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Beate Engelen’s dissertation thoroughly explores the oft-acknowledged but rarely researched subject of 

female partners of soldiers in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Prussian army. First, virtually every 

serious historian of early modern armies has acknowledged the importance of Soldatenfrauen (soldiers’ 

»wives« or »women«), but virtually no one has systematically investigated them. More generally, 

establishing control over the military (meaning over the people involved, and not only soldiers, but also 

their dependents), is widely understood to have been the spearhead and quintessence of early modern 

state-building and social disciplining, but the real-world implementation and effects of this at the ground 

level remain largely unexplored. Finally, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Prussia the oversized 

military meant that the entire country took on a decidedly military character (both statistically and 

culturally), and therefore Engelen’s study of military women and families opens up new views into 

Prussian society. In short, Engelen is utterly convincing when she argues that this is an important and long 

overdue study. 

Engelen mined several deep veins of sources to complete this work. Though the archives of the Prussian 

military were largely destroyed in WWII, Engelen’s work (and that of Jürgen Kloosterhuis, whom she 

acknowledges) have managed to use other sources from the Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer 

Kulturbesitz (GStA PK) to reconstruct the day-to-day workings of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

Prussian military. Furthermore, contemporaries discussed various aspects of soldiers relationships with 

women (and the women involved) at length, and Engelen constantly taps these sources to establish the 

terms of the contemporary discourse as a backdrop for the results of her archival research. All of this is 

rounded out by her use of ego documents, travel literature, and legal records to reconstruct the day-to-day 

existence of soldiers’ women. 

Engelen’s lengthy book is divided up into over a dozen »chapters« and three large sections: soldiers’ 

women’s domestic situations, their place in society, and their treatment by the state. In the first section, 

Engelen explores the relationships between these women and their soldier partners on several levels: the 

official regulations regarding soldiers’ marital lives, the attractiveness of soldiers as partners, the 

structures of various marital and non-marital relationships, the material bases (and problems) of soldiers’ 

households, and even the status of the resulting children.
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In the second section, Engelen explores the »garrison society«, to which soldiers’ women belonged, 

though the boundaries and membership of the garrison society (vis-à-vis »civil« society) generally 

remained undefined and transitory throughout the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries. The focus in this 

section is on the status of soldiers’ women versus civil society (especially when quartered with them) and 

on the social and employment status of soldiers’ women. Two brief chapters in this section also explore 

cases of Soldatenfrauen in the field (»women soldiers«), and their status in rural settings. 

The final section explores women under control of the state, both in terms of punishing deviance and 

criminalizing the status of soldiers’ women and in terms of providing material support for them. It is not 

surprising that much of this section has to do with sex and reproduction: prosecuting fornication, abortion, 

and infanticide, and providing for orphans. 

Throughout the period under study – from the end of the Thirty Years War until the Wars of Liberation –the 

motives of the state regarding soldiers’ women remained much the same: their concern was with 

maximizing military efficacy, minimizing disruptions and disorders, and with minimizing costs. Providing a 

»social welfare« safety net for the families of soldiers was hardly a concern, as witnessed by the hastily 

improvised (and generally wholly inadequate) arrangements made to provide for them in times of need 

(typically, during war). The explosion of the size of standing armies from the middle of the seventeenth 

century until the end of the eighteenth century was not accompanied by a corresponding growth in 

institutions (or financing) to support soldiers’ dependents. On the contrary, the state failed to anticipate the 

social problems that a large standing army engendered, and even if it had been able to foresee the 

problems that arose, it sorely lacked the financial means and the logistics to address them. 

Engelen ultimately breaks her overarching narrative of the development of the »garrison society« into 

three phases. In the first phase, from the end of the Thirty Years War until the 1710s, soldiers and their 

families were neglected by the state military apparatus and were rejected by urban civil society as morally 

suspect and economically burdensome. The second phase was a period of integration, from the 1720s 

until 1740 – it is no coincidence that during this time Prussia and its garrison society enjoyed relative 

peace and avoided the stresses associated with mobilization. The third phase encompasses the wars of 

Frederick II and the late eighteenth century. The frequent and lengthy deployments of the soldiers left their 

dependents’ status (both material and social) more precarious, and the late eighteenth-century 

»rationalization« of civil society marginalized soldiers and especially their dependents. As a kind of 

epilogue, Engelen points out that in the Wars of Liberation the Soldatenfrau was marginalized entirely, and 

the garrison society became an exclusively male and masculine sphere.

It is hard to find fault with Engelen’s work. The book is easy and pleasant to read, but occasionally 

repetitive. At some points Engelen’s condemnations of the eighteenth-century Prussian state’s inadequacy 

in caring for soldiers’ dependents seems unwarranted and anachronistic, especially in light of the meager 

concern expressed or care provided in the same period for poor people who were not associated with 
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soldiers (not coincidental, though Engelen thoroughly and exemplarily reviews most of the relevant 

historiographies, she neglects the history of poverty). Moreover, the »state« is reference uncritically as a 

kind of monolithic agent – a more nuanced and complicated view of the »state« would have further 

enhanced Engelen’s analysis. Finally, it was not clear to this reviewer why Engelen’s conclusions are so 

seemingly different than that of other historians, such as Fritz Redlich and William Hagen1. She describes 

a loss of social status and a more precarious material existence for soldiers and their families over the 

course of the eighteenth century, whereas Redlich and Hagen describe a successful integration of soldiers 

and peasants as »cantonists« during the same period – perhaps the disparity is due to Engelen’s focus on 

women in urban spaces. 

In sum, this well-conceived and well-executed book is recommended to anyone interested in the new 

military history (the »social history of armies«), the history of state building, urban history, women’s history, 

and/or the history of early modern Prussia.

1 Fritz Redlich, The German Military Enterpriser and His Work Force. A Study in European Economic and Social 
History. 2 vols., Wiesbaden1964, 1965; William W. Hagen, Ordinary Prussians. Brandenburg Junkers and Villagers, 
1500–1840. Cambridge 2002. Engelen cites Redlich, but not Hagen. 
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