort to define

% See Marion W. Gray, ‘Men as Citizens and Women as Wives. The Enlightenment Codification of Law
and the Establishment of Separate Spheres’, in Reich oder Nation? Mitteleuropa 1780-1815, ed. Heinz
Duchhardt and Andreas Kunz, Verdffentlichungen des Instituts fiir Europaische Geschichte (Mainz: von
Zabern, 1998), pp. 279-283.

" [Brandes), Ueber die Weiber, pp. 3-4.

¥ [Brandes], Ueber die Weiber, pp. 24-25.
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masculinity. So much so, that it has been argued that the end of the eighteenth century
saw a masculinist movement which aimed at the reduction of women’s influence in state
and society.88 It propounded the notion that the higher respect for women rose, the lower
the level of national culture sank. Indicating the instability of male bourgeois identity, this
discourse can be interpreted as an attempt to define German bourgeois masculinity as the
antithesis of court, and thereby also of French, culture. The pre-eminence of women in
the cultural and social life of the country was associated with aristocratic court life and
alien French culture. Developing an independent sense of bourgeois German identity
meant defining oneself in contrast to a culture which was perceived as effeminate and
frivolous. If the bourgeois self was going to be male, women had to be returned to the
home, and a discourse had to be developed to make sure they remained there. So women
were defined in antithesis to men, in order to grant men the stronger role, active in the
public sphere. Recourse to the Classical Greeks was often part of this discourse, because
they were regarded as models of ‘true’ masculinity. Affording women their rightful status
in society was interpreted as the hallmark of all civilized cultures, and German men were
keen to be seen to be treating women better than barbarian peoples had done. As part of
Germany’s eighteenth-century quest to increase, and develop, its national culture, ending

the extreme oppression of women was hailed as part of the nation’s path to progress.89

At the same time, there was a widespread feeling that this must not go too far: an

exaggerated elevation of women’s status was as harmful as their undignified oppression.

. Honegger, Ordnung, pp. 52-53.
% See for example Wieland, ‘Vorrede’.
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Eben das, worauf Wir cultivirten Vélker so stolz sind, es als den Gipfel der
Cultur ansehen, daf} die Weiber in die Gesellschaft gezogen werden, darinn den
Ton angeben, hat den Verfall der Sitten bewirkt, und die Weiber von ihrem
wahren Standpunkt abgefiihrt.”

Classical Rome was a much-cited example of a state which had granted women too

elevated a status, which contributed to its fall.”’ Too much cultural integration alienated
women from their natural self and brought about the evils of laziness, empty learnedness
and the desire among women to dominate social gatherings. Many male commentators
shared the view that too much mixed society was the source for such unnatural imbalance
in gender relations. It was believed to lead to the emasculation of men and to give
women ideas above their station. Consequently, this period also saw the founding of
unprecedented numbers of male circles and societies, as well as all-male secret

societies.” >

Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s thoughts on this, as on so many other issues, proved to
be hugely influential and set the tone of this debate. He yearned nostalgically for the days
when a woman was honoured because she was silent and unnoticeable; in his day, he
lamented, it was the woman ‘die am meisten Aufsehen erregt, von der man am meisten
redet, die man am héufigsten in Gesellschaften sieht, bei der man am héufigsten diniert,
die am gebieterischsten den Ton angibt, die die Talente, die Verdienste und Tugenden

bestimmt, sie verkiindet und ihnen ihren Rang und Platz zuweiset’, who was feted the

" [Brandes), Ueber die Weiber, pp- 22-23. Emphasis in the original is in bold.

' For example, volume one of Brandes’s Betrachtungen contains an examination of the ‘Zustand der
Weiber in Athen, Rom und unter den alten deutschen Vlkern’.
*2 The classic study of the clubs and associations of the Enlightenment and their function is Richard van
Diilmen, Die Gesellschaft der Aufklérer: Zur biirgerlichen Emanzipation und aufkldrerischen Kultur in
Deutschland (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1986).
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most.”> In a short article published in the Deutsches Museum in 1780, H.F. Dietz also

reflected on the contrary situation which women’s new status as opinion-makers created:

Wir [...] machen die Urtheile der Weiber zum MaaBstabe der unsrigen: wir
buhlen dngstlicher um ihren Beifall, als um ihren Blick, und, um diesen Beifall
uns selbst schitzbarer zu machen, sind wir bemiiht, sie in allen Arten von
Kenntnissen zu unterrichten, ohne zu iiberlegen, daB8 nur die Temperatur eines
Mannes, eines eigentlichen Mannes, geschickt sei, die Widerspriiche in
menschlichen Begriffen zu vereinigen.”

Diez could not see the positive effects which this elevation of women was supposed to
have: according to him, the benefits remained ‘sehr zweideutig.” His text is also a
response to current social mores, in which ‘unsre Damen [...] aus Zeitungen sprechen,
[...] ithren Young und Klopstock lesen, [...] moralisieren und [interessiert am] Schicksal

der Amerikaner [sind].”*’

The plethora of texts which defined appropriate gender roles must therefore be
read as a post hoc attempt to curb a trend which had already occurred. This served a
double purpose: to preserve the status quo, whilst harnessing women’s power as
redeemers of men, and of society as a whole. Based on a fixed definition of the sexes’
natural characteristics, arguments such as Fichte’s are essentially moral; their ultimate
purpose is the moral perfection of society. Its agent is woman, who acts from an inferred
natural moral sense. Throughout the period, women were made liable for the moral

perfection of society.”® We have already seen that Campe believed women to be

* Jean-J acques Rousseau, ‘Brief an Herrn d'Alembert iiber seinen Artikel “Genf” im siebten Band der
Enzyklopidie’, in Schriften, edited by Henning Ritter. Munich; Vienna: Hanser, 1978, p. 382. Originally
ublished in 1758.
“HF. Diez, ‘Ueber Frauenzimmer. Ein Fragment’, Deutsches Museum 4 (1780), p. 349.
% Diez, ‘Ueber Frauenzimmer’, p. 350.
*® Women continued to be used for pictorial representations of virtue, see for example twelve prints by
Daniel Nikolaus Chodowiecki from the year 1789, in which women represent positive human qualities,
such as happiness, unity, charity, love, kindness and moderation. Jens-Heiner Bauer. ed., Daniel Nikolaus
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responsible for the well being of individuals (their families) as well as the state. Fichte
expresses the absolute necessity for woman to be defined as he does, if the moral
perfection of society is to be achieved: ‘Wie kann man das Menschengeschlecht von
Natur aus zur Tugend fiihren? Ich antworte: lediglich dadurch, daB das natiirliche

Verhéltnis zwischen beiden Geschlechtern hergestellt werde.’”’

Any demands for changes
in women’s status can be countered with women’s responsibility for morality, which is
dependent on their acceptance of their role. How do women guarantee morality? Fichte
argues that a man is honour-bound to treat his wife well, because he is aware that the
woman has given herself completely to him: ‘Der Mann ist durch den natiirlichen Trieb
der GroBmut genétigt, edel und ehrwiirdig zu sein, weil das Schicksal eines freien
Wesens, das in vollem Zutrauen sich ihm hingab, davon abhingt.” Women on the other
hand are encouraged by their modesty to fulfil their moral duties, even though Fichte

admits that experience has proved that both men and women are capable of losing the

virtues of generosity and modesty respectively, and becoming immoral.

The hope that women’s innate morality would bring about a new, better world was
based on their (implicitly assumed) close relationship with nature, whereas men were
thought to be corrupted by their absorption into society, culture and the world of politics.
Women acted as preservers of this link with nature, allowing men access to it to restore
their faulty relationship with nature. Behaviour manuals were expressly dedicated to
creating women who would be able to help make men moral beings, thereby revealing a

wide-spread fear about the dangers of alienation and fragmentation within modern

Chodowiecki. Das druckgraphische Werk. Die Sammlung Wilhelm Burggraf zu Dohna-Schlobitten
(Hannover: Verlag Galerie J.H. Bauer, 1982).
”" Fichte, ‘Grundri8’. All quotations here from p. 309.
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society.”® The creation of a domestic sphere which was to provide shelter from the hostile

world necessitated that women be characterized as a-sexual.”’

Fichte exemplifies this:
‘Im unverdorbenen Weibe duBert sich kein Geschlechtstrieb, und wohnt kein
Geschlechtstrieb, sondern nur Liebe; und diese Liebe ist der Naturtrieb eines Weibes,
einen Mann zu befriedigen.’'® The creation of a desexualized notion of femininity led to
much emphasis being placed on women’s practical abilities as housewives, and on their
moral integrity as wives and companions. In a parallel development, sentimental and
idealized images of women were becoming widespread in literary, visual and journalistic
depictions, as Helga Brandes’s study of images of women in the press illustrates. Here,
definitions of femininity were directly linked to ideological goals. The purpose of

idealized images of women was espressed very candidly in the counter-revolutionary

Revolutions-Almanach:

Es thut dem Herzen wohl, es erh6het den Glauben an Seelenadel und Tugend,
wenn man in Zeiten der groBten Verworfenheit, der unmenschlichsten Barbarey
und der Verleugnung allen Gefiihls auf der einen Seite, der génzlichsten
Erschlaffung und der kriechendsten Kleinmuth auf der andern, wenn man auf
solche Ziige stoBt, die das gesunkene Menschengeschlecht wieder
ernporheben.101

Women’s supposed ‘naturalness’ meant that they were stylized as representatives
of organic wholeness, unity and cosmic harmony, which made them the focal point of
male longing for a lost world. The modern world threatened men with alienation and

specialization in the workplace, rationalization of the state and pressure to succeed in

* See Ulrike Décker, Die Ordnung der biirgerlichen Welt. Verhaltensideale und soziale Praktiken im 19.
Jahrhundert, Historische Studien, vol. 13 (Frankfurt am Main, New York: Campus, 1994), pp. 31-32.

* Docker, Biirgerliche Ordnung, p. 220.

' Fichte, ‘GrundriB’, p. 305.

101 Quoted in Helga Brandes, ‘“Ueber die Revolutionssucht der deutschen Weiber.” Frauenbilder in der
deutschen Publizistik um 1800°, in “Der Menschheit Halfte blieb noch ohne Recht.” Frauen und die
Franzésische Revolution, ed. Helga Brandes (Wiesbaden: Deutscher Universititsverlag, 1991), p. 161.



64

career terms. Male identity was increasingly separated from personal relationships, and,
in becoming characterized by a whole network of abstract and functional responsibilities,
fragmented: men now faced the roles of citizen, employee, father and sole provider.
Consequently, it became all the more important that women counteracted this by
remaining firmly tied to the home and the family. It was commonly argued that men were
useful to the state, but less happy than women. By contrast, women were not useful to the

state, but happier.'*

It was therefore incumbent upon women to help men find happiness:
men expected women to cultivate the qualities they lacked, and provide the conditions
which would allow them to find harmony at home at least.!® This idea of the domestic
and public spheres as complementary opposites is expressed in many literary texts, such
as in the two Schiller poems quoted earlier. Women act as an antidote to the poison of the
modern world by neutralizing the negative experiences which men encounter in the

hostile outside world. The ending of Schiller’s Wiirde der Frauen sums this up: ‘Aus der

bezaubernden Einfalt der Ziige / Leuchtet der Menschheit Vollendung und Wiege

[...7.10

However, being invested with this power proved a double-edged sword for
women: because they were granted supreme responsibility for the well-being of their
family, the state and the world, they were also responsible for all evils in the world.
Woman was ‘Urquell aller Sittlichkeit’ as well as the fount of all ‘Unsittlichkeit’,

guardians of ‘alles menschlichen Wohlergehns’, but also the cause of ‘alles menschlichen

'%2 For this reason, it was crucial to develop the idealizing myth of women’s activity not as work at all, but
as love. See Duden, ‘Biirgerliches Frauenbild’.

'9 Dicker, Biirgerliche Ordnung, pp. 232-233. See also Schmid, ‘Klassiker’, pp. 211-213.

'% Schiller, ‘Wiirde der Frauen’.
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Elends’.'® This potential for women to ‘go wrong’ clearly had to be controlled, and

many of the texts defining women’s role ad nauseam attempted to do just that.

Conclusion

The assumption made by Ulrike Prokop and other scholars, whereby ideological
texts are regarded as descriptive of social reality, rather than as rhetorical speech acts,
must be revised. They are, in fact, often a reaction to pre-existing social conditions, not
their cause. Whilst it is possible to identify a line of argument that progressed from
deducing women’s character from their social duties to deducing it from their essential
mental and physiological characteristics, this was not an uncontested line of reasoning. In
many different texts, from major treatises to minor journal articles, definitions of gender
were examined, discussed and dismissed. Pia Schmid argues that progressive writers such
as Mauvillon and Hippel cannot simply be dismissed as proponents of a ‘verschrobenes
Minderheitenprogramm [...] sonst wiren sie nicht so vielfiltig thematisiert worden, sonst
wiren [so viele] [...] Warnungen nicht notig gewesen.’ 19 The ideological context in
which women writers operated must therefore not be characterized as simply oppressive.
Contradictions, inconsistencies and ambiguities continued throughout the period, despite
vituperative attempts to silence incongruent voices. The areas and character traits
designated as taboo for women were contested, redefined and subtly extended by a
variety of authors, thereby leaving lacunae in which women authors might validate their

writing.

'9 Campe, Viiterlicher Rath, p. 23.

1% Pia Schmid, *“... das Rad der Kleider-Moden mauerfest und tiglich neue iiberraschende Phanomene™.
Frauen und Franzosische Revolution im Journal des Luxus und der Moden 1789 bis 1795’, in Franzdsische
Revolution und deutsche Offentlichkeit: Wandlungen in Presse und Alltagskultur am Ende des achtzehnten
Jahrhunderts, ed. Holger Boning (Munich: Saur, 1992), p. 427.
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Chapter 2: ‘Uber die Begierde der Weiber,
Schriftstellerei zu treiben’.’ Authorship and Gender

Wie das gesellschaftliche Leben nun einmahl ist, miissen die Weiber Romane
lesen, davon bin ich iiberzeugt, was auch [...] dariiber — in den Wind gepredigt
wird. [...] Da es nun hauptsédchlich das weibliche Geschlecht ist, welches
Romane liest und lesen muB, so diinkt es mich fiir die Sittlichkeit giinstig, wenn
es, wie in Brittannien, weibliche Federn sind, die ein so unentbehrliches Product
verarbeiten, und ich wiinschte, daf3 auch in Deutschland Frauen von Stande,
Erziehung und gutem Ton ihre Talente so anwenden mochten.”

Introduction

The previous chapter described the development of essentialist definitions of
femininity during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. From these definitions of
feminine ‘Bestimmung’ and ‘Geschlechtscharakter’, women who wrote were not
excluded. In fact, women authors were subject to special scrutiny, since writing was
perceived as antithetical to femininity. Making public their thoughts, presuming that
these thoughts were worth hearing, and earning an independent income; all these aspects
of women’s authorship worried contemporaries. This chapter therefore examines the
discourse pertaining to the phenomenon of women writers, as promulgated by men and
women. It asks three questions. First, how were definitions of femininity used in the
criticism of women authors? Second, to what extent was the discourse internally
consistent? Third, to what extent was it challenged? The intellectual context in which
women wrote influenced both their self-image, and their professional practices.’ So it is

crucial to establish precisely how this context operated. Could women define themselves

' Fichte, ‘GrundriB’, p. 348.

