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JENNIFER DRAKE ASKEY, Good Girls, Good Germans: Girls’ Edu -
cation and Emotional Nationalism in Wilhelminian Germany, Studies in
German Literature, Linguistics, and Culture (New York: Camden
House, 2013), x + 201 pp. ISBN 978 1 57113 562 9. £55.00

The national education of young people in Imperial Germany has
been widely studied. The author of the book under review here adds
a new aspect to the theme: the emotional education of the daughters
of the upper middle class (she herself speaks of the ‘middle class’
throughout) by reading relevant, nationally oriented literature, both
inside and outside school. Referring to studies by Silvia Bovenschen,1
Ute Frevert,2 and Ruth-Ellen Boetcher Joeres,3 Askey reports  that the
impact of misogynistic nineteenth-century German-language litera-
ture on women has been sufficiently investigated, while middle-class
girls remain largely invisible. What it meant for these future women
to be exposed to this misogynistic literature is the subject of the four
chapters comprising this book.

The book starts with an outline of the development of secondary
schooling for girls after the foundation of Imperial Germany, provid-
ing the institutional framework within which the daughters of
Prussia’s wealthy classes were imbued with a basic patriarchal un -
derstanding of the world. Femininity was associated with domestici-
ty, emotion, and submission to male leadership, notions that shaped
the gender system of the western world in the nineteenth century.
During the second half of the nineteenth century, this image of femi-
ninity became increasingly national, that is, ‘German’. As Askey is
mainly interested in the teaching of German, she traces this develop-
ment in contemporary didactic literature, curricula, and textbooks for
girls’ schools.

The second chapter, entitled ‘Father’s Library’, examines the offi-
cial body of reading for girls in Imperial Germany. Classical works of
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1 Silvia Bovenschen, Die imaginierte Weiblichkeit: Exemplarische Unter -
suchungen zu kulturgeschichtlichen und literarischen Präsentationsformen des
Weiblichen (Frankfurt am Main, 1979).
2 Ute Frevert, Mann und Weib und Weib und Mann: Geschlechterdifferenzen in der
Moderne (Munich, 1995).
3 Ruth-Ellen Boetcher Joeres, Respectability and Deviance: Nineteenth-Century
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literature formed the core of the German curriculum, both in the
Gymnasien which were reserved for boys and in the quantitatively
and qualitatively much less ambitious high schools for girls, specifi-
cally, Lessing’s Minna von Barnhelm, Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell, and
Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea and Iphigenie auf Tauris. According to
Askey, the female figures and gender relations depicted in these
works correspond in the widest sense to nineteenth-century patriar-
chal ideals of femininity, and could be used for national purposes.
Possible criteria for excluding certain literature and blocking access
to other works are discussed. The image of women in Schiller’s poem
‘Das Lied von der Glocke’ is cited in the subsection ‘The Lock on
Father’s Shelves’ as evidence for the patriarchal selection of readings.
Schiller’s characters (not only female) and the image of women he
put forward were more one-dimensional and nationally oriented
than those created by the other great Weimar classicist. Goethe’s
complex oeuvre could not be fully harnessed for nationalist aims.
Even Hermann und Dorothea, published in 1798 as a bourgeois epic
poem in the age of the revolutionary wars, can hardly be seen as a
guide to aggressive nationalism.

The material from classical Antiquity used in Iphigenie auf Tauris
is even less suitable for nationalist appropriation. Nonetheless Askey
takes Gertrud Bäumer’s speech at the fifth general assembly of the
German Association of Women Teachers (Allgemeiner Deutscher
Lehrerinnenverein) in Danzig in 1899 on ‘Die deutschen Klassiker in
der höheren Mädchenschule’ as an example of education in ‘emo-
tional nationalism’. In fact, the leader of the German women’s move-
ment interprets Goethe’s Iphigenie as a text for protecting pupils from
inner conflict and scepticism representing the ‘indestructible moral
world order’ (Bäumer, p. 791).4 For Bäumer, Goethe’s words ‘Der
Mensch ist frei geschaffen, ist frei und würd’ er in Ketten geboren!’
are an expression of German ‘cultural patriotism’. The male perspec-
tive on femininity in German national literature, that is, in the works
of Goethe and Schiller, thus served an education for girls which uni-
formly promoted a closely circumscribed image of femininity which
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Lehrerinnenvereins zu Danzig 1899’, Die Lehrerin in Schule und Haus, 15
(1898–9), 787–98, online at <http://goobiweb.bbf.dipf.de/viewer/image
/ZDB1010997505_0015/692> to <http://goobiweb.bbf.dipf.de/viewer/
image/ZDB1010997505_0015/704>, accessed 11 July 2014.



defined grace and charm, temperament, and the work ethic as Ger -
man qualities.

In order to prove this point once again, Askey refers to a play by
Christa Winsloe, filmed in 1931 as Mädchen in Uniform. In this board-
ing school story, Winsloe presents the women teachers, and especial-
ly the headmistress, as representatives of an ideal of femininity that
is shattered by the student Manuela. In a performance of Schiller’s
Don Carlos, Manuela as Don Carlos, the male lover, uses the role to
express her crush on a teacher. As expected, Askey interprets the lack
of strong female role models in this film (and in Winsloe’s 1930
drama, whose story the author reworked again in the form of a novel
in 1933) as an expression of Germany’s gender hierarchy, in which
women were aesthetically and socially marginalized.

