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abstract

The article describes the circumstances in which a part of the nobility from the Prus-
sian Province of Pomerania agreed to support agricultural housewives’ associations  
That new type of women’s organisations propagated a moderate version of emancipa-
tion of women in rural areas and was initiated in east Prussia in the 1890s by elisabet 
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Boehm  The organisations were first established in Pomerania in 1912  They received sup-
port from some influential agrarians led by conrad von Wangenheim  nobility wanted 
to use agricultural housewives’ associations to strengthen their influences in rural areas 
and renew the old patriarchal hierarchies  noblewomen were meant to lead the associa-
tions and promote scientific and technical progress in rural households  This was the way 
nobility wanted to use to include women in the program of improving living conditions 
in the countryside  They agreed to broaden the scope of women’s independent activities  
however, supporting emancipation of women was not their true objective  in reality, they 
aimed at using associations to slow down the migration of people from the countryside 
to the cities (landflucht) since depopulation of the countryside was a serious issue in the 
eastern provinces of Prussia from the end of the nineteenth century, which caused a per-
manent shortage of labor in land estates 

key words: Prussian Province of Pomerania, Pomeranian nobility, emancipation of 
women, agricultural housewives’ associations, helene von Somnitz, conrad von Wan-
genheim

streszczenie

artykuł omawia okoliczności w jakich część szlachty pruskiej prowincji Pomorze po-
parła rolnicze Stowarzyszenia gospodyń domowych  Ten nowy typ organizacji kobie-
cych propagował umiarkowaną wersję emancypacji kobiet na obszarach wiejskich i został 
zapoczątkowany w Prusach Wschodnich w latach dziewięćdziesiątych XiX w  przez elisa-
bet Boehm  W pruskiej prowincji Pomorze stowarzyszenia tego typu zaczęły zawiązywać 
się dopiero od 1912 roku dzięki poparciu części wpływowych szlacheckich konserwaty-
stów i agrariuszy na czele z conradem baronem von Wangenheim  za pośrednictwem 
rolniczych Stowarzyszeń gospodyń domowych chcieli oni umocnić wpływy szlachty na 
obszarach wiejskich i odnowić dawne patriarchalne hierarchie  na czele organizacji miały 
stać szlachcianki i promować postęp naukowo-techniczny w wiejskim gospodarstwie do-
mowym  W ten sposób szlachta chciała włączyć kobiety w program poprawy warunków 
życia na wsi  Tym samym godziła się na poszerzenie zakresu ich samodzielności  jej celem 
nie było jednak wspieranie umiarkowanej emancypacji kobiet, ale wykorzystanie stowa-
rzyszeń do umocnienia wpływów szlachty na wsi i zahamowania migracji ludności do 
miast (landflucht)  Wyludnianie się wsi było od końca XiX w  ogromnym problemem we 
wschodnich prowincjach państwa pruskiego, gdyż powodowało stały brak rąk do pracy 
w majątkach ziemskich 

słowa kluczowe: pruska prowincja Pomorze, szlachta pomorska, rolnicze Stowarzy-
szenia gospodyń domowych, helene von Somnitz, conrad baron von Wangenheim

introDUction

The nobility from the eastern Prussian Province of Pomerania held 
clear-cut political views  They supported Deutschkonservative Partei (the 
german conservative Party) that represented the interests of Protestant 
agrarians from the east  however, from 1890s the party was losing sig-
nificance, and the speed of industrialization and related social changes 
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led to the emergence of a new political force in germany  Following the 
abolition of the anti-Socialist laws in 1890, that force, Social democrats, 
increased the number of its seats in reichstag with every general election  
The turning point came in 1912, when the german conservative Party lost 
a third of its seats, while the Social democratic Party of germany became 
the strongest party in reichstag1 

From the perspective of east german nobility, and hence also Pomera-
nian noble class, the successes of Social democrats indicated a moral cri-
sis caused by the transformations built on aspirations to modernize all 
aspects of life  The nobility perceived progress as a threat to the social 
and political order that had secured them the leadership of the state  al-
though the agrarian reforms carried out in Prussia at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century had already shaken their position, the agricultur-
al crisis of the 1870s, the rapid industrialization of united germany and 
trade policy of chancellor leo von caprivi increased the sense of dan-
ger  There was a growing conviction that the agrarian world of the no-
bility was fading away2  a strive to maintain the political influence and 
position of dominance in eastern, rural provinces of Prussia compelled 
operations that hans-ulrich Wehler called defensive modernisation3  
it meant incorporating manifestations of modernity into the concept of no-
bility (Adeligkeit) and nobility’s lifestyle in such a way that allowed them to 
coexist with the tradition or even to preserve the tradition in a new indus-
trial society4  The idea of defensive modernisation is therefore crucial in 
explaining what prompted at least a part of the nobility from the Prussian 
Province of Pomerania, the most agrarian of german eastern provinces, 
before the First World War to back Landwirtschaftlicher Hausfrauenverein 
(agricultural housewives’ associations) that offered a version of mod-
erate emancipation of women in rural areas  Their programme included 
vocational education of women, professionalization of women’s house-
work, paid employment and broadening the fields of their activity in the 

1  K  heinsohn, Konservative Parteien in Deutschland 1912 bis 1933. Demokratisierung und 
Partizipation in geschlechterhistorischer Perspektive, düsseldorf 2010, s  26 

2  r  Braun, Konzeptionelle Bemerkungen zum „Obenbleiben”  Adel im 19. Jahrhundert, w: 
Europäischer Adel 1750–1950, red  h -u  Wehler, göttingen 1990, s  87–95; m  Seelig, Der 
Kampf gegen die Moderne. Krisenwahrnehmung und -bewältigung im Deutschen Adelsblatt um 
1900, w: Krisenwahrnehmungen in Deutschland um 1900. Zeitschriften als Foren der Umbruchs-
zeit im wilhelminischen Reich, red  m  grunewald, u  Puschner, Bern 2010, s  451–476 

3  h -u  Wehler, Teoria modernizacji a historia, w: Modernizacja, nacjonalizm, państwo. Ese-
je i artykuły, red  idem, Warszawa 2001, s  118  

