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Abstract 

 

Race, gender, nationality and beauty standards were all inextricably linked in the global 

German Empire. Not only did these intertwined factors determine how white German 

female settlers and colonizers viewed themselves, but also how they structured 

interactions with and treatment of the forcibly colonized populations. The 

historiography of the German colonial Empire has primarily neglected this due to the 

often-trivial status associated with beauty. By underestimating it as a gendered tool of 

power and race, we fail to understand the complete relationship between the metropole, 

anthropologists, settler colonial women, and local inhabitants in the occupied territories. 

This dissertation addresses this gap through a transnational and gendered lens as I 

analyze the perception, application, and consumption of racialized beauty ideals and 

standards in the German Empire's various cultural settings. I argue that the notions of 

beauty were instruments created by anthropologists, businessmen, doctors, and racial 

scientists and used by white German women to exert power and control in male-

dominated colonial societies. The project proposes that colonial women attempted to 

solidify their white German identity, sexuality, cleanliness, and moral superiority 

through beauty and appearance and relegate the local populations to a lower standing in 

the racial and gender colonial hierarchy, a system inherently based on false racial 

supremacy. Commentary on and images of the “exoticized other” from the turn of the 

twentieth century reveal how German women internalized the racist rhetoric 

manufactured by racial scientists and applied it in the colonial sphere, labelling specific 

populations as beautiful and others ugly in the African colonies, the South 

Seas protectorates, and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory. However, the forcibly 
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colonized populations from throughout the empire challenged these actions as they 

actively selected which European beauty standards to adopt and which ones to reject, 

revealing a new element of agency. Although its significance was not consistently 

recognized, beauty was an essential tool during the Imperial German period, and its 

application highlights the difference between racism in theory and racism in practice. 
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Introduction 

 

I talked to Mrs. Keller about all sorts of economic questions; she was 

an accomplished farmer, and I was a beginner. She showed me a little 

[San] child that she was raising.1 A punitive expedition against the 

[San] had recently taken place; several of them were shot dead, and 

many captured…The orphaned children of such [San] were 

distributed to farmers’ wives so that they could raise them and later 

use them as Bambusen.2 Mrs. Keller had such a little girl who was 

about three years old. It was terribly ugly and ran around naked. The 

thin little legs, the fat belly, and the flat skull with a pair of wild, shy, 

dark eyes all this together gave an unpleasant picture. It was like a 

little animal and feared everyone except Mrs. Keller. But she really 

was a mother, unselfish and self-sacrificing, always thinking only of 

others, hardworking, capable, and undemanding.3 

 

 In her 1927 publication, Um Scholle und Leben, settler and novelist Lydia 

Höpker provided an account of life in the southernmost colony in the global German 

Empire in the early twentieth century. Höpker chronicled the struggles of a new female 

migrant and her observations concerning the local inhabitants, including the San people, 

the African wildlife, and the eventual forfeiture of the territory in 1915 to South African 

forces during the First World War.4 On several occasions, Höpker described the San, 

 
1 The San people were a forcibly colonized group in German South West Africa. In literature published on 

the colonies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they were frequently referred to as 

‘Bushmen.’  
2 The direct German-to-English translation to Bambusen is Bamboos. However, this translation does not 

convey the accurate meaning of the term in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the 

colonial context, Bambusen was a diminutive term frequently used to refer to young Black “unskilled” 

servants and labourers in German South West Africa. Colonial and military administrations often forced 

the children to serve soldiers in the Schutztruppe throughout the territory. These children were exploited 

and taken from their homes and were members of the various groups in the protectorate, including the 

Herero, San, and Damara. For further reading, see: Stefanie Michels, Schwarze deutsche 

Kolonialsoldaten: Mehrdeutige Repräsentationsräume und früher Kosmopolitismus in Afrika (Bielefeld: 

transcript, 2009). 
3 Lydia Höpker, Um Scholle und Leben: Schicksale einer deutschen Farmerin in Südwest-Afrika (Minden: 

Köhler, 1927), 69-70. 
4 Since the 1990s, scholars have debated the historical accuracy of Höpker’s Um Scholle und Leben. One 

side, to which Jill Suzanne Smith belongs, contends that the text was an “autobiographical novella” 

because although it was likely based on Höpker’s real life, it featured fictional people and locations. 

Others, such as Adam Blacker, report that the book was a “memoir” that outlined Höpker’s genuine 

colonial experience. See: Jill Suzanne Smith, “A Female Old Shatterhand? Colonial Heroes and Heroines 

in Lydia Höpker’s Tales of Southwest Africa,” Women in German Yearbook 19 (2003), 143; Adam A. 
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Herero, and Rehobother peoples negatively, using terms such as “ugly,” “shameless,” 

and “potatoes” to describe their appearance, behaviour, and cleanliness standards.5 

While its historical provenance is widely debated, Höpker’s book reveals the ongoing 

effort of many white women in German South West Africa to establish and reinforce 

their white racial and cultural ‘superiority’ over the forcibly colonized populations in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.6 Her accounts of the local inhabitants, 

whether fictitious or not, emphasize the importance of discourses of beauty and 

aesthetics, which were inherently gendered in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, in establishing the difference between the white colonizers and the non-white 

colonized populations in the South West.7 Indeed, Höpker was one of many female 

settlers, missionaries, and travellers in the global German Empire who equated physical 

beauty with racial standards to reinforce the colonial hierarchy.  

 The overseas territories offered white women opportunities that were not 

possible in the metropole in the late nineteenth century.8 In Imperial Germany, women 

 
Blackler, An Imperial Homeland: Forging German Identity in Southwest Africa (University Park: Penn 

State Press, 2022), 212. 
5 Höpker, Um Scholle und Leben, 169; 15. 
6 I opt to use the term “forcibly colonized populations” instead of indigenous or native throughout this 

dissertation. In the last decade, secondary literature on the German colonial period has begun to refer to 

the local inhabitants of the African colonies, South Seas protectorates, and the Kiautschou Bay Leased 

territory as “colonized peoples” (See Jeremy Best, Heavenly Fatherland: German Missionary Culture and 

Globalization in the Age of Empire (Toronto; Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2021), 17-

18). However, unlike most secondary literature, I include “forcibly.” Including this modifier in this term 

denotes how these populations were frequently misled or not consulted during colonial acquisition. Most 

groups throughout the empire did not select or choose their German rulers and were colonized against 

their will.  
7 This dissertation focuses primarily on female beauty in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

During this time, notions of beauty were inherently linked to women. While some men in the metropole 

had begun to explore personal adornment, others believed beauty to be a frivolous and trivial pursuit. 

However, in the colonial context, both German women and men had specific physical expectations for 

both the male and female populations, which speaks to the placement of these groups on the racial and 

gender hierarchy of the empire.  
8 Marcia Klotz, “Memoirs from a German Colony: What Do White Women Want?” in Eroticism and 

Containment: Notes from the Flood Plain, ed. Carol Siegel and Ann M. Kibbey (New York: New York 

University Press, 1994), 154. 
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were primarily relegated to the private and domestic sphere, with their households and 

children as their principal domain.9 While some members of the Bund Deutsche 

Frauenvereine, the organization that represented the emerging women’s movement 

throughout Germany, had begun to advocate for more female involvement in the public 

and political spheres, their gender often limited their participation, and their subordinate 

social position remained essentially unchanged in the years following unification.10 

However, the acquisition of the colonies, which included German South West Africa, 

German East Africa, Togo, Cameroon, German Samoa, German New Guinea, and the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory, offered women the chance to advance their social 

status beginning in the mid-1880s.11 According to historian Lora Wildenthal, 

“colonialist women claimed membership – even leadership – in the extralegal, 

biologized polity of white and German race,” which elevated their status beyond the 

bottom of the social hierarchy that the forcibly colonized populations subsequently 

occupied.12 German women were not always warmly welcomed in the territories despite 

their ‘elevated' standing. Before the mass migration of single female settlers to South 

West Africa in the 1890s, German men often engaged in consensual and non-consensual 

 
9 Nancy R. Reagin, Sweeping the German Nation: Domesticity and National Identity in Germany, 1870-

1945, 1 edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 5; Philippa Levine, “Introduction: Why 

Gender and Empire?” in Gender and Empire, The Oxford History of the British Empire Companion Series 

(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 10. 
10 Nancy R. Reagin, A German Women’s Movement: Class and Gender in Hanover, 1880-1933 (Durham: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 5; Ute Frevert, Women in German History: From Bourgeois 

Emancipation to Sexual Liberation (Oxford; New York: Berg, 1988), 5. 
11 Throughout the dissertation, I used both Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory and China, often 

interchangeably. Few female-written published colonial sources are available on the German-occupied 

harbour due to the small number of white women who resided in the territory in the early twentieth 

century. I include texts on the Chinese people and the country as a whole to provide a truly global analysis 

of racialized beauty standards in the German Empire. German and European descriptions of Chinese 

appearance and behaviour were indicative of the often negative sentiments expressed towards the Chinese 

residents of Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory.    
12 Lora Wildenthal, German Women for Empire, 1884-1945 (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University 

Press, 2001), 10. 
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sexual relationships with the forcibly colonized female populations, occasionally 

marrying and producing children from these unions.13 In theory, the increased presence 

of white women would curtail these relationships and prevent racial degeneration. 

However, male settlers, farmers, soldiers, naval officers, and explorers often viewed this 

as an effort to control their sexuality. They resented the presence of their female 

compatriots.14 Conversely, relationships with local female populations and mixed-race 

children were not only seen as a threat to German racial and cultural purity but also as a 

direct challenge to the status of white women in the social hierarchy of the empire. 

Many women felt that they needed to “overcome” this confrontation and assert their 

sexual and racial dominance for not only themselves but for Germans in the metropole.15  

To prove to men that their presence in the colonies was necessary for the success 

of the fledgling empire, white women attempted to establish their racial, cultural, moral, 

carnal, hygienic, and intellectual ‘superiority’ over the local populations. For white 

women in the overseas colonies, aesthetics and beauty standards were essential and 

powerful tools that allowed them to consolidate their supposed dominance in the 

racialized and gendered colonial hierarchy. This dissertation addresses such efforts and 

examines the perception, application, consumption, and rejection of racialized beauty 

ideals and values in the global German Empire between 1884 and 1919 through a 

 
13 While mass migration of white women did not occur as frequently to the other colonies, the fear over 

mixed-race relationships in all the territories came to dominate the minds of colonial enthusiasts in the 

metropole; Elisabeth Krimmer and Chunjie Zhang, eds., “Introduction,” in Gender and German 

Colonialism: Intimacies, Accountabilities, Intersections (New York: Routledge, 2023), 13. 
14 Daniel J. Walther, “Sex, Race and Empire: White Male Sexuality and the ‘Other’ in Germany’s 

Colonies, 1894-1914,” German Studies Review 33, no. 1 (2010), 45. 
15 Daniel J. Walther, Creating Germans Abroad: Cultural Policies and National Identity in Namibia 

(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2002), 44; K. Molly O’Donnell, The Servants of Empire: Sponsored 

German Women’s Colonization in Southwest Africa, 1896-1945 (London; New York: Berghahn Books, 

2022), 4-5. 
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transnational, postcolonial, and gendered lens. Firstly, I argue that while it was 

predominantly men who created the construct of whiteness and standards of female 

beauty, German women coopted these findings and expectations to exert control in 

male-dominated colonial societies and in systems inherently based on false notions of 

racial and cultural superiority. These women internalized prejudicial rhetoric from racial 

scientists, ethnographers, anthropologists, physicians, businessmen, postcards, 

advertisements, periodicals, and Völkerschauen (colonial exhibitions and human zoos), 

which spread white beauty standards and colonial rhetoric to the German masses. In 

their publications, white women consciously and often maliciously applied their 

conclusions in the colonial sphere, reinforcing European hegemonic standards of beauty 

and appearance.16 I contend that these white German women, including settlers, 

travellers, missionaries, and colonial enthusiasts, used their own evaluations of racial 

and physical beauty to create and maintain ‘strict’ divisions between themselves, local 

inhabitants and mixed-race populations throughout the empire in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries.17 At the same time, I argue that the forcibly colonized 

populations often rejected and challenged the efforts of German women, 

anthropologists, racial scientists and ethnographers to categorize and define them based 

on racialized appearance and behaviour. The inhabitants of the global German Empire 

continued to practice and modify many of their traditional personal grooming practices 

and adornments, including bodily modifications, haircare, skincare and clothing, 

 
16 For an example of the diffusion of European hegemonic standards of beauty among German women, 

see the advertisements for H.U Schröder Schenke’s personal grooming products in Kolonie und Heimat in 

Wort und Bild that promised readers that “there is only one way to be pretty!”: Institut für 

Schönheitspflege H.U. Schröder Schenke, “Es gibt nur einen Weg zur Schönheit,” advertisement Kolonie 

und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 1 (15 September 1910): 15. 
17 Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule, with 

a New Preface (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2010), 25 
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throughout German occupation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

highlighting the agency of the forcibly colonized populations in systems designed to 

strip them of power.  

The application of racialized beauty standards operated alongside and intersected 

with other forms of binary opposition, such as “civilized” and “uncivilized,” “white” and 

“non-white,” and were often employed by European colonial powers to justify the 

possession of their overseas territories. Written descriptions and images from the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reveal how German women in colonial settings 

used certain adjectives, including hässlich (ugly) and schön (beautiful), and depictions 

of ‘identifiable’ racial characteristics and behaviours to differentiate themselves from the 

local populations and distinguish between the various groups. The commentary on 

appearance and attractiveness in colonial women’s memoirs, essays, travelogues, and 

novellas shed light not only on how these women viewed themselves but also on how 

they treated and responded to the local inhabitants.18 In these publications, white 

German women frequently disparaged the female forcibly colonized populations to 

highlight their own physical and sexual appeal, which created differences and divisions 

between the two groups for readers in the metropole.19 In their minds, white women 

were beautiful women, and the colonized populations were ugly, with several interesting 

exceptions granted due to race and social status.  