* [Emilie von Berlepsch], Caledonia. Von der Verfasserin der Sommerstunden. Eine malerische
Schilderung der Hochgebirge in Schottland, 4 vols. Vol. 4 (Hamburg: Hoffmann, 1802-4), p. 32.

* See Christa Biirger, ‘““Dilettantism der Weiber”’, in Leben Schreiben. Die Klassik, die Romantik und der
Ort der Frauen (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1990), p. 19.
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as authors without losing respectability? How could female authorship become legitimate
— through inconsistencies in the case against it, laxity in application of an oppressive

discourse, or active encouragement?

During the eighteenth century, concepts of gender difference were transformed.
But so were concepts of authorship, creativity and genius.4 Earlier generations of writers
saw their work as deriving in some way from God, epitome of the creative spirit. But for
authors of the late eighteenth century, this spirit was relocated to original genius in the
autonomous self. Or, it should be said, the autonomous male self. Autonomy was beyond
a woman’s range, given her social and familial responsibilities; she was debarred from
original genius. It was difficult even to imagine women as authors, a difficulty reflected
in language: ‘die Karschin’, ‘die Giinderrode’, ‘Bettine’ and ‘Rahel’ as opposed to
‘Goethe’, ‘Schiller’ and ‘Novalis’, already indicates that authorship is ‘keine neutrale
Instanz. Ihr ist ein Geschlecht eingeschrieben — ein Autor ist ménnlich.” Far from being
able to use a single surname to mark their work, the unified ceuvre deriving from a unified
self, female authorship is always broken: it is either made invisible under the cloak of
anonymity, infantilized by the use of the first name, or scattered under several different
names. Esther Gad (1770-1827) is a good example of this. Born Esther Gad, her first
married name was Bernard. Later she converted to Christianity and was baptised Lucie,

and, in her second marriage, gained the name Domeier. She published under all of these

* Ina Schabert and Barbara Schaff, eds., Autorschaft: Genus und Genie in der Zeit um 1800,
Geschlechterdifferenz & Literatur, vol. 1 (Berlin: Erich Schmidt, 1994), p. 10.

* Barbara Hahn, Unter falschem Namen. Von der schwierigen Autorschaft der Frauen (Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp, 1991), p. 7.
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names, in various combinations.® Other examples are better known, such as Caroline
Michaelis-Bohmer-Schlegel-Schelling, Therese Heyne-Forster-Huber, and Brendel
Mendelssohn-Veit, who became Dorothea Schlegel. The naming of women authors for
the purposes of literary criticism and canonization has remained a problem to this day,
and indicates the tension that exists between the cultural gender of women and the social
construct of authorship. So although the general concept of authorship changed, ‘der
Zugang zur Schriftstellerinnen-Existenz ist auch im Zeichen neu Konstituierter genialer

(nicht professionell-gelehrter) Autorschaft problematisch.’7

To characterize women’s position as authors, feminist critics have developed the
notion of gender censorship. Barbara Becker-Cantarino defines it thus: “When terming
women “outsiders” in the German literary culture of Absolutism, I mean their status as
human beings different and separate from men; I mean the deep and essential separation
into the “other sex™”.® Based on this gender construct, she argues, authors, editors,
publishers, critics and (male) readers functioned as ‘arbiters of aesthetics and of what
constitutes “good” or “publishable” literature’, which in effect means that individuals or
groups ‘influence, if not control and censor’, literary production.9 The discourse on sexual
difference outlined in chapter one served as the background to a discriminatory discourse
on authorship, making possible the ‘surveillance of [women’s] literary production and

reception’ % How, then, did this censorship operate?

® Hahn, Unter falschem Namen, pp- 36-46.

7 Ursula Geitner, ‘Soviel wie nichts? Weiblicher Lebenslauf, weibliche Autorschaft um 1800°, in
Lebensldufe um 1800, ed. Jirgen Fohrmann (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1998), p. 37.

8 Becker-Cantarino, ‘Outsiders’, p. 149.

” Becker-Cantarino, ‘Gender Censorship’, p. 81.

' Becker-Cantarino, ‘Gender Censorship’, p. 85.



69

The polemic surrounding women’s writing

Many texts from the late eighteenth century deal explicitly with the question of
female authorship. Goethe’s and Schiller’s deliberations about ‘dilettantism’ in literature
are the most famous. It is interesting to note that many of the men who wrote treatises on
the status and nature of woman also made pronouncements on the question of female
authorship, which underlines how challenging the emergence of women writers was to
eighteenth-century constructs of femininity. Joachim Heinrich Campe devoted nearly
forty pages of his Vdterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter (1789) to the problem.“ He argues
that women who become used to deriving happiness from reading or writing will never
want to return to cleaning or looking after children. And even if they do feel duty-bound
to return, such women will have lost their natural aptitude for domestic chores (p. 68). In
this way, ambitions to become a writer are bound to undermine the fulfilment of women’s
natural ‘Bestimmung’. The publications of a learned wife, he argues, will not compensate
her husband for badly cooked food, an untidy house, wastefulness in housekeeping and
the neglect of his clothes. Campe is able to disguise his prohibition against female
authorship as genuine concern for the women in question. It is well known, he claims,
that writing destroys women’s health. Their constitution will be weakened and their
nerves damaged. Ultimately a woman author is bound to lose ‘ihre[...] ganze[...]
irdischel...] Gliickseligkeit’ (p. 70). Yes, he concedes, men might also suffer ill health as
aresult of writing — but men have stronger constitutions than women. So, although there
are many sad cases of weak physical specimens among learned men, veritable ‘Martyrer

der Gelehrsamkeit und der Schriftstellerey’, they are still stronger than women, and better

Al page references to Campe’s treatise appear in the text.
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able to withstand the ravages of learning and writing (pp. 72-73). Using the language of
disease, Campe outlines the terrible consequences of the ‘Geistesseuche’, the ‘Begierde,
seinen Namen durch schriftliche Erzeugnisse des Geistes zu verherrlichen’ (pp. 76-77).
This desire to write is not driven by noble motives, according to Campe, but by a dislike
of useful professional activity, a tendency to sloth, greed for fame and vanity. Literature
produced in this way deliberately sets out to damage its readers, by confusing and
overexciting the imagination, and threatening morality (p. 81). Campe considers the
expansion of the literary market during the last four decades of the eighteenth century to
be an unhealthy and worrying excess, which is driven by the ‘Schriftstellersucht’ (p. 89).
All aspects of women’s assigned role in society are threatened by literary practice:
happiness is destroyed in domestic life, the upbringing of the children is disrupted and the

marriage is destabilized. The consequences are dire:

Erschlaffung, wo nicht gar génzliche Auflosung der heiligen Familienbande
zwischen Mann und Weib, zwischen Eltern und Kindern, Verwilderung des
Herzens durch gendhrte Eitelkeit und Ruhmbegierde; hdufiger Anlaf} zu
miBvergniigten Stunden, Tagen und Wochen bei den oft schmerzhaften
offentlichen Urtheilen. (p. 89)

Worst of all is:

eine fast unvermeidliche milzsiichtige Gemiithsverfassung, mit ihrem ganzen
schwarzen Gefolge von Unzufriedenheit, griesgrammender Laune,
Empfindlichkeit, Schwermuth, Aengstlichkeit, Beklemmung, halbem oder
ganzen Wahnsinne! (p. 90)

And yet the ‘Lesepdbel’ admire women authors! The quill that once promised moral and
intellectual enlightenment has become a tool for sycophancy, vanity, laziness and excess.
Philanthropists and lovers of the Fatherland are made so angry, they want to stamp on it!
(p- 92). Campe claims that his observations are based on fact, not prejudice, and can

easily be verified by anyone who cares to look at the households run by ‘lesesiichtige,



71

schreibselige und dichterische Weiber’ (p. 93). In such households, the woman can be
found either at her writing desk or surrounded by admirers. She will suffer bad nerves
and bad moods, as well as boredom with her household duties. Campe asserts that the
woman’s long-suffering husband will die prematurely, or he will seek distraction outside
the home, becoming crippled in body and mind, leaving his children to hear inappropriate
tales from the staff. Economically, the household will be damaged too: it will go into
serious debt and become disreputable, ‘bis endlich der Kummer iiber Schuldenlast, iiber
mif3gerathene Kinder und 6ffentliche Schande das Maf} der Leiden fiir den ungliicklichen
Gatten voll macht, und ihn mit Schmerzen in die Grube senkt.” (pp. 93-94) Women
writers are therefore responsible not only for their own ill health, but also for their
husbands’ premature demise. Campe’s arguments seem extreme. But his treatise was not

alone in stating the case against women writers so starkly.12

On a similarly populist level is Schiller’s poem Die beriihmte Frau (1788). It
takes the form of a letter from Ninon de Lenclos’s husband, representative of all husbands
of female literati, to another husband. Lenclos’s husband has been told of the infidelity of
his friend’s wife, but finds himself unable to sympathize. ‘Freund, hore fremde Leiden
an, / und lerne Deine leichter trageh.’ 13 He asserts that the fate of a man married to a
female writer is so undesirable that he considers his cuckolded friend a ‘beneidenswerter
Mann’. Sharing a wife with a lover might be bad, he argues, but sharing a wife ‘mit dem

ganzen menschlichen Geschlechte’ is infinitely worse. Female authorship has clear

'* A similar scene of domestic chaos and topsy-turvy gender relations is conjured up by Adolph Freiherr
Knigge, Uber den Umgang mit Menschen, ed. Karl-Heinz Gottert (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1991), pp. 206-207.
Al quotations here from Friedrich Schiller, ‘Die beriihmte Frau. Epistel eines Ehemanns an einen
andern’, in Schiller. Werke und Briefe, ed. Georg Kurscheidt (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker
Verlag, 1992).
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overtones of prostitution, as his wife is offered at every market stall (‘wird [...] in allen
Buden feil geboten’), and is examined and judged by all the world. Her publisher takes
the role of her pimp, offering her for sale: ‘Ein Leipziger [...] bietet Gegenden dem
Publikum zum Kauf, / Wovon ich billig doch allein nur sprechen sollte.” It is not just the
wife’s honour which is ruined by this spectacle, but her husband’s too. He is defined by
her activity, a reversal of the traditional gender hierarchy: ‘Mich kennt man nur als
Ninons Mann. [...] Mich merkt kein Aug’, und alle Blicke winken / Auf meine stolze

Hilfte nur.” He considers this more humiliating than being the subject of gossip as the

cuckolded husband.

He then goes on to describe the reality of his domestic life with the famous
woman. All correspondence is addressed to her, not him, and when she wakes up she is
interested only in her reviews. But her real duty ought to be to her husband, who laments:
‘Mir / Nicht einen Blick!” In an earlier poem, Schiller had drawn a picture of the ideal
wife. Crucially, she needed to see her husband as the focal point of her life:

Gliicklich macht die Gattin nur,
Die fiir dich nur lebet
Und mit herzlicher Natur
Liebend an dir klebet;
Die, um deiner wert zu sein,
Fiir die Welt erblindet
Und in deinem Arm allein
Thren Himmel findet.'
In Die beriihmte Frau, Schiller also alludes to the neglect of children, which like Campe,

he portrayed as an inevitable aspect of female authorship: ‘Laut hort man es aus der

Kinderstube weinen.” Later in the poem, her children are described as ‘sieben Waisen’.

" Quoted in Philipp Simon, ‘Schillers “Beriihmte Frau™’, Euphorion 17 (1910), p. 288. Simon traces the
sources of Schiller's poem to a number of articles in the Berlinische Monatsschrift of 1786, which contain
images and ideas used in Schiller’s poem.
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In addition, literary women were bound to neglect their appearance (‘doch halbe Blicke

nur begliicken ihren Spiegel’). Their vanity focuses instead on their literary talent.

Furthermore, the attentions his wife receives from her many visitors insult her

husband’s honour, taking liberties even a lover would be denied:

Hier darf ihr [...]

Der diimmste Fat, der drmste Wicht,

Wie sehr er sie bewund’re, sagen;

Und darfs vor meinem Angesicht!

Ich steh’ dabei, und, will ich artig heif3en,

MuB ich ihn bitten, mitzuspeisen.
As Campe had predicted, women’s authorship also costs money. Visitors are entertained
at the husband’s expense. But his self-esteem suffers as much as his pocket: an audience
will think that, compared to his brilliant wife, he is a ‘Pavian’. The literary wife also
needs to travel to all the fashionable spa towns, because she, like other famous people,
wants ‘Zur Schau sich geben und zu Markte tragen’. The public and commercial aspects
of authorship are depicted in no uncertain terms as unseemly, as they are similar to the
practices of prostitution. Thomas Nolden has shown that the processes of inspiration and
creative writing have always been associated with entering an affective state of mind
which in its intensity and irrationality is associated with sexual activity. A woman’s

personal honour was therefore endangered by taking up the pen, let alone by publication.

So women writers were obliged to justify their activities.”

' Thomas Nolden, ““An eine junge Dichterin” Der poetologische Diskurs iiber die Schriftstellerin des 18.
Jahrhunderts’, Lessing Yearbook XXIV (1992), p. 105.
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Schiller concludes his poem with a series of especially repellent images,
emphasizing the incongruity of being female and an author at the same time, thereby
condemning female authorship once and for all as unnatural:

Ein starker Geist in einem zarten Leib,

Ein Zwitter zwischen Mann und Weib,

Gleich ungeschickt zum Herrschen und zum Lieben.

Ein Kind mit eines Riesen Waffen,

Ein Mittelding von Weisen und von Affen!'®
By writing, women are attempting — unsuccessfully — to imitate the male sex (‘Um
kiimmerlich dem stdrkern nachzukriechen’), whilst destroying their femininity: ‘Dem
schoneren Geschlecht entfloh’n’. Schiller’s imagery and use of emphasis is by no means
subtle, but stark in its effect. His point is clear: women who leave their ordained sphere

lose their ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ and threaten the welfare of their family.'” Ultimately,

society is undermined, since the family is the central unit of the state.

But how widespread were the attitudes expressed by Schiller and Campe? Frank
Schubert’s study of the status of women in the Berlinische Monatsschrift concluded that
the intellectually active woman was the second most discussed woman-related topic in the
journal, and was met with an ‘ausnahmslos ablehnende Haltung’ 8 Here too, the
supposed ‘unnaturalness’ of women authors received the most criticism. Not only would
writing make women dissatisfied with their natural situation, but also male sycophants
would inflame women’s vanity and ruin whatever qualities their writing might have had.

Women who wrote travelogues were compared in one article as being similar to ‘Kinder

'® This characterization of Ninon de Lenclos as a ‘Mannweib’ draws on Rousseau’s Emile. See Simon,
‘Schillers “Beriihmte Frau™’, pp. 294-295.

