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ABSTRACT

The political transformations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
changed the political orientation of the German population and their relationship
toward the Russian tsar and the German Empire. This study examines three examples
in which German women used public spaces for political and national statements:
the new language policy of the Russian government with its new forms of teaching
in the 1890s; the Revolution of 1905/06, when associations initiated by German
women were founded; and the care for prisoners of war during WWI. This paper
argues that the path from national indiﬀerence to national self-understanding was
closely related to ﬂuid gender constructions in public discourses as well as to
individual gender identiﬁcation.
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Introduction
Countless people in the Russian Empire spoke more than one language and
identiﬁed with more than one national community over the course of their lifetime.
One of these national communities was the Baltic German minority in the Baltic
provinces of the empire. The Baltic Germans cannot be seen as a closed group, but
instead need to be viewed as a diverse population with no uniform mode of
response. Their opportunities for action and the orientation of their action resulted
from a relationship based, on the one hand, on loyalty to the Russian tsar’s house
and, on the other hand, to a culturally deﬁned aﬃnity to the German Empire. The
autonomy, in cultural and other matters, granted by the central Russian government to the Baltic Germans was the result of a way of thinking that was rooted in
social diﬀerence.
Political adjustments by the Russian government during the late nineteenth century changed the relationship toward the Russian Empire. In particular, a new language policy, the introduction of the Russian language as an attempt to unify the
administration and the educational system throughout the empire, destroyed the
cultural dominance of the German language (Haltzel 1977, 123–144). For the Baltic
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German population, these changes represented internal attacks on the political and
cultural order that they had created.
Historical research classiﬁes the language reforms of the 1890s as belonging to a
modernization policy of the Russian central government, a policy that was not without
inﬂuence on the emancipation movement and the nationalization processes of the
titular population (Kusber 2004; Sirk 2013, 20; Latvijas vēstures institūts 2000,
285–306). Historiography has frequently summarized the reform process under the
term ‘Russiﬁcation.’ In his recent study, Alexy Miller pointed out the problematic
nature of this concept (Miller 2009, 130). In line with his plea for a more diﬀerentiated
view of the various processes involved, the focus of the following is on the cultural
linguistic Russiﬁcation of the Baltic Sea provinces. This focus presupposes an interaction between both the state and the population (i.e. the Russifying and the to-beRussiﬁed). The Russiﬁcation policy as an instrument of assimilation and acculturation is
discussed in the context of language policy as a possible catalyst for the formation of
national identities and solidarity processes. This aspect enables inferences to be drawn
on identities and their changeability. The Baltic provinces are a spatial conﬁguration
(Dyroﬀ 2015, 325), in which changes in the political and cultural power structures had
an impact on the ethnic fabric of the society. The new language policy of the Russian
central government was one such intervention, and was aimed at replacing German
with Russian as the dominant language in the educational system of the Baltic
provinces. Up until this point, the Baltic German minority had deﬁned German as
the language of education, not only for their own population but also for the entire
populace (irrespective of ethnicity).
As will be shown in the following pages, the eﬀect of administrative intervention
in the education sector was the strengthening of ethnic or even national identity
processes among the Baltic German population, a development in which women
appeared as players for the ﬁrst time. With respect to the female section of the
German population, the introduction of the Russian language in schools allowed
German women to rethink their loyalty and their own subject positions. These
political circumstances provided spaces for women to make political and national
statements. Women used these public spaces (in the sense of Lüdtke 1993) to make
a strong statement against the Russian government. Driven by the introduction of
Russian as language of instruction in public schools, they constructed a new
method of instruction: Die Schulzirkel or Schulkreise (school circles). The aim of
these new teaching circles was to preserve and promote German tradition and
culture.
Another public space for political participation was opened after the Russian
Revolution of 1905/06 and the proclamation of the October Manifesto, when associations created for and initiated by German women were founded. The ﬁnal example of
women using public spaces in order to demonstrate national aﬃliation is the care of
prisoners of war and their role in caring for the wounded during WWI. This paper
examines the question of the use of public spaces: whether public spaces were used
as a means of political participation, as a manifestation of political loyalty to the
German Empire, or whether both forms of action occurred simultaneously. This
assumes that the public spaces are to be seen as being akin to social spaces, all of
which have their own independent frames of reference (Esch 2012, 13). This investigation follows the theory that the attitude of German women was largely one of national
indiﬀerence.
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Statements of national identiﬁcation cannot be found in autobiographical sources.
