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I have been a soldier for four weeks now! Don'’t be surprised, but don't
chide me either. You know that this decision has ruled my heart since the
beginning of the war. I have already received two letters from friends.
They accused me of being a coward, since everyone around me was
determined to fight in this honourable war. Thereupon my decision
became irrevocable. In my innermost being, I was convinced of commit-
ting no bad or hasty act; one need only look to Spain and the Tyrol, and the
conduct of their women and girls! . . . Farewell, my good brother! You shall
see me again in honour, or not at all. A thousand greetings to Father and
Karoline! Tell them, reassure them, that my heart will always remain good
and noble.!

In this letter to her younger brother, Eleonore Prochaska, the daughter of a poor,
disabled non-commissioned officer from Potsdam, confided her reasons for
joining the Prussian army disguised as a man. Her reference to the women who
had actively supported the armed struggle against the Napoleonic army in Spain
and Tyrol in 1809 underlined her patriotic and virtuous motives. She claimed for
herself as a woman the male right to fight in the "War of Liberation’. Like her male
compatriots, she legitimated her decision to take up arms against France with the
necessity to restore the national honour, which she equated with her personal
honour. Implicitly she alluded to the pre-war public discourse in Prussia, which
had described the future contest against Napoleon as a war of ‘revenge’. After the
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disgraceful defeat by the French army in 1806/7, she hoped like so many other
‘patriots’ that a victory might finally re-establish Prussian and German honour.?

Eleonore Prochaska had written that letter from her first bivouac.’ She had
been 28 years old when the Prussian king Friedrich-William III joined the coalition
with the Russian Tsar and declared war against France on 16 March 1813. She
had responded to the monarch’s call to “The Prussian People’ to support the war
against the 'vicious invader’ Napoleon in all possible ways. Legitimating the
cause through a Christian-patriotic rhetoric, the king had presented the conflict as
a ‘people’s war’, and a ‘holy war’ of the ‘whole Prussian nation’. In particular he
had asked his subjects to support the volunteer units and the newly introduced
militia (Landwehr). With the call the king had announced the introduction of
universal conscription; every man between the ages of 17 and 40 who was capable
of fighting was now liable for service in the militia.* Intensive propaganda,
including a furious flood of anti-French cartoons, satirical farces, patriotic-
national poems and songs, leaflets and journals supported the call to arms.’

The same patriotic feelings that animated many of her Prussian compatriots
gripped Eleonore Prochaska in March 1813. Under the name of August Renz, she
joined the Liitzow Corps, the best-known volunteer corps, immediately after the
declaration of the war. Frederick William III already had authorized the corps by
mid-February of 1813 to enlist primarily ‘young men from abroad” who could arm
and clothe themselves. By August 1817 the Liitzow corps had grown to 3666 men,
with three-fifths of them from German-speaking ‘foreign countries’, mainly from
Protestant northern, central and western Germany.® The members described
themselves in an appeal as a ‘brotherhood’ of young German men who fought of
their own accord for the liberation of the ‘German fatherland’: In our company
there is no distinction of birth, station or country. We are all free men, defy hell and
its allies, and wish to drown them out, even with our own blood.”

Within the corps female soldiers disguised as men found their place. Eleonore
Prochaska was not alone; among them was the well known 17-year-old Anna
Liithring of Bremen.® Twenty-two cross-dressed women who fought during the
Anti-Napoleonic Wars between 1806 and 1815 in the Prussian army have been
documented thus far.” In fact, there were doubtless more, and we will never know
how many went undetected. Newspaper reports indicate that at the beginning of
the war, women all over the kingdom tried to volunteer for military service.
Many of them were rejected when their secret was revealed during the medical
examination.'

The phenomenon of cross-dressed women soldiers had a long tradition, reaching
back to antiquity and continuing throughout the medieval and early modern
periods. Historians uncovered numerous reports, plays, poems and songs that
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recount the exploits of such women." During the revolutionary and Napoleonic
wars women disguised as men also fought for other war powers. For the French
army Dominique Godineau recently estimated up to 8o such women. For the
revolutionary period of 1792—3 alone 50 women disguised as men took up arms to
defend France."