1 Lesley Sharpe, ‘Uber den Zusammenhang der tierischen Natur der Frau mit ihrer geistigen. Zur
Anthropologie der Frau um 1800, in Anthropologie und Literatur um 1800, ed. Jiirgen Barkhoff and Eda
Sagarra, Publications of the Institue of Germanic Studies (Munich: iudicum, 1992), pp. 217-218.

'* Frank Schubert, Die Stellung der Frau im Spiegel der Berlinischen Monatsschrift. Abhandlungen zur
Philosophie, Psychologie und Piddagogik, vol. 150 (Bonn: Bouvier, 1980), p. 130.
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und Unmiindige’, ‘Unwissende und Unstudirte, Menschen ohne Kopf und Sinn und
KenntniB und Beobachtungsgeist.”'® Women writers were generally considered as a
homogenous group, and individuals mentioned only once, if at all. The one exception to
this was Elisa von der Recke, mentioned no fewer than twelve times, but only because
she was considered a supporter of the journal’s Enlightenment agenda with her attacks on
Cagliostro. Her poetry was ignored. Anna Luise Karsch also received a positive notice,
but it was for her patriotic spirit, not her poetry. Women writers associated with the
literature of Empfindsamkeit were either attacked (Philippine Gatterer) or ignored (Sophie

von La Roche).20

Other journals besides the Berlinische Monatsschrift reflected on the rise of
women writers. A brief article in Christian Schubart’s Vaterlandschronik (1788-9)
addresses the issue of women writers as a Europe-wide problem: ‘In Portugal ist der erste
Dichterkopf — ein Weib [...] in England sind Weiber im Besitze des Romanschreibens
[...] und in Deutschland? — gibt’s derzeit 50 Schriftstellerinnen; und darunter 20

Dichterinnen.’?!

Schubart is concerned about the effects of this trend (‘Was soll das alles
werden?’). He posits polemically that King Solomon would be unlikely to replace his
ideal of a woman with a woman who can ‘Verse machen, Romanen schreiben,

philosophieren, freigeisten’. Like Schiller and Campe, he suspects that ‘die Kinderstube,

Kiiche und Keller, Haus und Hof, Garten und Feld vernachlassiget wird!!’

" “Ueber die vielen Reisebeschreibungen in unsern Tagen’, in Die Berlinische Monatsschrift 4 (1784), p.
319. Quoted in Schubert, Stellung der Frau, p. 130.

2 Schubert, Stellung der Frau, p. 132, p. 133.

2! Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart, ‘Gelehrte Weiber’, in Schubarts Werke in einem Band, ed. Ursula
Wertheim and Hans Bohm (Weimar: Volksverlag, 1959).
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Journals specifically aimed at women also propagated the view that literary
ambitions were, for a woman, a ‘Verkehrtheit’. For women, writing necessitated a
‘widernatiirliches Leben am Schreibtische’, stealing away their rosy cheeks and their
life’s prime.22 Marital happiness would suffer, their husbands would seek ‘fremde...]
Reize[...]” elsewhere, and their children would be neglected. An article published in the
Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen describes a visit to the house of a
female author. The visitor describes experiencing a sense of respect for the author’s
learning, but also ‘etwas Widerwartiges, das ich dir nicht weiter beschreiben kann’ (p.
49). The woman makes herself appear unattractive by losing her temper — ‘auf eine so
ungrazidose Weise’ — about a negative review of her work. Since it was a woman’s duty to
create a pleasant atmosphere in the home, the prospect of a family supper in which the
female author exhibited a sour temper appalls the visitor (‘es iiberlauft mich eiskalt bei
dem Gedanken’, p. 50). The fictional visitor is unambiguous about his objections to
female authorship: it is unnatural. For, as he says, ‘Ich tadle nichts, worauf die Natur von

selber hindeutet’ (p. 51).

These examples provide clear evidence of the way in which concepts of a
‘natural’ femininity were used in polemical attacks on female authorship. But so far, most
of the arguments brought forward against women authors have been socio-cultural and
practical in origin. Female authors simply offended the eighteenth-century sense of
propriety, and it was feared that writing would distract women from the tasks they ought

to be doing, thereby wreaking havoc in the home and family. Most of these articles did

2 ‘Weiblicher Genius. Ein Fragment’, Journal von deutschen Frauen fiir deutsche Frauen 1, no. 6 (1805),
p. 48. The piece was signed with a female pseudonym, ‘Minna’. All further references to this article appear
in the text.
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not offer more profoundly argued objections to female authorship. But there was a more

sophisticated opposition, too.

Goethe, Schiller, and the problem of ‘dilettantism’

In the 1790s, Goethe and Schiller began to develop aesthetic objections to female

authorship. In doing so, they also drew heavily on contemporary concepts of gender.

The wave of polemics on the character of the sexes coincides, most remarkably
in the 1790s, with the wave of classicist theorizations about literary practice, and
not surprisingly, many of the aesthetic writings are gender coded. The character
polarities attributed to the genders are mapped onto the definitions of art vs. non-
art, appropriate vs. inappropriate literary consumption, and professional poets vs.
dilettantes.”?

Goethe and Schiller derived their categories from an aesthetic tradition struggling to cope
with the unprecedented expansion of the literary market since the early 1770s. This
expansion had disrupted the homogeneity characteristic of the literary market up until the
middle of the eighteenth century. It thereby necessitated an examination of aesthetic
theories on the nature of authorship and good literature.** From the beginning, these
aesthetic theories were gender coded. Johann Georg Sulzer’s Allgemeine Theorie der
schonen Kiinste (1771-4) formalized contemporary literary developments into two
opposing categories: high and low art were characterized respectively as strong/weak,
active/passive, hard/soft. The gender code is unmistakable, and prefigures Humboldt’s
model of ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ by twenty years. Later texts, such as Johann Christoph

Friedrich Bihrends’s Ueber den Werth der Empfindsamkeit besonders in Riicksicht auf

* Linda Dietrick, ‘Women Writers and the Authorization of Literary Practice’, in Unwrapping Goethe’s
Weimar: essays in cultural studies and local knowledge, ed. Susanne Kord Burkhard Henke, Simon Richter,
Studies in German Literature, Linguistics and Culture (New York and Suffolk: Camden House, 2000), p.
216.

 Karin A. Waurst, ‘Negotiations of Containment. Elise Biirger’s Adelheit, Griéfin von Theck and the
“Trivial” Tradition’, in Thalia’s Daughters: German women dramatists from the eighteenth century to the
present, ed. Susan L. Cocalis and Ferrel Rose (Tiibingen: Francke, 1996), p. 35.
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die Romane (1786) and Johann Gottfried Hocke’s Vertraute Briefe iiber die jetzige
abentheuerliche Lesesucht und iiber den Einfluss derselben auf die Verminderung des
hiiuslichen und dffentlichen Gliicks (1794), developed this dichotomy further.”> And it
was perpetuated by Goethe and Schiller, especially in their outline of a plan for a treatise
on what they called ‘dilettantism’ (1799). This was meant to provide criteria for
determining the value inherent in literature, defining classicist practice in terms of what it
was not — namely unprofessional, unauthorized production. They developed a hierarchy
of the dilettante versus the ‘Kiinstler’. The true artist was characterized by his exercise of
art according to principles of science (‘Ausiibung der Kunst nach Wilenschaft’). His
stance was objective, not subjective (‘Annahme einer objektiven Kunst’). He was capable
of progression and development (‘Schulgerechte Folge und Steigerung’). For him, writing
was not a hobby, but rather ‘Profe8ion und Beruf’. As a result, he was part of a literary
movement (‘AnschlieBung an eine Kunst und Kiinstlerwelt’).?® Real art was timeless, but

dilettantism was ephemeral.

By definition, women could not be included amongst the real artists. Women did
not have the prerequisite formal education and training, nor could they be part of a
‘Kiinstlerwelt’. Few women would have the luxury of pursuing art professionally. And
conclusively, women’s putative ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ obviously prevented them from
adopting an objective perspective. As they were supposedly closer to their ‘Gefiihl’ and
less capable of reason, they were condemned to being trapped in their own emotionality

and subjectivity. Many male writers argued that women lacked the analytical skills to

% See Wurst, ‘Negotiations of Containment’, pp. 35-36.
% Friedrich Schiller, ‘Uber den Dilettantismus’, in Schillers Werke. Nationalausgabe Bd. 21, ed. Benno von
Wiese and Helmut Koopmann (Weimar: Hermann Bohlaus Nachfolger, 1963), p. 60.
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move beyond their personal experience towards an abstract, objective, autonomous
literature. So Goethe and Schiller excluded women’s authorship ‘on an a priori basis’.*’
Ironically, many women writers fell in with Goethe’s assertion that ‘der Dilettant [...]
treibt alles als ein Spiel, als Zeitvertreib, hat meist noch einen Nebenzweck’.?® In
forewords and correspondence, they made their writing appear a harmless hobby which
did not interfere with their real business as mothers, wives and housewives. The pressure
to contribute to their family’s income also meant that women were usually writing with
the demands and interests of the literary public in mind. And in doing so, they were
forfeiting their claim to true art. A work’s reception by actual, historical consumers as
well as the response of the producers to that specific market devalued its artistic

credibility.?

Linguistically, eighteenth-century gender constructs and Goethe and Schiller’s
concept of dilettantism are closely related. Terms used to describe dilettantism echo the
discourse surrounding gender: the dilettante represents ‘das PaBlive’, the artist the active,
and the dilettante wants to reproduce what s/he has experienced, ‘erlittnef...]
Wirkungen’.*® This is a direct replica of Humboldt’s description of the female as passive
and ‘leidend’. Women, in his scheme, were characterized as incapable of creating

anything themselves. Their role was to receive and to react; just like the dilettante in

27 Susan L. Cocalis, ‘Acts of Omission. The Classical Dramas of Caroline von Wolzogen and Charlotte von
Stein’, in Thalia’s Daughters. German Women Dramatists from the Eighteenth Century to the Present, ed.
Susan L. Cocalis and Ferrel Rose (Tiibingen: Francke, 1996), p. 77.

? Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Uber den Dilettantismus’, in Simtliche Werke Bd. 18. Asthetische
Schriften 1771-1805, ed. Friedmar Apel (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1998), p. 747.

» Dietrick, *Authorization of Literary Practice’, p. 218.

* Schiller, ‘Uber den Dilettantismus’, p. 61.
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Goethe’s and Schiller’s definition.’ Similarly, contemporary gender models suggested
that women were essentially constant, incapable of development or change. Just so, the
main feature of dilettante writers, according to Goethe, was their ‘Inkorrigibilit’cit.’3 2 In
this way, dilettantism ‘is assigned a female positionality within the hierarchy [of high and
low art], which devalues or trivializes it.”** During the 1790s, constructions of gender and

the discourse of classical art evolved in tandem, and

both these ideals of art and femininity were constructed to meet the needs of
men. [...] By associating dilettantism with innate gender roles, it becomes
possible to view it as an analogous innate phenomenon and to assign it to a
gender on an a priori basis.>

It seems obvious that Goethe and Schiller saw a connection between dilettantism
and the presence of women on the literary scene.”> The two issues are often discussed
side by side. The subject is first broached in a letter from Schiller to Goethe in June
1797, and then expanded in their correspondence and the schemata developed in 1799.

Goethe himself expressed their increased anxiety about dilettantism:

Denn wie Kiinstler, Unternehmer, Verkdufer und Kiufer und Liebhaber jeder
Kunst im Dilettantism ersoffen sind, das sehe ich jetzt erst mit Schrecken, da wir
die Sache so sehr durchgedacht und dem Kinde einen Namen gegeben haben.*®

Earlier letters had still expressed pleasure at some texts by women writers: ‘Dieser Tage

hat die Imhoff mir die 2 letzten Gesénge ihres Gedichts geschickt, die mir sehr grof3e

Freude gemacht haben. Es ist iiberaus zart und rein entwickelt’.”” Some women writers

3 Biirger, ‘Dilettantism’, p. 28.

32 Goethe to Schiller, 22 June 1799. Siegfried Seidel, ed., Der Briefwechsel zwischen Schiller und Goethe, 3
vols. (Munich: Beck, 1984), vol. 2, p. 228.

3 Wurst, ‘Negotiations of Containment’, p. 36.

* Cocalis, ‘Acts of Omission’, p- 78, p. 80.

¥ Biirger, ‘Dilettantism’, p. 21.

3¢ Goethe to Schiller, 22 June 1799. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel, vol. 2, p. 228.

37 Schiller to Goethe, 19 March 1799. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel, vol. 2, p. 208.
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were even deemed capable of development and improvement: ‘[Die Mereau] fingt [...]
an, sich von Fehlern frei zu machen, die ich an ihr fiir ganz unheilbar hielt.”*® But
increased disillusionment with the literary public and its lack of appreciation of high art
(‘Das einzige Verhiltnis gegen das Publikum, das einen nicht reuen kann, ist der Krieg’)
led to a sharper focus on those elements which were contaminating the literary market:
dilettantes.”® After this, Goethe and Schiller were unable to continue to see women
writers as a harmless phenomenon. They were now seen as partly responsible for the

problems of literature. So by May, Schiller was writing:

Ich begreife wohl, dal Thnen das Gedicht unserer Dilettantin [Amalie von
Imhoff] immer weniger Freude machen mag, je néher Sie es betrachten. Denn
auch darin zeigt sich der Dilettantism besonders, daf3 er, weil er aus einem
falschen Prinzip ausgeht, nichts hervorbringen kann, das nicht im ganzen falsch
ist, also auch keine wesentliche Hilfe zuliBt.*

Thus, Goethe and Schiller completed an entirely circular argument.*' Inferior writing is
essentially feminine; women must be essentially feminine; therefore women must be
inferior writers. Their aesthetic criteria (e.g. Schiller’s concept of the sublime and the
naive) were already given in gendered terms. And their notions of gender were informed
by aesthetics. Goethe and Schiller were able to conclude that although women might be

able to achieve a certain technical competence (‘eine gewisse Schreibgeschicklichkeit’),

* Schiller to Goethe, 30 June 1797. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel, vol. 1, p. 359.

* Schiller to Goethe, 25 June 1799. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel, vol. 2, p. 230.

% Schiller to Goethe, 31 May 1799. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel, vol. 2, pp. 214-215.