4  a  Szudarek, Jak stawić czoła nowoczesności? Dyskusja wokół wzorca niemieckiej szlach-
cianki na łamach „Deutsches Adelsblatt” na przełomie XIX i XX wieku, „roczniki dziejów Spo-
łecznych i gospodarczych” 2016, 76, s  315–340 
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public sphere  This article aims at explaining the circumstances in which 
that programme won the acceptance of nobility and how it became a tool 
of strengthening patriarchal hierarchies and dependencies in rural areas 

as noticed by an american historian Shelley Baranowski, when it came 
to cultural trends dominating the industrialized West, the Prussian Prov-
ince of Pomerania was quite remote  at the end of the nineteenth century, 
the local nobility treated all signs of progress in farming with reserve5  
They did not comprehend the purpose of industrialization of the country  
consequently, they did not understand social problems the large, mod-
ernizing cities dealt with, which facilitated the antagonism between the 
city and the countryside, a characteristic feature of the turn of the century6  
They saw themselves as guardians of tradition and Protestant faith and 
supported the german conservative Party – as did the entire conservative 
camp in the Wilhelmine Period – that represented their interests and was 
gradually moving towards the far right7  The biggest landowners from the 
province were involved in central and regional agricultural organisations, 
especially Bund der Landwirte (the agrarian league) created in 1893, to 
show their protest against all what was believed to threaten the well-being 
of society in the countryside  These organisations tried to make a positive 
impact in response to economic policy of the country immersed in a farm-
ing crisis8  

under those circumstances, all attempts to break away with a tradi-
tional order regarding gender roles and allow women to enter the spheres 
previously restricted for men were treated by nobility as a sign of the cri-
sis of values and a breach of Protestant vision of family  Therefore, they 
were deemed unacceptable in rural areas of the province that represented 
a „pre-modern order”9 

elisabet Boehm and her program of moderate emancipation of women 
in rural areas

5  S  Baranowski, The Sanctity of Rural Life. Nobility, Protestantism, and Nazism in Weimar 
Prussia, new york–oxford 1995, s  8, 27–34; i  Buchsteiner, Wirtschaftlicher und sozialer Wan-
del in ostdeutschen Gutswirtschaft vor 1914, „archiv für Sozialgeschichte” 1996, 36, s  107–
108; W  Stępiński, Społeczeństwo wiejskie, w: Historia Pomorza (1850–1918)  Ustrój, gospodarka, 
społeczeństwo, t  4, cz  1, red  S  Salmonowicz, Toruń 2000, s  351 

6  K  Bergmann, Agrarromantik und Großstadtfeindschaft, meisenheim/glan 1970 
7  o  heilbronner, Conservatism, w: The Ashgate Research Companion to Imperial Germa-

ny, red  m  jefferies, Farnham 2015, s  117 
8  h -j  Puhle, Agrarische Interessenpolitik und Preussischer Konservatismus im wilhelmini-

schen Reich (1893–1914). Ein Beitrag zur Analyse des Nationalismus in Deutschland am Beispiel 
des Bundes der Landwirte und der Deutsch-Konservativen Partei, hannover 1966 

9  S  Baranowski, op. cit , s  8 
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in 1898, the Landfrauenbewegung (agrarian women’s movement) began  
it developed chiefly in the eastern provinces of the country where agricul-
tural housewives’ associations were established  The movement spread 
to the entire germany only during, and especially after, the First World 
War10  The first association was established in rastenburg (today Kętrzyn) 
in east Prussia in accordance with the concept developed by elisabet Boe-
hm  The founder wanted her organisation as well as others modelled on it 
to join Bund Deutscher Frauenvereine (Federation of german Women’s as-
sociations)  This umbrella association was established in 1894 for organi-
sations involved in bourgeois women’s movement that took various ap-
proaches to the woman question, from demanding voting rights for both 
sexes to operating with a sole purpose of preparing women professionally 
to perform household tasks11  a way to cooperation was paved by shared 
elements of the agenda of agricultural housewives’ associations and 
moderate bourgeois women’s movement  Federation of german Women’s 
associations did not back radical slogans  it reflected aspirations of mod-
erate bourgeois women’s movement such as to improve women’s educa-
tion and widen gainful employment opportunities for middle and upper-
class women  agricultural housewives’ associations also addressed those 
demands and popularized the concept that women need professional 
preparation to do household works and could take over some branches of 
farming, such as poultry, fruit and vegetable farming or beekeeping  That 
is why they promoted women’s vocational training based on the newest 
achievements of agronomy and zootechnics to professionalize women’s 
activities and broaden the scope of the tasks they could perform  accord-
ing to elisabet Boehm, that programme was aimed at both peasant women 
and wives of landowners  in both cases, it meant breaking away with the 
old way of approaching the role of women in rural areas  in peasant fami-
lies women’s housework was not appreciated as they were expected first 
and foremost to work the land  associations, on the contrary, wanted the 
productivization of peasant women to be based on the household that was 
to become their sphere of autonomic activity  noblewomen also wanted 

10  e B  jones, Gender and Rural Modernity: Farm Women and the Politics of Labor in Ger-
many, 1871–1933, Farnham 2009; r  Bridenthal, Professional Housewives: Stepsisters of the 
Women’s Movement, w: When Biology Became Destiny. Women in Weimar and Nazi Germany, 
red  r  Bridenthal, a  grossmann, m  Kaplan, new york 1984, s  153–173; eadem, Organized 
Rural Women in the Conservative Mobilisation of the German Countryside in the Weimar Republic, 
w: Between Reform, Reaction and Resistance. Studies in the History of German Conservatism from 
1789 to 1945, red  l e  jones, j n  retallack, oxford 1993, s  375–405; n r  reagin, A German 
Women’s Movement. Class and Gender in Hanover, 1880–1933, chapel hill and london 1995, 
s  187–202 

11  m  Wegner, Merkbuch der Frauenbewegung, leipzig–Berlin 1908, s  8 
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to break away with the old model defining women’s tasks in rural estates  
earlier the latter included chiefly supervision of domestic servants and 
care of the sick and handicapped from nearby villages, now their involve-
ment in agricultural production, recognized after all as a male domain, 
was intended to lead to a significant expansion of the scope of duties12  