Until the late nineteenth century, women deﬁned themselves by their regional aﬃliation, not as subjects of a nation; one can ﬁnd the Kurländerin, Livländerin, Esthländerin
(women from Courland, Livonia, Estonia). These descriptions or categories of female
characters were also used in the public discourse (Wilhelmi 2004, 297–317).
Historical gender research of the German Empire veriﬁes that situations of political
instability, such as a change in the political system or a war, had a strong inﬂuence on
women’s sense of, and attitude toward, nationalism. The following text traces such an
‘eruption of female nationalism’ (Schaser 2008, 76). Based on three chronological
events, the article examines whether situational manifestations of nationalism led to
stable national self-positioning on the part of female political players. For this reason,
the focus of this study is individuals. The study aims to investigate, through the eyes of
these female players, possibilities and means to create appropriate spaces. The
approach also demonstrates diﬀerences in the perceptions of space as expressed in
the resistance to the processes of appropriation (Wentz 1991, 30; Rau 2013, 11f.).
By using the category of gender in this study, the main sources for reading a
subject’s position and creating a self-understanding of national belonging are autobiographical materials by German women. The documents used here are published
autobiographical writings (Etzemüller 2012; Herzberg and Kammler 2011; Ni Dhuill
2009). Two documents written by teachers are used to illustrate the ﬁrst example;
the second example is illustrated by the writings of two women who were leading
ﬁgures in the German associations; and the third by the experiences of contemporary
women.
The diﬀerent periods discussed here and the respective political events form
various frames of reference for the social spaces in which women were able to act.
Spatial issues deﬁned in terms of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ ﬁrst became virulent in
German-speaking regions in the early nineteenth century. Polarizing notions of gender
resulted in a division (and distribution) of space. Whereas the role of men was to
represent the family in public, the woman’s role was focused on the household, the
private space. The contrast between the two spaces implied a division of tasks, which,
in turn, was justiﬁed by the diﬀerent speciﬁcations regarding upbringing and education for men and women (Jacobi 2013, 197–200).
State intervention in the social, cultural, or ethnic structure led to shifts in the
parameters of these spaces. This analysis will demonstrate that the options open to
women depended on the social spaces in which they were located and that it was
only through the internal political developments that they became politically aware
and began to actively take forms of political action. It was in the course of this process
that the ﬁrst expressions of national identity were articulated.

Home lessons or the so-called Schulkreise or Schulzirkel
‘From the mid-nineteenth century… nationalists obsessed over the problem of
national indiﬀerence and devised new strategies to eradicate it. They tried bribery
and persuasion, seeking to awaken the loyalties of nationally indiﬀerent citizens’
(Zahra 2010, 108). With her concept of ‘national indiﬀerence’ Zahra consciously breaks
with the organizational structure of ‘nations’ and thus with all the approaches in
transnational historical research that follow this concept. An important element of
the present analysis will be the search for diﬀerent ‘non-national’ categories of
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thought as a means of portraying the openness of identities. Nevertheless, the
national factor can, and must, be elucidated in the context of loyalties. This is
particularly true for a perspective that embraces the aspects of language and culture.
Here, the German language, or ‘Deutschtum’ (Germanness) in general, supplies the
reference point for identity-giving ethnicities and nationalities (Dyroﬀ 2015, 325).
The prohibition of the German language forced not only the political German elite,
but also teachers themselves, to create an alternative place in which German and
‘German culture’ were passed on. Although the new legal regulation initially only
aﬀected the primary schools (parochial schools), Russian became the compulsory
language of instruction for all grammar schools, other senior schools, municipal,
district, and private schools in the years that followed. At the end of the reform period
in 1890, the girls’ education system was also standardized. Russian had only been
taught in boys’ senior schools and not in girls’ schools up until that point, which
meant that, having no knowledge of Russian, nearly all female teachers faced the
threat of losing their livelihood (Wilhelmi 2007, 83–97).
The family was seen as the most important space for the conservation of cultural
values. Referring to a classical concept – dominated, for example, by the literature of the
widely read cultural historian Wilhelm Riehl (1855) – women were given the key position
with respect to the continuation of traditions (Whelan 1999, 103–04). These ideas constituted fundamental elements of the education system for girls throughout Europe
(Jacobi 2013, 103–04). Up until the middle of the nineteenth century, professional
qualiﬁcations were not an objective of the educational concepts for middle-class girls in
the Baltic provinces (Conradi 1860, 335–47). It was not until after 1850 that a public
education system developed in the larger cities alongside the home tuition schemes; this
provided secondary schools for young ladies, the so-called höhere Töchterschulen, which
oﬀered girls the opportunity to take a ﬁnal leaving exam (Liim 1998, 174).