 
18 I use the term ‘colonial’ here because many women in this dissertation were not settlers. They were 

missionaries, explorers, ethnographers, and wives of diplomats. The use of ‘colonial’ highlights that all the 

women in this dissertation operated in and benefited from the German colonial system.  
19 Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, “Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research 

Agenda,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1997), 3. 
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However, maintaining these divisions was frequently difficult, and women 

turned to other qualifiers, such as behaviour and cleanliness, to draw conclusions about 

appearance and reinforce the racial hierarchy. Female writers, including Höpker, Frieda 

Zieschank, Hedwig Irle, and Lene Haase, outlined the attempts they made to meet the 

manufactured European ideals of physical attractiveness, behaviour, morality, whiteness, 

and cleanliness while noting how the “colonized other” failed to do so due to their 

supposed racial ‘inferiority’; this highlights, as historian Kathy Peiss suggests, “the 

aesthetic dimension of racism.”20 German women placed pressures upon themselves to 

maintain specific standards of appearance and race derived from the metropole, which 

were often quite challenging to replicate in the territories and resulted in a degree of 

anxiety, vanity, and insecurity in their publications.21 While some women adapted to 

these changing environments and circumstances, the inability to preserve their desired 

image of whiteness in the colony disrupted their claim of physical superiority. 

While white German women did apply their own perspectives of race and 

appearance to the colonized populations, many of these values and ideals regarding race 

and appearance originated from a transnational network of racial scientists, doctors, 

ethnographers, anthropologists, businessmen, and advertisers who shaped how women 

viewed themselves and the colonized other, both in the metropole and the territories. 

 
20 Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 42; While historians identified the connection between race and aesthetics as 

early as the 1970s, these scholars did not consider the role that women played in shaping and participating 

in this narrative. As with intellectual and early postcolonial history, men looked at women as objects of 

desire. However, women actively engaged with and helped perpetuate this connection at the turn of the 

twentieth century. See George Lachmann Mosse, Toward the Final Solution: A History of European 

Racism (New York: H. Fertig, 1978),17. 
21 Allison Vandenberg, “Toward a Phenomenological Analysis of Historicized Beauty Practices,” 

Women’s Studies Quarterly 46, no. 1/2 (2018), 173; Julia Coffey, Body Work: Youth, Gender and Health 

(New York: Routledge, 2016), 80. 
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Physicians, entrepreneurs, and laymen more readily outlined the physical characteristics 

that purportedly defined white German feminine beauty at an increased rate in the 

eighteenth century. These parameters included exemplary hygiene, smooth hair, a 

defined waist, and a natural and pale complexion free of blemishes, wrinkles, and other 

imperfections.22 While there were women in the beauty and self-care industries, it was 

primarily men who created the ideal of what it meant to be an attractive German woman 

and marketed how a woman should maintain their appearance.23 In the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, advertisements, beauty manuals, and fashion magazines 

encouraged bourgeois women to use products that would enhance rather than alter their 

appearance (Illustration 0.0). This was often difficult for women in the remote regions of 

the empire to replicate due to product unavailability, prohibitive costs, and location.24 

This resulted in female insecurity, anxiety, and self-doubt in the colonial sphere, 

highlighting the emotional dimensions of aesthetics and empire in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.  

 

 

Illustration 0.0: Julius Lieben’s “Beauty 

Water” advertisement promised “velvety soft, 

smooth and rosy” skin. Julius Lieben, “Das 

Beste für die Haut ist Liebens 

Schönheitswasser,” Kolonie und Heimat in 

Wort und Bild 6, no. 2 (1912), 12. 
 

 

 
22 Annelie Ramsbrock, The Science of Beauty: Culture and Cosmetics in Modern Germany, 1750–1930, 

(New York, NY: Palgrave MacMillian, 2015), 116. 
23 Geoffrey Jones, Beauty Imagined: A History of the Global Beauty Industry (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2010), 48-54; Kathy Peiss, “Making Up, Making Over: Cosmetics, Consumer Culture, and 

Women’s Identity,” in The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical Perspective, ed. Victoria 

De Grazia and Ellen Furlough (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 324. 
24 See the advertisement for Adora beauty capsule: F.W Hoffmann’s Laboratorium, “Verischern Sie Ihre 

Schönheit!” Deutsche Kolonialzeitung 26, no. 1 (1 February 1909), 9.  
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Similarly, women writing on notions of racialized beauty in the colonies were 

also influenced by racial scientists, ethnographers, and physical anthropologists from 

Germany and other European nations, including Franz Pruner-Bey, Gustav Fritsch, 

Eugen Fischer, and Augustin Krämer. These social scientists and researchers completed 

studies and analyses of global populations to draw conclusions about their racial 

composition, hereditary defects, health, intelligence, and cultural traditions.25 While the 

objectives of racial science, ethnography and physical anthropology differed slightly, 

many studies explicitly and implicitly aimed to ‘prove’ the supremacy of the white race 

and identify what other ‘races’ were lacking. Despite their claims of impartiality, many 

of these ‘scientific’ and ‘professional’ studies featured commentary on the appearance 

and, as historian Michael Hau highlights, “racial aesthetics” of the populations in 

question.26 Personal preferences and biases clouded their judgment of race and, 

eventually, appearance, leading certain groups to be labelled as more physically and 

mentally sound than others. Although there were exceptions, men dominated the study 

of anthropology, racial science, and ethnography.27 White male ‘scientists,’ like Carl 

Heinrich Stratz, possessed a privileged position in the racialized gender hierarchy of the 

empire, which they routinely exploited in their studies and influenced their often 

 
25 H. Glenn Penny and Matti Bunzl, eds., “Introduction: Rethinking German Anthropology, Colonialism, 

and Race,” in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire, Social History, Popular 

Culture, and Politics in Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), 9. 
26 “Racial aesthetics” has been used steadily in various scholarly research since the 1970s. I first 

encountered it in Michael Hau’s monograph, where he explored how personal preferences for specific 

body types and races frequently influenced German doctors and social scientists at the turn of the 

twentieth century. I use Hau’s definition of this term throughout the dissertation; Michael Hau, The Cult of 

Health and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2003), 81-82. 
27 While there were several notable exceptions in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the two 

female anthropologists and ethnographers identified in this dissertation are Alice Hingston Quiggin and 

Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow. 
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voyeuristic commentary on the female body.28 Many of the male authors eroticized, 

exoticized, and dehumanized their subjects.29 Additionally, some of these men had no 

formal training but were still regarded as experts on the colonized populations 

nonetheless.30 While some of these ‘professionals’ did not originally intend to shape and 

influence German colonial ambitions, imperial enthusiasts, and administrators coopted 

their findings to justify the acquisition of overseas territories.31 Although these studies 

were frequently published and sold in bookstores throughout Germany and the colonial 

sphere, women often accessed excerpts of these studies through periodicals, such as the 

Women’s League of the German Colonial Society’s Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und 

Bild, which made their findings more widely available.32 These anthropological, racial 

science, and ethnographic findings were further reinforced throughout the empire in 

postcards, pictures, Völkerschauen (colonial exhibitions, zoos, and menageries), and 

advertisements, which were used “to capture what [the photographer or illustrator] 

considered to be both the visible and invisible features of race.”33  

 
28 Robin Mitchell, Vénus Noire: Black Women and Colonial Fantasies in Nineteenth Century France 

(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2020), 58. 
29 Angela Zimmerman, “Adventures in the Skin Trade: German Anthropology and Colonial Corporeality,” 

in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire, ed. H. Glenn Penny and Matti 

Bunzl, Social History, Popular Culture, and Politics in Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press, 2003), 177. 
30 For example, Heinrich Fonck, a member of the Schutztruppe, wrote an article in Kolonie und Heimat on 

Rwanda and its inhabitants. During his time in the colony, he wrote several monographs on life in German 

East Africa and was regarded as an expert on the colony despite no academic training. See Heinrich 

Fonck, “Bei den ‘Langen Kerls’ in Ruanda,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 6, no. 1 (October 

1912), 6-8; Heinrich Fonck, Deutsch-Ost-Afrika: eine Schilderung deutscher Tropen nach 10 

Wanderjahren; die Schutztruppe; Reisen und Expeditionen im Innern; Land und Leute; Wild, Jagd und 

Fischerei; wirtschaftliche Verhältnisse (Berlin: Voss, 1910). 
31 Penny and Matti, “Introduction,” 1. 
32 See “Die Kindheit des N*****,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 32 (1911), 4-5; “Die 

Masai: Ein Nomadenvolk Ostafrikas,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 33 (1911), 4-5. 
33 Amos Morris-Reich, Race and Photography: Racial Photography as Scientific Evidence, 1876-1980 

(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 21. 
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My research also shows how inhabitants of the African colonies, South Sea 

protectorates, and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory continued to exercise autonomy 

and agency in societies designed to strip them of power. The forcibly colonized 

populations in the overseas territories continued to practice pre-colonial traditional 

haircare and skincare routines, make bodily modifications, and wear clothing and 

accessories, deliberately contesting European expectations. The inhabitants of all the 

German colonies were under constant scrutiny from settlers, anthropologists, and 

administrators for how they looked, dressed, and acted. However, the efforts of the 

African, Pacific Islander, and Chinese populations to preserve and adapt traditional and 

local self-care practices highlight the perseverance of the colonized populations under 

colonial pressure. Therefore, this dissertation reveals how ideas of beauty shaped the 

lived experience of the white settlers and the forcibly colonized populations of the global 

German Empire. Concepts of beauty and attractiveness allowed German women to 

understand and engage with the manufactured racial hierarchies at the time, reinforcing 

their often-precarious social standing in the overseas territories. The analysis of personal 

grooming and self-care also demonstrates how the forcibly colonized populations 

resisted European efforts to categorize them based on appearance and self-care. 

Research Methodology and Sources 

Throughout this dissertation, I engage with several different theories and methodologies. 

As a cultural historian, I examine how identity and belonging originated and changed for 

white settlers and the forcibly colonized populations in the global German Empire. I 

assess a wide array of material culture, including colonial novellas, images, and 

advertisements from the turn of the twentieth century, to shed new light on the 

relationships between the residents in the metropole, German colonizers, and local 
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inhabitants in the global German Empire. I also engage with intellectual history as I 

explore how prejudicial knowledge and ideals travelled from European social scientists, 

doctors, and businessmen to ‘everyday’ people in the metropole and the colonies. 

However, I am somewhat reluctant to categorize my analysis as such. Intellectual 

historians frequently omit women and gender issues from their analysis due to the 

relegation of women to the private sphere, especially before the turn of the twentieth 

century.34 Nevertheless, the diffusion of racist colonial rhetoric and ideology from social 

scientists to the women featured in this dissertation leads to an engagement with this 

historiographical field.  

Additionally, postcolonial critique, gender and sexuality theories, and whiteness 

studies guide my analysis and bring further intersectionality to my dissertation. For 

many historians, postcolonial critique is primarily associated with its founding theorists 

like Edward Said and Frantz Fanon and scholars such as Gayatri Spivak and Dipesh 

Chakrabarty.35 Although these scholars helped establish this critique with their work on 

the subaltern and their revaluation of European perspectives of the “Orient,” the 

interpretation of postcolonialism I engage with promotes the study of all the populations 

impacted by colonialism. These foundational texts largely neglected women or treated 

them as objects of desire..36 Since the 1980s and the 1990s, historians such as Nupur 

Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel have called for the integration of all women into post-

 
34 Smith, Hilda L. “Women Intellectuals and Intellectual History: Their Paradigmatic Separation.” 

Women’s History Review 16, no. 3 (2007): 353. 
35 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978); Frantz Fanon, Peau noire, masques 

blancs (Paris: Seuil, 1952); Frantz Fanon, Les Damnés de la Terre (Paris: François Maspero, 1961); 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections on the History of an Idea, ed. Rosalind 

Morris (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010); Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: 

Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
36 This excludes Spivak who does include gender in her analysis of the subaltern. 
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colonial studies as the “imperial agenda shaped gender ideology and practice for both 

colonizers and the colonized.”37 As critical actors in colonial societies, white European 

women and the local female inhabitants played essential roles in creating and resisting 

imperial power systems. This dissertation employs a feminist post-colonial framework to 

highlight how groups who experienced varying degrees of marginalization due to race 

and gender challenged and co-opted male-manufactured parameters. This allowed them 

to establish and maintain agency and identity in systems where they had very little 

control.  

Correspondingly, theories of gender and sexuality and whiteness studies also 

shape my analysis of racialized beauty in the global German Empire in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although the revolutionary work of Michel 

Foucault on the history of sexuality and that of Joan Wallach Scott on gender theory 

presented historians with the necessary framework to provide women with a voice and a 

sense of agency, I, like many other historians and scholars who study empire, move past 

these initial interpretations.38 Both their publications allowed scholars to understand 

better how gender and sexuality interacted with cultural, social, and political structures 

of the past.39 However, Foucault and Scott’s work did not acknowledge how race shaped 

historical applications of gender and sexuality, which recent scholarship on global 

European empires and this dissertation endeavour to accomplish.40 For example, Phillipa 

 
37 Nupur Chaudhuri and Margaret Strobel, eds., Western Women and Imperialism: Complicity and 

Resistance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992) 4.  
38 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American Historical Review 

91, no. 5 (1986): 1053–75; Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction (New York: 

Random House, 1978). 
39 Ann Laura Stoler, Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial 

Order of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995), vii-viii. 
40 Key and influential texts include Alice L. Conklin and Ian Christoper Fletcher, eds., European 

Imperialism, 1830-1930 : Climax and Contradiction (Boston, MA : Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 
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Levine’s examination of the control of sexuality and prostitution in the British Empire 

highlights how the regulations put in place to reduce the cases of venereal diseases 

epitomized many of the characteristics of imperialism and colonialism, such as racial 

hierarchy and gender divisions.41 Likewise, I engage with whiteness studies to evaluate 

what it meant to be racially and culturally white in the global German Empire in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.42 Using the framework proposed by scholars 

such as Richard Dyer, Robin DiAngelo, and Maureen O. Gallagher, I consider how the 

Germans used their racial identity to maintain their fragile and unstable empire.43 

Ultimately, these three theoretical structures shed light not only on how the women 

viewed themselves and the colonized populations but also on how the local inhabitants 

disrupted German claims of racial and cultural superiority. 