Such form of association also required establishing cooperation with 
agricultural organisations of landowners as only they had the means al-
lowing for the transfer of agricultural knowledge that women needed  
The association’s programme included further training courses as well as 
produce shows, and especially, setting up kiosks to sell fruits of women’s 
work  This also engaged urban women in the work of agricultural house-
wives’ associations, which emphasized their special nature as they acted 
beyond social divisions, integrating women from urban and rural areas13  

elisabet Boehm did not hide her fascination for moderate bourgeois 
women’s movement  She remained in touch with them via her sister-
in-law, hanna Bieber-Boehm14, who at that time was a member of Fed-
eration’s board  in 1904, elisabet Boehm also participated in the Fed-
eration’s general assembly  The ambition to incorporate agricultural 
housewives’ associations in east Prussia into the Federation of ger-
man Women’s associations resulted in the lack of support from local 
nobility for agrarian women’s movement  They called elisabet Boehm 
„a blue stocking” and criticized her for her attempts to plant moder-
ate bourgeois women’s movement’s programme in rural areas  moreo-
ver, already in 1904 she received first letters from owners of smaller and 
larger farms demanding an immediate stop to her propaganda  as em-
phasized by Brigitte Kerchner, peasant men’s objections against agri-
cultural housewives’ associations did not arise from disputing their 
programme  They were concerned by contacts between their wives and 
activists of moderate bourgeois women’s movement  in their opinion, 
the contacts would stir up women’s interest in politics and pave the way 
for their independence, which would lead to the abolition of traditional 

12  g  heinrich, Staatsdienst und Rittergut. Die Geschichte der Familie von Dewitz in Bran-
deburg, Mecklenburg und Pommern, Bonn 1990, s  186; ch  graf von Krockow, Die Reise nach 
Pommern. Bericht aus einem verschwiegenen Land, Stuttgart 1985, s  151; a  Schwarzer, Marion 
Dönhoff. Życie pod prąd, Warszawa 1999, s  29 

13  a  Sawahn, Die Frauenlobby vom Land. Die Landfrauenbewegung in Deutschland und 
ihre Funktionärinnen 1898 bis 1948, Frankfurt am main 2009, s  69–70 

14  r j  evans, The Feminist Movement in Germany 1894–1933, london–Beverly hills 
1976, s  39, 41–47, 49–50; K  Bürger, Bieber-Böhm, Hanna Elmira Flora, Kulturportal West-Ost, 
https://kulturportal-west-ost eu/biographien/bieber-bohm-hanna-elmire-flora-2 [dostęp: 
20 iii 2020] 
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model of marriage based on women’s obedience, loyalty and fidelity15 
Such voices, however, did not stop the associations from expanding their 
ranks  in 1908, twenty-two such organisations operated in east Prussia 
only, including in total 1,400 female members16, and among them a signifi-
cant number of wives of big landowners17  it should be noted that organi-
sations involving noblewomen clearly emphasized their economic charac-
ter  They rejected engaging in solving social problems that were referred 
to in the agenda of moderate bourgeois women’s movement  neverthe-
less, a few agricultural housewives’ associations shared elisabet Boe-
hm’s views and joined the Federation of german Women’s associations  
until 1908, two of them decided to take this step: one from lyck (today 
ełk) in east Prussia and the other from neukirch (today nowa cerkiew) 
in West Prussia18  

For nobility emphasising links between agricultural housewives’ as-
sociations and the Federation of german Women’s associations equalled 
politicising agrarian women’s movement  although in its programme the 
Federation of german Women’s associations distanced itself from poli-
tics, among its members were organisations demanding voting rights for 
women, and Federation did not firmly reject this demand  it was, how-
ever, meant as the last one to be raised only after others, more important 
in the eyes of female members, had been fulfilled  in those circumstances, 
the nobility in east Prussia perceived the activity of elisabet Boehm as 
a threat to the conservative outlook of the countryside  nonetheless, in the 
following years she managed to develop a model of cooperation with male 
agricultural organisations, including the east Prussian Landwirtschaftskam-
mer (the chamber of agriculture) while keeping her contacts with the 
Federation of german Women’s associations, which in case of agricul-
tural housewives’ associations was not expected to coexist19  incremental 
overcoming of reluctance was facilitated by increased quality and profit-
ability of rural economy offered by those organisations  agrarians also 
spotted their other edge  These associations acted for the modernisation of 
female-led households and therefore improved living conditions in peas-

15  B  Kerchner, Beruf und Geschlecht. Frauenberufsverbände in Deutschland 1848–1908, 
göttingen 1992, s  64 

16  m  Wegner, op. cit., s  133 
17  geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin-dahlem [dalej: gSta PK], 

rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  7 
18  agricultural housewives’ associations in ełk was established in 1904 and in 1908 

had 105 female members  it was led by mrs gaupnin from rothof near gdańsk  in 1906, 
a by far smaller agricultural housewives’ association was established in neukirch with 
mrs zimmer at the helm  in 1908, it had 38 female members  m  Wegner, op. cit., s  90, 108 

19  B  Kerchner, op. cit., s  64 
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ant households, so they could join the fight against the exodus of people 
from rural to urban areas (Landflucht)  and for owners of big land estates 
in eastern provinces of Prussia the shortage of labour was a serious prob-
lem at the end of the nineteenth century20  

in the following years, the network of agricultural housewives’ as-
sociations expanded both in east and West Prussia  in 1913, there were 
thirty-five of them in east Prussia with 2,400 female members  however, 
already from 1905 they started to merge into Verband der Ostpreussischen 
Landwirtschaftlichen Hausfrauenvereine (the agricultural housewives’ as-
sociation of east Prussia)  a similar umbrella organisation was established 
in 1910 in West Prussia  Then, the network of associations was expanding 
further: in 1911 they were established in the Province of Posen and the 
Province of Brandenburg, in 1912 in the Province of Pomerania, and in 
1913 in Silesia and Schleswig-holstein21 

agricUltUral organizations anD the worK of elisabet boehM

Finally, due to the support provided by some influential agrarians who 
were close to the governmental circles, such as especially conrad von Wan-
genheim and hans graf von Schwerin-löwitz, at the beginning of 1914 the 
ministry of agriculture backed the concept of cooperation between agri-
cultural housewives’ associations and the chambers of agriculture in the 
provinces of Prussia  The ministry also agreed to subordinate the associa-
tions to its advisory body, Königlich-Preußisches Landesökonomiekollegium 
(the Prussian Board of agriculture)  For that purpose associations formed 
a hierarchical structure with Preußischer Landesverband Landwirtschaftlicher 
Hausfrauenvereine (the Prussian Federation of agricultural housewives’ 
associations) appointed on 17 February 1914, as its head organisation  
it comprised provincial agricultural housewives’ associations already 
set up in east Prussia, West Prussia, Pomerania and Schleswig-holstein22  