‘Heroic virgins’ (Heldenjungfrauen) — as German contemporaries called them
during the Anti-Napoleonic Wars — faced an ambiguous public response
throughout Europe: some recognized the women'’s patriotic valour, but many
others questioned their virtuousness. The public reserved particularly vehement
antagonism for the so-called ‘amazons’, who openly claimed the masculine right
to bear arms and to defend the fatherland. In revolutionary France, for the
first time in modern history, women had demanded this privilege and sought to
exercise it collectively. In monarchic Prussia 22 years later, the French ‘amazons’
remained part of the public memory of the revolution. In the anti-French rhetoric
the ‘amazones’ were identified as one of the most obvious symbols of the violent
and dangerous radicalism of the Jacobins, the extremists who had tried to turn the
‘natural order’ upside down. Nevertheless, some Prussian women too attempted
to establish an ‘amazone corps’ in the heated atmosphere of March 1813. But
contrary to their French forerunners, they never connected political demands to
this attempt.

Women generally occupy a marginal role in traditional military history, but
some cross-dressed female soldiers, such as Joan of Arc, are well researched.”
When historians have noted women in the army, they have focused primarily on
exceptional female warriors. This narrow perspective can be attributed primarily
to two factors: traditional military history was mainly interested in wars, particu-
larly the course and outcome of battles, and only women who personally engaged
in combat were considered worthy of study. At the same time, these women so
obviously behaved in a manner diametrically opposed to assigned and dominant
gender images (often shared by scholars who studied them) that this impressive
and disturbing phenomenon challenged historians to explain and categorize it."

In the last two decades gender historians have studied armed women, mainly in
Britain and France.” But little is still known about other countries.'® This article
will therefore focus on Germany and analyse the (self) perception and the ensuing
collective remembrance of ‘heroic virgins’ and ‘amazons’ during and after the
Anti-Napoleonic Wars. In the German-speaking region, Prussia presents a
particularly compelling case: first, most of the known female soldiers in the
German territory joined the Prussian army during the wars of 1813—15; second,
Prussian conservative political culture provides a fascinating contrast to British
and French societies. Given the centrality of the right and duty to bear arms in
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nascent concepts of citizenship, it is crucial to explore the relationship between
women, war, and the nation. Recent research has demonstrated that the period of
the Anti-Napoleonic Wars in Prussian-German history is of critical importance
for civil-state relations, for during these years an enduring national political
culture organized along gender lines emerged. The Anti-Napoleonic Wars
accelerated and intensified the nationalization of the gender order and the
‘gendering’ of the nation, while permanently remaking the fundamental struc-
tures of the relationship between women, the state, and the nation."”

The Tradition of Cross-Dressed Female Soldiers

There have always been women who took up arms. In particular in times of violent
conflict such as war and revolution, women participated as soldiers in armed
struggles. In the medieval crusades, women fought alongside men to convert the
so-called infidels. In the early modern period, laudatory accounts abound of
women bravely defending castles and cities against their foes. Through the wars
of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century women repeatedly served in the
army dressed as men. Sylvie Steinberg identifies in her book La Confusion des
sexes: le travestissement de la Renaissance a la Révolution, for instance, 44 cases
of female soldiers for Old Regime France.'® Rudolf Dekker and Lotte van de Pol
counted 119 Dutch cases in their study of The Tradition of Female Transvestism
in Early Modern Europe." Very little is known about female soldiers in German
armies of the eighteenth century, however, and therefore any estimate of the
development of their numbers is impossible.” While recent scholarship suggests
an increase in the number of female soldiers in the early years of the French
Revolution, David Hopkin has cautioned that ‘whatever the varied motivations of
female soldiers were, this period was a late flowering for the tradition’.?'

The striking number of women who performed as soldiers during the revolu-
tionary and Napoleonic wars may be attributed to many reasons. General
mobilization for these wars in most countries made it relatively easy for women to
volunteer for military service disguised as men, for the large demand for soldiers
meant that medical examinations were either superficial or bypassed. Moreover,
these wars were presented by the leading military powers as “people’s wars’ —
legitimated in terms of patriotic and national interests. Such appeals apparently
helped muster not only men but also rising numbers of women as well.*

Following the Napoleonic Wars possibilities for cross-dressed women to join
the army diminished. Military leaders sought to establish greater professionalisa-
tion of their armies. They pushed for a more bureaucratic and controlled form
of recruitment, more careful medical inspections, and ‘dormitory housing’ in
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barracks. They also tried to reduce dramatically the early modern phenomenon of
the ‘camp followers’, women and children related to soldiers, who worked for the
army and followed the troops to war. The reforms aimed for ‘all-male” armies and
made it nearly impossible for women to join the army disguised as men.”