“! See Barbara Becker-Cantarino, ‘Goethe as a Critic of Literary Women’, in Goethe as a Critic of
Literature, ed. Karl J. Fink and Max L. Baeumer (Lanham; New York: London: University Press of
America, 1984), p. 163. Judith Purver, ‘““Zufrieden mit stillerem Ruhme”? Reflections on the Place of
Women Writers in the Literary Spectrum of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth Centuries’,
Publications of the English Goethe Society LXIV (1993-5), p. 80.
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dilettantes nevertheless remained an objectionable ‘Geziicht’, not of any literary, but

merely ‘naturhistorisch’ interest.*

Circular though it may be, this argument practically affected the reception of
women’s work. Goethe’s 1806 review of Friederike Helene Unger’s novels Bekenntnisse
einer schonen Seele, von ihr selbst geschrieben, and Melanie, das Findelkind, and
Karoline Paulus’s novel Wilhelm Dumont was the practical application both of his
gendered aesthetics, and of contemporary gender ideology. By asserting that the novels
entertained the reader ‘auf eine angenehme Weise’, Goethe signalled from the outset that
these were trivial, dilettante entertainments.* But the novels were aimed at a female
readership, and two, at least, had been written by women (Goethe thought the
Bekenntnisse einer schonen Seele had been written by a man). This meant he had to
assess the moral suitability of the novels, both for female readers and female writers. An
aesthetic critique was unnecessary. In principle, these books were incapable of being
‘ganz dsthetisch’. Goethe set out to examine their ‘sittliche Wirkung’ instead.** Morally,
he concluded, the novels could not be recommended. Measured against contemporary
standards for female behaviour and character, they fell short of his expectations, and

could only be used as an example to women of how not to be.

Wir tadeln daher unsere Amazone gar sehr, daf3 sie auf ihrer Reise nach der
Schweiz den Arm geriistet aufhebt und gewaltig ausholt, um einem wackern
Eidgenossen im Vorbeigehen eins zu versetzen. [...] So haben wir denn auch
nicht ohne Kopfschiitteln bemerken konnen, da3 die anmutigen und liebevollen

%2 See Schiller to Goethe, 30 June 1797, and Goethe to Schiller, 22 June 1799. Seidel, ed., Briefwechsel,
vol. I, p. 359 and vol. 352, p. 229.

** Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘Rezension von “Bekenntnisse einer schdnen Seele, von ihr selbst
geschrieben”, “Melanie, das Findelkind”, und “Wilhelm Dumont’’, in Berliner Ausgabe. Kunsttheoretische
Schriften und Uebersetzungen. Schriften zur Literatur [ (Berlin: Aufbau, 1970), p. 410.

* Goethe, ‘Rezension’, p- 415.
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Naturen, die in dem Roman unserer Freundin Eleutherie [Karoline Paulus] ihr
Spiel treiben, sich als Anti-Naturphilosophen ankiindigen und bei dieser
Gelegenheit immer auf8erordentlich verdrieBlich werden. [...] sollte man mit so
viel Liebenswiirdigkeit, Gefiihl und Lebenslust an Philosophie iiberhaupt,
geschweige denn an Naturphilosophie denken?

The novels were judged only with regard to gender ideology, and the extent to which the
sexes were appropriately represented.45 Anything unfeminine was condemned (‘wie
wenig dergleichen AuBerungen einer weiblichen Feder geziemen’). Goethe’s general
advice to women writers was therefore to have their novels read by male mentors prior to
publication, so that they might be able to expunge ‘alle Unweiblichkeiten’. Women’s
writing occupied an entirely separate sphere of literature. ‘The “pen” is divided, as is
society, in [sic] the male and the female.”*® Women writers should remain under male
tutelage and therefore, gender censorship; not so that they might learn to attain the
characteristics of a true ‘Kiinstler’, but rather that they might learn how to comply with

their natural ‘Geschlechtscharakter’.

The limitations of ‘gender censorship’

These definitions are precise: but in practice, such precision could not be
maintained. At the same time as developing a model of literary production which
excluded women, Goethe and Schiller nonetheless acted as mentors for several women of
their acquaintance (e.g. Caroline von Wolzogen and Amalie von Imhoff).*’” They also

devoted much time and energy to editing their manuscripts and finding publishing outlets,

 See for example Goethe, ‘Rezension’, pp. 416-417. Quotation from pp. 419-420.

46 Becker-Cantarino, ‘Goethe as a Critic’, p. 168.

“" In their own journals, Goethe and Schiller published Sophie von La Roche, Sophie Mereau, Friederike
Brun, Caroline von Wolzogen, Amalie von Imhoff, Louise Brachmann and Elisa von der Recke. See Helga
Brandes, ‘Der Frauenroman und die literarisch-publizistische Offentlichkeit im 18. Jahrhundert’. in
Untersuchungen zum Roman von Frauen um 1800, ed. Helga Gallas; Magdalene Heuser, Untersuchungen
zur deutschen Literaturgeschichte 55 (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1990).
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either by publishing them in their own journals or by finding publishers for them.*® This
discrepancy between theory and practice is evident elsewhere. Despite the
overwhelmingly condemnatory attitude of the Berlinische Monatsschrift to women
writers, it nonetheless published fourteen contributions by women writers. These
included poems by Susanne von Bandemer, and essays by other women, of which only a
third dealt with topics specific to the female sex.* Some of these contributions to the
Monatsschrift, especially Elisa von der Recke’s attacks on ‘Schwiarmerei’, attracted a
great deal of public interest and attention. Frank Schubert asserts that these contributions
reveal their authors’ ‘selbstbewuflte Haltung’, indicating ‘mit welcher Sicherheit sich die
Frau im 18. Jahrhundert zu duBlern gewohnt war’, even in an otherwise conservative
journal like the Berlinische Monatsschrift.5 Ot is possible to argue that the theoretical
objections against female authorship coexisted with, and were undermined by, practical
concessions. The discourse condemning female authorship was not applied with

complete consistency, and was destabilized further by active encouragement for women

writers.

Women writers were clearly a phenomenon that could not be ignored. The
discourse of anxiety and prohibition concerning female authors does not document
absence or marginalization. It demonstrates the very opposite, women’s presence on the
literary market. There would have been no need to draw the boundaries of legitimate

authorship so clearly, if they had already been well established in the minds of late

* Cocalis, ‘Acts of Omission’, p. 79.

* All contributions to the Berlinische Monatsschrift by women authors are listed in Schubert, Stellung der
Frau, pp. 215-223.

* Schubert, Stellung der Frau, pp. 133-134.
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eighteenth-century Germans. This point is emphasized by Linda Dietrick, who stresses
the extent to which these texts were rhetorical, rather than descriptive. As rhetoric, they
point towards ‘an exercise in symbolic power in a specific, historical social context’.
‘While there are no simple explanations for this public exercise of linguistic authority, it

was clearly a reaction to a perceived threat.”'

Rather than indicating a static condition,
discourse is part of a process, a contest over the distribution of linguistic authority. The
discourse which gains linguistic authority aims to set the terms of reference that are
recognized within a social group as legitimate. The symbolic power which this discourse
then wields is essentially invisible because it is based upon a value system that all
participants have come to see as legitimate or natural. By defining the nature of real art
versus its mechanical imitation, mere pseudo-art, Goethe and Schiller were attempting to
create one such value system, which was to be recognized as natural. To this end, its
grounding in ‘natural’ gender characteristics presented a strategic advantage. Yet the
power of the notion of dilettantism must not be over-emphasized. The article which
Schiller and Goethe intended to write was, after all, never finished, and never published.5 2
Its influence on their contemporaries was therefore limited. Other authors who considered

the question of women writers, such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte, remained profoundly

ambiguous about their existence.

Fichte discussed the question of female authorship in the conclusion to his
Grundrif3 des Familienrechts (1796). He considered ‘die Begierde der Weiber,

Schriftstellerei zu treiben’ to be a growing trend, which was potentially dangerous.

3! Dietrick draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s work for her article. See Dietrick, *Authorization of Literary
Practice’, pp. 213-215.
52 Becker-Cantarino, ‘Goethe as a Critic’, p. 163.
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Judging women’s literary activity within the context of natural law, Fichte ‘sternly
restricts women’s writing to certain types of text, to useful, moral, popular literature,
excluding their “products”, as he calls their texts, from the realm of art.”> Becker-
Cantarino is right to suggest that Fichte was no more able than Goethe to conceive of a
woman writing a book with aesthetic merit. And yet he too is unable to condemn their
writing absolutely. He argues that women are better suited to write for their own sex than
men ‘weil sie ihr Geschlecht besser kennen, als es je ein Mann kennen wird’.>* Having
outlined the specific quality of women’s minds and moral character in his treatise, he was
now unable to deny them the right to authorship totally. Women’s writing must be in
keeping with their general moral purpose in life, which is to be useful to others (‘Ich habe
[...] vorausgesetzt, daB das Weib lediglich um zu niitzen [...], fiir ihr Geschlecht [...]
schreibe’). But it would be simplistic to regard this a plain prohibition. In fact, it opened
up several genres to women: pedagogy, didactic novels, sentimental poetry, children’s
literature, letter-writing manuals, household manuals and cookbooks (which were often
lucrative and went into several editions). And indeed women did enter these genres in
large numbers. For many women they represented a means of gaining an independent
income and semi-professional activity.”> Whilst Fichte clearly found female authorship an
uncomfortable reality, and sought to contain it within certain limits, he had nonetheless
endowed women with positive qualities. So although it is possible to see Fichte’s
comment, as Becker-Cantarino does, as a male attempt to control female writing, it is not

a simple silencing, or mere censorship. Rather, it represents a compromise validating

53 Becker-Cantarino, ‘Gender Censorship’, p. 82.
> Fichte, ‘Grundrif’, p. 348.
55 These include, among others, J.I.E. von Wallenrodt, T. Huber, F.H. Unger, C.A. Fischer and B. Naubert.
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some forms of female authorship; even suggesting, in some genres, that female authorship

might be superior.

Carl Friedrich Pockels, whose writings on the subject of the nature of the sexes
were discussed earlier, also discussed female authorship. The idea so troubled him that an
entire chapter was devoted to it, entitled ‘Weiblicher Geschmack in der prosaischen
Schriftstellerey und in den Kiinsten’, in a treatise which was supposed to deal with the
character of the male sex (Der Mann. Ein anthropologisches Charactergemdhlde seines
Geschlechts. Ein Gegenstiick zu der Charakteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts, 4 vols,
1805-8). Part two of the third volume of Der Mann is wholly taken up with a discussion
of female genius, introduced by a general evaluation of its ‘passive’ nature. Like others
before him, Pockels also draws on general conceptions of the female
‘Geschlechtscharakter’ and women’s social responsibilities. He attempts to deduce
differences between men’s and women’s minds from the general principle that man is the
stronger, woman the weaker sex. From there it is possible to argue that despite their
intrinsic equality as human beings, sexual difference is nonetheless evident in a
‘gewisse[r] Unterschied in der Denkgeistigkeit’ too, which predestined men to pursue
writing, and excluded women. But this, Pockels himself admits, is mere ‘Résonnement’
that writing is unsuitable for women, not proof.5 ® Instead, he resorts to the by now
familiar arguments about literary activity ruining a family’s happiness and the woman’s

own welfare. So, although unable to prove scientifically that the female sex is not

% Carl Friedrich Pockels, Der Mann. Ein anthropologisches Charactergemdihlde seines Geschlechts. Ein
Gegenstiick zu der Charakteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts vol. 3 (Hannover: Ritschersche
Buchhandlung, 1806), pp. VI-VII. All other references to this book appear in the text.
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compatible with literary pursuits, Pockels did insist on the undesirability of female

authorship by means of a socio-cultural argument. This, he feels, is justification enough:

Es wire also ein so verdammliches Unrecht nicht, wenn man der schonen Welt,
durch die Hinweisung auf den Mangel ihres Genies, - das
Schriftstellerhandwerk, - das hier wirklich nur ein Hindewerk ist, - ein wenig zu
verleiden suchte. (p. IX)

The ambiguity of his argument is striking. He says very clearly that as long as women
fulfil their feminine duties, there is nothing wrong in principle with female authorship
(‘Er [the author] génnt [...] allen wackern Frauen ihr Schriftstellern und Versmachen
recht gern’, p. IX). But half a paragraph later, as though he had suddenly realized the

liberating potential of that concession, he withdraws it:

Allein bey diesen Voraussetzungen des andern Geschlechts treten so viele
Bedenklichkeiten hervor, daB man aus Vorsicht die ganze Erlaubni zu dem
leidigen Schriftstellerwesen des schonen Geschlechts wieder zuriicknehmen
mdchte. (p. X)

Despite Pockels’s careful attempt to argue scientifically and logically, he is unable
to do so when it comes to the emotive subject of the ‘Schriftstellerwesen des schonen
Geschlechts’, as this outburst shows: ‘Sollte es denn wirklich Zeiten und Stunden geben,
worin unsern Frauen wirklich nichts Besseres und Edleres zu treiben iibrig bliebe, als —
Biicher zu schreiben?’ (p. XI) The emphatic repetition of ‘wirklich’ indicates his
incredulity at such a thought. He is suspicious too of the lascivious connotations of
female authorship (‘dieses wolliistige Herumtappen in der Biicherwelt’, p. XII). But like
Fichte, he finds himself faced with the inescapable fact of women’s established
authorship. And like Fichte, he has endowed women with certain qualities, which he is

now unable to withdraw. Whilst in theory opposed to the idea of women writers, in
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practice he appraises their work and deals with it on a more specific basis. And so he

admits:

Ueber das weibliche Talent, - Romane zu schreiben, herrscht nur eine Stimme.
Die Schriftstellerinnen haben uns hier und da wirklich lesenswerthe Sachen
gegeben, - sie kdnnen uns angenehm unterhalten, in einzelnen Stellen sogar
hinreien und bezaubern. (p. 379)

His objections are to do with the limitations that female propriety and delicacy place on

women in describing certain aspects of life, which robs their novels of realism:

Hierzu kommt [...] bey ihren Zeichnungen des wirklichen Menschen der
Umstand, daB die Frauen, aus einer Art von Schiichternheit und Delicatesse, sich
selten in den Geist und die Weise des Mannes hineinstudiren, uns daher fast
allemal in einem zu grellen und schwarzen, oder in einem zu gefilligen
Gemihlde aufstellen. (Pockels’s emphasis, p. 380)

The nature of the female sex, which he had defined elsewhere as being preoccupied with
and especially suited to the cultivation of love, could have a positive effect on their

novels:

Eben darum giebt es auch in der That wenige ganz frostige und kalte weibliche
Romane, [...] weil irgendwo der Liebe ein Herz aufgeschlossen, - eine
Aussshnung der Uneinigen gestiftet, eine Hochzeit gefeyert, eine ungliickliche
Liebe am Ende zu einer freudigen Entwicklung gebracht, ein kaltes Gemiith in
Feuer und Flammen gesetzt wird.