20  r  Schiller, Vom Rittergut zum Großgrundbesitz. Ökonomische und soziale Transforma-
tionsprozesse der ländliche Eliten in Brandenburg im 19. Jahrhundert, Berlin 2003, s  75–81; 
K  Saul, Um die konservative Struktur Ostelbiens. Agrarische Interessen, Staatsverwaltung und 
ländliche „Arbeiternot” in Preußen-Deutschland 1889–1914, w: Deutscher Konservatismus im 
19. und 20. Jahrhundert. Festschrift für Fritz Fischer zum 75. Geburtstag und 50. Doktorjubiläum, 
red  d  Stegmann, B -j  Wendt, P -ch  Witt, Bonn 1983, s  129–198 

21  ch  Schwarz, F  von natzmer, „Frauen im Zeichen der Biene” – die Geschichte der deut-
schen Landfrauenbewegung, w: Elisabet Boehm und die Landfrauenbewegung, red  ostpreußi-
sches landesmuseum lüneburg, husum 1998, s  32; m  Wegner, op. cit, s  113 

22  The then adopted charter of the association read that its objective was to further 
train women in various areas related to a countryside household, tackle the outflow of 
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another form of help was the financial support provided every year by the 
ministry of agriculture for their operation, especially for expanding the 
network of associations in provinces23  

For elisabet Boehm the cooperation with organisations of agrarians 
did not mean renouncing contacts with moderate bourgeois women’s 
movement  moreover, before 1914 she convinced the most influential fig-
ures from those circles that they would be better off with developing and 
strengthening agrarian women’s movement and should consider the op-
tion of the Prussian Federation of agricultural housewives’ association 
joining the Federation of german Women’s associations  Such motion 
was laid in june 1913 by conrad von Wangenheim in front of the boards 
of the Prussian chambers of agriculture during their session in Wies-
baden  he let elisabet Boehm, also invited to the meeting, do the brief-
ing  it had not been her first intervention before such influential figures  
Thanks to the support from some senior bureaucrats from east Prussia, 
she had already spoken to influential agrarians seeking their support 
for her associations  her interventions had widespread repercussions 
as it was a common belief that women were incompetent when it came 
to agricultural enterprises and should not be allowed to speak about it 
in public  however, the founder of agrarian women’s movement forced 
landowners to revise their views on this issue  in her speech she brought 
their attention to the growing significance of moderate bourgeois wom-
en’s movement and emphasized that it only represented interests of 
women from large cities  moreover, in her opinion the movement was 
gaining strength and could soon transform into a political one  She be-
lieved they should not remain passive; as long as it was still possible 
and while agrarian women’s movement remained neutral, it should be 
brought into the structures of the Federation of german Women’s as-
sociations to push it into the direction that would be beneficial for coun-
trywomen and hence for agrarians24  although some members of her au-
dience expressed doubts about the proposed solution, a perspective of 
taking over the control of moderate bourgeois women’s movement led 
to what elisabet Boehm had expected to achieve  She received support 
from agricultural organisations without the need to renounce her con-

people from rural areas, and establish cooperation between urban and countryside women 
to provide the former with fresh produce and to give the latter additional income from the 
sales  The association comprised thirty-five associations from east Prussia, fourteen from 
West Prussia, six from Pomerania and Posen, and four from Schleswig-holstein  gSta PK, 
i  ha rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  28, 31; a  Sawahn, op. cit., s  67 

23  gSta PK, i  ha rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  20; nr  20609, s  9 
24  gSta PK, i  ha rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  91–92 
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tacts with the Federation of german Women’s associations, something 
she was being forced to do in her native east Prussia  representatives of 
the Prussian chambers of agriculture agreed to cooperate with agricul-
tural housewives’ associations on the condition that the discussion on 
them joining the Federation of german Women’s associations should be 
held no sooner than when the organisation became a real power  From 
their perspective, only in such a situation could it impact the programme 
of moderate bourgeois women’s movement  Such solution was also rec-
ommended by the minister of agriculture hans von Schwerin-löwitz, 
the president of the Prussian Board of agriculture25  

The session in Wiesbaden revealed the strategy towards agrarian and 
bourgeois women’s movements developed by the circles of conrad von 
Wangenheim and hans von Schwerin-löwitz, two influential representa-
tives of the nobility from the Province of Pomerania  This strategy allowed 
to partly explain the circumstances in which agricultural housewives’ 
associations, which after all chose planting the programme of moderate 
emancipation in rural areas as their objective, were taken over by agrari-
ans from the eastern provinces of Prussia and used for their own purposes 
that formed a part of their programme of defensive modernisation26  

in the process of taking control over agricultural housewives’ associa-
tions a key role was played by conrad von Wangenheim  he owned an 
estate in Klein-Spiegiel (today Poźrzadło małe) in the Province of Pomera-
nia and was a deputy of the german conservative Party to the Prussian 
landtag and to the german reichstag  Since 1898, he had been the president 
of the agrarian league, and since 1913 the president of the chamber of ag-
riculture in Szczecin  his close ally hans graf von Schwerin-löwitz, also 
from the Province of Pomerania, had similar organisational and political 
links  he had been the president of the Pomeranian chamber of agriculture 
before conrad von Wangenheim, and since 1901 the president of the Prus-
sian Board of agriculture  as a deputy of the german conservative Party 
he also took his seat in parliament and was the President of the reichstag 
between 1910 and 191227  Both prominent figures represented the interests 

25  gSta PK, i  ha, rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  6 
26  See more: a  Szudarek, Femina oeconomica. Fighting against Landflucht in the Program 

of Agrarian Women’s Movement in Prussia before the Outbreak of World War I, „Studia historiae 
oeconomicae” 2019, 37, 1, s  25–45 