As with the organizational changes in the military and the conduct of warfare,
the public perception of female combatants underwent a significant alteration
before, during and after the period of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. In
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the pervasive image of women warriors
was apparently not primarily negative, and indeed could have quite positive
connotations. Ulinka Rublack has maintained that armed self-defence by women
in times of war was tolerated and even valued as a sign of their readiness to
protect not only female, but civic, virtue. Thus the Brunswick maid Gesche
Meiburg, who helped the city repulse the siege of the duke of Brunswick-
Liineburg in 1615, became the key figure in recollections of this heroic struggle,
which was at the same time the very epitome of the ‘virgin city’ ‘valiantly’
preserving her autonomy. The many engravings honouring Gesche Meiburg
depict her in female clothing, protected by a soldier’s helmet and armed with a
crossbow.**

Two hundred years later, such thoroughly positive assessments had become
rare. Beginning in the second half of the eighteenth century, the image of
the armed woman had increasingly negative connotations. Historians have
suggested two main reasons for this change. On the one hand, in the context of the
introduction of universal (male) conscription, the right to bear arms and the duty
to defend family, home, and country, which in the early modern period were
already conceived of as genuinely male, now became associated with claims to
citizenship rights.” In this context, women who were so presumptuous as to assert
the male right to bear arms and the duty to defend fatherland and property were
increasingly perceived as greater threats to the gender and social order.
Accompanying such political arguments was the still more compelling justifica-
tions that came from an anthropological explanation of gender differences that
emerged in the eighteenth century. This model solidified the dichotomous and
hierarchical view of the gender order and claimed universal validity. Whereas
previously gender differences had been understood primarily as social differ-
ences, that is, the differences between man and woman had been derived from
their specific duties in the fabric of corporatist society, they were now rooted in
their distinctive anatomies and functions in the reproductive process. A model of
dichotomous ‘sex-specific character’ was deduced from gender differences
defined as ‘natural’. War-like and active qualities were defined as the core of the
masculine catalogue of virtues, while loving and passive qualities were defined as
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the heart of the complementary female catalogue.”® This gender model then could
be used to justify the integration of all men — independent of their social status
and faith — in an army based on universal conscription or other forms of mass
mobilization. Women's exclusion from the male duty and right to defend family,
home, and country in turn deprived women of all citizenship rights.?” Dror
Wahrman has described this development in the parallel case of England as ‘a
cultural revolution’.”® The consequence of this change was that armed women,
once tolerated and sometimes even applauded, were gradually more reproved.

Facts and Fictions of Female Soldiers

Historians have located hundreds of reports, plays, poems and songs portraying
female soldiers. They were an important part of popular culture.”” Thus we know
more about their legends and less about their ‘real’ lives. However carefully we
approach this subject, we face the problem of distinguishing fact from fiction. The
scholarship on the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars found many auto-
biographical accounts written and published by contemporaries. Thousands of
autobiographies from the period exist in European libraries and archives but, of
course, the majority of the authors were educated men. Most of the women who
joined armies all over Europe disguised as men came from lower social back-
grounds and often were unable to read and write.*® Therefore authentic female
voices remain rare.

One of the most well known autobiographies of a female soldier was penned by
Nadezhda Durova (1783—1866), the daughter of a Ukrainian cavalry captain. In
1836 she published her memoirs entitled The Cavalry Maiden, which soon made
her famous. Influenced by the literary tradition of the genre, her autobiography
shared the problems of similar texts, and bore the vestiges of her attempts
to refashion her story, mixing truth and fabrication.®' Nevertheless, the text can
illuminate the lives of female soldiers.

At 18 Nadezhda Durova was forced to marry a civil servant, with whom she
had a son. In 1806, when this son was three years old, she left her family to join a
Cossack regiment under the name of Alexander Vassilievich Durov. She wanted
to ‘free’ herself from the bonds of the female duties her family and society
demanded. Her main motive for joining the army was quite obviously her pursuit
of an independent and adventurous life. In her autobiography we find little
patriotic rhetoric. Instead, her case reflects one of the main reasons that women
joined the army during the early modern period: They were more likely fleeing
men than pursuing them. Exploitative or abusive fathers, brothers and more
seldom husbands figure prominently in their excuses for their actions.®
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Soldiering seems often to have been an escape from difficult family circumstances.
More rarely, they appear to have followed their loved ones. Women trailing after
their fiancés and husbands as cross-dressed soldiers were popular in fiction, but
this common trope is not representative of the real lives of female soldiers.