 
1999).; Barbara Bush, Imperialism, Race and Resistance : Africa and Britain, 1919-1945 (London ; 

Routledge, 1999); Vron Ware and Mikki Kendall, Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism, and History, 

(London ; New York: Verso, 2015); Tracey Rizzo and Steven Gerontakis, Intimate Empires: Body, Race, 

and Gender in the Modern World (London: Oxford University Press, 2016); Richard Phillips, “Histories 

of Sexuality and Imperialism: What’s the Use?,” History Workshop Journal 63, no. 1 (March 1, 2007): 

136–53; Margaret Strobel, “Gender, Sex and Empire,” American Historical Association, Essays on Global 

and Comparative History, 1993; Philippa Levine, ed., Gender and Empire (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2004); Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 

1978); Barbara Bush, “Gender and Empire: The 20th Century,” in Gender and Empire, ed. Philippa 

Levine (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 77–111; Durba Ghosh, “Gender and Colonialism: 

Expansion or Marginalization?” The Historical Journal 47, no. 3 (2004): 737–55; Laura E. Donaldson, 

Decolonizing Feminisms: Race, Gender, and Empire-Building (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press Books, 2017); Antoinette Burton, Gender, Sexuality and Colonial Modernities (New York: 

Routledge, 2005); Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, eds., Empires in World History: Power and the 

Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J. : Princeton University Press, 2011).  
41 Philippa Levine, Prostitution, Race and Politics: Policing Venereal Disease in the British Empire 

(London: Routledge, 2003), 5. 
42 For an example of the British Empire, see Jane Haggis, “Gendering Colonialism or Colonising Gender? 

Recent Women’s Studies Approaches to White Women and the History of British Colonialism,” Women’s 

Studies International Forum 13, no. 1 (January 1, 1990): 105–15. 
43 Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism (Boston: 

Beacon Press, 2018); Maureen O. Gallagher, “Fragile Whiteness: Women and Girls in German Colonial 

Fiction, 1900– 1913,” Women in German Yearbook 32 (January 2016): 111–37; Richard Dyer, White: 

Essays on Race and Culture (London: New York: Routledge, 2013). 
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Additionally, the scholarship of anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler and sociologist 

George Steinmetz guide my analysis. Although her work does not concentrate on the 

German Empire specifically, Stoler’s numerous monographs on postcolonialism, race, 

sexuality, archives, and colonial hierarchies provide an understanding of how the 

promise of power moulded the actions of European women in the colonial sphere and 

their interactions with local inhabitants and mixed-race children.44 Stoler reassesses Said 

and Foucault through a gendered, postcolonial, and racialized lens, highlighting the role 

of European women and the agency of the colonized populations. Similarly, Steinmetz’s 

The Devil’s Handwriting identifies how Germans utilized depictions of the forcibly 

colonized populations from German South West Africa, German Samoa, and the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory from pre-colonial studies to shape their treatment of 

these groups in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although Steinmetz 

primarily engages with commentary on behaviour rather than appearance in his analysis, 

I directly link the two in this dissertation and build upon his work.45  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
44 See Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power; Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: 

Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton University Press, 2010). 
45 George Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, 

Samoa, and Southwest Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 1.  
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Illustration 0.1: A photograph of Magdalene von 

Prince with various members of the Schutztruppe 

in German East Africa, including her husband, 

Tom. Magdalene von Prince, Eine deutsche Frau 

im Innern Deutsch-Ostafrikas: Elf Jahre nach 

Tagebuchblättern erzählt (Berlin: Ernst Siegfried 

Mittler und Sohn, 1908), 40. 
 

My analysis of race and notions of beauty engages heavily with published 

women’s colonial memoirs, novellas, essays, and travelogues. While previous 

scholarship on settler women examined some of these publications, my dissertation is 

the first to bring together so many German colonial women’s writings from across the 

empire. Unlike others, I provide an extensive examination of the real-life application of 

and the connection between the standards of beauty and racial theories at the turn of the 

twentieth century. During my Master’s research, I completed close readings of the 

memoirs of two female German settlers, Magdalene von Prince and Helene von 

Falkenhausen, and the German Colonial Women’s League periodical Kolonie und 

Heimat in Wort und Bild to determine how white women sought to recreate European 

holiday traditions in the colonies (Illustration  0.1).46 While I primarily searched for 

 
46 See Kate McGregor, “Working for Weihnachtsstimmung: German Women’s Role in Recreating 

German Culture and Identity in German Southwest Africa and German East Africa, 1894-1906,” in 

Gender and German Colonialism: Intimacies, Accountabilities, Intersections, ed. Elisabeth Krimmer and 
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entries related to Christmas celebrations in German South West Africa and East Africa, I 

discovered that both Falkenhausen and Prince routinely commented on the appearance 

of the local inhabitants of both territories and identified racial characteristics and 

behavioural traits. Both women used particular words to describe the colonized 

populations to reinforce their own cultural and racial superiority. For example, during a 

visit from the two sisters of her servant, Quawa, Prince acknowledged that while “both 

[were] pretty creatures with small feet and slender hands,” their “inferiority” revealed 

itself in other ways: “only when eating and in some other movements [did] the “savage” 

sometimes reveal itself.”47 Likewise, Falkenhausen declared that one could “not be 

surprised at the sluggish, clumsy gait of the Herero women and their leaning posture” 

due to the particularly heavy jewelry they adorned themselves with.48 Appearance was a 

reoccurring concern for both Falkenhausen in German South West Africa and 

Magdalene von Prince in German East Africa.  

Additionally, my Master’s research identified that these settler women often felt 

pressure from the metropole to maintain German cultural standards and “create an 

artificial white life in the colonies.”49 My close reading of Falkenhausen and Prince 

revealed that this was not only limited to Christmas celebrations, as both these women 

also routinely commented on the challenges they faced in maintaining European 

 
Chunjie Zhang (New York: Routledge, 2023), 49–65; Kate McGregor, “Working for 

Weihnachtsstimmung: German Women’s Place in the Recreation and Reproduction of German Culture 

and Identity in the African Colonies, 1894-1906,” (Master Major Research Paper, St. Catharines, Ontario, 

Brock University, 2019). 
47 Magdalene von Prince, Eine deutsche Frau im Innern Deutsch-Ostafrikas: Elf Jahre nach 

Tagebuchblättern erzählt (Berlin: Ernst Siegfried Mittler und Sohn, 1908), 55. 
48 Helene Nitze von Falkenhausen, Ansiedlerschicksale: Elf Jahre in Deutsch-Südwestafrika 1893-1904 

(Berlin: Verlag Reimer, 1904), 113.  
49 Diana Miryong Natermann, Pursuing Whiteness in the Colonies: Private Memories from the Congo 

Freestate and German East Africa (1884-1914) (Münster: Waxmann Verlag, 2018), 208. 
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personal grooming and beauty standards. For instance, Prince noted that she did not have 

access to the same wardrobe in East Africa that she did at home, which, according to 

historian Diana Miryoung Natermann, was a vital means of belonging and Germanness 

for Prince.50 The clothes she had made by a local tailor were “not as comfortable” and 

did not meet her European standards.51 Thus, memoirs revealed not only the importance 

of European skincare, haircare, clothing, and accessories but also how efforts to 

maintain their cultural and racial whiteness impacted the female German inhabitants in 

the African colonies, a sentiment I contend was widespread throughout the empire in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

For this dissertation, I scoured databases and archives, including the Sophie 

Digital Library of Works by German-speaking Women at Brigham Young University 

and the Kolonial Bibliothek at Goethe Universität, for novellas, memoirs, letters and 

essays about female German settlers and life in the colonies, focusing upon their 

reflections on their appearance and efforts to maintain it and descriptions of the forcibly 

colonized populations. When COVID-19 travel restrictions eased, I visited archives in 

Germany and Namibia, including the Bundesarchiv-Lichterfeld in Berlin, the 

Landeskirchliches Archiv der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Kirche in Bayern in 

Nuremberg, and the National Archives of Nambia in Windhoek, to find additional 

documents on perceptions of race and the female experience in the global German 

Empire.  

When I began my research in 2019, most of the sources I initially came across 

were about women in German South West Africa, including the work of Clara 

 
50 Natermann, Pursuing Whiteness in the Colonies, 164. 
51 Prince, Eine deutsche Frau, 8.  
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Brockmann, Orla Holm and Maria Karow.52 As the only official settler colony in the 

empire, it contained more white women than any other colony who wrote about their 

experiences, such as the Herero and Nama genocide of 1904-1908. As I endeavoured to 

complete an analysis of racialized beauty in the global empire, I utilized previous 

scholarship on the colonial empire to expand my search parameters and identify other 

female German inhabitants and travellers who wrote about the colonized populations in 

all the overseas territories.53 I looked beyond settler women to include publications 

written by female colonial enthusiasts, missionaries, ethnographers, and wives of 

diplomats, as these women, such as Hedwig Irle, Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, Lydia von 

Höpker, Elisabeth von Heyking, and Leonore Nießen-Deiters, also voiced their 

‘concerns’ over aesthetics in the empire.  

While these texts all featured discussions of the standards of beauty and race in 

the colonial sphere, the purpose of each publication varied. Colonial enthusiasts and 

female settlers like Nießen-Deiters and Brockmann wanted to encourage future 

emigration and show how women could recreate Germanness in the colonies. They 

wished to dispel rumours from the colonies, such as growing concerns over unrest and 

mixed-race relationships. Missionary texts, like the work of Hedwig Irle, were designed 

to highlight how their presence was still needed to save souls in the colony. While some 

texts supported the local inhabitants, they simultaneously disparaged the local 

populations and highlighted their ‘inferior’ nature. Reflective texts, including Lydia 

 
52 See Maria Karow, Wo sonst der Fuß des Kriegers trat: Farmerleben in Südwest nach dem Kriege, 

(Berlin: Mittler, 1909), Clara Brockmann, Briefe eines deutschen Mädchens aus Südwest (Berlin: E.S. 

Mittler und Sohn, 1912); Orla Holm, Aus Südwest-Afrika: Blätter aus dem Tagebuche einer deutschen 

Frau 1902 - 1904 (Leipzig: Veit, 1905). 
53 Some regions, such as Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory, Cameroon, and Togo, remain primarily 

underrepresented in my examination due to limited published and unpublished female sources. 
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Höpker’s publications, lamented the loss of the colonies. These women often felt a 

personal loss as they lost their place in the racial hierarchy following the defeat of the 

Germans during the First World War. Lastly, travelogues and ethnographic texts 

highlighted the exoticism of locations to reveal the benefit or, conversely, the harm of 

colonial occupation. Despite their differences, each of these publications endeavoured to 

transport readers in the metropole to locations where the German woman attained power 

and status, whether that was the reality or not.54  

Although their male peers did not always view them as such, many women 

regarded themselves as professional missionaries, farmers, settlers, and explorers. Some 

women, including Margarethe von Eckenbrecher, gave public lectures about life in the 

colonies and the local inhabitants, highlighting German women's important role in 

shaping the colonial project.55  Large publishing houses in the metropole, including 

Ernst Siegfried Mittler und Sohn and Verlag Reimer, published many novellas, 

memoirs, travelogues and essays and distributed them throughout the empire.56 

However, when comparing published and unpublished sources, it became apparent that 

the forcibly colonized populations did not feature as prominently in private diaries and 

letters as in widely distributed monographs. For example, Frida Peemüller’s memoir, 

which was published in 2022, did not mention the Samoan or mixed-race population in 

 
54 Mary Rhiel, “Diplomatenfrau between Two Worlds: Elisabeth Heyking’s China Journal,” Monatshefte 

100, no. 3 (September 21, 2008), 372; Matthew P. Fitzpatrick, “Racial Warfare in German Women’s 

Colonial Memoirs,” Patterns of Prejudice 57, no. 3 (May 27, 2023): 115.  
55 “Vorträge in Abteilungen und anderen Vereinen,” Deutsche Kolonialzeitung 26, no. 1 (1 February 

1909), 10.   
56 See an advertisement for Else Sonnenberg’s memoir in German South West Africa and a review for 

Margarethe von Eckenbrecher’s travelogue on German East Africa: Swakopmunder Buchhandlung, “Frau 

Else, verw. Sonnenberg: Wie es am Waterberg zuging,” Deutsch-Südwestafrikansiche Zeitung 7, no. 36 (6 

September 1905): 7; Rochus Schmidt, “Im Dichten Pori. Reise- und Jagdbilder aus Deutsch-Ostafrika. von 

Margarete von Eckenbrecher,” Deutsche Kolonialzeitung 28, no. 50 (16 December 1911); 858.   
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any great detail, despite her husband’s previous marriage to a Samoan woman and his 

children from that union.57 The widely distributed memoirs, novellas, travelogues, and 

essays were written to reinforce the superiority of white German women in the minds of 

readers in the metropole and, as such, provide accounts of the “inferiority” of the 

colonized populations. In contrast, unpublished sources did not share the same purpose. 

Ultimately, these works demonstrated that no matter the intention of their writing and 

their location, white German women could not escape the white patriarchal environment 

in which they came of age. 

I then completed a textual analysis of these documents. I looked for passages and 

identified specific terms, such as die Eingeborene (native), schön (beautiful), hässlich 

(ugly), and die Weibe (woman), that women used to address appearance in the empire. 

German colonial women often used these words in their accounts of the local 

populations and their discussions of appearance and self-care. I eventually expanded 

these parameters to include terms like schwarz (black), die Rasse (race), weiß (white), 

and schmutzig (dirty). My textual analysis revealed that it was unlikely that many 

women’s perceptions of the forcibly colonized populations were wholly their own. Other 

sources regarding the colonized populations and race from the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries likely shaped many women's opinions about the local inhabitants of the 

overseas territories. With this in mind, I began my search for sources that contained 

similar terms and sentiments employed and used by these women. Some women were 

more explicitly influenced than others. For example, Frieda Zieschank referenced the 

work of Augustin Krämer, the prominent ethnographer, in her memoir on German 

 
57 James N. Bade, Frida Peemüller’s Memoirs of German Samoa 1910-1920 (Berlin: Peter Lang, 2022). 
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Samoa.58 It was this search which led me to beauty manuals, anthropological studies, 

racial scientist reports, photographs, postcards, registered advertisements in the 

Warenzeichenblatt: herausgeben vom kaiserliches Patentamt (trademark registration 

rolls of the Imperial Patent Office), Völkerschauen (human zoos and exhibitions), and 

colonial periodicals, such as Deutsche Kolonialzeitung and Kolonie und Heimat in Wort 

und Bild, from the turn of the twentieth century. All these documents, many of which are 

featured throughout this dissertation in excerpts and images, featured racist language and 

depictions, which often dehumanized their subjects. While the connection was not 

always explicit, they created the parameters that shaped the female experience in the 

colonies and reinforced the racial hierarchy of the global German Empire.  