27  h  Spenkuch, Schwerin, Hans Graf von, w: Neue Deutsche Biographie, vol  24, 2010, 
s  76–77, https://www deutsche-biographie de/pnd117422355 html#ndbcontent [dostęp: 
25 iii 2020] 
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of supporters of the german conservative Party linked to big landowner-
ship and interested in strengthening their influences in rural areas28 

the breaKthroUgh of 1912. DeterMinants of a conserVatiVe tUrn

The opening of the discussion about agricultural housewives’ asso-
ciations during the session of the boards of Prussian chambers of agri-
culture in june 1913 should be considered not only as a continuation of 
elisabet Boehm’s efforts to establish cooperation with organisations of 
landowners  it seemed to be first and foremost a continuation of actions 
of the group representing the interests of conservative agrarians following 
the defeat of the german conservative Party in the reichstag elections at 
the beginning of 1912  These actions originated from their aspiration to 
rebuild and strengthen this formation’s influences and hence transform-
ing it into a popular party29  conservatives feared losing further votes as 
a result of intensified social democratic propaganda in rural areas  They 
saw agrarian eastern provinces of Prussia as their natural backyard  ap-
preciating women’s impact on the family and upbringing of children, they 
decided to take over agrarian women’s movement to strengthen their in-
fluences in the countryside  according to conrad von Wangenheim, dur-
ing the above-mentioned session in Wiesbaden this was a post-election 
priority issue  The development of agricultural housewives’ associations 
should be supported and controlled through subordinating it to male ag-
ricultural organisations30  To construct a new image of associations, which 
were now supposed to come under the auspices of the state, they used 
an idea employed earlier at schools of rural household for middle and 
upper-class women  The concept was developed by ida von Kortzfleisch, 
the founder of schools of rural household for upper-class women  She be-
lieved theoretical and practical preparations to work in rural households 
were an act of patriotism and a way for other women to show their na-
tional feelings  elisabet Boehm was also getting keener to take on such 

28  d  ziblatt, Weak Party Conservatism and the Case of Germany, w: d  ziblatt, Conserva-
tive Parties and the Birth of Democracy, cambridge 2017, s  191–201; h W  von Koeller, Die 
Pommersche Landwirtschaftskammer. Entwicklung und Leistung von der Gründung bis zum Aus-
bruch des Ersten Weltkrieges, Köln–Weimar–Wien 1999, s  46–48; i  Buchsteiner, Izba Rolnicza 
prowincji Pomorze Zachodnie w latach 1896–1914, „zapiski historyczne” 1996, 61, 4, s  69–70; 
h  Freiherr von Wangenheim, Conrad Freiherr von Wangenheim (1849–1926), w: Pommersche 
Lebensbilder  Pommern des 19. und 20 Jahrhunderts, vol  1, Stettin 1934, s  356 

29  j n  retallack, Notables of the Right. The Conservative Party and Political Mobilization in 
Germany, 1876–1918, Boston–london 1988, s  179–190 

30  gSta PK, i  ha, rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  11 
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an approach as her views were gradually moving towards nationalism, 
similarly to the majority of women’s organisations operating in eastern 
provinces of Prussia31  These were the circumstances in which agricul-
tural housewives’ associations set up in further provinces were meant to 
operate  The demands of emancipation written in their programmes were 
hedged in a nationalistic and conservative narration  For women the work 
in associations was becoming a patriotic duty towards the motherland and 
the necessity to engage in building the economic power of germany  Such 
a reinterpretation of associations’ programme was a reflection of a general 
evolution of the conservative camp towards the far right32  Special hopes 
were attached to the abovementioned cross-class nature of agricultural 
housewives’ associations  This meant that a conservative and patriotic 
interpretation of women’s engagement impacted not only lower classes in 
the countryside but also women from neighbouring urban areas  hence, 
the radical – from nobility’s point of view – bourgeois women’s movement 
would not be transferred to the countryside; to the contrary, the conserva-
tive agrarian women’s movement would make an impact on urban female 
activists  

Women with links to big landownership, especially from the nobility, 
were to become depositories of the tradition and simultaneously propaga-
tors of modernity in the countryside  as presidents of their associations, 
they became responsible for transferring modern methods of running 
a household to peasant homes  That was meant to rebuild old ties between 
peasant households and noble manors  alongside creating that modern-
ized form of patriarchal dependency, their other task was to stop social 
democratic propaganda in the countryside  These were the outcomes ex-
pected from politicising women’s work in households  making it a duty 
for the country was meant to strengthen identification of peasants’ and 
agricultural workers’ families with the monarchy and its aspirations to 
become a power 

changing the narration of agricultural housewives’ associations 
turned out to be a difficult task  Support of the elites was not enough to 
expand the structures  Winning the favours of rank and file, nobility was 
also required as they still played a leading role in rural areas of eastern 

31  The two women established cooperation  ida von Kortzfleisch backed elisabet Boe-
hm in her efforts to open an economic school for women, which was established in 1912 
in metgethen, near Königsberg  See o  Wörner-heil, Adelige Frauen als Pionierinnen der Be-
rufsbildung. Die ländliche Hauswirtschaft und der Reifensteiner Verband, Kassel 2010, s  19–20, 
42–44, 70–72 

32  o  heilbronner, op. cit., s  117–119 
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provinces of Prussia33  Without their permission it was difficult to establish 
further associations and the cooperation with district agricultural socie-
ties of landowners and engaging noblewomen from rural estates became 
impossible  only they were able to pacify potential voices of discontent 
among the peasants  The slogan to modernize female-led households, and 
contacts between associations and the Federation of german Women’s 
associations in particular did not win the trust of conservative nobility 
as shown on the example of the Province of Pomerania  a year after the 
lectures of elisabet Boehm inspired by conrad von Wangenheim, the first 
agricultural housewives’ associations were established in april 1912 
in Słupsk, Koszalin and lębork  They were expected to be followed by 
further associations that could then merge into a provincial association34  
however, the months were passing by and no information about new 
Pomeranian organisations came  What is more, members of the cham-
ber of agriculture in the Province of Pomerania were not keen to enter 
a tight cooperation with the existing ones despite the fact the president of 
the chamber was in favour of it  local agrarians perceived the contacts 
with moderate bourgeois women’s movement as political participation of 
women and therefore saw it as an obstacle35  

no similar concerns about contacting moderate bourgeois women’s 
movement were present among at least some upper-class women  Though 
elisabet Boehm complained about nobility’s opposition in east Prussia, 
the example of the Province of Pomerania indicated universality of such 
an attitude  in Pomerania, cooperation of the conservative women’s as-
sociation and the moderate bourgeois women’s movement was friction-
less  it was true for both Vaterländischer Frauenverein (Patriotic Women’s 
league), developing systematically in this area from the end of 1860s36, 
and a network of branches of deutsch-evangelischer Frauenbund (ger-
man Protestant Women’s association) that was engaged in various forms 