In everyday life women’s motivation for donning male garb and taking up
arms varied widely. The research on early modern female soldiers shows that
most frequently a mix of different motives came together. Some women were
driven by social and economic hardship. Others took up arms to defend their own
property. Some sought adventure, others to escape the narrow confines of female
existence, and some followed lovers or husbands into the fray.* One of the most
important motivations in early modern Europe seems to have been poverty. For
women from the working classes, who faced unemployment, cross-dressing was
a relatively straightforward means of escape and common as a last resort. The
army promised lower-class women an unknown "security’, which seems to have
been attractive mainly for single young women who were able to join the army as
‘boys’, which gave them a special status.

But how could these disguised women survive undetected? Obviously clothes
still made the man. In the corporatist societies of the Old Regime, outward signs
such as dress were a more direct indicator of status as well as gender. Putting on
male attire seems to have taken women quite a long way down the road towards a
convincing disguise. The easy camouflage clothing provided does not explain,
however, why the women were not discovered amidst limited privacy in the army.
David Hopkin has argued that precisely because ‘intimate activities were carried
out in public, soldiers developed codes of behaviour that respected personal
space’** Thus female soldiers mostly stayed undiscovered until something
unusual happened.

As long as female soldiers were able to preserve their male identity at least out-
wardly, their male ‘comrades’ accepted them — not least because they frequently
displayed particular valour. Nadezhda Durova, for example, rose to the rank of
captain of the Russian cavalry and received the St George cross for bravery.* In
the French army Reine Chappuy is one of the best known examples of female
valour. She was only 17 years old when she joined the French Revolutionary
Army as a volunteer in 1792, following her five older brothers. She was apparently
so well loved in her cavalry regiment for her daring and courage that the men
supported her desire to continue to serve France even after she was discovered to
be a woman. She made a corresponding application to the National Convention in
January 1794, in which she stressed that only her ‘burning desire’ to “avenge
her fatherland” and ‘fight the tyrants’ had moved her to take such a step.”® This
application caused a public sensation, and was promptly rejected. Male fears of a
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self-confident woman who demanded her rights probably played a central role
here, and the following remarks by Reine Chappuy may have offered occasion for
concern: Tshall, wherever possible, redouble my courage and efforts. And I shall
prove to the Republic that the arm of a woman is worth just as much as a man’s,
as soon as its blows are directed by honour, the thirst for glory, and the assurance
of defeating the mighty.*” Her statement suggested a further motive for women to
join the army, that of patriotism, which gained more importance during the period
of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. But this reason, as was the case of any
female demonstration of virtues that were regarded as male, was apparently
deemed to endanger and weaken masculinity, and therefore ultimately had to be
thwarted.

Most women who fought in men’s clothing thus met a similar fate as Reine
Chappuy. When their physiological sex was revealed and confirmed, they were
forced to leave military service. Nadezhda Durova seems to have been one of the
few exceptions. With the express approval of Tsar Alexander I, she was allowed
to continue to serve in the military as a ‘man’, and for the officers and men of her
unit she remained Alexander Vassilievich Durov. She left the army in 1815, after
the end of the war, because she saw there no place for a ‘masculine women' like her
any longer.*® Until her death in 1866 she refused to live as a woman. She never
married again and dressed like a man.* Despite social isolation, and all the
scoffing and discrimination she had to face, she lived an alternative model of
‘female masculinity”.*

The contemporary perception of armed women during and after the period of
the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars was in general highly ambivalent.
Independent of time, place and world-view, women’s participation in armed
conflict, which was so diametrically opposed to the new construction of the gender
order, could apparently be tolerated only in exceptional cases, provided that their
actions could be justified in patriotic terms, that they disguised themselves as
men, and that they preserved their virtue.*

Disguised as Men: ‘Heroic Virgins’

Most of the 22 women who joined the Prussian army dressed as men and fought
in the Anti-Napoleonic Wars were between 18 and 25 years old — in other words,
of the same age as the male volunteers. The majority came from a lower social
background. They were daughters of professional soldiers, craftsmen and
farmers. Their portrayals in contemporary literature and the later historiography
are examples of the mixed assessments elsewhere. The historian Friedrich
Forster, who had fought with the Liitzow Volunteers in 1813—14 and seen a few of
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these young women with his own eyes, tried to justify their conduct in his 1856
History of the Wars of Liberation by explaining that they had been ‘so gripped by
the general enthusiasm that they secretly entered the ranks of the fighters and
heroically fought and died side-by-side with the bravest among them."*