Historiography of German Colonialism 

Scholarship on the history of the global German Empire has been relatively slow to 

develop.59 Even though Germany was the fourth largest colonial power by land mass at 

the beginning of the First World War, many scholars working in Germany in the first 

couple of decades of the twentieth century perceived the colonies as insignificant due to 

the relatively short period when Germany held territories compared to other European 

empires, such as Britain and France. A disconnect between residents of the metropole 

and the colonial sphere also shaped this response, resulting in very few publications 

from German and non-German academics.60 From 1915 to 1940, predominantly British 

scholars, including W.A. Crabtree and Albert Gray, concentrated on the structure of the 

 
58 Frieda Zieschank, Ein Jahrzehnt in Samoa (1906-1916) (Leipzig: Haberland, 1918),12.  
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protectorates and Adolf Hitler’s evolving yearning to recover Germany’s “lost” 

colonies.61 Many of these publications denounced the German colonial project as a 

means to bolster British overseas occupation. For example, Crabtree released his article 

on the eve of the First World War to warn his readers for the potential threat of German 

occupied regions and their proximity to British territories in Africa “in the event of a 

European war.”62 Likewise, A.H. Charteris’s 1937 article outlined the historical 

precedent which motivated Hitler’s desire for colonies.63 The impending danger of 

German colonial power ruled the minds of European academics.  

After the end of the Second World War, scholarship remained limited as 

historians focused on the crimes of National Socialism and the Holocaust.64 Indeed, 

despite their impact on the young nation in the first few decades following German 

unification in 1871, scholarship on the colonies was relatively limited in the 1950s and 

1960s, especially in the recently divided Germany.65 Scholars who did address the 

overseas territories, such as Hannah Arendt, often engaged with what would later be 

known as the Sonderweg theory, which linked the atrocities carried out against the 

 
61 Sebastian Conrad, German Colonialism : A Short History (Cambridge, UK ; New York : Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 21; See W. A. Crabtree, “German Colonies in Africa,” Journal of the Royal 

African Society 14, no. 53 (1914): 1–14; A. H. Charteris, “The German Colonial Claim: Historical 

Background,” The Australian Quarterly 9, no. 2 (1937): 5–22; Paolo Giordani, The German Colonial 

Empire: It's Beginning and Ending (London : G. Bell, 1916); Evans Lewin, The Germans and Africa: 

Their Aims on the Dark Continent and How They Acquired Their African Colonies (London: Cassell, 

1915); Albert Gray, “The German Colonies of Africa,” Journal of Comparative Legislation and 

International Law 1, no. 1 (1919): 25–35; Mary E. Townsend, “The German Colonies and the Third 

Reich,” Political Science Quarterly 53, no. 2 (1938): 186–206. 
62 Crabtree, “German Colonies in Africa,” 1.  
63 Charteris, “The German Colonial Claim,” 5. 
64 Sara Friedrichsmeyer, Sara Lennox, and Susanne Zantop, eds., “Introduction,” in The Imperialist 

Imagination: German Colonialism and Its Legacy (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998), 4. 
65 Klaus Mühlhahn and Frederike Schneider-Vielsäcker, eds., “Preface,” in The Cultural Legacy of 

German Colonial Rule (Oldenburg: Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG, 2017), vii; For further reading 

see Arthur Rosenberg, Imperial Germany: The Birth of the German Republic, 1871-1918 (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1970). 



 24 

Herero and Nama in South West Africa with the systemic violence and genocidal actions 

committed during the Holocaust and the Second World War, emphasizing German 

uniqueness.66 With the emergence of social history and post-structuralism, the German 

colonies received more attention from scholars in the late 1960s and 1970s. However, 

scholars focused primarily on the African colonies, and there were very few publications 

on other overseas territories.67 Historians like Helmut Bley, Hans Ulrich Wehler, Peter 

Duignan, and L.H. Gann explored previously neglected elements of German 

colonialism. They questioned the role of nationalism in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries and how it shaped life in the territories.68 Additionally, the 

emergence of post-colonial critique prompted scholars, such as Horst Drechsler, to 

investigate the forcibly colonized and attempt to uncover evidence of past agency.69 

Although these historians and scholars employed different methods and theories in their 
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analyses, many continued to draw connections “from Windhoek to Auschwitz,” a phrase 

Jürgen Zimmerman has since coined.70  

 In the late 1970s and early 1980s, women’s history, the publication of Michel 

Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, and the emergence of gender as a category of 

analysis profoundly impacted the study of the German colonies. While white women 

were mentioned in early publications, scholars described them as docile, passive, and 

nurturing members of colonial society.71 In other words, women were often left out of 

the colonial narrative because historians believed them to be the lesser evil when it came 

to the treatment of the forcibly colonized populations. 72 Martha Mamozai’s Schwarze 

Frau, weiße Herrin was a ground-breaking text that argued against this assumption and 

hastened a shift in the historiography. Mamozai argued that “there [was] no such thing 

as the natural innocence of the female sex.”73 By analyzing the relationship between 

what she labelled to be the ‘Black women’ and the ‘white mistress,’ she contended that 

German women were equally culpable in the racist and violent behaviour towards the 

local African populations and urged other scholars to examine the role of white women 

in colonial societies more closely.74 In the 1990s and 2000s, historians such as Lora 

Wildenthal, Krista M. O’Donnell, Marcia Klotz, and others answered this call to action 

as they explored the role of white German women throughout the empire as nurses, 
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missionaries, housewives, and farmers.75 Historians continue to address the intersection 

between gender, sexuality, and the German Empire in the 2020s, including studies on 

masculinity and homosexuality.76  
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 Since the late 1980s, the study of the German colonies has rapidly expanded in 

other ways. Scholars integrated various historiographical theories and methodologies 

into their work, including critical race theory, military, environmental, cultural and 

ethnographic, medical, and intellectual history, rapidly expanding our knowledge and 

understanding of Germany’s colonial past.77 An increase in scholarship in the twenty-

first century was also directly linked to the 2004 acknowledgement from the German 

government of the atrocities it committed against the Herero and Nama people during 

the genocide in German South West Africa from 1904-1908, and the return of human 

remains to Namibia in 2011.78 The colonies were no longer viewed as separate and 

distant entities from the metropole as scholars addressed unifying ideas and laws that 

connected the regions. Previously neglected territories, including German Samoa, New 

Guinea, and Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory, received increased attention, making the 

study of the empire truly global. For example, Matthew P. Fitzpatrick published several 

articles on German Samoa and Kiautschou, including studies on the reception of 

tattooing by colonial officials and Chinese resistance to German occupation.79 In 
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addition to the work of Fitzpatrick, critical texts from the last thirty years include, but 

are not limited to, works written by Martin Kalb, Peter Scheulen, Sebastian Conrad, 

Birthe Kundrus, and Susanne Zantop.80 While these historians address seemingly 

disparate elements of German colonialism, their contributions revealed the complex 

reality of overseas occupation and its impact on the fledgling nation in the early decades 

following German unification in 1871. 

Despite the emergence of an increasingly rich body of scholarship, German 

historians who study the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries continue to largely 

neglect beauty as a category of analysis and a racial and gender construct. In the last 
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twenty years, only a few publications have explicitly analyzed discourses and practices 

of self-care and appearance, primarily focusing on the metropole. For example, Michael 

Hau’s monograph addressed the cult of health and the impact it had on aesthetics in 

Germany at the turn of the twentieth century.81 Similarly, Annelie Ramsbrock’s work 

looked at how culture shaped German beauty standards and perceptions of race as she 

analyzed changing opinions on the Jewish population over time.82 Only one scholar, 

Birke Strum, examined the connection between beauty in the metropole and the 

colonies. However, her analysis was limited to Carl Heinrich Stratz, the German doctor 

and gynecologist primarily known for his voyeuristic and pornographic publications on 

female bodies, who also receives attention in this dissertation.83 Historians of other 

countries, including the United States of America, Great Britain, France, and Indonesia, 

also began to address the construct of beauty and beautification processes in the early 

2000s. Like the texts on Imperial Germany, these publications helped provide a 

methodological framework for my research.84 For example, Kathy Peiss’s monograph on 

American beauty culture draws connections between anthropology, race, and notions of 

beauty. 
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Some scholars have explicitly concentrated on whiteness and race in the German 

colonies, including Diana Miryoung Natermann, Frank Becker, and Robbie Aitken. Still, 

they primarily considered how it reinforced Germany’s position in the colonial sphere.85 

However, they often argued against using notions of European beauty and aesthetics as a 

category of historical analysis in studies of the German colonial empire. For example, 

Natermann contended, "It was impossible to apply the same inherent connections 

between beauty and modern civilization to the colonized other.”86 She argued that the 

subjectivity of aesthetics and race and changing perspectives of what it meant to be 

pretty and civilized made studying beauty difficult in the colonial context. My 

dissertation offers an alternative perspective as it asserts the importance of beauty as a 

methodological tool. I concentrate on how residents of the global German Empire used 

notions of beauty to participate in larger dialogues regarding race and status in the 

colonial hierarchy. This new methodological approach provides insight into how white 

German women perceived themselves and the forcibly colonized others based on the 

language they used to describe the people they encountered. This highlights the 

contradictory and fragile nature of German colonialism. Inherent claims of racial and 

cultural superiority were baseless, which my dissertation addresses through my analysis 

of the intersection between beauty, gender, race, and colonialism in the German context.  

 

 

 
85 See Anette Dietrich, Weiße Weiblichkeiten: Konstruktionen von »Rasse« und Geschlecht im deutschen 

Kolonialismus (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2015); Robbie Aitken, Exclusion and Inclusion: Gradations 

of Whiteness and Socio-Economic Engineering in German Southwest Africa, 1884-1914 (Berlin: Peter 

Lang, 2007); Frank Becker, Rassenmischehen, Mischlinge, Rassentrennung: zur Politik der Rasse im 

deutschen Kolonialreich (Berlin: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2004); Fatima El-Tayeb, Schwarze Deutsche: der 

Diskurs um “Rasse” und nationale Identität 1890-1933 (Frankfurt: Campus, 2001). 
86 Natermann, Pursuing Whiteness in the Colonies, 134.  



 31 

Chapter Structure 

To deliver the most conclusive analysis of the role of beauty in the colonial sphere, my 

dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter One outlines events in the metropole 

and colonies that impacted the lives of white German women throughout the empire. 

The chapter addresses the “colonial fantasies” which permeated the German 

principalities in the early nineteenth century due to the influence of Alexander von 

Humboldt and Georg Forster, the acquisition and structure of the territories, the 

colonized populations who lived there and life in the territories, including concerns 

about miscegenation, racial violence, and the connection between the metropole and the 

colonies.87 This chapter establishes the racialized environment in which these German 

women operated and how they exploited different issues, including concerns over 

mixed-race children and racial degeneration, for their benefit. It also details the diversity 

of the forcibly colonized populations in each region in the global German Empire, both 

before and during occupation, in a way often neglected in English language sources.   

Chapter Two looks at the efforts of settler women to preserve their racial and 

cultural whiteness and maintain European beauty standards while living ‘abroad’ in the 

remote settings of the empire. I explore the expectations, perceptions, and consumption 

of beauty and whiteness for German women in the metropole and the colonies and argue 

that by embodying the ideals of white German femininity, women possessed a means to 

gain control over racialized bodies in the colonial sphere. While men created many of 

the standards women held themselves to, women coopted these expectations to ensure 

their moral, racial, hygienic, and sexual superiority over racialized women. For instance, 
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settler women believed they needed to ensure their desirability to deter German men 

from entering relationships with local women. The chapter considers some of the 

challenges white women faced in preserving their whiteness and beauty in the colonies, 

including concerns about racial degeneration, climate, inappropriate clothing, supply 

chain issues, and anxiety.  

Chapters Three and Four illustrate how Europeans combined beauty norms, 

biological appearance, and moral characteristics to visually and discursively describe 

forcibly colonized peoples. Each chapter has a geographic focus; Chapter Three focuses 

on the African colonies, while Chapter Four examines the South Pacific and Chinese 

territories, allowing for a comparison between the descriptions of different groups in the 

regions. This juxtaposition highlights inconsistencies within the global German Empire. 

In each chapter, I analyze how white German men and women used specific language 

and rhetoric to differentiate themselves from forcibly colonized people and between 

groups in each of the overseas territories. Descriptive and often subjective words and 

images were used by male anthropologists and ethnographers, female memoirists and 

novelists, photographers, and artists to assign value and worth to local populations 

throughout Africa, the South Seas and China. These parameters were based on the ever-

evolving racist colonial hierarchies established by male anthropologists, ethnographers, 

and racial scientists. Both chapters are laid out similarly and trace how ideas moved 

from these social scientists to depictions in the metropole to colonial women. Chapter 

Three contends that German settler women consciously tried to distinguish between 

Black populations, including the Herero and the Nama, and establish certain behaviours 

as more attractive than others to exert control in an environment threatening their own 

racial and cultural status. German women frequently described Africans as ugly, a 
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practice that intensified following the Herero and Nama genocides. They continuously 

attempted to maintain the supposed boundary between the ‘colonizer’ and the 

‘colonized.’ Chapter Four shows how the portrayal of forcibly colonized populations by 

anthropologists, racial scientists, and settler women differed significantly in the South 

Seas and China, including Kiautschou. While Germans still endeavoured to establish 

themselves as cultural and racial superiors in these regions, they were more apt to 

describe the people living there as beautiful, ‘exotic’ and sexually appealing. 

Inconsistent and shifting descriptions of ‘ugly’ and ‘beautiful’ people demonstrated the 

instability of racial categories throughout this period and provide us with another 

vantage point to explore how white supremacy operated to take and maintain power in 

colonial settings.  

Chapter Five explores how local communities in the African colonies, South 

Seas protectorates and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory used hair care, skin care, 

bodily modifications, and clothing to retain a degree of control in environments designed 

to strip them of power. I provide examples to illustrate how forcibly colonized peoples 

consciously chose which European self-care methods and clothing items to adopt and 

which ones to reject, displaying a degree of agency in a system inherently designed to 

strip them of any independence. They used hair care and styling, skin and body care, and 

body modifications, including tattoos, piercings, and skull carving, to celebrate their 

cultural heritage and distance themselves from the settler populations. With the aid of 

recent anthropological studies, I highlight how many of these traditional practices 

survived German occupation, emphasizing the importance of beauty and self-care.  

As such, the dissertation argues that beauty practices took on greater significance 

in colonial societies reliant on racial power hierarchies, and they had the power to shape 
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the experiences of settlers and forcibly colonized populations. For instance, when 

German colonial women wrote about beauty and practiced making themselves beautiful, 

they were also talking about and practicing racial superiority. Likewise, racialized 

peoples used notions of beauty to maintain cultural heritage practices in settler societies. 