After German-language schools had been forced to close and the German-speaking
teachers were no longer able to work there, the female teachers created a new school
model of their own by following this family concept. The initiative came from former
female teachers and was supported by many German families. These Schulzirkel
(school circles) were more or less established spontaneously and were not uniform –
the curriculum depended on the teacher in charge. In this way, the female teachers
demonstrated their own self-understanding as Germans and their loyalty to the
German minority. For the ﬁrst time, German women occupied a public space in
order to make a political statement. The conveyance of kulturelles Gedächtnis (cultural
memory) (Assmann 2013) became an object of female activism. On the other hand,
the action was directed against the Russian administration and government policy. A
further motivation for the establishment of these school circles was the fact that these
teachers never had the opportunity to learn Russian:
Who was to teach now? There were only few male and barely any female teachers who were
able to speak Russian…. So Russian staﬀ had to be brought into the schools and the children
entrusted to teachers who were quite alien in nature to them and who were felt to be ‘enemies’
because they were swept into our German life on the wave of Russiﬁcation…. How could they
teach them all that was important and dear to us? (Steinwand 1968, 16–17)1

The so-called Schulzirkel was a small class of predominantly female pupils. These girls
came together in private rooms and the teaching atmosphere was familiar. Depending
on the number of pupils, one or more teachers, which were also males on occasion,
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took care of the girls. The goal of institutional education for female pupils was not to
prepare them for a career or employment. It was not necessary to obtain graduation
certiﬁcates from these school circles, which was consistent with pre-reform schooling
as well. The oﬃcial authorities were not blind to this, but tolerated the teaching.
There were no German schools in the country, only Russian ones in which German was taught
as a subject and all other subjects were taught in Russian. If people wanted to give their
children a solid [sic] German grounding, they sent them to such ‘school circles.’ These were
neither permitted nor actually forbidden; in the best case they were tacitly accepted by the
authorities. (Adolphi 2004, 81)2

Indeed, the Russian authorities appeared to have been inconsistent in the way they
dealt with the school circles. A debate arose as to what extent these small learning
groups should be placed under the control of the Education Ministry, but this debate
ended without any further regulations (Haltzel 1977, 140–41).
The focus of instruction was on religion, German, and history. Pupils had the
chance to learn French whereas Russian was taught only in a few circles. As a result,
the continued use of the German language, the interpretation of history from a
German perspective, and Protestantism as an important component of a Baltic
German identity were promoted. These focus subjects meant the exclusion of some
of the ‘normal’ subjects, such as Nature Study (Geography) and Arithmetic
(Mathematics), which were part of the curriculum in the höhere Töchterschulen (S.
1878, 431).
Most parents prohibited their daughters from learning Russian. ‘The attitude was
that the house was best protected from Russiﬁcation if the future mother understood
no Russian’ (Steinwand 1968, 24). Among Germans of higher social standing, female
education concentrated on a future life as a married woman, housewife, and mother.
Vocational training was not provided. This was reinforced by the fact that in contemporary literature and journalism, the German language also played a major role in
maintaining and passing on a speciﬁc German culture. ‘The language of a people
embraces their view of the world, the totality of the intellectual movement in which
they stood and still stand, their entire thinking and perception.’ These remarks, made
in 1885, show the direct link between language and national identity when the text
continues ‘…how national our thoughts are made by language’ (Adolphi 1885).
Since the teaching in the circles was much more expensive than the (free) public
schools, the Ritterschaften (nobility) provided ﬁnancial assistance to poorer families.
According to a female teacher in one of these Kreise (circles): ‘The classes in the circles
were, of course, a considerable ﬁnancial drain on the parents, but they were prepared
to pay this price for their daughters’ education’ (Steinwand 1968, 19).