Similarly, women’s putative sense of morality and decency resulted in their novels being
innocent, which meant they could be recommended more generally: ‘Offenbar haben die
Weiber mehr moralischen Geschmack und mehr moralisches Gefiihl, als der Mann’ (p.
381). That way, women’s ‘Geschlechtscharakter’ gave them an advantage over male

authors:

Alle unsere edleren Romandichterinnen heiligen in ihren Schriften die Wiirde
der Sittsamkeit; - immer schildern sie die Liebe in ihrer Unschuldsgestalt; sie
wissen sie eigentlich auch nicht anders zu schildern. (p. 385)
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So, although women’s literary achievements lacked all originality, and were devoid of
any genuine poetic value (p. 386), women had to be credited with certain qualities which
ensured their unique contribution to the eighteenth-century literary sphere, especially

novels:

Wir legen daher zunichst dem schonen Geschlechte ein dsthetisches Auge bey,
das Liebliche und RegelméaBige der Formen und Gestalten schnell und richtig zu
beurtheilen, und seinen Sinn danach zu gewdhnen. (p. 389)5 7

The discourse of gender difference clearly infused eighteenth-century notions of
authorship, but prohibitions were not always applied in practice (as in Goethe and
Schiller’s editorial practice). Moreover, the discourse itself is riven with ambiguities and
contradictions (as in Pockels’s work), thereby failing to condemn female authorship
outright. Sometimes there is even positive encouragement of female authorship. A note in
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg’s writings suggests that some men appreciated the unique

contribution that a woman’s perspective could make to literature:

Unstreitig ist die mannliche Schonheit noch nicht genug von den Hénden
gezeichnet worden, die sie allein zeichnen kénnten, von weiblichen. Mir ist es
allemal angenehm, wenn ich von einer neuen Dichterin hdre. Wenn sie sich nur
nicht nach den Gedichten der Minner bildeten, was konnte nicht da entdeckt
werden.®

Whilst not everyone was able to countenance the idea of women developing their own
independent literary aesthetic as Lichtenberg was, many contemporaries did hold views

on female authorship which were by no means unambiguously negative.

%7 The same views were expressed in an earlier work of his. See volume one of Pockels, Versuch einer

Characteristik, pp. 305-310.
*® Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, Aphorismen, ed. Friedrich Sengle (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1977), pp. 111-112.
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It is often asserted that, whilst the eighteenth century was able to contain such
contradictory phenomena, they ceased to be permissible in the nineteenth. For instance,

Susanne Kord argues:

Der Gegensatz ‘Frau’ und ‘Autorin’ im 18. Jahrhundert ist eine Gratwanderung,
die zeitgendssischer Literatur zufolge von einigen Auserwihlten mit viel
Feingefiihl bewiltigt werden konnte; der Gegensatz ‘Hausfrau’ und ‘Autorin’ im
19. repriisentiert einen uniiberbriickbaren Abgrund.>

However, this is an oversimplification. I would argue that the contradictions and
ambiguities which were so apparent in the eighteenth century continued to exist well into
the nineteenth. A review published in the Journal fiir Literatur, Kunst, Luxus und Mode
in 1819, often held to be the most conservative period of the post-revolutionary era,
shows how female authorship could be appraised positively for its unique qualities.6° The
reviewer began his piece by addressing those very same reservations against female

authorship.

Halb in Scherz, halb in Ernst hat man den Frauen neuester Zeit vorgeworfen, dafl
sie hdufig die Feder ergriffen, ja ein Romanenfach, mehr als die Ménner
schrieben. Warum, wenn es ihnen ihre Verhiltnisse sonst gestatten, sollten sie es
auch nicht?

By addressing the objections against women writers in this way, the reviewer shows how
this debate was not, as Kord has alleged, concluded in favour of condemning female
authorship. In fact, it was still a live issue. Not only could the reviewer see no valid
objection in principle to female authors, he also asserted that women possessed definite

skills and attributes which made their writing valid and their contributions welcome:

* Kord, Namen, p.- 94.

% See ‘Literatur - Deutsche Literatur [Rezension]’, Journal fiir Literatur, Kunst, Luxus, Mode March
(1819). The reviewer discussed four novels, Frauenliebe, Frauenwiirde, Maria und Wallpurgis and
Rosalba, by Caroline von Fouqué, Caroline Pichler, Caroline von Woltmann and Benedikte Naubert
respectively.
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Gute Beobachtungsgabe, Auffassen gewisser unscheinbarer, und doch fiir
bessere Charakteristik so wichtige Ziige, klares Eindringen in des Herzen Tiefen,
zumal des eignen Geschlechts, sind Vorziige, die nicht leicht Jemand den Frauen
streitig machen wird. Kommt dazu nun ein gebildeter Geist, das Talent der
Darstellung, und gewisse groBartige Gesinnungen und Aussichten, so sind sie
recht dazu ausgestattet, Romane zu schreiben [...].

Women’s novels often reached a standard of excellence which made them equal to the
products of the male pen. They also had the further advantage of offering moral guidance

to female readers.

[So] wire denn doch auch zu beachten, da Frauen moralische Zwecke mit ihren
Erzdhlungen weit haufiger, als die Manner es thun, verbinden, und auf eine
faBlich heitere Weise, manche niitzliche, jiingere Personen ihres Geschlechts
heilsame, Lehre darin verweben.®!

Nor is it true to say that women’s texts were necessarily assumed to be occupying a
literary stratum below that of high art, in what Christa Biirger has termed the ‘mittlere
Sph‘aire’.62 Instead, the reviewer assures his readers from the outset that he will not be
offering them anything mediocre (‘Der Name der geehrten Verfasserinnen biirgt schon,
daB nichts Flaches, MittelmaBiges zu erwarten sey’). That women’s writing was only ever
assessed with regard to the author’s sex, and not to the text’s content, is also not borne out
by this review. The reviewer specifically states that he will be addressing the ideas
inherent in the novels he is reviewing (‘so wollen wir denn versuchen mit [...] den Ideen,
die ihren Biichern zu Grunde liehen [sic], die Lesewelt bekannt zu machen’).63 This
suggests that it was not female authorship per se, but rather the extent to which individual
women writers were seen to conform to the norms prescribed to the female sex (despite

their activity as writers) that determined the response of their contemporaries.

® ‘[Rezension]’, Journal fiir Literatur, Kunst, Luxus, Mode March (1819), pp. 158-159.
%2 Biirger, ‘Dilettantism’, p.-31.
63 ‘[Rezension)’, Journal fiir Literatur, Kunst, Luxus, Mode March (1819), p. 159.
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Balancing genius and gender: Dictionaries of women writers

Dictionaries of women writers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
express this aspect of the male response to female authorship very clearly.®* They
exemplify the male desire to contain and control women’s writing, whilst being faced
with the fait accompli of female authorship, the presence of women writers on the literary
market. At the same time, they also indicate the extent to which women writers were
regarded as a phenomenon which was here to stay, and which was of great interest to

their contemporaries.

‘VerzeichniB3 einiger jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen und
ihrer Schriften’ (1788)

The earliest compilation of eighteenth century women writers to be discussed here
appeared in the Journal von und fiir Deutschland in 1788. In the ‘Verzeichni} einiger
jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen und ihrer Schriften’, the anonymous
contributor lists 54 female writers and their works, in addition to five anonymous
writers.®> The subject was of such interest to the readers of the journal that there appeared

no fewer than six further articles with additions and corrections between 1788 and 1790.%

% Five such dictionaries were published in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: in 1715, 1790, 1823-5,
1893 and 1898. Of these, the last two were written by women. Dorothea Behnke, “Daf dem weiblichen
Geschlechte an Tapfferkeit, Klugheit, Gelehrsamkeit und anderen Haupttugenden, gar nichts fehle.” Lexika
zu Schriftstellerinnen aus dem deutschsprachigen Raum. Bestandsaufnahme und Analyse (Osnabriick:
Zeller Verlag, 1999), p. 9.

% “VerzeichniB einiger jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen und ihrer Schriften’, Journal von und
fiir Deutschland 5, no. 2 (1788). In the Index deutschsprachiger Zeitschriften, 1750-1815, compiled by the
Gottinger Akademie der Wissenschaften, the author is deciphered as C.H. Schmid. However, later additions
to the ‘Verzeichni’ were written by another, unidentified author.

% ‘Berichtigungen des Verzeichnisses jetztlebender Deutscher Schriftstellerinnen’, Journal von und fiir
Deutschland 5, no. 8 (1788). ‘Beytrag zum Verzeichnif der jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen’,
Journal von und fiir Deutschland 6, no. 3 (1789). ‘Erinnerungen und Zusitze zu dem Verzeichnisse
einniger jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen und ihrer Schriften im Journal von und fiir
Deutschland 1788.11 S.133-42 und zu den Berichtigungen VIII S. 109-10°, Journal von und fiir Deutschland
7,n0. 5 (1790). ‘Neuer Beytrag zum Verzeichnif der jetztiebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen’, Journal
von und fiir Deutschland 6, no. 11 (1789). ‘Noch ein Nachtrag zu den Verzeichnissen von Deutschen
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The Verzeichnif3 takes the form of a writers’ dictionary, listing the women’s names,
pseudonyms, dates of birth and death where known, and the titles of their works. The
definition of a ‘Schriftstellerin’ goes beyond authors of belles lettres, and includes writers
of scientific works, translations, domestic manuals and letters. The entries on individual
women are usually devoid of judgment and comment, but in 1789, the author added a
brief rationale for the Verzeichnif3, in which he argued that the specific circumstances

under which women pursue authorship necessitated a separate dictionary for them.

Mir scheint iibrigens eine Litteratur der Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen um desto
nothiger, je weniger genau und vollstidndig insgemein die ménnlichen
Litteratoren und Recensenten in diesem Fache zu seyn pflegen, je mehr die
weibliche Bescheidenheit sich verborgen zu halten sucht, und je mehr es hier
(bey der geringen Mule, die die meisten Frauen zur Autorschaft haben) darauf
ankommt, auch die Verfasserinnen einzelner kleiner Aufsitze nicht zu
iibersehen.®’

Far from condemning female authorship in principle, this author felt that women’s
achievements ought to receive more recognition, as their natural modesty tended to
obscure the extent of their literary accomplishments. In fact, he deliberately sought to
encourage women writers by acknowledging and making public their work. It is

indicative of the large numbers of women on the literary market that, despite the fairly
extensive list of women writers compiled in this sequence of additions to the original
Verzeichnif3, the author felt that a careful reading of journals and almanacs would increase

the Verzeichnifs considerably.

Schriftstellerinnen’, Journal von und fiir Deutschland 7, no. 9 (1790). ‘Sechster Beytrag zum Verzeichnifl
der jetztlebenden Deutschen Schriftstellerinnen’, Journal von und fiir Deutschland 7, no. 9 (1790).
%7 ‘Neuer Beytrag’, Journal von und fiir Deutschland 6, no. 11 (1789), p. 467.
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‘Deutschlands Schriftstellerinnen. Eine charakteristische Skize’
(1790)

Only two years later, a separate dictionary appeared in book form, published
anonymously by its author, Samuel Baur. Although his book, Deutschlands
Schriftstellerinnen. Eine charakteristische Skize (1790), was to a large extent based on the
Verzeichnif3, his motives for compiling the dictionary were very different from those of
the earlier author.*® Baur freely admits that he is no admirer of women writers, and that he
is writing the book only because he thinks that it is a potentially lucrative gap in the

market.

DaB3 doch die Modeschriftsteller sich so manchen guten Bissen vor’m Munde
wegschnappen lassen [...] noch [ist] keiner auf den Gedanken gekommen,
Deutschlands gelehrte Damen dem Publikum vorzustellen.®

Baur publicly acknowledged his opposition to women writers in a previous publication:

Da wir der Frauenzimmerschriftstellerei — wir kénnen’s nicht liugnen — ziemlich
abhold sind, aus Griinden, die mehrere Gelehrte schon vor uns in ein deutliches
Licht gesezt haben, so wollten wir lieber diese Namen aus unserer Gallerie [der
Erziehungsschriftsteller] ganz weglassen [...]. Wir kennen von den 50-60
schreibenden Damen Deutschlands wenige, denen wir ihre Schriftstellerei Dank
wiiten, und wir denken, die Recensenten sollten den schreibenden Damen nicht
so gar viele Scharrfiie machen, und alle Fehler nachsehen. Zu gro8e Nachsicht
schadet, und ein Frauenzimmer, das Biicher schreibt, legt seine Weiblichkeit ab,
wird Gelehrter, und muB als solcher beurtheilt werden, wenn nicht besondere
Umstinde eintreten.”®

This means that a fundamental contradiction is built into Deutschlands
Schriftstellerinnen: although he is making women writers more prominent by publishing

his dictionary, and although he is benefiting financially from their popularity, he is

68 Nearly all the women listed in Baur’s publication had appeared in the Verzeichnif3 two years earlier. It is
obvious that he merely copied large parts of it, as the number of mistakes which he simply repeated,
indicates. He did not incorporate the additions and corrections published in later editions of the Verzeichnif.
See Uta Sadji, ‘Einleitung’, in Deutschlands Schriftstellerinnen von Samuel Baur (] 790), Stuttgarter
Arbeiten zur Germanistik (Stuttgart: Heinz Akademischer Verlag, 1990), pp. 11-13.

* Samuel Baur in his preface to Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen. Unpaginated.

70 Samuel Baur in the preface to [Samuel Baur], Charakteristik der Erziehungsschriftsteller Deutschlands.
Ein Handbuch fiir Erzieher (Leipzig: Johann Benjamin Georg Fleischer, 1790), pp. VIII-IX.
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nonetheless unable to detect any merit in their work. In one entry, he declares freely that
praising this woman’s work, though necessary in the context of his dictionary as a
concession to his readers, was a distasteful task to him (‘wir versichern, daB es uns sehr
sauer geworden’).71 Such a cynical publication serves to illustrate the dichotomy between
a widespread, instinctively negative attitude to women writers, and the inescapable fact of

their established presence on the literary market.

Unlike the compiler of the Verzeichnif3, Samuel Baur does not list the female
authors and their works without commentary, but rather uses the bio-bibliographical
entries to make general points about female authorship. Nearly all seventy-eight entries
on the women in his dictionary are copied from a small number of sources previously
published elsewhere, with only a few additions. It is these additions, the only original
text, which reveal Baur’s personal attitudes.”® His comments on the work of many women
writers are usually disparaging. A woman writer could afford to be ‘kein groBles Licht’, as
her work was only of minor importance anyway.73 Without giving any examples to justify
his judgment, he frequently deems a work inferior: ‘Schlecht wollen wir die Arbeiten
dieser Dichterinn [...] eben nicht nennen, aber schwerlich werden sie sich jemals sehr
iber das mittelmaBige erheben.”’* Mediocrity and lack of originality are his most frequent

charges:

' On Sophie von La Roche. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 77. A review of Baur’s work, which
appeared in the Journal von und fiir Deutschland, was surprised by this comment: ‘dieser Artikel enthdlt am
Schlusse einen Seitenblick, den wir nicht verstehen.” See ‘Noch ein Nachtrag’, Journal von und fiir
Deutschland 7, no. 9 (1790), p. 231.

72 Sadji, ‘Einleitung’, p. 11.

’* On Henriette von Runckel. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 83.