For German women and the local inhabitants, aesthetics allowed them to exert power in 

systems where they occupied subordinate positions.   
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Chapter 1 

 

 A Global German Empire:  

Expansion and Occupation in Africa, the South Seas, and  

the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory 

 
Even before the German principalities and kingdoms were unified in 1871, 

“colonial fantasies” permeated the public and private spheres.1 Although the desire to 

possess overseas territory existed as early as the sixteenth century, it was not until over a 

century later, with the circulation of travelogues, including Johann Georg Forster’s and 

Alexander von Humboldt’s monographs in 1777 and 1807, that the fascination with the 

lands, peoples, and cultures outside of Europe was truly cemented among members of 

the German bourgeoisie.2 In Johann Georg Forster’s publication, readers learned about 

the second journey of James Cook, famous British explorer and naval officer, to the 

Southern Hemisphere in search of an unknown continent.3 Forster provided detailed 

information on the inhabitants of Samoa, establishing the island as an “important place 

in the German imagination.”4 This text helped spur German anthropologic and 

ethnographic interest in the region during the late nineteenth century.5 Likewise, 

Alexander von Humboldt’s travel accounts and ethnographic studies on Latin America 

were considered by members of the public as essential elements of the “German colonial 

 
1 Susanne Zantop, Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770-

1870, (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press Books, 1997), 2. 
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1992), 3. 
3 See Georg Forster, A Voyage Round the World, in His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop, Resolution, 

Commanded by Capt. James Cook, during the Years 1772, 3, 4, and 5 (London: B. White [etc.], 1777). 
4 Sebastian Conrad, German Colonialism: A Short History (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 54. 
5 George Steinmetz, “The Uncontrollable Afterlives of Ethnography: Lessons from ‘salvage Colonialism’ 

in the German Overseas Empire,” Ethnography 5, no. 3 (2004): 256. 
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tradition.”6 While Humboldt’s destinations had no direct correlation with the territory 

that the Germans would officially occupy at the end of the nineteenth century, historian 

Susanne Zantop argues that his accounts established the possibility of colonial 

possession in the minds of the German public.7 Mission societies, such as the Rhenish 

Missionary Society, further compounded the emerging desire for overseas territories.8 

Although many missionaries viewed themselves and their actions as separate from their 

principalities and kingdoms, their activities were regarded as “national 

accomplishments” by members of the general public; like Forster and Humboldt, their 

accounts alerted the German bourgeoisie to crucial features of colonization, including 

the importance of the racial hierarchy.9 

 These colonial desires finally came to fruition in the 1880s. However, the 

aspiration to possess colonies was still not widespread; several political leaders, 

including Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, were vehemently against possessing territory 

outside the European continent due to the potential financial and political risks an 

overseas empire could pose to the young nation.10 In Heinrich Ritter von Poschinger’s 

summation of Bismarck’s political ‘accomplishments,’ he quoted Bismarck, as late as 

1881, stating: “For as long as I remain chancellor, we will not be involved in 

colonialism.”11 However, Bismarck’s sentiments gradually changed.12 The motivations 
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behind this shift remain unclear. Some historians argue that emerging financial 

opportunities like the ones presented by adventurers such as Carl Peters and Adolph 

Woermann shifted his thinking; others contend it was an attempt to improve Germany’s 

political prowess and compete with the ever-expanding French and British overseas 

powers. 13 Additionally, there was increased pressure from missionary groups, members 

of the nobility, business leaders and portions of the bourgeoisie to extend and improve 

“the global reach of the German language, culture and political influence” through the 

acquisition of colonies.14 They hoped this would stem the flow of the decades-long 

migration of Germans to the Americas.15 For many at the end of the nineteenth century, 

“owning colonies meant world power and being a world power was proof of the 

superiority of national culture,” a sentiment to which Bismarck would eventually 

assent.16 

With the French annexation of Tunisia in 1881 and the British seizure of Egypt 

in 1882, the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, otherwise known as the “Scramble for 

Africa” and the “Congo Conference,” was called by European leaders and American 
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dignitaries to decide the fate of the rest of the African continent.17 The attendees 

promised to enact “effective occupation” in their new territories and bring about 

‘improvement’ for the inhabitants, such as the abolition of slavery, the effective 

management of land, and the preservation of local culture.18 However, the most notable 

absence were the African envoys and representatives directly impacted by the decisions 

made at this two-month-long summit, illustrating the prevalence of the racial hierarchy 

in politics at the end of the nineteenth century. During these meetings, Germany gained 

“authority” over Togoland (today’s Togo and a portion of the Volta Region of Ghana), 

Kamerun (Cameroon), German South West Africa (Namibia), and German East Africa 

(Tanzania, Burundi and Rwanda).19 By 1900, Germany also obtained a portion of Samoa 

and New Guinea, Nauru, Palau, the Mariana, Marshall, and Caroline Islands, and the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory (today’s Qingdao, China). Adopting Weltpolitik, 

Germany’s “aggressive” imperialist policy in the early 1890s, helped drive this desire.20 

With the acquisition of the protectorates in the South Pacific and China, Imperial 

Germany possessed the fourth-largest empire by land mass in 1909.21  

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the global German Empire 

was diverse and vast, with disparate peoples, cultural practices, and climates, each 

shaped differently by the European manufactured racial hierarchy. This chapter briefly 
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examines colonial structures in each of the German-occupied territories, including 

systems of violence, the creation of a white German racial and national identity and 

everyday life in settler societies. White German women and the forcibly colonized 

populations operated in and, at times, challenged these systems. Through the 

examination of said colonial structures, this chapter argues that the women writers 

featured in this dissertation, including Else Sonnenburg, Magdalene von Prince, and 

Elisabeth von Heyking, were products of their time and their environment as they were 

frequently influenced by external factors that determined how they viewed themselves 

and how they interacted with other populations. Not only were their actions shaped by 

the racial discourses that permeated throughout Imperial Germany, but they also actively 

and explicitly exploited issues, such as racial degeneration and acclimatization, concerns 

over mixed-race relationships, and unrest in the colonies for their benefit. This 

exploitation led to the suffering of the colonized populations under German rule. Each 

section of this chapter details the environments mentioned above and racial hierarchies 

in which white colonial women attempted to manoeuvre and coopt for their advantage in 

their discussions of aesthetics and appearance.  

Colonial Structures  

A colony’s day-to-day operation and structure varied greatly depending on its proximity 

to Germany and economic importance.22 During the initial colonization phase, the so-

called protectorates' European residents were men, including explorers, such as Gustav 

Nachtigal and Carl Peters, farmers, and a few female missionaries and nurses.23 A 

system of indirect rule characterized this first phase. During this period, companies, 
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including Peters’s German East Africa Company, managed the newly acquired 

territories under imperial charters and relied heavily on local African and Arabic leaders 

as intermediaries.24 Ongoing violence between company operatives and the local 

populations in many colonies forced the Reichstag to intervene and assume governance 

by the end of the 1890s.25 However, the government in Germany had very little control 

over the colonial sphere. While politicians in the metropole did enact laws that, in 

theory, had widespread impact, each territory’s governor made most of the decisions that 

shaped the colony on the ground. The confiscation of the African colonies from these 

companies resulted in a shift towards a ‘civilizing’ ideology, which “promoted European 

settlement and plantation economics” (Illustration 1.0).26 Adopted and modified mainly 

from the French, the civilizing mission intended to enhance the standard of living for 

everyone living within the territories through improved infrastructure and European 

standards of cleanliness, hygiene, medicine, and health.27 However, it perpetuated the 

“construction of inferior otherness” by creating parameters to include and exclude 

groups.28 A third phase followed the end of the Herero and Nama Genocide in 1908, 

which saw the introduction of “reform-oriented administration;” it was an attempt, under 

Colonial Secretary Bernhard Dernburg, to rectify the mistakes in management during the 
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earlier years of occupation, but this was short-lived due to German defeat during the 

First World War.29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 1.0: A map of the African colonies featured in a 

1908 edition of Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild. 

Übersichtskarte der deutschen Kolonien in Afrika im Vergleich zum 

deutschen Reich. n.d. Ross Archive of African Images, Yale 

University Art Gallery. Yale University Open Community 

Collections. https://jstor.org/stable/community.36726443. 

 

German East Africa, which included today’s Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi, 

was the largest territory in the empire by population, with nearly eight million residents. 

In 1883, Carl Peters travelled to the region. He signed treaties with local dignitaries for 

his corporations, Gesellschaft für Deutsche Kolonisation and the German East Africa 

Company.30 Bismarck and the government in the metropole eventually recognized these 
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treaties as “official contracts of protection,” acknowledging the territory as a formal 

colony.31 However, Peters’s increasingly erratic and ‘scandalous’ behaviour, including 

the murder of his Black mistress and her lover, resulted in the Foreign Office assuming 

‘control’ in 1891.32 Colonial administrators relied on local leaders, the Schutztruppe, the 

German colonial police/military force, and the Askari, a delegation of soldiers from 

Egypt, Somalia, and Sudan, to maintain their rule.33 Peters initially intended to transform 

East Africa into a settler colony. Still, comparatively few Germans ever resided in the 

territory; by 1911, approximately four thousand white men and women lived there.34 

This was despite a climate deemed ‘suitable’ for European habitation. According to 

historian Philippa Söldenwagner, “the mountain ranges and high plateaus were 

considered to be healthy enough for European settlement,” and colonial enthusiasts 

likened it to the environment in Germany.35 While plantations and trade dominated the 

economy, occupation was largely limited to the north around Usambara and the south 

around Iringa despite calls from German settlers for more farmland.36 

 Due to its position on the Indian Ocean and location on a historic trade route, the 

inhabitants of East Africa were quite diverse. Before the arrival of Europeans, the 

coastal communities, including Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar (which was not integrated 
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into German East Africa), attracted Muslim and Indian traders to the region.37 Under the 

Omani Sultanate of Zanzibar, a large portion of the Black population was subjugated as 

part of the East African slave trade, which was not officially abolished until the 1890s.38 

The Black population included the Swahili and Bantu peoples, such as the Chagga, 

Makonde, Yao, Wahehe, Hutu, and Tutsi, as well as the Eastern Nilotic-speaking Maasai 

community. The Askari and their wives from Sudan, Somalia, and Egypt also comprised 

a portion of the population and received an elevated racial and social status as members 

of the Schutztruppe.39 East African society was based on segregation and racial 

hierarchies, which colonial administrators and anthropologists manufactured and 

enforced. For example, colonial officials and racial scientists were largely responsible 

for creating and maintaining racial differences between the Hutus and the Tutsis.40 This 

division was heightened in the decades leading up to the Rwandan Genocide in the 

1990s.41 Life in the colony was not peaceful due to cruel treatment, aggressive land 

acquisition and taxation, and forced labour.42 The local populations fiercely resisted 

German rule, culminating with the Maji Maji Rebellion of 1905-1907. Additionally, the 

fear of racially mixed relationships between white German men and local women shaped 
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the treatment of the colonized inhabitants, which led to an influx of white German 

women in the years leading up until the First World War.43 

 Despite the desire to transform East Africa into a settler colony, German South 

West Africa was the only territory that officially received that designation, becoming 

Imperial Germany’s “place in the sun” under Chancellor Leo von Caprivi and Governor 

Theodor Leutwein in 1893.44 As with other areas of the empire, missionaries and 

economic interest initially drove German expansion into the South West. Adolf Lüderitz 

was one of the first German merchants to explore the region.45 Following financial ruin, 

he was forced to sell his possessions and property, and the Imperial government 

intervened and assumed control.46 The colonial administration capitalized on ongoing 

hostility between the Herero and Nama peoples, exploiting these tensions to obtain a 

large portion of the territory.47 As the colony was intended to be an extension of the 

metropole, immigration was highly encouraged; approximately fourteen thousand 

German and European migrants travelled there.48 Due to the arid climate and desert 

environment of the South West, farming was somewhat tricky, and the lack of easily 

accessible natural resources made the colony economically unviable from a European 

perspective. Diamonds and other valuable minerals were not unearthed by Europeans 

until 1908.49 To survive, Germans appropriated land and livestock from the herding 
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populations, such as the Herero. Before the start of the First World War, settlers 

obtained nearly seventy percent of the land in the colony.50  

In contrast to its relatively large size, South West Africa had a comparatively 

small population before German occupation. In the late nineteenth century, the three 

largest groups were the Herero, Nama (Khoikhoi) and the Ovambo, with smaller 

populations of Himba, Damara, San, Oorlam, and Rehobothers, a group descended from 

Dutch settlers and African women.51 Due to relative isolation, many of the groups had 

infrequent interactions, with the most notable exceptions being the ongoing conflict 

between the Nama, Herero, and the Oorlam, descendants of Khoikhoi and white men, 

which lasted for years before the arrival of European colonizers.52 As in East Africa, 

colonial rule in the South West relied heavily on systemic violence against the forcibly 

colonized populations, which was shaped by the racial hierarchy and a fear of 

miscegenation.53 The pilfering of livestock and land, and the cruel and abusive treatment 

of ‘employees’ within German homes resulted in increased resistance to German rule 

from the Herero and Nama.54 The growing unrest was further compounded by the 

Rinderpest (cattle plague) epidemic of 1897, which decimated the Herero’s herds.55 

Tensions came to a head with the Herero and Nama Genocide of 1904-1908. The other 
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groups were not targeted but were subjected to poor treatment by German settlers and 

bureaucrats in the years following.56 

 According to some scholars, Togo was, in theory, the “model colony” and 

differed significantly from other African territories.57 Although German missionaries 

visited the region as early as 1847, it was not until Gustav Nachtigal signed a treaty with 

Mlapa III, the ruler of the Togo-Bé kingdom, in 1884 that German power was solidified 

in the western portion of the territory.58 Despite efforts to construct railways, roads, and 

telegraph networks, German control did not extend far beyond the southern coastal area, 

and Germany ruled the rest of the colony primarily in name only. Only a few colonial 

administrators were present, relying heavily on local leaders and intermediaries for 

assistance. With its coastal location, the territory was primarily used for trade and 

export, which allowed Togo to be one of the only colonies “that did not require financial 

assistance” from the metropole.59 Although there were exploitable resources, efforts to 

create plantations on a large scale were mostly unsuccessful due to the weather and 

environment. It was also due to the “hot, humid and unhealthy” climate that the colony 

was deemed unsuitable for permanent white habitation as it was believed that Europeans 

could not acclimatize.60 In 1912, only sixty-eight white women resided in the colony.61  
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Unlike South West and East Africa, there was no significant military conflict 

during the German occupation of Togo. However, violence against the forcibly 

colonized populations was an everyday occurrence.62 The economic success of Togo 

was directly linked to this systemic aggression, which included forced labour, substantial 

taxation, corporal punishment, and exclusion from commercial opportunities.63 To 

escape this maltreatment, many Togolese fled the colony to the British Gold Coast 

(today’s Ghana).64 Those populations who did remain in Togo throughout colonial 

occupation were primarily the Ewe in the south, with other groups, including the Hausa 

and Kabye, occupying the northern portion of the territory.65 Before the arrival of the 

Germans and even today, the Ewe people were not a homogenous group. They were 

comprised of various groups, such as the Ho and the Anlo, who lived throughout the 

territory but were frequently categorized in sources from the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.66 Like the rest of the empire, the German occupation of Togo was 

“brutal and based on notions of racial superiority.”67 

 As in Togo, Gustav Nachtigal was a driving force behind the acquisition of 

Cameroon. He acted as an intermediary force for Imperial Germany and the Woermann 

family, who were interested in exploiting the area for trade. Nachtigal originally signed 

treaties with chiefs from the Doula region but eventually met with leaders from other 

areas of the colony.68 The Germans primarily controlled the western coastal region and 
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the two larger inland communities of Yaoundé and Edéa, which were connected by 

railway. Still, they eventually gained “power” over the northern region with force. 