In the years between 1906 and 1915, when teaching in German was again permitted, newly founded girls’ schools were synonymous with their ‘national’ work as
‘Brutstätten deutschen Geistes’ (breeding grounds of the German mind) (Steinwand
1968, 54). Once more women showed that they were prepared to pursue national
goals by their ‘acts of resistance’ to oﬃcial state policy (Eberhardt 2003, 85). With the
years of revolution in 1905 and 1906, the prohibition of German and German schools
came to an end. German organizations resumed their work, and one of their central
concerns – in which the Ritterschaften supported them – was education. In view of the
threat of intervention in domestic policy on the part of the Russian government, one
of the key issues in the Baltic German, Latvian, and Estonian initiatives was promoting
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instruction in the mother tongue. The right to found private schools and the recognition of home teaching were aspects of the catalog of demands, which were made
based on experiences prior to 1905 (Sirk 2013). However, only 10 years later, the
situation changed again, and after 1915 (until 1917) Russian was the only language
that was allowed. Law prohibited schooling in private households, except individual
courses, during this period. As a result, the lessons were now against the law, which
meant that teachers and girls had to act very carefully and secretly. In reality, girls had
to move to a new room or household for each school subject. The function of the
newly formed learning circles, then, was similar to that of their predecessors in the
1890s. Although the sources are not suﬃcient to be able to verify or quantify the
number of these circles, the few existing autobiographical texts indicate that the
experiences of the female teachers and pupils were passed on to the next generation;
for example, pupils from the ﬁrst generation of learning circles constituted their own
new circles or they taught in such learning environments (Adolphi 2004, 157). This can
be classiﬁed as a ‘professional ethos’ passed down through the generations and based
on common experiences and political convictions (Eberhardt 2003, 92). The teachers
resorted to a form of political statement with which they were familiar or which had
been communicated to them by older generations of teachers.
The frequent references to the learning circles in autobiographical writings by both
male and female contemporaries, as well as in general overviews, give some idea of
the signiﬁcance of the learning circle model in evaluating the role of the Baltic German
education system in the development of a national identity. However, it is impossible
to give precise numbers for either the learning circles themselves or for the number of
pupils; this applies to both periods. It thus remains unclear how widespread or
successful this alternative form of instruction was in terms of conveying the aspired
goals (Steinwand 1968, 54).
In both forms of circles, female German teachers claimed the right to demonstrate
their own self-understanding as Germans. With their initiative to encourage forms of
teaching tolerated or even forbidden by the state over oﬃcially recognized forms,
they reinforced and legitimized their actions with a ‘national responsibility’ toward the
Baltic German population (Cf. Eberhardt 2003, 94).
At the same time, these female German teachers also distanced themselves from
the Russian regime. The ethnic and cultural aﬃliation to German society was supported by leading political ﬁgures and by families who chose the complicated and
expensive teaching model for their daughters. The girls themselves were nationally
and politically more or less indiﬀerent. They followed the orders of their families and
in some of their memoires they criticized the fact that they had no formal qualiﬁcations and had not learned Russian (Brincken 1976, 8).3

The founding of associations
The ﬁrst period of the founding of school circles ended with the revolution of
1905–1906. The revolution may be seen as a trigger for national aspirations among
the Baltic Germans. Their response was inﬂuenced, on the one hand, by the revolutionary Latvian and Estonian populations, and on the other hand, by the uncertain
politics of the Russian tsar, who after proclaiming the October Manifesto quickly
returned to a more autocratic style of government. The revolutionary developments
led Germans to react to and to promote national aﬃliation (Hackmann 2012). One
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attempt to create a sense of national belonging was the founding of associations
(Schaser 2008). The historian Henriksson went a step further when he declared: ‘The
1905 experience and its constitutional aftermath spawned an organized Baltic German
national movement. At its center lay a network of voluntary associations which
fostered ethnic solidarity and promoted German cultural and economic interests.’
(Henriksson 2009, 65)
Historical research sees the events around 1905 as a decisive point in the nationalization process of the Baltic German population. Only a few critical historians abstain from
following this interpretation. Arnim von Ungern-Sternberg, for example, speaks of a
literary production ‘ex post and ex distantiae’ (Ungern-Sternberg 2012, 78). This example
looks into the justiﬁed doubts regarding an approach that uses purely literary formulations as reference points. The discussion of this second example focuses deliberately on
the founding of associations: on women’s actions and the motivations for their actions.
The associations set up by women aimed at not only the creation of ethnic
solidarity among all sections of the German population, but also the construction of
national aﬃliation and national delimitation. With the formation of German associations starting in 1905, women took part in national activism. Indeed, associations for
women had existed since the middle of the nineteenth century, but these organizations were almost all welfare associations. It was only after December 1905 that
associations, initiated by women, speciﬁcally addressed the preservation of German
culture and traditions. The most important and largest association was the German
Women’s League (Waite 1997). This association was initiated in Estland but soon
became established in Livland, Kurland, and in Riga. In addition to aristocratic
women, nationally active women, and especially teachers from the school circles
(particularly Polly Kieseritzky, the ﬁrst and long-serving President), took an active
role in the league (LVVA 3284-2-39).4
In a 1941 retrospective, Julie von Engelhardt, who for many years chaired the
German Women’s League, described the early work of the Frauenbund (Women’s
League) in Riga. The central event that triggered the founding of this association
was the wave of women and children who came as refugees from Courland. Some of
the ﬁrst tasks of the association were to ﬁnd accommodation for the refugees and to
provide material and intellectual support for them. Nurseries, schools, employment
placements, vocational education opportunities, and libraries were made available
(Waite 1997, 347–54; Kieseritzky 1955, 169).