The second part of the book consists of two chapters on literature
for girls in the strict sense. Chapter three is on the Backfischroman
(novels for teenage girls) and historical novels, while chapter four
investigates the symbolic significance of Queen Louise and her rep-
resentation in literature for women and girls. After a rather cursory
account of the development of the book market and well-known
works in the genre of the Backfischroman (including Clemen tine
Helm’s Backfischchens Zeitvertreib, and Emmy von Rhoden’s Der Trotz -
kopf), Askey analyses a number of historical novels by Brigitte
Augusti. In terms of subject, genre, and literary construction, these
novels for young women readers were closely based on Gustav
Freytag’s historical novels. As an adaptation of national historiogra-
phy for a readership of young women after the foundation of the
Imperial Germany, these texts aimed to develop a female national
awareness.

In the final part of the book, Askey looks at the significance of the
Prussian crown princess and later queen, Louise, as a role model for
female emotional nationalism. The idealization of Louise, which was
not just a product of the Wilhelmine period but started during her
own lifetime, produced a myth of ‘Louise’, often described in the
research. This was available as a resource in countless biographical
narratives for the education of young girls from middle-class fami-
lies.

Askey shows that an institutional framework and a wide range of
literary offerings existed which aimed to encourage the national
identification of girls while also promoting a model of femininity that
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(everywhere in Europe) limited the free, creative space of women to
privately defined areas. It aimed to educate middle-class women to
become the bearers of this patriarchal ideal with nationalistic conno-
tations.

A number of criticisms should be mentioned. The title of the book
lacks precision: nationalism is, by definition, a political conviction
based on emotions. But Askey has something else in mind. She
argues, correctly, that the national education of girls in Wilhelmine
Germany, by comparison with that of boys, followed an empathetic
and aesthetic rather than analytical approach, and aimed to train
girls to show affection, to care for the family, and to be subservient.
In some areas, Askey’s selection of sources is not adequately justified.
The criteria by which educational literature and reading books were
chosen for discussion are not made explicit. The educational autono-
my of the states in Imperial Germany meant that many different
reading books, for example, were used, and a systematic analysis of
these would have been instructive. Also, the sources in the second
chapter go far beyond the timeframe of the Wilhelmine Empire.
Neither the reading prescribed for Fanny Lewald by her father in the
early 1820s nor the 1931 film of Christa Winsloe’sMädchen in Uniform
date from the Wilhelmine period. It is questionable whether Fanny
Lewald’s father, a Jewish merchant from Königsberg, was pursuing
‘national’ interests in the canon he prescribed for his daughter, and
there can be no question of ‘nationalist’ ones. More than a decade
after the collapse of the monarchy, Winsloe wrote a literary account
of girls’ education in Wilhelmine Germany with the aim of showing
feelings between women in a positive light and criticizing women
who oriented themselves by male norms.

Methodologically it is problematic that while the author repeat-
edly addresses the issue of how emotional education takes place
through reading, she cannot go beyond the level of fictional offer-
ings. While these provide clear national or nationalistic models, their
significance for the development of a specifically female form of
nationalism is less clear-cut than Askey’s selection and interpretation
suggest. The author’s response to the fact that girls can also identify
with male protagonists is that this reinforces their marginal position
because they do not grow up to be men. The possibility of personali-
ty development which crosses binary gender boundaries, it seems, is
beyond her horizons of expectation. Instead, Askey sees only how
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strongly secondary schools, the literary canon they prescribed in
German lessons, the didactic considerations of educators, school
readings themselves, and, finally, the role models held up in more
highbrow but entertaining literature for young, middle-class girls all
aimed to prepare them for a subservient role within the patriarchal
family as part of the German Volk. This comes out especially clearly
in her interpretation of Gertrud Bäumer’s lecture. While Bäumer
interpreted the classics as ‘patriotic’, for this reviewer it is not clear
that the leader of the women’s movement thereby evoked, or wanted
to evoke (the author does not differentiate here) ‘emotional national-
ism’. Rather, Bäumer was more interested in emphasizing Goethe’s
restoration of the right of subjectivity (p. 787), where there is neither
man nor woman (p. 788), and criticizing the limited female ideal,
whose content and educational potential was promoted by male edu-
cators (pp. 792–7). 

And, finally, the research literature is sometimes used in a prob-
lematic way. The long direct quotations from the secondary literature
of various disciplines on Imperial Germany create the impression that
the author needs support from the ‘authorities’, making the selective
notice taken of existing studies on her actual theme all the more puz-
zling. Neither Angela Schwalb’s Mädchenbildung und Deutsch unter -
richt,5 nor Gabriele von Glasenapp’s article on the historical novel
(Gustav Freytag and Brigitte Augusti, among others), nor  Birte För -
ster’s contribution on historical biography (including Queen Louise),
published in the handbook Mädchenliteratur in der Kaiserzeit,6 are
mentioned. These studies provide detailed analyses of the nationalis-
tic impact of literature for young girls and of German instruction in
girls’ secondary schools.

The author has set out to investigate emotional education in
Imperial Germany during the heyday of European nationalism,
which coincided with the peak period of the ideology of separate
spheres. With the sources and methods available, this undertaking is
too ambitious for a work of literary criticism. What remains is the
merit of having contributed to the gender history of German-lan-
guage youth literature in English-language research.

73

Good Girls, Good Germans

5 Angela Schwalb, Mädchenbildung und Deutschunterricht: Die Lehrpläne und
Aufsatzthemen der höheren Mädchenschulen Preußens im Kaiserreich und in der
Weimarer Republik (Frankfurt am Main, 2000).
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