33  i  Buchsteiner, Besitzkontinuität, Besitzwechsel und Besitzverlust in den Gutswirtschaften 
Pommerns 1871–1918, w: Ostelbische Agrargesellschaft im Kaiserreich und in der Weimarer Re-
publik: Agrarkrise-junkerliche Interessenpolitik-Modernisierungsstrategien, red  h  reif, Berlin 
1994, s  125–140; W  Stępiński, op. cit., s  307–308 

34  l  maass, Wirtschaftliche Frauenaufgaben in der inneren Kolonisation, „archiv für inne-
re Kolonisation” 1912, 4, 8, s  413 

35  gSta PK, i  ha rep  87 B, nr  20546, s  11 
36  r  chickering, „Casting Their Gaze More Broadly”: Women’s Patriotic Activism in Impe-

rial Germany, „Past & Present” February 1988, 118, 1, s  162–167; d  mellies, Modernisierung 
in der preußischen Provinz. Der Regierungsbezirk Stettin im 19. Jahrhundert, göttingen 2012, 
s  294–295; a  chlebowska, Pod znakiem Czerwonego Krzyża. Patriotyczne Stowarzyszenie Ko-
biet w Szczecinie (1869–1914) jako organizacja z nurtu ruchu kobiecego wspieranego przez pań-
stwo pruskie, „Przegląd zachodniopomorski” 2007, 22, 1, s  39–66 



agnieszKa szUDareK304

Doi: 10.17951/rh.2022.53.291-313

of social work, since 1908 a member of the Federation of german Wom-
en’s associations  This is especially important as in Pomeranian branches 
of the german Protestant Women’s association, operating mostly in the 
eastern part of the province, e g  in Koszalin, Słupsk, lębork and Sławno, 
a significant role was played by noblewomen from old Pomeranian fami-
lies: anna von Kleist from Słupsk, helene von der osten from jannewitz 
(today janowice), near lębork, and representatives of the von Puttkamer 
family from Koszalin and from lossin (today łosin), near Słupsk  maria, 
the wife of an influential agrarian hans von Schwerin-löwitz, a close ally 
of conrad von Wangenheim was also an activist37  

The rural areas of the Province of Pomerania did not notice the events 
in Berlin from the beginning of 1912 that allowed the elite of conserva-
tive agrarians to think that nobility could change its attitude towards the 
Federation of german Women’s associations and support noblewomen 
engaged in agrarian women’s movement  in the years running up to the 
war, information about the intensification of women suffrage campaign 
in great Britain was flowing in, and the Federation of german Women’s 
associations put a special emphasis on its neutrality in terms of whether 
women should be given voting rights, which elisabet Boehm emphasized 
multiple times in her speeches to eastern Prussian agrarians  a key aspect 
of its programme was to get women involved in the works of self-govern-
ing institutions doing the modern welfare work  The Federation of german 
Women’s associations did not pursue confrontation with the state  They 
aspired to cooperate  in addition, its care and education activities formed 
a common ground with activities of conservative women societies  This 
cooperation manifested itself in a well-known Berliner exhibition entitled 
die Frau in haus und Beruf (The Woman in house and Profession) on dis-
play from February 24 to march 24, 1912, and was accompanied by a few-
day’s congress of women’s associations (February 27 –march 2)  it was 
organized under the auspices of the empress augusta Victoria by female 
activists from the Federation of german Women’s associations and aimed 
at presenting the contribution of the women’s movement to the progress 
of culture and civilisation that modernized subsequent spheres of life at 
the turn of the century  The exhibition was not a tool in the battle for wom-
en’s rights  it only presented trailblazing ideas, new forms of activities and 
results of actions brought about by women’s organisations with chiefly 

37  Kongreß für Innere Mission, „Pommersche hausfreund” 27 august 1911, 35, s  139–
140; a  Süchting-hänger, Das „Gewissen der Nation”. Nationales Engagement und politisches 
Handeln konservativer Frauenorganisationen 1900 bis 1937, düsseldorf 2002, s  86; u  Bau-
mann, Protestantismus und Frauenemanzipation in Deutschland 1850 bis 1920, Frankfurt am 
main–new york 1992, s  218 
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moderate and conservative agendas38  it aimed at raising the awareness of 
the elites about the necessity to redefine the position of women in the fam-
ily and society and signal that the women’s movement became a power 
that could no longer be disregarded  agricultural housewives’ associa-
tions also participated in these events  They had an opportunity to present 
to the wider public various forms of their activities corresponding with 
the concept of the Women’s year of Service (weibliches dienstjahr) pro-
moted during the congress of women’s organisation that concluded the 
exhibition39  The Women’s year of Service was understood as organized, 
common and compulsory preparations for girls to perform mother’s tasks 
in a household, an equivalent of compulsory army training for men  it was 
interpreted as fulfilling a duty towards the motherland, which fitted into 
the patriotic and nationalistic tone of narration of the Wilhelmine Period40  

The Berliner exhibition reverberated also during the winter session of 
the reichstag41 and it seemed to finally make conservative and agrarian 
elites realize the significance of the women’s movement and the neces-
sity to establish cooperation  moreover, conservatives’ electoral defeat in 
1912 was an equally painful experience for female members of the elite  
They feared Social democrats and a break-up of the existing social or-
der  at the beginning of march, they started a press campaign to direct 
the attention of conservatives to the potential of women’s organisations  
neue Preußische zeitung Kreuzzeitung published an article by helene 
von Somnitz from Freest (today Wrześć) in the Province of Pomerania, 
with links to the german Protestant Women’s association, who was soon 
to become the main female activist of agrarian women’s movement in the 
Province of Pomerania42  She emphasized that it was high time for women 
to learn how to properly assess political issues and manifest their views  
She obviously did not mean to manifest for the right to vote, but rather 

38  a  Schaser, Helene Lange und Gertrud Bäumer. Eine politische Lebensgemeinschaft, Köln–
Weimar–Wien 2010, s  151–153 