He based his opinion above all on Eleonore Prochaska, who became the most
popular heroic maiden in Germany. In her first letter to her younger brother,
which was published after her death in October 18173 in the popular capital news-
paper Berlinische Nachrichten, she not only explained her motives but also her
everyday life in the corps. Her sex remained undetected because she pretended
to be a young tailor. Together with an older tailor, she cleaned and repaired her
company’s uniforms. This expertise made her as popular in her unit as her cook-
ing skills. When she was unable to get quarters on her own, she shared them with
a 15-year-old volunteer who served the officers.*

Eleonore Prochaska died on 5 October 1813.** Her sex was discovered only
after she was wounded. An account from Danneberg, where she was treated after
her injury, reported her honourable military burial on 7 October 1813, and for the
first time styled her the ‘German Joan of Arc’, an honorific title that soon spread.®
It was said that she, like the French national heroine, had died a martyr’s death for
her country. A further indication of the early glorification of Eleonore Prochaska is
an anonymous poem published in December 1813 in the state newspaper for
soldiers, the Preufische Feldzeitung:

Chosen by fate to be Germany's Joan of Arc,

She holds her breast high! Her father’s silent house
Is grown too narrow, and born to higher things,

She rushes forth into a world amidst war [. . .].
Destined by Nemesis for great and blessed deeds,

As an avenger, to drive with Corday’s hand a dagger
Into the heart of the demon of this world,

Thou wast held up as an example for German men.*

She was similarly immortalized in a number of contemporary poems and press
accounts, and even two dramas, one with music by Beethoven, all of which
recommended her fighting spirit and courage as a ‘model’ for men and boys.* Like
Eleonore Prochaska, Prussian and German men should dedicate ‘heart and blood’
to their fatherland.* The unspoken motive for stylizing her as an example for male
soldiers was the hope that this would spur boys and men on to greater heroic
deeds. They should prove their manhood by showing more courage and valour
than the heroic maiden, for apart from their country, they also had their manly
honour to defend. Eleonore Prochaska was therefore the only female soldier from
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the "Wars of Liberation” given a memorial. The first was erected by the Prussian
state in 1805 — 50 years after the end of the war — at Danneberg, near the battle-
field where she was mortally wounded. The second, financed by donations, was
built in 1889 in her hometown of Potsdam.* The memory of Eleonore Prochaska
was kept alive throughout the nineteenth century, since her death on the battle-
field made it possible to dub her a ‘German heroine’ without permanently
endangering the gender order.”* But most of the other known heroic virgins who
had survived the war were rarely celebrated and soon forgotten. They were no
longer appropriate subjects for the German national myth that celebrated war and
masculine prowess.

One of those forgotten warriors was the 19-year-old daughter of a Mecklen-
burg farmer, Friederike Kriiger, who joined the Kolberg infantry regiment in
April 1813 under the name of August Liibeck. She explained her choice in a brief,
undated retrospective account:

My decision to participate when the time came to drive out the intruders
had been taken some time before. And so I put it into practice. [. . .| Having
made all necessary preparations, I cut off my long hair and left Lemke’s
house [where she lodged during her apprenticeship as a dressmaker] at
night in male attire, leaving behind my worldly goods.”

She, too, posed as a young tailor, but the family with whom ‘soldier Liibeck” was
quartered discovered her sex very soon and notified the commanding officer. He
then informed the commanding general Karl Heinrich Ludwig von Borstell, but
her insistence to remain a soldier persuaded him to allow her to stay with the
troops with his permission and the protection of her commander. During the war
she reached the rank of a non-commissioned officer and was discharged from the
Prussian army after the second campaign of the war in 1815, decorated with the
Iron Cross and the Russian Order of St George.*

Other examples include Anna Liihring, the daughter of a carpenter in Bremen,
who fought with the Liitzow Volunteers from October 18173 to March 1814, posing
as the student Eduard Krause. After she was found out she, too, was allowed to
stay with her unit until the end of the first campaign, with the support of her
officers.” Maria Werder, the childless wife of a Silesian estate owner and officer,
fought at her husband’s side as a hussar in 1813, as she had in 1806—7. During the
wars of liberation she attained the highest rank for non-commissioned officers as
a sergeant major in the Second Silesian Hussar Regiment. She only revealed her
sex when she left military service after her husband’s death at the great battle of
Leipzig in 1813.>

Contemporaries did not celebrate these women in lyric poetry. The only heroic
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maiden aside from the fallen Eleonore Prochaska to have a poem dedicated to
her was Friederike Kriiger. Yet the poem is filled with irony. The sonnet “The
Non-Commissioned Officer Auguste Kriiger’ by the well known poet Friedrich
Riickert ends:

This non-commissioned officer
Fought with proper manly ardour,
He’s earned quite a number of wounds,
And an Iron Cross at last,

He who her would woo

And gain her marriage-portion too,
More ringing dowry can well expect.
This non-commissioned officer,

If you would court him, believe you me
You must a doughty captain be,

If the business is to succeed;

Ahyes, a captain will indeed

Bring him into line I swear

Despite the fine cross he does wear.>

In his poem, Riickert addressed the switching of gender roles that accompanied
Friederike Kriiger's cross-dressing. The verses presented her first as a dapper and
martial non-commissioned officer and eligible bachelor, but then revealed her sex
by literally removing the military tunic and describing how she ‘made herself a
man’, went ‘to war as a man’ and fought with ‘manly ardour’, without even
mentioning her patriotic motives. The poem gave the impression that her sole
concern had been to acquire male power by appropriating the role of a man. The
stanzas cited here alluded to the fact that her commanding general von Borstell
did not merely give her a glowing testimonial upon her honourable discharge in
early December 1815, which he made public, but also announced her engagement
to the non-commissioned officer Karl Kéhler and organized a dowry for her. In his
testimonial, von Borstell noted that the ‘extraordinarily deserving heroic maiden’
had acted ‘irreproachably and bravely’ and ‘virtuously’, and hoped that she
‘would soon exchange the noise of battle for the quiet pleasures of an [. . .] appro-
priate and permanently happy domesticity’.*® In January 1816 he called for a
public collection for her dowry in the Berlinische Nachrichten newspaper, which
raised nearly 1110 taler. This outpouring enabled Friederike Kriiger to marry
Kohler in March of that year, an event that elicited great public interest.”

The rise of a woman to the rank of non-commissioned officer, her decoration
with the Iron Cross, the first medal to be awarded at the beginning of the war for
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military heroism independent of social status and rank, and considered the new
symbol par excellence of patriotism and masculine valour in Prussia, caused a
public sensation.” This uproar was intensified not only by her extremely friendly
reception, with all honours, in the highest court and military circles, but also by
the fact that she wed so soon after the war and had been requited with a dowry.
Her story was widely reported in the press. It was apparently at once disconcert-
ing and comforting, for on the one hand Friederike Kriiger had succeeded longer,
but above all more openly than any other heroic maiden, in switching gender
roles. She had fought as a woman and not, as had the others, as a man, and had
displayed an extraordinary courage otherwise attributed only to men. Yet, she
had married quickly after the war and had been reintegrated into the existing
gender order. The public viewed this behaviour with great satisfaction and
rewarded her with a dowry. Serious doubts remained, however, about whether a
woman who had learnt to command men could be satisfied with the usual female
role in marriage, or whether she would try to wear the trousers again. These
misgivings, which Friedrich Riickert formulated in the final stanza of his poem on
Friederike Kriiger, appear to have been so widespread that the Prussian king sent
her a letter on the occasion of her marriage, which included the following lines:
‘May she now forget the non-commissioned officer, obey her husband and always
keep in mind the words of the Holy Scripture: “He shall rule over you!""*

In view of her sensational military career, it was apparently necessary for
Friederike Kriiger to demonstrate her acceptance of the gender order after the war
by marrying fast. Her nuptials clearly formed the basic precondition for her
reintegration into post-war society. Only in this way could she prove that her
female honour was intact, that she had acted out of patriotism alone, and had not
taken up arms or distinguished herself in battle for dishonourable reasons.
Despite this symbolic act of submission, the reservations about her in her native
Mecklenburg remained great. She never was fully accepted as a ‘decent women'.
Friederike Kriiger died on 31 May 1848 as the mother of four children.®

Anna Lithring represents a less successful example of reintegration in post-war
society. Even the extraordinarily warm reception that unmarried heroic virgins
such as Liihring received in the highest court, government and military circles in
Berlin when they returned from the war failed to lessen the scepticism they
encountered, particularly in their home regions, as her case illustrates. The
Prussian capital welcomed her and bestowed great honours on her while the press
openly celebrated and lauded the ‘young heroine’.® Back home in Bremen,
particularly among her family, however, the suspicion regarding her armed
service remained so great that her return met with resistance for months. She had
to overcome accusations that she was driven by dishonourable and unworthy
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motives. The threat to the gender order that armed women posed appears to have
been so great that the society in Bremen and elsewhere sought to protect itself
by denigrating the virtue and sexuality of female soldiers. Only the massive inter-
vention of leading generals with the Bremen municipal government and with her
family overcame these misgivings, and ensured that her hometown, too, gave her
an honourable reception in January 1815.% Anna Lithring married in 1821, moved
to Hamburg, and supplemented the family income as a seamstress. The public
soon forgot her. Only her comrades from the Liitzow Volunteers remembered
her and supported her financially. When she died in 1866 they published an
obituary.® The military men who had fought side by side with the heroic
virgins and shared war experiences with them seem to have had fewer problems
accepting female soldiers than did civil society.