Although the white European population was slightly larger in Cameroon than in Togo, 

Germans were once again discouraged from remaining permanently due to the tropical 

climate and the widespread threat of malaria and “sleeping sickness.”69 This 

environment lent itself to the production of cocoa, coffee, palm oil, rubber, and tobacco 

on plantations throughout the territory, which relied heavily on forced labour of the local 

populations.70Cameroon was the “largest plantation colony in [all of] West Africa” in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.71 While these goods were exported to 

the metropole, Cameroon was never considered economically viable. 

Unlike Togo, there was a series of armed and violent conflicts between the 

Schutztruppe and various groups who actively resisted occupation in Cameroon. Before 

the arrival of German colonial forces, the area comprised several different kingdoms, 

some of which, such as the Duala, were involved in the Atlantic slave trade.72 In 

addition to the Duala, the forcibly colonized groups within Cameroon included the 

Yaoundé, Bassa, and the Fang in the southern region and the Fulani, Hausa, Kanuri, and 

Shuwa Muslims in the northern portion of the colony.73 Although violent means were 

often employed, the colonized populations attempted to resist German rule peacefully, 
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for example, through a letter from King Akwa of the Duala to the Reichstag in 1905 

condemning the occupation of the territory.74 In the metropole, colonial rule in 

Cameroon was associated with numerous scandals involving abuses of power by 

governors, such as Jesko von Puttkamer, who “condoned murder, cruel floggings, 

and…securing concubines.”75 Despite the violent treatment by German administrative 

powers and colonial forces, more Cameroonians migrated to the metropole than other 

African colonized populations in the early twentieth century.76  

 As the “pearl of the South Seas,” German Samoa was highly esteemed and 

“became a symbol of romantic and cultural longing” in the metropole in the early 

twentieth century.77 Coveted initially by the German trade firm J.C. Godeffroy and Sohn 

for its resources as early as 1855, Imperial Germany gained control of the western 

portion of the archipelago following the Second Samoan Civil War and the Tripartite 

Convention of 1899.78 Migration to the territory increased following acquisition. 

However, only roughly three hundred Germans ever resided on the islands due to the 

geographic isolation and ‘challenging’ tropical climate, making it difficult to 

acclimatize.79 This ecosystem was suitable for agriculture, with J.C. Godeffroy and 

Sohn’s operating many of the most extensive copra plantations in the area. German 

landowners relied predominantly on imported Chinese workers over indentured 
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Samoans to make up the necessary labour force, which speaks to the placement of the 

Chinese in the overall racial hierarchy of the German Empire.80  

Whereas the structure and organization of other territories were based on severe 

and strict racial divisions, in the case of Samoa, governors, including Wilhelm Solf, took 

a more paternalistic approach to colonial rule as the Samoans were often viewed as 

racially and culturally superior to other populations in the empire.81 German desires “to 

achieve gradual cultural elevation” for the Samoans resulted in collaboration with the 

local population in a way that was not present in the other colonies, including frequent 

consensual relationships with Samoan women and adopting pre-colonial government 

structures.82 Additionally, when compared to the other colonies, there was very little 

active and violent resistance against occupation due to efforts to integrate elements of 

Samoan society, such as local leadership, into colonial rule. The most notable exceptions 

were the Samoan women’s revolt against the prohibition of mixed marriages by the 

metropole and the protests against the poor treatment of labourer on plantations.83 

Although the Germans had a “greater appreciation” for the Samoans, the operation of 

the protectorate still relied on racial hierarchy and the employment of passive forms of 

violence to maintain their control.84  
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 Although German Samoa and German New Guinea were frequently associated in 

sources from the imperial period and within the historiography, there were several key 

differences in the structure and operation of these colonies.85 Economic interest, 

specifically from Adolph von Hansemann and the German New Guinea Company, first 

led Germany to the region. The company held onto the northeastern portion of the New 

Guinean Island, from then known as Kaiser Wilhemsland, until 1898, when Imperial 

Germany assumed control.86 The colony also included Palau, Nauru, the Mariana, 

Marshall, and Caroline Islands, as well as the islands and atolls surrounding New 

Guinea. Like Samoa, there were very few German immigrants to the territory, with only 

two hundred and sixty-one women residing there.87 With a similar climate to Samoa, 

agriculture was often a means of self-sustenance for the settler and colonized 

populations, with copra as a key crop.88 The local inhabitants of the colony included 

Papuans, Palauans, Nauruans, and Marshallese peoples, who were often viewed as 

racially inferior to the Samoans and frequently likened to the colonized populations in 

Africa within sources from the imperial period. This supposed inferiority, as historian 

Emma Thomas argued, resulted in forced local indentured labour and imported Chinese 

workers making up a large portion of the workforce on New Guinea plantations with 

frequent “instances of abduction, assault, sexual exploitation, and rape.”89 However, this 
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response to the New Guineans and other groups was not widespread throughout the 

colony as the colonial administration consciously integrated some elements of local 

governance, including the luluai, into their rule.90 This often-contradictory nature of rule 

in German New Guinea highlighted the lack of consistency in applying the empire's 

racial hierarchy.  

Like other Western European powers, including the French and the British, 

Imperial Germany had a growing interest in establishing a base in China to simplify 

trade and exploit the country’s resources. The opportunity finally presented itself with 

the murder of two German missionaries in 1897. The German Naval Ministry, under 

Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and with the aid of Edmund von Heyking, used these 

offences to negotiate a lease for the harbour of Kiautschou from the Chinese government 

for ninety-nine years.91 Like the other colonies in the empire, the economic goals for the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory never came to fruition due to the relatively short 

period of occupation and the loss of the protectorate during the First World War.92 As 

the territory was composed of mainly Chinese inhabitants, Kiautschou quickly became 

the largest city in the German overseas Empire. The German community consisted 

primarily of naval officers and merchants. Only a few white women resided in the 

colony despite reports that the harbour possessed a “generally healthy climate, 

essentially not too different from Germany; cold, dry and sunny in winter, hot and 

humid in summer.”93  
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Despite the relatively small size of the harbour, there was a desire to transform 

the lease into a colony “that would showcase new approaches to colonialism in both the 

national and international arena.”94 Efforts were made to introduce ‘markers’ of 

European society, including “urban structures, a railway, a modern port, a programme of 

afforestation, medical and hygiene facilities, [a] modern sewage system, and [a] 

telegraph system,” into the area.95 However, these plans did not benefit the local Chinese 

populations, as severe segregation was enforced between the white Germans and the 

surrounding inhabitants. German media in the metropole reinforced this divide, which 

perpetuated stereotypes linking a lack of modernity, cleanliness, and hygiene with 

China.96 The mistreatment of the Chinese, the desire to expand inland and the 

introduction of “native” policies, which limited Chinese rights within the protectorate, 

resulted in increased resistance against European occupation more generally.97   

Systems of Colonial Violence 

For the German settlers and the forcibly colonized inhabitants throughout the empire, 

violence was an everyday occurrence and manifested itself in two different forms: 

everyday and extreme aggression.98 The first type presented itself as routine hostility 

against the colonized populations, which included but was not limited to policing, 

segregation, sexual assault, and corporal punishment.99 During the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, European colonialism was intrinsically linked to this form of 
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aggression as enthusiasts, administrators, and settlers believed expressions of power 

were necessary to maintain their rule and manufactured racial superiority. Historian 

David Blackbourn contends that “racism and cultural contempt made colonial subjects 

into dehumanized objects, while Berlin was willing to give wide discretion to the men 

on the spot and not ask too many questions unless a missionary or member of the 

Reichstag made a case of abuse too public to ignore.”100  

Conversely, extreme violence only occurred in three instances in the empire. 

Historian Susanne Kuss reports that extreme aggression was triggered by increased 

resistance from the forcibly colonized populations against the German occupation and its 

everyday hostilities.101 The first occurrence of mass resistance against German 

imperialism was the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. In China, there was a growing concern 

among a coalition of young men over the loss of territory and increased European 

involvement in the country, including Christian missionaries and the construction of 

railways. While Empress Cixi originally agreed to Western encroachment, she shifted 

her thinking, adopting the attitude of the Boxers and attempting to prevent future land 

negotiations.102 This was unacceptable for the European, Japanese, and American forces 

who had a vested economic interest in the country that they viewed as their political and 

cultural inferior. To quell the Boxer discontentment, they used violent means “to force 

China into accepting the rules of the game established by the so-called Western civilized 

world.”103 Under General Waldersee, the German military forces attempted to “pacify” 
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Boxer and civilian uprisings throughout northern China.104 However, the German public 

in the metropole did not support the methods employed during the Boxer Rebellion, as 

such actions challenged “Germany’s claim to be upholding the norms of civilized 

behaviour.”105 This sentiment was not expressed during subsequent mass conflicts in 

other territories. 

 By 1904, extreme violence had emerged in other areas of the German Empire. 

The growing dissatisfaction with German rule in South West Africa led the Herero to 

rebel in the spring of 1904 and the Nama later that fall. The original ‘uprising had come 

as a shock to many German settlers and administrators, who naively overlooked years of 

deplorable treatment of local employees and their land and livestock acquisition from 

colonized populations.106 While Governor Theodor Leutwein initially believed that a 

peaceful resolution could be found, political leaders in the metropole called for the 

“unconditional surrender of the Herero.”107 Although in the early months of the conflict, 

the Herero, Nama, and Germans all suffered casualties, this shifted with the arrival of 

General Lothar von Trotha and his extermination proclamation, which promised “rivers 

of blood.”108 This transformed the conflict into what many perceived to be a racial war 

and, ultimately, the first genocide of the twentieth century.109 Trotha and his forces 
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introduced labour and concentration camps on Shark Island and in Swakopmund and 

oversaw the mass execution and starvation of Herero and Nama men, women, and 

children.110 While the government in the metropole attempted to rescind Trotha’s 

declaration several weeks later, irreparable damage had already occurred.111 It was 

estimated that only fifteen thousand Herero and ten thousand Nama survived after 

1908.112 For many German settlers who lived through the conflict, there was very little 

remorse over the actions taken as they believed themselves to be the victims of the 

conflict and the Herero and the Nama to be the enemy.113 For example, Margarethe von 

Eckenbrecher thought that the conflict restored the racial hierarchy of the colony as she 

felt that “there was no future for the Herero [and Nama] within their own political and 

social structure.”114 The lack of empathy and humanity also extended to the German 

racial science and anthropological communities, many of whom returned to the 

metropole with Herero skulls to complete anatomical and phrenological studies.115 These 

skulls remained in German hospitals, museums and other academic institutions into the 

twenty-first century, and it was not until 2011 that some of the remains returned to 

Namibia.116  
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 On the other side of the continent, the Germans were also fighting a war against 

the dissatisfied and disenfranchised colonized population in East Africa. Although the 

Muslim residents and the Wahehe actively resisted German occupation in the last 

decades of the nineteenth century, the Maji Maji Rebellion from 1905-1907 was the first 

uprising in the colony that saw the unification of multiple groups from the entire 

southern region of the territory, such as the Matumbi, Ngoni, Yao, and a portion of the 

Muslim population.117 Before the conflict, there were emerging concerns among the 

forcibly colonized population over increased taxation, forced labour, and the prohibition 

of traditional practices, including hunting and dancing.118 The local combatants 

employed guerilla warfare and attacked colonial structures and settler communities. The 

German response, initiated by Gustav Adolf von Götzen, saw the destruction of crops 

and farmland to starve and ultimately defeat the fighters, restoring German power in the 

colony.119 A subsequent famine at the end of the conflict contributed to this starvation, 

resulting in over three hundred thousand African deaths.120 Unlike the Herero and Nama 

Genocide, the Maji Maji Rebellion received very little attention in the metropole, 

potentially due to the concurrent warfare in the Southwest and the larger number of 

settlers who resided there. Those who were aware did not perceive this conflict as “a 

racial war or a war of annihilation but rather as an attempt to pacify rebellious regions,” 

unlike in the South West.121  
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Creating a White German Identity 

Before the Herero and Nama genocide, there were ongoing debates in both the 

metropole and the colonies about what constituted whiteness, Germanness, and 

‘indigenousness’ and how to maintain these manufactured characteristics throughout the 

empire. As previously stated, it was predominantly young, single German men travelling 

and residing in the newly acquired African territories during the first phase of colonial 

occupation; these men would frequently engage in consensual and non-consensual 

relationships with local women.122 This was a concern for many male and female 

colonial enthusiasts in the metropole due to the fear that white German men could 

potentially “go native” and cause racial degeneration, destabilizing colonial rule; by 

failing to control their sexual urges, female colonial enthusiasts believed that men would 

“lower themselves culturally by mixing with Africans, sexually and socially,” which 

could threaten white German ‘superiority.’123 To deter these unions, single female 

colonists gradually migrated, mainly to the South West but also to East Africa and 

Samoa. However, the push to send German women to the colonies to combat this issue 

was largely fruitless. While there were sometimes shortages of white women in the 

colonies, there was frequently a proportionate number of men to women, particularly in 