The Frauenbund was the most popular organization of and for women. Its political
purpose was clearly proclaimed as the protection of ‘the German essence, German
work, German culture and behaviour’ (Baltische Frauenzeitschrift 1906–1907, 387). To
achieve this, the League tried to address its activities also to German women of the
lower class. ‘In overall terms, more than a few things had been neglected in the past
with respect to the less well-educated sections of the German ethnic group… This is
where the German Women’s Association… came in.’ (Kieseritzky 1955, 169) From 1905
until 1939, the focus of the association was on the slogan ‘The care and education of
the German youth and conscious ethnic and social work with German women’ (Waite
1997, 344). In addition to the cultural activities, employment agencies and Germanspeaking schools were established (Henriksson 2009, 65–66).
The fact that women from the lower social strata were now also being targeted
represents a new trend. Up until this point, the women’s associations involved the
social strata and a hierarchical social class orientation. The part of lower class women
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in this system was only that of a reference group. This reorientation was promoted for
two reasons: ﬁrst, ethnic categories played less of a role in the less well-oﬀ
families; second, and as a result, their sense of German ethnicity was weaker or less
signiﬁcant. From the point of view of the poorer parts of the German-speaking
population, elitism or even thinking in ethnic categories did not result in material
beneﬁts.
Private initiatives followed these national proclamations. Again, the main actors
were female teachers and (sometimes) aristocratic women. The attempts of the
leading aristocratic political group, which supported aristocratic wives in creating or
leading associations, were not always successful, while the working and independent
female teachers had experience in acting in a public space. The teachers were able to
speak freely and they were competent at organizing, drawing on the experience from
the time of the school reforms.
Initiatives to establish a women’s association often received support from various
quarters. Women who were politically active could generally be sure of support from
male functionaries. One of the initiators of the Estonian branch of the organization
described how awkward and complex it could be to put the plan for establishing a
women’s association into practice. In this case, two aristocratic women, whose husbands held public posts, invited 40 women to a meeting. The meeting was chaotic
because the hostesses were unable to adequately articulate their ideas for the launching of a women’s association. In the end, the association was founded, but the
chairwomen were not the initiators; a conﬂict was inevitable (Bodisco 1997, 249).5
The attempts to unify the social classes also failed in several cases: for example, the
aristocratic organization invited ‘bourgeois’ women to an event and the noble women
did not make the eﬀort to come into contact with the ‘lower class’ (Bodisco 1997,
249–50). Paul Schiemann, who later became a representative of the German parliamentary group in the Latvian Parliament and a minority group politician, wrote of
such meetings in his memoires, ‘It cannot be denied that these events never got
beyond a rather artiﬁcial communication… the sense of class diﬀerence [was] so
strong among the women that a natural sense of togetherness was never really able
to develop.’ (Schiemann 1979, 73)
The inward integration – if one would like to call it that – or the creation of a sense
of togetherness, as described by Hannah Arendt (Arendt 1958), assumes major importance in the above story, exemplifying the diﬃculties of establishing a women’s
association open to all classes. Although the revolutionary events were primarily
judged to be a ‘threat’ from the outside, this threat appears to have been viewed
largely as an attack on the existing power structures. The struggle to retain these
structures, however, in no way implies the abandonment of class inequalities. In the
early phases, the creation of a sense of equality or sameness among the female
German-Baltic population was not a universal goal (Bergem 2011).
However, despite these initial problems, the number of organized women
increased rapidly. One reason why women’s associations emerged, as mentioned
earlier, was the high number of refugees, especially in the cities – particularly
women and children who ﬂed from the revolutionary assaults from the countryside
to the cities. There were no opportunities for work, no childcare, and too few schools
in the cities, thereby providing plenty of opportunities for the work of the association
(Waite 1997, 340). A further reason for the increase in numbers clearly has to do with
the great eﬃciency of the women’s association and its members whose work was
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considered important by all those who held leading positions in the Baltic German
population. This is shown by the fact that in the summer of 1906 the need for national
organizations was recognized and put into practice with the founding of the Deutscher
Verein (German Association) in all three provinces. The main focus of the association’s
work was education, and thus cooperation with, and involvement of, the women’s
associations was evidently needed (Henriksson 2009, 67).