7 On Karoline von Griinier. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 36.
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Eine sehr mittelméBige Dichterinn, deren Gedichte ganz gewiB kein Aufsehen
machen oder gemacht haben. Sie [...] enthalten lauter alltigliche Gedanken,
empfehlen sich durchaus mit nichts Neuem; sind matt und kriechend [.. .].75

When he does comment favourably, he damns with faint praise. One woman is extolled
not for the quality of her work, but for ‘der gute Wille der Verfasserin’.”® Frequently, he
appreciates moral sentiments in a woman’s work, omitting to mention any literary merits.
He considered any woman who could write more than an ‘unorthographischen
Liebesbrief” worthy of admiration, and so he appears genuinely surprised when he
encounters a rare example of female intellect: ‘dal der Geist eines Frauenzimmers
seltener Anstrengung fihig sey [...] beweiset diese Dame.’’’ In another instance, he
recommends a book as a worthwhile read, if one has absolutely nothing better to do:
‘Diese Frau hat einige Schriften geliefert, die fiir die Leser, welche aus lieber Langeweile

. . . 7
lesen, eine ganz gute Speise sind.’ 8

Femininity is constantly seen as incompatible with authorship. Some subjects, for
example, are ‘fiir ein Frauenzimmer zu tragisch und zu unmoralisch’.” And because
femininity itself was a quality to be judged, the critic must deal with a woman’s heart as
well as her writing. Although Baur had considered Madam Hénel’s poems ‘matt und
kriechend’, he assessed her ‘Herz und Gefiihl’ as ‘untadelhaft’.¥° But despite this, Baur’s
publication, though ostensibly a hostile reaction to the phenomenon of women writers,

nonetheless bears testimony to the range of women’s literary activities.

> On Madam Hinel. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, pp. 37-38.

76 On Charlotte Henriette Hezelin. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 40.

"7 On Charlotte Sophie Grifin von Bentinck. Baur. Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 11, p. 15.
" On Amalie Henriette Sophie Froriep. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 32.

™ On Caroline Lucius-Schlegel. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 86.

80 Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 38.
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Baur bemerkt nicht, da gerade sein Lexikon beste Beweise fiir absolute
Selbstindigkeit und Ebenbiirtigkeit der schreibenden Frau liefert: Zahlreich sind
die als Wissenschaftlerinnen, Erzieherinnen und Ubersetzerinnen Titigen sowie
die Frauen, die als direkte Mitarbeiterinnen ihres Mannes beriihmt werden,
Mitglieder von Akademien und iiberregionalen, sogar auslidndischen,
Gesellschaften und Dichterinnen, denen von den GroBen ihrer Zeit
freundschaftliche Gunst und Forderung gewihrt [werden].®

And Baur concedes that some women authors have certain accomplishments, even
compared to their male counterparts: ‘Wir haben schon einmal bemerkt, da8 gut
geschriebene Frauenzimmerbriefe Reize und Schénheiten haben, die Ménner nur hochst
selten den ihrigen zu geben vermégen.’®* Baur published several books in the same
format later on, so we can deduce that his dictionary enjoyed relative success, thereby

demonstrating the popular interest in women writers.®

‘Deutschlands Dichterinnen’ (1803)

The issue was raised again in 1803, by Christoph Martin Wieland, in an article
published in the Neuer Teutscher Merkur® In ‘Deutschland’s Dichterinnen’, Wieland
stated that although Germany’s philosophical women writers had still not achieved the
prominence and excellence of foreign women philosophers, German women poets of the
recent past ‘konnen sich [...] sowohl ihrer Zahl als Vortrefflichkeit nach, mit denen aller
auswirtigen Nationen vollkommen messen.’®> For Wieland, the presence of women
writers was an indicator of the level of culture and civilization in a state. It was important

and desirable therefore, that Germany encouraged its female authors. Wieland’s own role

81 Uta Sadji, ‘““Ein Frauenzimmer, das Biicher schreibt, legt seine Weiblichkeit ab, wird Gelehrter”?
Deutsche Autorinnen des ausgehenden 18. Jahrhunderts und ihr Publikum’, in Begegnung mit dem
Fremden. Grenzen-Traditionen-Vergleiche. Proceedings of the Internationaler Germanisten-Kongref3 in
Tokyo (Munich: iudicum, 1991), pp. 227-228.

%2 On Frau Forkelin. Baur, Baurs Schriftstellerinnen, p. 26.

%3 See ‘Samuel Baur: Deutschlands Schriftstellerinnen. Eine charakteristische Skize (Ulm: Stettin. 1790)’,
in Behnke, Schriftstellerinnen Lexika, pp. 25-35.

B Christoph Martin Wieland, ‘Deutschland’s Dichterinnen’, Neuer Teutscher Merkur, (1803).

** Wieland, ‘Dichterinnen’, p. 259.
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in fostering the talent of Sophie von La Roche is, of course, well-documented.
‘Deutschland’s Dichterinnen’ gives a brief survey of German women writers from the
Middle Ages to the mid-eighteenth century. The article contains two interesting
comments. First, Wieland felt that it would be appropriate, and beneficial to the
readership, if a female historian undertook the task of writing a history of German women
writers. Second, he lamented the lack of biographies of women writers. Biographies
would give great insights into the ‘Kunst’ as well as into the ‘Psychologie’ of female
authorship.86 This indicates quite clearly the extent to which women writers were a
legitimate topic of discussion, and of general interest to the reading public. Indeed, to
some, women writers were a matter of national pride and distinction.

‘Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts’
(1823-5) and its reception

Whether or not female authorship was desirable or appropriate was a question that
remained unresolved in the eighteenth century. Baur’s dictionary did not succeed in
setting the tone for the debate, as later publications indicate. Carl Wilhelm Otto August
von Schindel published the next dictionary of women writers: Die deutschen
Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts (1823-5). The most ambitious and
complete listing of women writers of the period around 1800, it caused intense debate.
Tensions between femininity and authorship were examined yet again. Schindel’s work
ran to over a thousand pages, and noted several hundred women authors.” Although he
focused on writers living or only recently deceased, he intended to make a general

contribution to the ‘weibliche Cultur unserer Zeiten’. As in the Verzeichnif3, his definition

% Wieland, ‘Dichterinnen’, p. 259, p. 274.
¥ See ‘Carl Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel: Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten
Jahrhunderts (1823-5)’, in Behnke, Schriftstellerinnen Lexika, pp. 36-45.
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of authorship was broad. He included not only writers of household manuals and cookery
books, but also female composers. His entries, like Baur’s, combine critical commentary
with factual information about the writers’ biographies and bibliographies. But Schindel’s

approach was very different, as is evident from his disparaging response to Baur’s work.

Diese Schrift enthélt nur wenig biographische Notizen und mehr Beurtheilungen,
meistens sehr oberfldchlich, unbillig und absprechend. — Erst spiter wurde es mir
bekannt. — Der Verfasser hat sich nicht genannt, weil er sich vielleicht scheute,
seine Urtheile zu vertheidigen.88

Schindel’s more positive attitude to female authorship was criticized in several
reviews, in particular by Jakob Grimm:. In a review published in the Géttingische gelehrte
Anzeigen, Grimm set out ‘welchen [Eindruck] das ganze auf ihn gemacht hat’.® Since
women have not contributed to the disciplines of theology, jurisprudence and medicine,
because these are considered unfeminine, Grimm is unable to see the justification for
women contributing to other genres, such as poems, novels and travelogues. After all,
‘warum schiene die poesie etwas anderes, als ein amt und geschéft der manner? Die
ganze geschichte lehrt es uns so.” Any act of speaking out (‘lautwerden’), regardless of
the context, is inappropriate for women, as it destroys their modesty and dignity.
Women’s modesty prevents them from ever attaining ‘wahre dichtkunst’, as propriety
forbids them from discussing a love affair, or a kiss, in public (p. 172). Although Grimm
does acknowledge that specific skills and talents (e.g. ‘unnachahmlichel...] natiirlichkeit’)

can be deduced from women’s ‘Geschlechtscharakter’, these should only be made public

88 Schindel, Schriftstellerinnen, vol. 2, p. XVIL.

% Jacob Grimm, ‘Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts von Carl Wilhelm August
von Schindel’, in Kleinere Schriften von Jacob Grimm. Band 4: Recensionen und Vermischte Aufsdtze
(Berlin: Ferd. Diimmlers Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1869), p. 172. All further page references appear in the
text. Capitalization has not been adapted to modern usage.
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after women writers’ deaths. Grimm’s argument is not based on anthropological or
medical ideas about women’s lack of creative ability, but is situated instead in a social
discourse of gender-encoded behaviour. Accordingly, he sees the tremendous growth in
the number of women writers as a ‘niederschlagende progression.’ It is evidence only of
the spread of the writing disease, ‘so hat die sucht zu reimen, zu declamieren eine die
andere genidhrt.” (p. 172) Although Schindel’s dictionary lists more than 300 female
authors Grimm believes that not one of them has made a contribution to German

literature:

Wenn sich nun in dem haufen von biichern und gedichten, aus diesen weiblichen
hinden hervorgegangen, kein einziges wirklich originales, kein mit dem genius
lebendiger poesie gestempeltes vorfindet, wenn, gesetzt dasz alle ungedruckt
geblieben wiren, unsere literatur das nemliche ansehen, welches sie hat, haben,
der gang unserer dichtkunst um kein haarbreit verriickt worden sein wiirde, was
soll man daraus schlieszen? (pp. 172-173).

Disagreeing with Wieland, Grimm does not believe that the achievements of women
authors confer prestige upon their nation. For him, it is to Germany’s credit that there is
no German Madame de Staél. Moreover, Grimm professes to be shocked at the number of
‘ungliicklicher, gestorter und geschiedener ehen, welche die vorliegenden
lebensgeschichten deutscher dichterinnen ergeben’ (p. 173). This is a consequence of
women leaving their natural sphere: ‘die frau, welche einmal aus dem kreise natiirlicher
bestimmung weicht, gerdth mit sich selbst in zwiespalt, sie kann nicht mehr leisten und
ertragen, was ihr gebiihrt.” Editors of books like Schindel’s therefore have a moral
responsibility not to encourage more women to take up the pen, ‘indem sie den schleier

der anonymitit liiften, manches gute médchen [...] zu neuen eitelen versuchen reizen’.
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In response to these criticisms, Schindel prefaced the third volume of the
dictionary with an essay, Ueber die Schriftstellerei der Frauen und ihren Beruf dazu
(1825), in which he defended the validity of his work. This essay is one of the earliest
works making the link between the social condition of women, the poetological
discourses of the time and women’s writing.go He argues that a work like his is necessary
simply because no other work exists which lists all current women writers. Wieland’s
essay in particular, which asserted that there were around twenty female authors in 1803,
cannot be correct, as ‘jeder Mef3katalog vielleicht 8-10 nevauflebende Musenfreundinnen
zeigt’.”! This remarkable presence of women writers surely deserves to be examined,

because it raises two questions: ‘wie ist diese Erscheinung zu erklédren, und verdient sie

Lob oder Tadel?’. He summarizes the reactions to women authors as follows:

Einige tadeln fast jede Schriftstellerei der Frauen, als ihrem eigenthiimlichen
Berufe fremd, und sprechen ihr alles Verdienst ab, da sie nur, von Eitelkeit
geleitet, glinzen wollen, und dariiber die Pflichten der Haushaltung und
Kinderzucht vernachlassigen und ungliickliche Ehen befordern. [...]

Es fehlt aber auch nicht an Stimmen, welche diese Erscheinung als einen Beleg
der fortschreitenden Cultur unseres Zeitalters und einer gliicklichen Generation
preisen, und sich der schmeichelnden Lobeserhebungen der schriftstellerenden
Frauen im allgemeinen ermiiden. (pp. VI-VII)

Schindel considers both responses extreme. The more appropriate response would be a
consideration of the question ‘ob das Weib einen eigenthiimlichen Beruf habe, der mit

dem der Schriftstellerei nicht zu vereinigen sey?’ (p. VIII)

" Wurst, ‘Negotiations of Containment’, p. 37.

*! Carl Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel, ‘Ueber die Schriftstellerei der Frauen und ihren Beruf dazu’, in
Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts. Die Schriftsteller- und Gelehrtenlexika
des 17., 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts. (Leipzig: F.A. Brockhaus, 1825), p. V1. All further page references to this
essay appear in the text.
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Like Campe, Schindel argues that all women are primarily destined to be mothers,
wives and housewives. This is an important, valuable, and indeed honourable calling,
which women can be proud to fulfil. But, unlike Campe, Schindel does not believe that
women who wrote would inevitably neglect their domestic duties. He is able to quote
several examples to support his case: Philippine Gatterer and Elise Sommer, both of
whom successfully brought up ten children and maintained an orderly household despite
their writing. Moreover, he declares, not all women are destined to become wives and
mothers. It would be unjust not to let them write. Furthermore, writing can enliven a dull
existence of domestic chores and worries. Schindel also counters Grimm’s argument that
women’s writing made for an unhappy marriage. The reverse could be the case: unhappy
marriages could drive women to seek solace in writing. Again, Schindel can offer
examples of women who remained exemplary wives throughout their literary careers.
Furthermore, he defends women’s writing against Grimm’s view that, in literary terms, it
is simply too inferior to consider. It is not innate lack of ability that produces poor
writing, but women’s disadvantaged social condition, their lack of a proper education and

training. He mentions several Enlightenment treatises in support of his argument:

Wolstonecraft, iiber die Rechte des Weibes; Amalie Holst, iiber die Bestimmung
des Weibes zur héheren Geistesbildung, und den berilhmten Philosophen v.
Hippel, iiber die biirgerliche Verbesserung der Weiber. (p. XVI)

And historical examples (Catherine II, Empress of Russia, Louise Gottsched) have proved
the true potential of women. The female sex has, Schindel believes, certain aesthetic
proclivities, for instance a better feeling for what is aesthetically and morally beautiful,
and deeper religious sentiment (p. XIX). There are also genres to which women are
naturally suited. The novel requires powers of observation and knowledge of the

domestic situation. In this genre, women are even able to write better than men. Women
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are able to avoid ‘das Frostige und Langweilige minnlicher Schriftsteller’; and where
male authors are tempted ‘durch ihre Darstellungen mit allen reizenden Farben der
Sinnlichkeit oft die Unschuld [zu] vergiften’, women are able to instruct positively
through their virtue (p. XXII). Finally, although Grimm might have been right to allege
that some texts by women were written for reasons of vanity, and would not be missed if
they had not been written, the same can also be said of male authors. Schindel’s praise for
women writers in this essay simultaneously limits women to certain genres.

Nevertheless, it represents an authorization to write.

Schindel was not the sole defender of his book. Two ‘Briefe iiber das Werk “die
deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts, von Karl Wilhelm Otto
August von Schindel”” appeared in the Literarisches Conversations-Blatt, entitled
Auguste an Marien, and Marie an Augusten.* Both letters were unreservedly positive,
applauding the accuracy and thoroughness of Schindel’s research. Such virtues
guaranteed the work ‘einen dauernden Werth fiir den Literaturforscher.”®* In the first
letter, the reviewer anticipates the criticisms Schindel would face from the “Widersacher
der Schriftstellerinnen’.”* Like Schindel, the reviewer rejects the claim that women
cannot write, or are simply ‘nicht [zum Schreiben] geboren’. S/he acknowledges the
socio-cultural circumstances obstructing women’s literary activities: ‘die Erziehung, die

Sitte entfernt die Frauen von Feder und Katheder, nicht die Eigenthiimlichkeit ihres

”2 ‘Briefe iiber das eben erschienene Werk: Die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts,
von Karl Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel. Auguste an Marien’, Literarisches Conversations-Blatt 296
(1822). ‘Briefe iiber das Werk “die deutschen Schriftstellerinnen des neunzehnten Jahrhunderts, von Karl
Wilhelm Otto August von Schindel.” Marie an Augusten’, Literarisches Conversations-Blatt 67 (1823).