Africa.124 Still, many men often preferred local wives due to their familiarity with the 

languages and environments. This was especially the case in German Samoa.125 

Ultimately, the male colonialists and settlers resented efforts to control their sexuality.126  
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 Concerns over these mixed-race relationships also extended to children produced 

from these unions, a fact that was capitalized on by women looking to increase female 

involvement in the empire.127 As the offspring of German men, these children were 

theoretically German and afforded certain rights in the eyes of Kaiserreich and its laws, 

which were often applied haphazardly and inconsistently in the colonies.128 However, 

this defied the notion of Germanness, which at the time was frequently associated with 

both racial and cultural whiteness; as scholar Fatima El-Tayeb writes, “German blood 

meant white blood.”129 For settlers in the colonies and politicians in the metropole, the 

children also had the potential to destabilize white German rule and supremacy due to 

their ‘elevated status’ and their ability to acclimatize to the local climates.130 The 

outbreak of the Herero and Nama wars in 1904 provided the administrators with the 

needed catalyst to ‘end’ the mixed-race issue and end the ongoing ‘issue’ of racial 

degeneration.131 By 1905, laws were passed in the South West, East Africa, and Samoa 

that strictly prohibited mixed-race relationships between German men and local women 

and annulled any marriages that had already existed to deny legitimacy to the children 

that would continue to be born from such unions.132 The reconfiguration of mixed-race 

and native as racial qualifiers stripped the local wives and mixed-race children of their 

legal right to German nationality.133 However, the application of these laws varied 
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greatly throughout the empire. For example, German men and Samoan women alike 

vehemently opposed the ban on mixed marriages and, by extension, discriminating 

against mixed-race children.134 According to historian Matthew P. Fitzpatrick, colonial 

officials in Samoa used “cultural, religious and agnatic criteria to circumvent strict racial 

assessments;” still, by the start of the First World War, the laws were no longer open to 

interpretation.135 While mixed-race unions were legally prohibited in the South West, 

East Africa and Samoa, the most notable exception was New Guinea despite Governor 

Albert Hahl’s publicized marriage to a local woman and his children with her.136 

Everyday Life in Settler Societies 

While colonial enthusiasts, administrators and settlers attempted to recreate Imperial 

Germany abroad, the reality was not as simple. While emigration was largely 

encouraged, especially to the South West and East Africa, certain groups of emigrants 

were deemed more desirable. Upper-class and bourgeois Germans, as well as farmers, 

were encouraged to migrate to the colonies as they would have the means to “afford to 

hire African labour and appropriately act as the master race that Germans ought to 

be.”137 It was difficult for colonial enthusiasts to limit and restrict who travelled to and 

resided in the colonies. In theory, these new environments provided opportunities not 

available in the metropole for individuals, such as the poor, ill, and criminals.138 At the 

same time, it was believed that the presence of these people challenged the Germans’ 
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claim to cultural superiority and civilized nature.139 While Germans from various classes 

did end up in the territories, the societal and cultural markers of the bourgeoisie and 

upper class came to represent what it meant to be culturally German in the colonies.140 

For example, settler communities organized coffee parties and literary circles, celebrated 

Christmas, danced at balls, and sang folk songs (Illustration 1.1). However, many of 

these past times started to lose their appeal in the metropole by the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries.141 German settler and colonial administrators tended to cling to 

more traditional and conservative values than their compatriots at home.142  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Illustration 1.1: Members of the 

Schutztruppe in German South West 

Africa celebrating Christmas. 

“Unteroffiziere der Schutztruppe in 

Südwest feiern Weihnachten,” Kolonie 

und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 14 (12 

December 1910), 1. 
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For white German women, the colonial sphere presented a means to achieve 

independence and status in a way rarely afforded in the metropole by capitalizing on 

their racial and cultural identity to “claim a larger social and political role.”143 As 

“bastions of national culture,” they could prevent the ‘dilution’ of racial and cultural 

Germanness in the colonial sphere, ensuring that German men and children would 

remain “good Germans and maintain ties to the Heimat.”144 Colonial enthusiasts, such as 

Paulin Gräfin Monteglas, claimed that “without women, the colony will always be just a 

strange land, in which a people could not take root.”145 This included the creation of a 

proper and clean German home, which was frequently the site of interactions with the 

forcibly colonized populations in their ‘employment.’146 However, settler women often 

clung to feminine and domestic values that had begun to fall to the wayside in the 

metropole. While women in the metropole began championing female emancipation and 

increased integration of women into the public sphere, enthusiasts in the German 

Colonial Women’s League defended the role that women played in the private sphere as 

they were the ‘only’ ones who could recreate Germany in the territories through 

domesticity, traditions and motherhood.147 Male colonial enthusiasts did not initially 

believe that women were vital to the colonial projects, but the latter convinced the 

former that they were “necessary to the empire.”148 For those ill-prepared for life in the 
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colonies, colonial schools, found in locations such as Keetmanshoop, German South 

West Africa, and run by women such as Helene von Falkenhausen, helped young 

women learn the necessary skills to thrive in the South West.149 This sentiment was 

reinforced in the metropole through colonial memoirs and novellas written by women 

like Falkenhausen, Clara Brockmann, Freida Zieschank and Lydia Höpker. Many of 

these publications featured competent, independent, and brave female farmers and 

housewives to “reassure bourgeois German readers about the essential Germanness of 

such qualities as cleanliness, order, and well-organized household management.”150 

They also wanted female readers to gain an “understanding of [their] duties in the 

overseas territories, encouraging further migration.151 

 Germans at home in the metropole were not excluded from the colonial 

experience. Instead, imagery, artifacts, and even representatives of the forcibly 

colonized populations were transported from the far reaches of the empire to the public 

at home. Advertisements and postcards frequently featured images and caricatures of the 

local inhabitants. These pictures helped to establish and reinforce the idea of “natural 

hierarchies of race and peoples” with the Germans as “masters of the world and as 

benevolent civilizers in the colonies.”152 Memoirs and travelogues were also mass-

produced and consumed regularly in the metropole, providing European inhabitants with 

a glimpse of life in the empire and the trials faced when “dealing” with the colonized 

populations. Colonial shows, exhibitions, and human zoos, such as the Berlin Colonial 
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Exhibition and Carl Hagenbeck’s travelling demonstration, regularly included forcibly 

colonized men and women in often deliberately sexual clothing, performing dances and 

everyday activities.153 Exploiting these individuals for German amusement also helped 

shape the narrative “that there were natural hierarchies of race and peoples.”154 

Conclusion 

 

During the First World War, Allied forces conquered the German-held territories in 

Africa, the South Seas and China. For the approximately 25,000 Germans who lived in 

the colonies at the time, they were presented with two options: civilian internment 

camps throughout Europe, India, Australia, and Africa or deportation home to the 

metropole.155 It was not until after the war in 1919 that Imperial Germany was officially 

stripped of its colonial status at the Paris Peace Conference when Allied forces 

determined that Germany had failed to maintain said effective rule.156 The Allied forces, 

including South Africa and New Zealand, subsequently occupied the territories and 

placed the forcibly colonized populations under their control. The loss of the colonies 

was a “humiliating” blow to many German women, who had incorporated their position 

as white settlers and colonizers into their identity and personality.157 Before the war, 

these women, including Magdalene von Prince, Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, and Lene 

Haase, each possessed a sense of racial “arrogance” maintained by “the unequal power 

relation inherent in colonial rule.”158 Through the examination of colonial structures, 
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systems of violence, national and racial identity, and life in the German colonies, this 

chapter has identified how this sense of white racial superiority came into being. While 

their experiences varied greatly depending on their colony of residence, these women 

each capitalized on the initial “colonial fantasies” that permeated throughout the 

metropole as well as the disparate environments of the empire to reinforce their often-

precarious placement above the forcibly colonized populations in the racial hierarchy. 159 
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Chapter 2  

 

The Preservation of Whiteness:  

Settler Beauty Norms in the Metropole and the Colonial Sphere 

 
In a 1912 travelogue on her time in German South West Africa, Clara 

Brockmann warned potential female settlers about some physical tolls their relocation to 

the colony could potentially take on their bodies: “It was a well-known fact that females 

in southern countries tend to wither faster than in northern zones. The German woman 

who emigrates to Africa will also have this undesirable experience…. One sees ladies in 

Africa whose age is overestimated by more than ten years.”1 She continued and outlined 

explicitly how, in only three short years, the African climate and environment could 

impact and threaten the aesthetics and racial superiority of white German women, 

including “the appearance of freckles and crow’s feet…their hair [falling] out, and the 

decomposition process of the teeth progress[ing] faster.”2 This somewhat foreboding 

excerpt from Brockmann’s widely circulated travel diary was not unique as other female 

colonial enthusiasts, including Maria Kuhn and Leonore Nießen-Deiters, warned of the 

effects that overseas settlement had on white German women’s overall physical beauty, 

cleanliness, and racial composition. They, too, cautioned German women against 

remaining in most of the protectorates permanently due to the “risk of disease and 

degeneration” and the “threat of the climate.”3 However, despite these cautions, 

Brockmann, Kuhn, and Nießen-Deiters continued encouraging female migration, 
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believing it was a woman’s duty to ‘protect’ Germanness and whiteness in the colonial 

sphere.4 

For German women, the preservation of whiteness and the maintenance of 

specific standards of aesthetics from the metropole were necessary to ensure their racial, 

sexual, and moral superiority over the forcibly colonized populations.5 Potential racial 

degeneration, fear about mixed-race relationships, self-doubt, vanity, and jealousy drove 

their pursuit of European beauty standards in the remote regions of the empire.6 Women 

turned to haircare, skincare, soap, and clothing items to uphold all the qualities that 

supposedly defined the white “Aryan” race and German bourgeois femininity at the turn 

of the twentieth century, including specific hair colours, complexion, silhouettes, and 

cleanliness.7 However, this was not always the most straightforward undertaking. 

Women in the African colonies, the South Seas protectorates, and the Kiautschou Bay 

Leased Territory often found it challenging to maintain the ideals of appearance and 

behaviour from Europe and preserve their racial and cultural whiteness. Varying 

climates, isolating geography, product inaccessibility, prohibitive costs, and 

inappropriate clothing made it difficult for German women to protect their supposed 

white superiority, which was one of the principal justifications for German colonial rule 

in the late nineteenth century.  
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The continual efforts of German colonial women to obtain the necessary 

skincare, hair care, hygiene products, and clothing items no matter the hindrances 

demonstrate the value they placed on appearance, cleanliness, and whiteness. In theory, 

whiteness and cleanliness allowed German women to maintain and sometimes improve 

their position in the manufactured racial and gender hierarchies, potentially altering their 

roles in the public sphere in a way that was rarely afforded to them at home due to their 

gender.8 By maintaining standards of beauty from the metropole, German women could 

elevate their status above the forcibly colonized populations both in their minds and but 

also for their male compatriots, reinforcing their power.9 However, such ambitions often 

proved illusory. Many cosmetic products, aesthetic ideals, behavioural traits, and racial 

characteristics women valued so greatly were manufactured and constructed by 

predominantly male anthropologists, nationalists, doctors, and businessmen.10 By 

fabricating the physical, behavioural, cultural, racial, and gendered standards to which 

German women held themselves and, eventually, the colonized populations, men 

influenced female behaviour in the metropole and colonial sphere, demonstrating 

hegemonic control.11 However, while women internalized these characteristics, they also 

manipulated these qualifiers for their benefit, demonstrating a degree of consciousness 

and agency.  
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Through the analysis of beauty publications, anthropological studies, 

advertisements, and colonial memoirs and novellas, this chapter argues that preserving 

female racial and cultural whiteness and German standards of beauty was a means for 

women to gain control of racialized bodies in the colonial sphere. By tracing the origins 

of skincare, haircare, and cosmetics in nineteenth and early twentieth-century Germany, 

this chapter also demonstrates how the external and internal aesthetic expectations 

placed on these women manifested as anxieties and insecurities in the colonies. These 

feelings manifested in different forms throughout many European empires.12 Pressures 

from men in the colonies and the metropole, as well as settler women’s own 

expectations, drove their pursuit of female European standards of beauty in the remote 

regions of the empire. Although men were not always aware of its significance, the 

perceived attractiveness of ‘their’ women was an essential element of German rule as, 

according to historian Lora Wildenthal, “a society’s advancement could be measured by 

the condition of its women.”13 The chapter is divided into two sections. The first 

addresses the foundation of gendered notions of white beauty in the metropole, and the 

second looks at how women attempted to achieve said standards in the colonies to 

highlight how notions of white female beauty were created and maintained in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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Gendered Beauty Standards in the Metropole 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.0: The title page from Jakobine 

Weiler’s beauty manual, which promises 

readers a way to “maintain their beauty until old 

age.” Jakobine Weiler, Kosmetik des weiblichen 

Geschlechts: oder, die geheime Kunst, 

Schönheit und Gesundheit zu vervollkommnen 

und bis ins Späteste Alter zu erhalten (Kempten: 

Dannheimer, 1833). 

 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Enlightenment and the 

emergence of modern natural sciences, such as botany and pharmacology, resulted in a 

shift in the importance of personal care and the natural maintenance of one’s body 

among members of the European public.14 Hygiene, health, and, by extension, beauty 

became daily concerns for everyday bourgeois Germans, who adopted these practices as 

markers of their class: “Good health was one of these values [that could not] be 

explained solely in terms of hygiene but must also be understood as an expression of 
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bourgeois self-description.”15 Gradually, Kosmetik (cosmetic) and aesthetics gained 

importance as it was believed that “perfect beauty [was] the harmony between the 

physical and psychological parts of the human body.”16 If a woman was beautiful, she 

was considered healthy. In response to this growing demand for self-care, men and a few 

women wrote and published Schönheitsratgeber (beauty manuals) for bourgeois women, 

which outlined how they should behave. Topics discussed included prescribed care and 

maintenance of their bodies, both internally and externally, femininity, morality, 

domesticity, the regulation of their emotions, and the importance of ‘cleanliness’ and 

hygiene.17 These authors, including Jakobine Weiler, Johann Valentin Müller, and Julius 

Beyse, contended that women required these guidelines because, as members of the 

“passive,” “weaker,” and “fairer” sex, they often did not know how to properly care for 

their physical and emotional wellbeing and, by extension, their future children.18 Some 

authors believed it was their obligation to construct the ideal gender characteristics and 

the often purposely vague physical beauty standards that purportedly defined a normal 

and natural white German woman in the nineteenth century. Women were the bearers of 

human life and needed to be healthy, both physically and morally, to ensure the 

preservation of the white race.19 While there were female authors, like Jakobine Weiler, 
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their beauty manuals contained advice identical to male-written texts (Illustration 2.0). 