After the ‘Wars of Liberation’ the tendency to suppress public remembrance of
the heroic virgins in Germany strengthened. Newspapers, magazines, biogra-
phies, novels and other publications busily praised the ‘patriotic heroic actions’ of
men, but wrote less and less about the patriotic deeds of women, in particular the
heroic virgins. The public tried to block out their memory. If they were mentioned
at all, very negative if not hostile depictions seem to have predominated. Most
often their feminine ‘morality” was questioned. Only the Allgemeine deutsche
Frauen-Zeitung, the single important women's magazine of the time, tried to
sustain the memory of ‘female heroism’ of all kinds with two extensive series of
articles between 1816 and 1818.% In a "Pantheon of German Heroines’ the maga-
zine sought to encourage suitably enthusiastic recognition for those women who
had participated in the armed defence of their fatherland.® The publisher and
editor Friedrich Keyser fought in vain against an indifferent and hostile public
opinion. But his argument that the heroic virgins, while ‘missing’ the ‘path of true
femininity” had nevertheless been ‘honourable’, failed to convince his restoration
audience after the war. Keyser wrote: "For what abundance of inner strength,
what wealth of spirit, what ardent love of fatherland must dwell within a woman
to make her break her bonds, disregard her upbringing and circumstances, and
fight with manly might and manly courage for mankind, fatherland and the
world!"® Yet Keyser qualified his praise for female soldiers, since it was always
only ‘the few’ who, ‘overstepping their female nature, press forward as the projec-
tions of the abundant vigour of the noblest nations to demonstrate to all the world
the inexhaustibility of German national might’. Their transgressions could be
‘reconciled with the rule-breaking of such figures” and make even ‘a warm, manly
German heart rejoice’.”” Such arguments failed to maintain public recognition for
the heroic virgins in the era of post-war restoration. Only on the occasion of the
impending centennial celebrations of the wars of liberation did extensive public
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speeches, plays, and writings once again recall the ‘German heroines of the war
years 1807—1815" and laud their self-sacrifice and patriotism.*

Women Armed like Men: ‘Amazons’

If cross-dressed women soldiers faced a complex and ambivalent public response,
particularly vehement opposition was reserved for ‘amazons’. During the French
Revolution women publicly claimed for the first time the right to carry weapons
and fight collectively. This demand for an ‘army of amazons’ responded to the
introduction of universal conscription, which arose in the course of mobilization
for the people’s war against the counter-revolutionary coalition troops. As early as
March 1792, one month before France officially declared war on Austria, the
French National Convention received a petition from 304 women. This petition
demanded that women be allowed to fight for the cause of Revolution, including
armed combat, in case of war. They wished to be allowed to become full citizens
and defend the liberty of the country with a full complement of arms. The legisla-
tive assembly politely refused the request of the female revolutionaries.®

In the years that followed all demands by women to join the French army were
strictly rejected.” Male revolutionaries clearly had other tasks in mind for women
in times of war. The law on general mobilization, the levée en masse, of August
1793 stipulated that women were responsible for equipping the ‘warriors” with
tents and uniforms, caring for sick and wounded soldiers, and bolstering the
revolutionary fighting spirit of their menfolk.” It called for ‘republican mothers’,
not revolutionary amazons. Accordingly, the state rejected not only calls to arm
women but also, with increasing vehemence, women'’s public involvement in
politics. In late October 1793, just two months after the introduction of the levée en
masse, all of the revolutionary women’s clubs that had been founded in Paris
and elsewhere since 1790 were banned. Women were even forbidden to wear
the republican national cockade. The reasons given for these prohibitions
impressively demonstrated the underlying fears of a reversal of the emergent
gender order. The revolutionaries argued that based on the ‘natural’ gender order
— so central to the stability of the family, society and the nation — men had to rule
the world, while women belonged in the home.”