3 ‘Auguste an Marien’, p. 1183.

. ‘Auguste an Marien’, p. 1184.
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Geistes’. Here 0o, a list of outstanding members of the female sex is used to exemplify
the potential for female excellence. Naturally, not every woman is destined for greatness,
but then, ‘Genius kehrt auch bei den Minnern nur selten ein.” The author then tackles the

claim that women should not write:

Haben denn alle Frauen Gattinnen- und Mutterpflichten zu erfiillen? — wie
manche blieb unvermihlt, wie manche ward friih Wittwe: andre sahen ihre
Kinder friih versorgt, oder fanden Mittel, die Pflichten ihres Berufes zu erfiillen
und doch Zeit zu ihren schriftstellerischen Arbeiten zu eriibrigen.”

More than that, writing can provide welcome relief and comfort from women’s worries.
For all these reasons, women’s suitability for writing should be judged on an individual
basis, not rejected outright. The letter then discredits all critics of female authorship: ‘Es
sind gerade nicht die Edelsten, auch gerade nicht die Kliigsten, die bisher gegen
schriftstellernde Frauen geredet haben’. To conclude, the author cites the Bible as an
encouragement for women to write: they should follow ‘dem Gebot des Herrn, der ihren
Kriften freie Uebung befiehlt.’*® The second letter, Marie an Augusten, deals more
specifically with Schindel’s critics. The author systematically reverses the accusations
commonly made against women writers, and alleges in turn that they are based on

prejudice (‘vorgefaBten Meinungen’), rather than on empirical fact and sound reasoning.97

It is clear from this brief survey that Schindel’s publication stimulated an intense
public debate about female authorship. Whilst it did trigger some condemnation, it also
met with some approval. Kord’s claim that, by the nineteenth century, authorship was

universally rejected as inappropriate for women, must be modified in the light of this. In

s "Auguste an Marien’, p. 1184.
% ‘Auguste an Marien’, p. 1184,
”7 ‘Marie an Augusten’, p. 268.
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various ways, dictionaries of women writers did attempt to control and influence
women’s writing. But they were not consistent, reflecting instead a broad range of
opinion continuing into the first quarter of the nineteenth century. The aesthetic, social
and cultural discourses surrounding female authorship were manifestly not unified, but
contained contradictions which persisted well into the 1820s, a time commonly held to be
dominated by a resurgent conservatism. It is possible to recognize several currents, rather
than a monolithic norm, without denying the power of an ideology that found its most
influential proponent in Rousseau.”® At the same time, theoretical positions opposing
female authorship frequently co-existed with a practice permitting literary and learned
activity by women. Adolph Freiherr von Knigge, for example, said he experienced

shivers of revulsion when he encountered learned, women writers:

Ich muB3 gestehn, daB3 mich immer eine Art von Fieberfrost befillt, wenn man
mich in Gesellschaft einer Dame gegeniiber oder an die Seite setzt, die grofe
Anspriiche auf Schongeisterey oder gar auf Gelehrsamkeit macht. [...] Was hilft
es ihnen, mit Minnern in Fichern wetteifern zu wollen, denen sie nicht
gewachsen sind, wozu ihnen mehrernteils die ersten Grundbegriffe, welche den
Knaben schon von Kindheit eingeblduet werden, fehlen?”’

And yet he had a daughter who herself published on several occasions. In the Verzeichnif
of 1789, Philippine Knigge is listed as having published a song in the Magazin fiir
Frauenzimmer.'® At the time of publication, 1785, she was only 10 years old. In 1789,
she published her first book. It was not just her sex and her age which made this an
unusual publication, but also her topic: Versuch einer Logic fiir F rauenzimmer.'® The

preface shows that her father had helped and encouraged her in the publication of this

”® Todd Kontje, ‘Gender-Bending in the Biedermeier’, Women in German Yearbook 12 (1996), p. 53.

* Knigge, Umgang mit Menschen, p. 205.

'% “Beytrag zum VerzeichniB’, Journal von und fiir Deutschland 6, no. 3 (1789), p. 303.

ol Philippine von Knigge, Versuch einer Logic fiir Frauenzimmer (Hannover: Christian Ritscher, 1789).
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work. Although she acknowledged the inappropriateness of authorship as a pursuit for

women, she was not deterred.!®

Es hat gewiB nicht die Eitelkeit, als Schriftstellerinn gldnzen zu wollen, Antheil
an Herausgabe dieses kleinen Werks. Ich wei3 wohl, da3 Wenige meines
Geschlechts [einen] wahren Beruf haben konnen, eine gelehrte Laufbahn zu
betreten, und daBl am wenigsten ein Middchen von funfzehn [sic] Jahren sich
sollte einfallen lassen, ein philosophisches Buch zu schreiben.'®

Knigge claims that the work was largely the result of her father’s tuition, but it is
nonetheless published under her name, not his; and she admits to finding writing and the
discipline of logic an ‘unbeschreibliches Vergniigen’. She also defends logic as a useful
discipline for women. Explanations of the structure of her work reveal an extensive
education, and a thorough training in the classical languages: she prefers to employ Latin
terms where the German equivalent is inadequate. Moreover, she would not let it be
thought that she had relied on other sources. She concludes the preface by stating the

precise extent to which the work is her own:

allein ich habe es lieber wagen wollen, nach meiner eigenen Weise zu
iibersetzen, als aus anderen teutschen Handbiichern der Logic etwas
abzuschreiben; Auch hat mein Vater, nicht zugeben wollen, da} ich dergleichen
Lehrbiicher vor Herausgabe dieses kleinen Werks, lesen sollte.'

Philippine Knigge was not the only daughter who did not live according to her father’s
publicly acknowledged model of the sexes. Johann Heinrich Campe’s colleague, Johann
Bernhard Basedow, who together with Campe had developed a gender-based theory of
education, in practice turned his own daughter into a Wunderkind who was able to read

and write at the age of four, and able to speak Greek and Latin at the age of six.'”

"2 Nor did her writing lose her the respect of her contemporaries. In 1802, Karl Rose dedicated his book of
advice for girls to her, as a sign of his ‘Hochachtung und Ergebenheit’. Rose, Viterliche Winke an junge
ﬁ r;auenzimmer, unpaginated dedication.
]0“‘ angge, Versuch, pp. V-VI.
05 Knigge, Versuch, pp. IX-X.
" Honegger, Ordnung, p. 70.
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‘Sprecht, hab ich Dichterfahigkeit?’'® — Validating women’s
authorship

However, it is undeniable that the prohibitive discourse surrounding female
authorship did affect women writers in their practice, as has been shown on numerous
occasions. Susanne Kord’s study of anonymity and female authorship concluded that
female identity forced women to choose between femininity and authorship. This creates
a tension in their texts. The author wants to assert her female identity, and yet feels
simultaneously forced to hide it: the contradiction between the ‘Versuch, bekannt zu
werden und gleichzeitig unbekannt zu bleiben.’ 197 Such a contradiction typically entails
strategies of disguise: anonymity, cryptonymity, the refusal to publish, or ostentatious
compliance with gender roles. So women not only attempted to make their own
biographies comply with traditional notions of femininity, but also feminized the process

of writing itself, for example, by referring to their texts as children.'®

A female author usually justified her authorship of a book in the preface. Here, the
impropriety of women writing was often acknowledged; but, it would be claimed, this
particular woman is writing with the encouragement of a male mentor, or publi sher.'” It
might also be declared that the work was published without the author’s knowledge and

against her will. Occasionally the author of an original work might pretend to be no more

than a translator or editor. Straitened financial circumstances are also called upon to

106 Philippine Gatterer, ‘An Leser und Leserinnen’, in Gedichte von Philippine Gatterer (Gottingen: Johann
Christian Dieterich, 1778), p. 290.

"7 Kord, Namen, p- 93, p. 115.

'% Kord, Namen, p. 117.

'® Helmina von Chézy said she tried to meet her publisher’s demands: ‘Es war nothwendig, daB ich viel
schrieb, [...] weil Bertuch mir mehr als Einmal in seinen Briefen sagte: hitten sie doch tausend Hiande zum
Schreiben!” Wilhelmine von Chézy, ‘Erinnerungen aus meinem Leben. bis 18117, in Aurikeln. Eine
Blumengabe von deutschen Hinden (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1818), p. 160.
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justify literary activity.''° Women characterize their work as an exception, an irregularity
— it will not happen again. Or they argue that this is their first and only publication. In
some cases, women assert that whilst authorship in general is unseemly for their sex, this
does not apply to their particular genre (educational treatise, didactic novel etc.).
Frequently, a work of fiction is passed off as a true story, thereby limiting its claim to
originality. Another possible strategy in justifying authorship was to anticipate any
negative criticism: ‘Diese Arbeit hat weder Plan, noch Zeichnung, weder Styl, noch
poetischen, oder sonst irgend einen andern Werth’.!'! Criticism could also be nullified by
dedicating work to (mostly female) patrons, whose high social standing would grant the
work relative immunity.' 2 In order to avoid being castigated for the neglect of their
traditional responsibilities, women writers always state that their true calling has not been
compromised by their writing. And nearly all women address a female audience in their
prefaces. So, it has been argued, in response to the contradictory and often negative
discourse surrounding female authorship, women writers tended to retreat, demonstrating

their modesty in endless apologies.1 13

But such a retreat was not universal. Unfortunately, only a few examples can be

mentioned here. In the 1770s, Maria Anna Sagar (1727-1805) published two novels, Die

"0 Chézy explained: ‘Meine Verhiltnisse machten noch immer Arbeiten nothwendig, welche ich selbst im
Wochenbett nicht versiumte.” Chézy, ‘Erinnerungen’, p. 155.
""! [Elisa Friedrike von Langeland], Memoires der Frau v. Lan. geboren v. Burg. Von ihr selbst
ﬁezschrieben, 2 vols. (Kopenhagen: Gerhard Bonnier, 1813). The preface is unpaginated.

On prefaces, see Kord, Namen, pp. 102-105.
1 Magdalene Heuser, ‘“Ich wollte die und das von meinem Buche sagen, und gerieth in ein Verniinfteln”.
Poetologische Reflexionen in den Romanvorreden’, in Untersuchungen zum Roman von Frauen um 1800,
ed. Helga Gallas and Magdalene Heuser, Untersuchungen zur deutschen Literaturgeschichte (Tiibingen:
Niemeyer, 1990), pp. 55-58. Here quoted from p. 85. For a recent critique and revision of earlier studies of
prefaces, see Anne Fleig, Handlungs-Spiel-Rdume. Dramen von Autorinnen im Theater des ausgehenden
18. Jahrhunderts, Epistemata. Reihe Literaturwissenschaft vol. 270 (Wiirzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann,
1999), pp. 62-85.
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verwechselten Tochter; eine wahrhafte Geschichte, in Briefen entworfen von einem

Frauenzimmer (1771) and Karolinens Tagebuch ohne ausserordentliche Handlung oder

114

gerade so viel als gar keine (1774)."" The preface to her first novel acts as an antidote to

the modesty described above. Sagar explicitly rejects the tendency of female prefaces to
apologize for the publication of their work. She defies her critics and unequivocally

rebuffs their right to judge her work:

Ich mag mich noch weniger des sonst so gewohnlichen, und in den meisten
Vorreden so treflich benutzten Vorwandes bedienen: die Herausgabe seines
Werkes niemalen ihren wahren Beweggrund — der Schreibsucht, dem Ehrgeiz
nach Autorschaft, und so weiter — sondern allemal dem Andringen seiner
Freunde, oder dem Bitten des Verlegers, auf den Hals zu werfen. Ich wiirde
durch dergleichen Entschuldigungen mein Geschlecht zu sehr herabsetzen [...]

Schon den bloBen Gedanken kann ich ohne Beleidigung der weiblichen Eitelkeit
nicht ertragen: eine Vorrede zu schreiben, die voller kriechenden Empfehlungen
an die Herren Kunstrichter, gerichtet seyn sollte, um ihren, fiir mein Geschlecht
so wenig bedeutenden Beyfall, zu erbetteln. ... O das sollen sie von mir ja nicht
erwarten!' ">

In the preface to her second novel, Sagar confounds her readers’ expectations further. She
taunts them for having picked up a book with a title as unpromising as Tagebuch ohne
ausserordentliche Handlung oder gerade so viel als gar keine (‘Wie [...], Sie haben das
Titelblatt gelesen, und wollen doch in dem Buche noch weiter umblittern’?).!'® She is
aware of pejorative attitudes to women writers, but she does not counter them with

protestations of modesty. Instead, she gives an ironic twist to the well-known rhetoric

" For a discussion of Sagar’s work, see Claire Baldwin, The Emergence of the Modern German Novel:
Christoph Martin Wieland, Sophie von La Roche, and Maria Anna Sagar, Studies in German literature,
linguistics, and culture (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2002). Helga Meise, ‘Das Werk von Maria Anna
Sagar - Konstitutionsbedingungen und Probleme des Romans von Frauen im 18.J ahrhundert’, in
Untersuchungen zum Roman von Frauen um 1800, ed. Helga Gallas and Magdalene Heuser,
Untersuchungen zur deutschen Literaturgeschichte (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1990).

s [Maria Anna Sagar], Die verwechselten Tochter, eine wahrhafte Geschichte, in Briefen entworfen von
einem Frauenzimmer (Prag: 1771), pp. 2-4.

"% [Maria Anna Sagar], Karolinens Tagebuch, ohne ausserordentliche Handlungen oder gerade so viel als
gar keine. Geschrieben von M.A.S. (Prag: Wolfgang Gerle, 1774). The preface is unpaginated. All further
references to this novel appear in the text.
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against women authors: “Was kénnen Sie sich von einem béhmischen Frauenzimmer
versprechen; wie kann die nur auf den Gedanken verfallen ein Buch zu schreiben.” She
ends the preface with a warning that all male efforts to curtail women’s reading and
writing are bound to fail, just as in her case, ‘denn je mehr man mich von etwas abhilt,
desto neugieriger bin ich darauf. Aber nur still! Das bleibt unter uns Frauenzimmern im
Vertrauen gesagt.” The confidential tone she adopts with her dear ‘Leserinnen’ belittles
the loud pomposity of her opponents, making these patriarchs foaming at the mouth

appear ridiculous.

Writing, and writing by women, is a theme throughout the novel. Its female
heroine, Karoline, decides to write regular letters to her sister, defending her decision by

saying that writing is no less productive than any other female pursuit.