39  a  Sawahn, op. cit., s  73–74 
40  ch  Schwarz, Die Landfrauenbewegung in Deutschland. Zur Geschichte einer Frauenor-

ganisation unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Jahre 1898 bis 1933, mainz 1990, s  142, 145; 
e  gnauck-Kühne, Die Frage des „weiblichen Dienstjahrs”, w: Der Deutsche Frauenkongreß, 
Berlin, 27. Februar bis 2. März. Sämtliche Vorträge herausgegeben im Aufrage des Vorstandes des 
Bundes Deutscher Frauenvereiene von Dr. Gertrud Bäumer, Berlin 1912, s  24–38 

41  The exhibition was referred to during the debate on social issues  Verhandlungen des 
Reichstages, vol  283, Stenographische Berichte. 16. Sitzung. Donnerstag den 29. Februar 1912, 
Berlin 1912, s  339 

42  a  Süchting-hänger, op. cit., s  83; K  heinsohn, Konservative, s  31–32; u  Planert, 
Antifeminismus im Kaiserreich. Diskurs, soziale Formation und politische Mentalität, göttingen 
1998, s  111–112 
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saw it as an issue of proper upbringing of children, understood as a way 
to express their concerns about the fate of the future generations  She de-
manded that mothers strengthen traditional values and commitment to 
the monarchy among their offspring as well as their servants, and among 
all workers in rural estates43  Such a narration was also present in another 
article that soon followed the first one in the same periodical  The author-
ess, who signed her texts as „a countess”, accused conservatives that their 
election result would have been better, if they had appreciated the impor-
tance of properly politically educated women’s impact on their own fam-
ily circles and their ability to convey the attachment to traditional values 
to their children44 

The offer of cooperation from upper-class females, who were aware of 
the necessity to get involved in rescuing social order that was vital to their 
identity, did not go unnoticed  The conservative and agrarian circle’s view 
of it was not unanimous45  The mobilisation of women needed to exclude 
the possibility of them entering the spheres traditionally dominated by 
men, and that first and foremost meant politics  This issue was specifically 
emphasized at the end of 1912 when the german conservative Party finally 
declared via Vossische zeitung its readiness to cooperate with women  The 
party agreed that women could promote conservative values in social life 
and recognized the validity of their ambitions to improve women’s educa-
tion and pursuing gainful economic activities within „reasonable” limits46  

Such position was a necessary minimum to accept the programme  
in a country under modernization it had become necessary to strengthen 
the attachment to tradition in women responsible for bringing up next 
generations of voters  it required new tools to influence not only urban 
women yielding to the „temptation of modernity”, but also women from 
rural areas  The countryside had been an unyielding backyard of german 

43  u  Planert, op. cit., s  111–112; eadem, Nation, Politik, und Geschlecht. Frauenbewegung 
und Nationalismus in der Moderne, Frankfurt am main 2000, s  218, 224 

44  j n  retallack, op. cit., s  184–185 
45  Those most hostile towards the growing women’s movement believed people 

should not yield to a „false modernization” and should fight against the emancipation 
of women and all liberal and social democratic tendencies in society  These views were 
expressed by establishing in june 1912 an organisation called the german league for the 
Prevention of Women’s emancipation (Deutscher Bund zur Bekämpfung der Frauenemanzipa-
tion), including a few members of the german conservative Party  u  Planert, Mannweiber, 
Urniden und sterile Jungfern. Die Frauenbewegung und ihre Gegner im Kaiserreich, „Feministi-
sche Studien” 2000, 18, 11, s  27; d j  guido, The German League for the Prevention of Women’s 
Emancipation. Antifeminism in Germany 1912–1920, Bern 2010, s  23–36; K  heinsohn, Konser-
vative, s  29 

46  K  heinsohn, Konservative, s  41–42 
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and conservative spirits and as such remained a focus  The experiences of 
nationalists also made them more inclined to verify their attitude towards 
the activity of women in the public sphere, so they established women-
only affiliates by their organisations, such as deutscher ostmarkenverein 
(german eastern marches Society)47 

a growth controlleD: agrarian woMen’s MoVeMent 
in the proVince of poMerania as a tool in the policy 

of conserVatiVe nobleMen

The failures in the Province of Pomerania, where conrad von Wan-
genheim had unsuccessfully tried to develop a network of agricultural 
housewives’ associations since 1912, led to two major conclusions  The 
idea to use the agrarian women’s movement to strengthen conservative 
social order will not succeed without the support of the monarchy for ag-
ricultural housewives’ associations, and without the confirmation that 
new fields of women’s activities would not threaten a traditional world-
view of women  The monarchy’s support for agrarian women’s movement 
– as mentioned above – was achieved no sooner than the beginning of the 
1914  much earlier, on the other hand, an organisation that became a tool 
to fulfil the second of the abovementioned conditions, was established  To 
certain surprise of some observers of political life in germany, on 9 april 
1913, Vereinigung Konservativer Frauen (the union of conservative Women) 
was formed  The core of the board included the leaders of the evangeli-
cal and conservative circles (Paula mueller and Bertha von Kröcher48) and 
noblewomen related to the leaders of the german conservative Party, in-
cluding ernst von heydebrand und der larsa, Pomerania-born oskar von 
norman and hans von Schwerin from löwitz49  The membership of the 
board and the programme that remained within the conservative scope 
indicated that the establishment of the organisation was not an accident  
The initial distance that the german conservative Party and the union of 

47  eadem, Das konservative Dilemma und die Frauen. Anmerkungen zum Scheitern eines re-
publikanischen Konservatismus in Deutschland 1912 bis 1930, w: „Ich bin der letzte Preuße”. Der 
politische Lebensweg des konservativen Politikers Kuno Graf von Westarp (1864–1945), red  l e  
jones, W  Pyta, Köln–Weimar–Wien 2006, s  82; u  Planert, Kulturkritik und Geschlechter-
verhältnis. Zur Krise der Geschlechterordnung zwischen Jahrhundertwende und „Drittem Reich”, 
w: Ordnungen in der Krise. Zur politischen Kulturgeschichte Deutschlands 1900–1933, red  W  
hardtwig, münchen 2007, s  196–197; P  Walkenhorst, Nation–Volk–Rasse. Radikaler Nationa-
lismus im Deutschen Kaiserreich 1890–1914, göttingen 2011, s  137–140 