The historian Hackmann shows in his study that in the period from 1906 to 1913,
women were strongly represented, at almost over 56%, in the umbrella organization
Deutscher Verein. However, it must be taken into account that the Estonian Frauenbund
was integrated in the Deutsche Verein. Based on the high number of female activists in
these associations, Hackmann attests women a ‘greater social mobilization’
(Hackmann 2012, 400). In fact, under the cover of Förderung Des Deutschtums (promotion of Germanness), women for the ﬁrst time took the opportunity to take part in all
open spheres of public space. In the context of supporting women’s education, the
women’s activities can be seen as a step to emancipation. One example of this is the
journal Leben und Wirken. Monatsschrift zur Förderung der Frauenbildung und der
Frauenarbeit edited by Elsbet Schütze in Riga, which provided information about
current debates on the women’s question.
Women such as Elsbet Schütze and the aforementioned Polly Kieseritzky were both
trained teachers and played a key role in politicizing women: they published, organized, and expanded women’s public space. Schütze, for example, worked as an editor
and journalist as well as founding an institute for the training of nursery school
teachers, and also trained women in other educational professions.
The assimilation into the Deutsche Verein meant that national goals became more
prominent in their work – ‘strengthening of Germanness, cultivating German culture
and promoting the German community’ in the ‘attempt to blend the class diﬀerences.’
Whereas the male representatives of the Deutsche Verein were primarily interested in
the ‘so-called small man,’ artisans, tradesmen, and men with a commercial background, the women’s association focused on the family, children, and women
(Henriksson 2009, 69).
Given this background, it was no longer in keeping with the times to propagate a
form of nobility-led society. The new postulates of the women’s association were the
sense of unity and group cohesion (Salzborn 2011, 10). Despite this new political
orientation, however, the organizational structures of the association remained rooted
in the hierarchical order of a class society. In the year 1911, for example, it was noted
that the wife of Livonia’s Landmarschall, Baroness Sophie von Meyendorﬀ, had advocated for Tsarina Alexandra to become the patroness of the Livonian women’s
association in order to showcase the loyalty of the association to Russia, and to secure
the existence of the Frauenbund by this recognition (Kieseritzky 1955, 170). It should,
however, also be noted that in all three provinces there were women’s associations
whose presidential oﬃces were held by women from the aristocracy and by women
with an academic background that were acting independently (Kieseritzky 1955, 180,
1908/1909).
The Frauenbund (Women’s Association) was ﬁnanced from various sources: members fees, donations from businesses, and legacies from the wills of wealthy Baltic
German women have all been documented (Spende der Firma J.A. Mentzendorﬀ & Co
1900). The Frauenbund as an organization also procured ﬁnancial means. In Riga, for
example, there was a ‘Vergnügungskommission’ (‘Leisure Commission’), which was
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responsible for organizing events for which entrance fees were charged and where
donations were collected (Frobenius 2005, 89).6
The leading bodies of the (male) Baltic German elite further supported the work of
the Frauenbund. For instance, Dorpat University provided support in the way of
cooperation and the Merchant’s Association in Riga provided support by providing
use of the Schwarzhäupterhaus for events (Kieseritzky 1908/1909). There are also many
cases of individual people providing support for the work of the Frauenbund. Male
supporters such as the journalists Ernst Seraphim and Theodor von Barent played a
key role in establishing the association in Riga (Henriksson 2009, 65). Ten years after
the ﬁrst women’s associations were founded, and in keeping with their tradition, Baltic
German emigrants set up the ﬁrst Baltischer Frauenbund (Baltic Women’s Association)
in Berlin (Frobenius 2005, 149ﬀ.).