Nur werfe mir nicht vor, daB ich so viel Papier und Zeit verderbe: denn es diinkt
mir doch, daB ich besser daran thue, als wenn ich die leeren Stunden vor dem
Spiegel zubrichte, um zu forschen, welcher Blick, oder welche Stellung mir
besser lassen? (pp. 6-7)

When, symbolically, she swaps her pen for a needle, she pricks herself and draws blood.
This convinces her — in a direct reversal of contemporary gender ideology — that
needlework is not for her: ‘als ich nun mein liebes Blut sahe, warf ich die Nadel weg,
aber freylich zu spiit, hitte ich sie lieber gar nicht in die Hand genommen. Warum muf3te
ich damit tindeln, da [...] das Ndhen mein Beruf nicht ist.” (p. 54) There is no hint of
modesty in Karoline’s attitude to her own writing (‘ich [bin] selbst in meine eigene
Plauderey verliebt’), and she makes no effort to avoid charges of ‘Schriftstellersucht der
Weiber’(‘Heute, glaube ich, [habe] ich meiner Schreibsucht ziemlich Geniige getan [...]",

p. 53). Karoline includes herself in the community of writers (‘uns Schriftstellern’, p.
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164), and is unashamed about her work, telling her brother he may print it only on
condition that it be reviewed by all the critics (p. 198). She is not shy of male judgment,
but welcomes it. Later in the novel, Karoline wants to go beyond writing letters and
copying stories, and lays claim to creative writing, too: ‘[...] ich gefalle mir selbst. Wenn
ich so fortfahre, so kann ich mit der Zeit nicht allein abschreiben, sondern auch selbst
Romanen erfinden.’” (p. 256) She is defiant when her relatives want her to give up writing:
‘meinethalben mogt ihr anstellen, was ihr wollt, nichts soll mich vom Schreiben mehr
abschrecken.” (p. 278) In this novel, Karoline’s writing, and that of Sagar herself, are
validated by the women themselves, and not by any external encouragement. Sagar’s own
persona in the prefaces, and the character of her protagonist, are powerful alternative

voices to the discourse of female modesty so prevalent elsewhere.

Philippine Engelhard, née Gatterer (1756-1831), provides another example of a
woman unashamedly claiming authorship. She published three collections of poetry
between 1778 and 1787. Although her poems cannot be considered subversive, and she
certainly received a very gendered reception from critics and readers alike, she
nonetheless asked to be recognized as an author.''” Later, she combined her writing
career with being a mother of ten, thereby experiencing the tension between her social
responsibilities as a woman and the ‘male’ activity of writing very acutely. But she
concluded her first poetry collection with the following appeal to her readers:

Thr, die Ihr Schénheit kennt und Fehler,
Helft meiner Unerfahrenheit.

"7 0n Philippine Gatterer-Engelhard’s reception, see Ruth P. Dawson, ‘Im Reifrock den Parnall besteigen.
Die Rezeption von Dichterinnen im 18. Jahrhundert (am Beispiel von Philippine Gatterer-Engelhard)’. in
Kontroversen, alte und neue. Akten des VII. Internationalen Germanisten-Kongresses, ed. Inge Stephan and
Carl Pietzcker (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1986).
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Und Euer Urtheil! Grosse Lehrer!

Sprecht, hab ich Dichterfahigkeit?''®
Her appeal to more experienced mentors to judge her ability is entirely in keeping with
the traditional model of femininity. But she is also asking to be properly considered as a
poet, a ‘Dichter’.'"” She also endeavours to construct an authorization for her writing, a
justification to publish more in the future:

Konnt’ es zuweilen mir gelingen,

In eines Traurigen Gesicht

Ein heitres Licheln zu erzwingen;

So wird mir, mehr zu singen, Pflicht.

That same year, Sophie von La Roche (whose writing career was famously
directed and controlled by a male mentor, Wieland) revealed to Julie Bondeli (1731-
1778) in a letter how she perceived herself. She was a wife and mother, and complained
of her many tasks: ‘die Kinder, das groe Haus, die Pflichten der Reprisentation, die
wohl keiner Kanzlersgattin erspart bleiben [...] Ich briuchte Nerven wie Ankertaue, um
all das auszuhalten.” And yet, despite all this, she did not conceive of herself as a wife and
mother first and foremost: ‘daf3 [...] ich [...] inmitten von familidren Pflichten und
hofischer Etikette, von Gewohnheiten und Ritualen vor allem eine femme de lettres
bin.”'?® Later in the same letter, she once more refers to herself as a ‘Frau der Feder’.

Interestingly, she seems only to have felt at ease making this confession in

correspondence with another exceptional woman, known for her own intelligence and

''"* Gatterer, ‘An Leser und Leserinnen’, p- 290.

"% Emilie von Berlepsch also stated her claim to authorship plainly, in ‘Antwort auf eine Warnung vor den
Gefahren der Schriftstellerei’, printed in Emilie von Berlepsch, Sommerstunden (Zurich: Orell, Gessner,
Fiissli und Compagnie, 1794), pp. 3-14.

120 Sophie von La Roche, letter to Julie Bondeli, August 1778, reprinted in Renate Feyl, ‘Das miihselige
Amt der Poeterey. Sophie la Roche an Julie Bondeli’, Querelles. Jahrbuch fiir Frauenforschung 3 (1998).
Quotations on p. 313 and p. 314.
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. 121
learning.

Nevertheless, it does indicate the extent to which was possible to maintain a
sense of self which did not conform to the gender identities propagated in public

discourse, precisely because this public discourse was not itself uniform and monolithic.

Elsewhere, there is evidence of women writers deliberately positioning themselves
in a female literary tradition.'*? Susanne von Bandemer (1751-1828) published a new
edition of her collection of verse in 1811, which included a number of poems written
either to, or about, other women authors. They were addressed to Friederike Helen Unger,
Anna Louisa Karsch and Sophie von La Roche among others. All these poems recognize
the other woman as a fellow woman writer, and refer to their writing in a complimentary
fashion. To see this implied comradeship in itself as evidence of confident female
authorship might seem implausible, but the defence of female literary practice is made
more explicit elsewhere in the volume. Bandemer responds to a poem originally
published in the Géttinger Musenalmanach in 1797 (reprinted in Bandemer’s collection)
entitled ‘An die Schriftstellerinnen’.'* The poem suggested that women, ‘zur Liebe nur
geboren’, should not lose sleep writing verse at night. The author recommended instead
that women remain content with their victories in love, since a moment’s pleasure is
worth more than ‘aller Ruhm der Nachwelt’. Only Apollo’s sons were destined for

authorship, women were advised: ‘Begeistert — aber schreibet nicht!” Bandemer’s reply,

12! By contrast, Sophie Mereau replied with biting sarcasm directly to Clemens Brentano in response to his
criticism of her literary activity: ‘Was Sie mir iiber die weiblichen Schriftsteller, und ins besondre, tiber
meine geringen Versuche, sagen, hat mich recht ergriffen [...]. GewiB [hat] nur die auerordentliche
GroBmut der Minner diesen [sic] Unfug so lange gelassen zusehen konnen.” Dagmar von Gersdorff, ed.,
“Lebe der Liebe und liebe das Leben”: Der Briefwechsel von Clemens Brentano und Sophie Mereau
(Frankfurt am Main: Insel, 1981), p. 116.

122 See also Ruth P. Dawson, ‘Reconstructing Women’s Literary Relationships: Sophie Albrecht and
Female Friendship’, in In the Shadow of Olympus. German Women Writers Around 1800, ed. Katherine R.
Goodman and Edith Waldstein (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).

123 See Susanne von Bandemer, Gedichte, new ed. (Neustrelitz: Ferdinand Albanus, 1811), pp. 185-186.
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entitled: ‘Parodie. Antwort an die Schriftsteller’, constitutes a general response to men

opposing female authorship and learning.'**

She argues that men have always benefited
from women’s learning: intellectual accomplishments mean that women are better
company in more circumstances than simply in the bedroom. Apollo’s sons are not
challenged by women’s poetic and intellectual pursuits, and so she demands: ‘lasst den
sogenannten Schonen, / Die Wissensfreyheit ungekrénkt.” Beauty and youth do not last,
and an old woman who cannot make interesting conversation is repellent to men. Female

authorship is explicitly endorsed in this poem and tacitly confirmed by her poetical

references to other women writers.

In a further example of private correspondence between women authors, the
letters exchanged between Therese Huber (1764-1829) and Karoline von Woltmann
(1782-1847) give an intriguing insight into the self-presentation of two writers whose
writing careers lasted until the 1820s.'% Throughout their correspondence, there are few
allusions to the fact that they were women. No references to the (dis)advantages of their
sex in the publishing industry are made, nor do they mention the reaction of the public to
their work as women.'?® Instead, the women discuss the everyday issues which they
encountered in their activities as editors and authors, unrelated to their sex. They

exchange views on books they were reading, including classical texts, histories, almanacs,

124 Bandemer, Gedichte, pp. 187-188.

'% Brigitte Leuschner, ed., Der Briefwechsel zwischen Therese Huber (1764-1829) und Karoline von
Woltmann (1782-1847). Ein Diskurs iiber Schreiben und Leben (Marburg: Tectum, 1999).

%6 Sigrun Schmid has also noted the frankness with which women writers referred to their writing in
correspondence with female colleagues. Sigrun Schmid, Der “selbstverschuldeten Unmiindigkeit”
entkommen: Perspektiven biirgerlicher Frauenliteratur; dargestellt an Romanbeispielen Sophie von La
Roches, Therese Hubers, Friederike Helene Ungers, Caroline Auguste Fischers, Johanna Schopenhauers
und Sophie Bernhardis, Epistemata vol. 257 (Wiirzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann, 1999), pp. 293-294.
See also Dawson, ‘Women’s Literary Relationships’.
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and contemporary German literature. On one occasion, gender is mentioned specifically.
Therese Huber criticizes Woltmann’s work for being too learned and masculine, but her
criticism is not aimed at the fact that it was inappropriate for a woman to be learned, but

rather that it would exclude less educated readers.'?’

In general, their letters reveal them
to be self-confident in their work and their abilities, knowledgeable about their trade and
occasionally mocking about the literary market. They freely discuss ‘unfeminine’ topics
such as philosophy, history and scholarship. Rather than turn to male mentors for advice
and support, as Goethe had suggested women writers ought to do, these women turned to
each other to discuss their professional lives. There is no evidence here of the alleged
tendency among women writers to become a living embodiment of the discourse in their
behaviour, in order to make the fact of their writing appear acceptable. In this private
exchange, the signals of gendered discourse relating to authorship are not evident, and yet

in their published output, both women were careful to comply with the expectations of

their readership.

Conclusion

How can the pervasive rhetoric about femininity and authorship, with which
women writers often colluded, be explained? Uta Sadji suggests that in some cases, it was
not a lack of self-confidence but a pragmatic understanding of how the cultural and
literary marketplace functioned which induced women to comply ostentatiously with the
constraints placed upon them.'*® In the light of the texts examined here, this seems a

likely suggestion for some women writers at least. In general, the discourses of sexual

"7 See letter no. 10 in Leuschner, ed., Der Briefwechsel zwischen Therese Huber und Karoline von

VzVoltmann, pp. 38-41.
'** Sadji, ‘Autorinnen’, p. 228.
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difference and authorship were simply too internally inconsistent to outlaw female
authorship completely. So although women authors were particularly vulnerable to
criticism, because authorship was defined in such a way that it ruled out femininity, the
inconsistency of contemporary discourse enabled women to authorize their own writing
practice. By using a variety of sources, from private correspondence to opinion-shaping
commentary in journals, it is possible to see beyond the texts most frequently cited:
prohibitions from male literary giants like Goethe and Schiller and self-censorship by
women themselves, in the performative rhetoric of their prefaces. Consideration of a
broader range of sources allows a more subtle interpretation of the constraints and
opportunities which existed for women writers, both in practice and in contemporary
discourse. ‘Gender censorship’ was not a monolithic force, barring all women from
authorship, but a careful balance of authorization and denial. Female authorship was
possible, due to loopholes inherent in the case against it, laxity in the practical application
of the prohibitive discourse, and some instances of active encouragement. These

possibilities continued to exist until long after the onset of post-revolutionary reaction.



Chapter 3 “...sollte ich gar nicht lesen, dann kdnnte ich
...von Sinnen kommen’:' Women and Reading

Biicher lesen, ausser Bibel und Gesangbuch, wire Todsiinde, MiiBBiggang fiir ein
Maidchen. Wie oft wurde mir meine Liebe zum lesen nicht verbittert, manchmal
die Biicher verschlossen, und ich an den Spinnrocken verwiesen. Da [...] legte
ich mein Buch aufs linke Knie, und spann mit der rechten Hand.’

Introduction

Literacy has two sides. In the eighteenth century, German women struggled to
claim legitimacy as writers, a struggle that took place against implacable ideologues. In
chapter one, we encountered those who maintained, for social or scientific reasons, that
the natures of the two sexes were diametrically opposed. In chapter two, we met with
those who concluded from this that women were unsuited to literature. The implacability
of these opponents of a new phenomenon — the female author — can be partly explained
by their opposition to the phenomenon with which they were already familiar — the
female reader. For as literacy rates rose overall in the eighteenth century, it became
obvious that legitimacy as a writer came, at least partly, from the mass of readers. If
German women were to be prevented from writing, then their reading must also be
curtailed, or strictly censored. For literacy, having begun as a means of women’s
instruction and education, might continue as a means of women’s self-expression, ending

finally as the means of women’s utter independence.

" Paul Rachel, ed., Elisa von der Recke. Aufzeichnungen und Briefe aus ihren Jugendtagen (Leipzig:
Dietrich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1900), p. 255.

? Friderika Baldinger, ‘Versuch iiber meine Verstandeserziehung’, in “Ich wiinschte so gar gelehrt zu
werden.” Drei Autobiographien von Frauen des 18. Jahrhunderts. Texte und Erlduterungen, ed. Magdalene
Heuser; Ortrun Niethammer; Marion Roitzheim-Eisfeld; Petra Wulbusch (Gottingen: Wallstein, 1994), p.
17. Originally published as Friderika Baldinger, Lebensbeschreibung von Friderika Baldinger von ihre
selbst verfaft. Herausgegeben und mit einer Vorrede begleitet von Sophie, Wittwe von la Roche
(Offenbach: Ulrich WeiB und Carl Ludwig Brede, 1791).
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Unease about female authorship in the period was mirrored by unease about
women readers. Contemporary commentators observed with concern the number of
women who read often and widely. They called for limits on how women read and what
they read. But the continual expansion of the literary market suggests that their attempts
were unsuccessful. Were their concerns simply ignored? Or was a discourse of selective
prohibition too incoherent to be effective? The history of women’s reading is
inextricably linked with women’s authorship around 1800, and needs to be examined.
Who belonged to the reading classes? Were women able to choose their own reading
matter? If so, what were their preferences? How did they read? We have seen that women
writers were aware of their readership, and consciously wrote for women. But at what

point did the passive consumption of literature lead to the active production of literature?

To answer these questions, this chapter <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>