48  u  Baumann, op. cit., s  218 
49  K  heinsohn, Konservative, s  41–46 
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conservative Women kept was a form of negotiation leading to the elim-
ination of the option to include female activists in the party structures  
Such an attitude was meant to win over the opponents of cooperation with 
women  despite the resistance of some members of the german conserva-
tive Party who were far from willing to yield to women’s demands, the 
union of conservative Women was recognized by it50 and until the end of 
its existence (1918) was a kind of honorary club of its supporters51  The un-
ion of conservative Women did not play a major role but it revealed the 
abilities to mobilize noble-class female conservatives from rural areas and 
their allegiance to tradition  in the first year of its operation, twenty-four 
branches of this organisation were formed in germany, with the highest 
number of them in eastern provinces of Prussia  Their helms were mostly 
taken by noblewomen related to landowners and, at the same time, wives 
of members of the german conservative Party52  in the Province of Po-
merania these were the chairwomen of local branches of the union of con-
servative Women: helene von der osten from jannewitz (today janowice), 
the wife of major leopold von der osten, a conservative and chairman 
of Bezirksabteilung Pommern der Deutschen Adelsgenossenschaft (the Pomera-
nian branch of german nobles’ cooperative), herself a female activist in 
local structure of the german Protestant Women’s association as well as 
the Patriotic Women’s league and Baroness zu Putlitz from Barskewitz 
(today Baszkowice), near Stargard, the wife of Wolfgang gans edler herr 
zu Putlitz, a landowner, in 1907–1918 a deputy from the german conserv-
ative Party in the reichstag and a member of the agrarian league53  The 
fact that Pomeranian noblewomen quickly joined the structures of the un-
ion of conservative Women confirms particular conservative influences in 
the province and the readiness for quick mobilisation among conservative 
women who were willing to defend the existing social order 

The establishment of further branches of the union of conservative 
Women in the Province of Pomerania created favourable climate for ex-
pansion of the agricultural housewives’ associations’ network  howev-
er, their subordination to agricultural organisations and the support from 
the monarchy for this new type of women’s activity was of key signifi-
cance  although the outbreak of war altered the conditions and facilitated 
the development of those organisations, at this point it could already be 
observed that the strategy adopted by the group of, among others, conrad 

50  Ibidem, s  41 
51  j n  retallack, op. cit., s  185; K  heinsohn, Konservative, s  46–47 
52  a  Sawahn, op. cit., s  98–99 
53  Die Vereinigung konservativer Frauen, „die gutsfrau  halbmonatsschrift für die gebil-

deten Frauen auf dem lande” 1 june 1914, 17, s  282–283 
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von Wangenheim bore fruit for the first time  on 14 october 1913, vari-
ous Pomeranian agricultural housewives’ associations formed Verband 
Landwirtschaftlicher Hausfrauenvereine der Provinz Pommern (the Pomera-
nian agricultural housewives’ association)  initially, it comprised only 
four associations established in 191254  however, two more joined them at 
the turn of 1914, and more in spring 1914  in total, nine associations oper-
ated before the outbreak of the war in Słupsk, Koszalin, lębork, Sławno, 
Połczyn, Białograd, Stargard, greifswald and Szczecin55  Their leader was 
helene von Somnitz, who in spring 1912 was a recognized supporter of 
activation of upper-class women  What is important, agrarian women’s 
movement in the Province of Pomerania not only tried to mobilize women 
from rural areas but, first and foremost, make an impact on cities that did 
not share agrarians’ conservative views  after all, headquarters of asso-
ciations were not located in the countryside but in cities  also, the first 
assembly of associations from the Pomeranian agricultural housewives’ 
association took place in january 1914 in Szczecin, the province’s largest 
and most industrialized city  helene von Somnitz from the beginning of 
her work had been cooperating with associations of moderate bourgeois 
women’s movement from Pomerania  in april 1914, she took part in Szc-
zecin’s assembly of the branches of Allgemeiner Deutsche Frauenverein (the 
general german Women’s association), the strongest organisation in the 
Federation of german Women’s associations, where she gave a speech 
on agricultural housewives’ associations56  These actions implemented 
elisabet Boehm’s concept that she presented to agrarians in Wiesbaden in 
1913  The concept, backed by conrad von Wangenheim, assumed giving 
the bourgeois women’s movement such an image and programme that 
would reflect the interests of the conservative countryside  

conclUsions

in the existing literature on agricultural housewives’ associations the 
wider transformation of this organization that happened between 1912 
and 1914 has not been discussed so far  From the perspective of defensive 

54  archiwum Państwowe w Szczecinie, rolnicze stowarzyszenia na Pomorzu zachod-
nim w Szczecinie, sygn  159, s  285–287 

55  gSta PK, i  ha rep  87 B, nr  20609, s  9; g B , Landwirtschaftliche Hausfrauenvereine 
in Pommern, „unser Pommerland” 1913–1914, 6–7, s  261 

56  Gruppentagung des Allgemeinen deutschen Frauenvereins, „Stettiner hausfrau  Pom-
mersche Wochenschrift für hauswirtschaft und mode, handarbeit und unterhaltung”  
10 may 1914, 67 
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modernization, it meant using the programme of moderate emancipation 
of women propagated by elisabet Boehm to strengthen the influence of 
conservative agrarians following the electoral defeat of the german con-
servative Party in 1912 and face the effects of industrialization, that is, 
propaganda of social democrats among agricultural workers and outflow 
of people to the cities  initially, new fields of activities for women in ru-
ral areas propagated by agricultural housewives’ associations created 
a vision of women becoming independent and autonomous in a specific 
sphere of action; a reference to the programme of moderate bourgeois 
women’s movement was clear  in those circumstances they could not 
count on agrarians’ support, without which, on the other hand, they did 
not have access to professional knowledge about agriculture  Such attitude 
was represented by among others Pomeranian nobility who approached 
modernized agricultural enterprises with a distance  it was only the hedg-
ing of agrarian women’s movement in a new patriotic and conservative 
narrative that allowed to notice a way to strengthen the position of noble 
manors in the countryside and even rebuild old patriarchal relationships 
in modernisation of women-led households and cross-class nature of as-
sociations  The support of the monarchy for associations and a manifesta-
tion of women’s attachment to tradition through establishing branches of 
the union of conservative Women in rural areas launched the process of 
adding new elements to the concept of nobility  That process was stopped 
by the war that accelerated the redefinition of women’s role in rural areas 
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