Revolutionary Frenchwomen were not the only members of their sex to
demand arms; some of Prussia’s female patriots did so as well. During the public
mobilization for war against France, in the spring of 1813 women raised their
voices in support of establishing a ‘corps of Amazons’. In Prussia, too, the
general mobilization for war formed the background to this demand. These
women apparently felt that the many patriotic pamphlets and songs promoting
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voluntary military service were intended for them, too. They demanded their right
as women to defend themselves and their fatherland. As early as May 1813, a
corresponding appeal by ‘alady’ appeared in the Russisch- Deutsches Volks-Blatt,
which the popular playwright and author August v. Kotzebue edited on behalf of
Russian army headquarters. In this appeal, the author called upon ‘noble German
girls” to ‘emulate men’ and take up arms in the ‘sacred fight for the fatherland’,
forming ‘a corps of their own’. Addressed primarily to young, unmarried women
without means and unfettered by ‘sacred duties’, the call considered military
service the only possibility for these women to ‘be of use to the fatherland’ and at
the same time to ‘defend their honour’. Other forms of service, said the author,
such as patriotic charity in one of the many recently founded middle-class patri-
otic women's associations, were closed to them because they had to work for a
living.” This appeal sparked a discussion in the magazine that lasted more than
two months, ending only when the king personally forbade its continuation as
‘unseemly’.” No other topic of the time was discussed so extensively in letters to
the editor, and no other debate involved nearly as many women. The majority of
letters printed in the journal rejected the suggestion because it called into question
women’s ‘femininity’ and threatened the gender order. This was the case, for
example, in a letter by a certain ‘Frau G. T. v. K." published in the issue of 29 May
18173:

No, Sisters! Let us instead take on tasks more appropriate to us, let us care
for those injured in war, for there we can do much good. Woman seems to
have been created to alleviate man’s pain through patient attendance
and gentle care [. . .] Femininity is woman’s greatest charm. It would be
immediately lost in the tumult of battle and camp, and the happy future for
which our men and boys are fighting would perhaps no longer include the
accustomed comforts of female company. For that reason, [let there be] no
army of Amazons!”

Thus even the most educated women restricted their sex to the “patriotic duty” of
self-sacrifice in times of war. This understanding was limited to providing equip-
ment, clothing and food for soldiers and nursing in the field hospitals, and caring
for the victims of war, such as the many disabled veterans, widows and orphans,
in one of the nearly 600 patriotic women'’s associations that existed during the
wars of 1813—15.7 The public debate on the ‘amazon corps’ is significant, how-
ever, because it helped to define enduring understandings of the gender-specific
duties of men and women in the context of a ‘national war’.
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Conclusion: Armed Women and the New Gender
Order

Unlike the heroic virgins, who generally fought disguised as men, amazons —
women who demanded to exercise the masculine right to bear and use arms
collectively as women — powerfully and visibly combined two qualities deemed
irreconcilable: femaleness and combat. In their resolve to carry weapons and
fight, they demonstrated a militarized self-assertion and a vision of equality
between women and men. To display female strength openly appeared to invoke
the complementary notion of male weakness — a provocation that was bound to
seem all the more aggressive since the call to arms for collective self-defence of
female honour suggested that male protectors were either inadequate or
superfluous. This association was all the more serious because in the debate over
the causes of the defeat of the Prussian-Saxon army in 1806—7, women had
explicitly accused men of failing as protectors.” The French Revolution had
shown already how short the leap was from calls for arms for women to demands
for civil equality with men. It is thus scarcely surprising that the mere journalistic
appearance of amazons on the stage of current events raised spectres of a reversal
of power relations between the sexes, and thus evoked an immediate and harsh
response, in monarchical Prussia as in revolutionary France. The female demand
for a corps of amazons, already rigidly suppressed during the revolutionary and
Napoleonic wars, was so dangerous for the gender order that after the war it had
to be erased for a very long time from the French as well as the Prussian-German
national memory.

‘Heroic virgins’ never questioned the gender order as actively and openly as
the ‘amazons’. The fact that they cross-dressed and tried to behave as men, how-
ever, and thereby tried not only to hide their femininity but claimed male rights
and power, seem to have been in some ways even more threatening to society’s
gender order. From the perspective of the male majority, these camouflaged
women, like ‘Trojan horses’, deceptively undermined male authority. In
particular when they fought successfully to be recognized with medals and civic
honour they undercut the basis of the newly gained universal male power: the
right to bear arms and the duty to protect home, family and fatherland, which was
rewarded with citizenship rights. These women therefore could only reintegrate
into civil society through their death or their willingness to marry and return to
traditional gender roles. But even following their appropriate social integration,
the surrounding society often remained hostile to their wartime activities and
within the realm of public memory they became invisible.
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