Activities in times of war
In the retrospectives of WWI, Baltic German women show a clear aﬃliation to the
German Empire. However, questions of loyalty did arise in families that did not
emigrate, as male family members had to ﬁght against German troops. Under these
circumstances, female family members took a political position and the hope for a
victorious Germany was widespread. Interestingly, some women described a kind of
double aﬃliation: ‘It was not easy as a German to stand on the Russian side, to feel
German, and remain a loyal Russian subject’ (Heyking). Other women were torn
between a traditional loyalty to the Russian tsar and opposition to the German
Kaiser. These women saw the Baltic region as a natural part of the German Empire
(Baranow 1941, 18).7
Despite indiﬀerent aﬃliations, German women tried to take an active part in the
acts of war. Since they did not have the right to serve in the armed forces, they
worked in the medical ﬁeld as nurses where they had the chance to take part in the
war. Women from the nobility, in particular, strove to participate in the war eﬀort in
this way. They generally had no professional training or school certiﬁcates and had
to complete a two-and-a-half-month preparatory course as voluntary nurses with
the Red Cross. One of these auxiliary nurses describes her early days in a Riga
hospital as follows: ‘Only a few wounded men have been admitted so far and they
are spoilt and pampered as heroes. We volunteers are happy if we are allowed to
put their pillows straight or read aloud to them.’ Such lines show clearly how
important a direct and active involvement in the war was for these women. It is
not surprising, then, that these helpers, like the one cited above, describe this
training period as a time in which they were waiting to be able to serve ‘on the
front’ (Koskull 1931, 15–16).8 To serve behind the frontlines the women were
prepared to accept not only the training and exams and the unfamiliar physical
eﬀort, but also the fact that after the basic training all further exams required for
the Red Cross had to be taken in Russian. Furthermore, service at the front always
meant going to an unknown destination.
These attempts to take an active part in times of war were not regarded as unusual
(Hagemann 2002). In all countries involved in war, women tried to escape their passive
role by occupying public space as nurses in military hospitals. This is well researched in
the context of ﬂuent gender concepts (Schöneberger 2002).
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National aﬃliation became obvious when German women helped German prisoners of war in Moscow: ‘like a wave this desire to help their imprisoned brothers rose
across the entire Baltic region’ (Steinwand 1968, 52). This motivation led Germans to
send support packages. Women knitted and sewed warm clothes for the soldiers. With
the support of the Protestant church, these packages were distributed among the
soldiers. Of course, this aid for German prisoners of war was prohibited. Some women,
such as the singing teacher and former popular writer Monika Hunnius, made her
apartment in Riga available for the cause and coordinated the illegal work (Hunnius
1928, 296).9 In these cases, the question of loyalty to the Russian Empire was negated
in favor of a national aﬃliation. National identiﬁcation, one may say, was proven by
speciﬁc practical action. In so doing, women placed themselves in danger of being
arrested as enemies of the Russian state. Although this nationally motivated behavior
may be seen in the framework of a minority–majority context, the improvement and
expansion of national aﬃliation and self-expression were signiﬁcant in all countries
involved in WWI (Baumann 1992, 234). As in all nations involved in the war, volunteers
on the ‘(home) front’ were subject to a national creed.

Conclusion
On balance, the policies of the Russian government in its attempts at modernization
and integration and attacks on established rights, interpreted largely by the Baltic
German population as reprisals, served to conﬁrm a way of thinking that was characterized by national-cultural categories. Women were players who encouraged the
political and social diﬀerentiation from the Russian state and, as it were, contributed to
the building of a united Baltic German community (Esch 2012).
The examples given here provide a chronology of the social processes and developments that triggered the politicization and nationalization of the Baltic German
women. The discussion around historical gender research on nationalization processes
has brought to light signs of national outbursts in the Baltic provinces and elsewhere.
These were not temporary ‘eruptions,’ however, since it was precisely in times of
‘peaceful’ domestic policy that such developments became constants in the selfpositioning of Baltic German women. Firmly established in their national views and
politically motivated, they entered public spaces, which they viewed as forums for
national manifestations. As teachers, pupils, or members of associations, they were
actively involved in creating, maintaining, and passing down national patterns of
identity. Their national self-positioning was accompanied by political manifestations
and a rejection of the idea of loyalty to the Russian Government. In this context,
identities characterized by national aﬃliations provided the foundation for political
activity in public space.
This study has also shown that situations of political instability caused women to
broaden their regional sense of identity in favor of national paradigms. In this process
of nationalization, collective traditions of German culture, German language, a common history, and religion came to replace or conceal regional aﬃliations.
The development of these forms of national awareness involved a dissociation
from the Russian state as well as from the Estonian and Latvian population groups.
However, this most certainly does not mean that the entire female population ‘was
anchored in a common perception of national agreement’ (Bergem 2011, 177–78).
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That this supposition is unlikely to hold true is borne out by the attempts to put
an end to the hierarchical thinking of the Baltic German women.
The three case studies detailed in this study demonstrate that women succeeded in
becoming part of, or even promoting, the process of national community-building
from which they had previously been excluded. In all the examples given, Baltic
German women, acknowledged by their male counterparts, moved away from what
had hitherto often appeared to be a nationally indiﬀerent circle of Baltic German
women. The decisive issue, then, seems to be not how or whether their activities are
to be interpreted as forms of political participation or loyalty manifestation, but that
these two aspects represent two sides of the community-building process to which
women contributed or which they were drawn into, albeit within the conﬁnes of
gender-deﬁned options. As active participants they occupied new social spaces where
they were able to pass down national competencies. A consequence of this was that,
for both men and women, public space took on new designs and structures, in which
functions, including those of a political nature, often overlapped.
All the initiatives shown by women were only successful because they acted within
a female framework, where opportunities to take action were given. The house as ‘her
true place of activity and work’ (1893) or ‘refuge of culture and tradition’ (1924) was
the action space in which German women had to take care of the ‘consolidation and
reﬁnement of the culture of the homeland’ (1917) (W 1893, 661; Frobenius 1924, 685;
Reyher 1917, 16). Therefore, the path from national indiﬀerence to national selfunderstanding was always closely related to gender constructions in public discourses
and individual gender identiﬁcation (Siebert 1996). Besides, the motivation to act in a
political sense was inﬂuenced by ethnic and cultural concerns and, of course, by
traditional thinking. The purpose of strengthening and maintaining a kind of Baltic
German culture and one’s own population was based on a hierarchical way of thinking, in which the ethnic neighbors such as the Estonians, Latvians, or Russians were
not equivalent to Germans. Hence, one may follow the research results of Hackmann,
who speaks of a ‘strategy of remaining at the top’ (Hackmann 2012, 393).
As seen in all these examples, nationally motivated behavior can only be understood in the framework of a minority–majority context. For example, the improvement
and expansion of national aﬃliation and self-expression were signiﬁcant in all countries involved in WWI (Baumann 1992, 234). However, unlike in other European
countries, nationalism among the Baltic Germans cannot only be described as a
reaction to or delimitation from the Russian Empire but also as a form of distancing
themselves from the Latvian and Estonian populations. National aﬃliation was a result
of political resistance, political opposition to the traditional political ruler and guarantor of the corporate society, the Russian Empire (Hatlie 2014, 158–228).
Actions such as the setting up of clandestine learning circles, as in the ﬁrst example,
presented an eﬀective means of opposition in circumstances involving hierarchical
structures, majority or minority group situations as well as in times of occupation.
Unlike many other forms of ‘underground education,’ the oppositional activities were
carried out by and at the expense of girls (Eberhardt 2003, 85). The question regarding
whether the politicization and nationalization processes presented here were manipulative in the sense of a task assigned by the (male) Baltic German elite or whether
they originated in women’s own, original action and, thus, identity concepts remains.
There is no clear answer to the question of national ‘self-discovery’ (Ungern-Sternberg
2012, 85). What is certain is that Baltic German women found and used means of
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expressing their national sense of belonging and identity. These teachers must be
viewed as players in the arena of educational policy, players who wrote a part of
‘national educational history’ (Jacobi 2013, 238f). It is also undeniable that these
teachers did so in consensus with their male contemporaries in that they developed
new spheres of action for themselves and did not lay claim to any already-occupied
spaces. Additionally, they continued to fulﬁll the ‘female’ activities assigned to them,
in that they concentrated their eﬀorts on caring for women and children, and for the
sick and imprisoned.
From today’s point of view, the experiences of women in these periods may be
seen as helpful in the sense of a politicization and emancipation of a minority. With a
view to the population as a whole, their success lay in their eﬀorts to organize and to
set up associations and personal networks. All this was a necessary basis for the
development of ‘cultural autonomy’ several decades later.

Notes
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Marie Steinwand (1886 Dorpat–1963 Erlangen), teacher and leader of a girls’ school in Dorpat
Gertrud Adolphi (1893 Riga–1975 Lüneburg), teacher in Riga.
Gertrud von der Brincken (1892 Brincken-Pedwahlen–1982 Regensburg), writer.
Polly Anna Charlotte Kieseritzky (1860–1919), teacher.
Theophile von Bodisco (1873 Reval–1944 Bad Schachen).
Else Frobenius (1875 Lasdohn–1952), journalist and writer.
Anna von Baranow (1877 Lechts–1968 Bad Pyrmont).
Marie-Luise Baronin von Koskull (1880s–1974), writer.
Monika Hunnius (1858 Riga–1934 Riga), writer and singer.
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