They helped perpetuate very similar gender stereotypes as their male counterparts, 

including “the same ideal of femininity and the same bourgeois values.”20 

Although these authors attempted to create guidelines every German woman 

‘needed’ to adhere to, these early nineteenth-century guidebooks often featured 

contradictory advice within the same publication. While they cautioned women against 

using products that could alter their natural appearance and ultimately threaten their 

racial ‘purity,’ they also included instructions and recipes to help improve their 

physique, refine their hair texture, and eradicate unpleasant skin conditions.21 In her 

1833 beauty manual, Jakobine Weiler stated, "The whole art of maintaining a beautiful 

complexion does  not lie in the use of beauty waters but in the simple universal medicine 

of “cleanliness.” Daily washing of the body, diligent bathing, and cleanliness of daily 

linens are the main means of maintaining beauty.”22 Weiler also featured many formulas 

for women to manufacture at home, including a “beauty vinegar for older women” that 

would improve their appearance. She instructed the female reader to grind “six daffodil 

bulbs and two lots of fresh nettle seeds” in a stone mortar, let the mixture sit for twenty-

four hours before being combined with rose vinegar, and then before its application, 

washing water needed to be added to “maintain a pleasant appearance.”23 These skincare 

products that helped improve the complexion were acceptable as they helped to 

“regulate the body’s nature.”24 
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Some colour cosmetics were permissible for bourgeois women, but only if they 

were ‘invisible’ and accentuated certain elements, such as eyelashes and cheeks, that 

elevated their facial features. According to historian Kathy Peiss, “naturalness” during 

the nineteenth century was “a culturally constructed category orienting standards of 

beauty, taste and respectability”; any visible cosmetics were viewed as “corporeal 

hypocrisy” and immoral.25 For members of the European bourgeoisie and the middle 

class in the United States of America, excessive makeup application was primarily 

associated with “corrupt and uncontrolled sexuality, vanity, and deceit.”26 Overt colour 

cosmetics were markers of the lower classes as it was assumed that predominantly sex 

workers used makeup to enhance their features.27 Instead, women were encouraged to 

use products that would subtly improve their appearance in beauty manuals. For 

instance, Julius Beyse suggested his “Aurora-Pomade,” made from cocoa butter and 

violet root power, to help “produce a beautiful blush that is inversely related to the 

body's temperature.”28 Likewise, Hermann Klencke recommended Kohl for women to 

colour their eyelashes like Middle Eastern women, revealing the prevalence of 

Orientalist thinking throughout the German principalities in the nineteenth century.29 

Klencke noted that women from the region used the product to help accentuate the 

beauty of their eyes and emphasize their “long, dark eyelashes.”30 Despite the frequent 

contradictions in beauty manuals, these texts created and shaped female gender norms 
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and physical expectations in pre-unification Germany.31 They moulded the behaviour of 

everyday women towards the ideals of what they deemed beautiful and defined the 

parameters women strove to emulate in the metropole and, eventually, the colonial 

sphere.  

 In the years following unification, beauty manuals gradually fell out of favour.32 

In their stead, women’s magazines and newspapers, such as Die Deutsche Moden-

Zeitung, Illustrierte Frauen-Zeitung, and Für die Frauen, began to monopolize the 

reading habits of bourgeois German women looking to learn more about fashion, art, 

aesthetics, health, and personal care. They gave female readers the necessary knowledge 

about how “to present their bodies in a specific way to gain public acceptance.”33 The 

advice featured in these magazines and periodicals contained a similar tone to detailed 

instructions from the earlier guidebooks, all aimed at creating the ideal German woman. 

For example, the 21 April 1889 edition of Illustrierte Frauen-Zeitung: Modenwelt 

featured images of hairstyles for women at every stage of life and detailed directions to 

achieve said looks (see Illustration 2.1).34 In the 5 March 1912 edition of Für die 

Frauen, readers were advised to maintain their “light blonde hair;” to achieve “this 

colour, one must wash it once a week with an infusion of Roman chamomile or a 

quillaja bark infusion.”35 Likewise, an article from 2 October 1914 linked hair colour 

with enduring contentment. According to the unidentified author, “the fact that hair 

colour [could] be decisive importance for the choice of love and thus for happiness in 

 
31 Ramsbrock, The Science of Beauty, 42. 
32 This was primarily due to the increase in the popularity in cosmetics surgery and the push of German 
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life require[d] no further discussion.” 36  Darker colours were perceived as less desirable, 

revealing the emerging racial ideology permeating beauty standards in the metropole. 

Like the beauty manuals, the authors of these articles emphasized specific characteristics 

as more fashionable and suitable than others; women could become wonderful and 

epitomize white Germanness if they possessed these prescribed qualities. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.1: “Modenwelt,” 

Illustrierte Frauenzeitung 16, (21 

April 1889), 61. 
 

At the turn of the twentieth century, bourgeois German women started 

emphasizing and modifying their appearance by using skincare, haircare, cosmetics, and 

even surgery more regularly. The scientific discoveries of microbiologists and early 

bacteriologists Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, the creation of modern cosmetic 
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dermatology, the mass production of consumer goods, and the rise of the female 

customer spurred this change.37 For many, “beauty care [was] no longer derided as vain 

as it used to be, but, like health care, [was] considered something natural and the 

fulfilment of a noble duty to oneself and others.”38 Physicians, advertising executives, 

and businessmen, the majority of whom were men, deemed it culturally, socially, and 

morally acceptable for German women to alter their appearance. Women looking to take 

on more prominent roles in the public sphere capitalized on this shift.39 Hygiene and 

cosmetics companies began to use “health claims, enticing advertising and other devices 

to pitch their new beauty products.”40 In their advertisements, manufacturers, including 

Schwarzkopf, promised that any woman could be beautiful, but only if they had the 

correct products.41 Frequently, these ads featured very little text and instead depicted 

young, attractive women with luxurious hair and perfect pale skin against picturesque 

backdrops.42 For example, the advertisement for Frl. Ada Kitzing-Moser’s “Captin Haar-

Wasser” only presented a woman with a rose tucked into her long, flowing brown hair.43 

Likewise, Carl Geutner’s washing powders included an attractive and elegantly dressed 

young woman holding a flower to her chest with no written indication of the purpose of 

the product.44 While these ads did not include any information on the beauty products 

they advertised, they suggested what type of women their female readers could become 
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with the aid of their products and what type of women they should be, fueling a sense of 

anxiety for women who failed to meet these expectations.45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.2: An advertisement for several 

hair, skin and eye care products from H.U. 

Schröder-Schenke. The advertisements promised 

readers that natural beauty care was the only way 

that they could be beautiful. Institut für 

Schönheitspflege H.U. Schröder Schenke, “Es gibt 

nur einen Weg zur Schönheit,” advertisement, 

Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 1 (15 

September 1910): 15. 

 

Even though women were still encouraged to maintain their ‘natural’ appearance, 

specific physical characteristics, including a fair complexion, smooth hair, and a trim 
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figure, were more desirable than others. Many beauty products targeted and covered 

elements that supposedly detracted from a woman’s attractiveness and health, such as 

freckles, scars, and wrinkles.46 H.U. Schröder-Schenke, the Berlin-based self-care 

company manufacturing skincare, haircare, colour cosmetics, and body care, created 

many ‘natural’ products to help German women achieve their ultimate physical 

potential. The brand contended that due to “scientific research in modern times,” it was 

possible to “identify the causes of cosmetic defects, the actual destroyers of beauty and, 

through their final elimination, to open the way to the full development of lasting and 

true beauty.”47 However, many of their products capitalized on female insecurities 

surrounding appearance and identity.48 For example, their facial lotion, “Venus,” was 

intended to remove “freckles, blackheads, pimples, large-pored skin, red nose… pale 

complexion, rough, brittle skin, greasy skin, yellow spots, milia, and all complexion 

defects that so often disfigure even the prettiest face” in only two short weeks 

(Illustration 2.2).49 Likewise, “Bella,” their eye balm, promised women that their 

“eyebrows and eyelashes [would] become full and blissful, crow’s feet, dark circles, and 

puffiness disappear in a short time.”50 The manufacturers proposed that long term use 

could even “develop and strengthen your eyesight at the same time.”51 In their mind, no 

white women had the excuse to be ‘ugly’ or unhealthy, as there were products available 
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to transform them into the ultimate specimen of white German beauty, a sentiment 

shared in both the colonies and metropole.52  

With the aid of skincare and haircare, aging was no longer a concern as products 

promised to help a woman retain the splendour of her youth.53 According to historian 

Laura Hurd Clarke, a woman’s status within society became increasingly unstable as she 

aged: “An older woman’s ability to claim and harness physical attractiveness as a 

resource is progressively diminished over time as a result of the way that beauty is 

socially constructed.”54 For men and women in Imperial Germany, youthfulness and 

virginity were intrinsically linked to whiteness, cleanliness, femininity, and 

attractiveness.55 H.U. Schröder-Schenke and other companies, including Georg Dralle, 

Anna Csillag and Carl Höfer, offered ‘hygienic’ solutions for women to retain their 

virginal splendour as their products combatted wrinkles and grey hair.56 For example, 

Schröder-Schenke’s peeling lotion promised to reveal new skin that “appears 

wonderfully clean, youthful and elastic, the kind you would otherwise only find in 

children,” and it would target areas of sagging and withering due to its tightening 

properties.57 Likewise, their hair tonic “Lorelei” ensured a woman’s “hair does not turn 

gray or fall out and remains a permanent adornment of [their] face with its thick, silky 
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softness” (Illustration 2.3).58 With these and other skincare and haircare products, 

women could delay any sign of aging, including hair loss, grey hair, wrinkles, and 

dullness and maintain their status within society as sexually viable, an essential feature 

in the colonial sphere.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.3: An advertisement that 

outlined how their female audience could 

achieve their “ideal” beauty. Institut für 

Schönheitspflege H.U. Schröder Schenke, 

“Wie werde ich schön?” advertisement, 

Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, 

no. 28 (1911), 16. 
 

The efforts of cosmetics and toiletries companies to fabricate the ideal feminine 

German woman resulted in products that emphasized the female silhouette as a construct 
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of beauty. Historian Michael Hau reports a growing concern among members of the life 

reform movement, physicians, racial scientists, and politicians in the late nineteenth 

century that women were shedding their feminine figure as they moved towards more 

masculine pursuits and entered the public sphere.59 The solution was products that 

ensured the preservation of their feminine physique and sexual attractiveness. For 

instance, H.U. Schröder-Schenke’s cream, “Juno,” promised a woman’s bustline could 

“develop to the highest perfection” in six to eight weeks as “bony prominences on the 

chest, neck and neck disappear, the forms become full and voluptuous, but without 

exceeding their normal fullness.”60 Other products were designed to emphasize a trim 

waistline, a ‘necessary’ element of any white feminine body.61 Hermann Straube 

marketed an “elastic rubber crepe body bandage” to eradicate “fat layers on the hips” 

through contractions (Illustration 2.4).62 Similarly, H.U. Schröder-Schenke’s “Norma” 

guaranteed “rapid weight loss in the areas where it is used,” including “wide hips, a 

strong stomach, an overly full bust or an abundance of body shapes.”63 Both products 

were intended to return consumers to the most desirable feminine figure.64 Like a large 

portion of cosmetics from the turn of the century, the products were not only for female 

benefit but also for the sexual satisfaction of the male portion of the population.  
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Illustration 2.4: This 

crepe body bandage was 

designed to give German 

women a slim figure. 

Hermann Straube, 

„Schlanke Figur,“ 

advertisement, Kolonie 

und Heimat in Wort und 

Bild 4, no. 27 (1911), 13. 
 

In addition to efforts to define the ideal woman based on specific physical, 

moral, and domestic characteristics, what it meant to be culturally and racially German 

was also up for debate in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. There was a 

growing interest among the scientific and political communities in determining “whether 

a distinct ‘Germanic type’” existed to legitimize the fledging nation-state.65 For many 

racial scientists and anthropologists, this involved the rejection of the designation of 

“Caucasian” and embracing “the Aryan myth,” which claimed that nineteenth-century 

Germans descended from an ancient and superior race, the Teutons.66 According to 

historian Anette Dietrich, this mythos not only provided the German people with “a 

tradition that went back to prehistoric times and gave the appearance of ethnic and 
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cultural homogeneity” but also allowed the Germans to differentiate themselves from 

other populations due to the appearance and lineage.67 It was used as a form of exclusion 

against other European nationalities and global populations, including to justify overseas 

expansion and identify German Jews as “a different race.”68 Racial scientists and 

anthropologists attempted to determine ideal physical characteristics, including fair skin, 

blonde hair, and blue eyes, that were distinctly “Aryan” and white. They manufactured 

racial distinctions between whites and nonwhites using culture, hair texture, blood 

quantity, craniology, and skin complexion.69 Many studies relied on arbitrary and minute 

differences in appearance to establish racial characteristics. For example, Eugen Fischer 

relied on apparent variances in blood and culture to isolate the Rehobothers from other 

local populations in German Southwest Africa.70 These efforts were further compounded 

throughout the empire as colonial governments relied on these distinctions to maintain 

their rule. 

However, there was no consensus among racial scientists and anthropologists 

over the existence of specific physical characteristics that defined all white Germans at 

the time. Some anthropologists and physicians, including Carl H. Stratz, believed this 
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pursuit was fruitless as “like every civilized people, the German [race] also combine[d] 

the most diverse racial elements in itself, and anyone who [was] embarrassed by the 

thought that there [was] no German race should console themselves with the fact that 

there [was] no French or an English race either.”71 Stratz argued that because the various 

groups throughout the newly unified Germany, including Jews, Swabians, and 

Bavarians, all possessed differing physical characteristics, it prevented the creation of a 

homogenous German ‘race.’ Instead, he contended that “real German female 

beauty…[was] the result of a happy mixture of different racial elements” and did not 

possess specific physical characteristics.72 Other anthropologists argued that cultural 

practices were a better marker of race and nationality than physical traits. For example, 

anthropologist Amy L. Locke declared in her study on German women: “Whether Saxon 

or Swabian, there [was] no race of women more thrifty, more frugal, more hardworking 

than the German peasants.”73 For many, the cult of domesticity and cleanliness became a 

racial and unifying distinction for women throughout Germany, both in the metropole 

and the colonies.74 Originally a bourgeois value, it was adopted by women of all classes 

as “cleanliness was next to Germanness.”75 Despite the lack of consensus on the 

existence of a distinct German race, a sense of white superiority was diffused among 

Germans throughout the empire due to their skin tone and cultural behaviours.76 
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Illustration 2.5: An 

advertisement for a store selling 

musical instruments and other 

items in Dresden. Musikhaus H. 

Schwenke, advertisement, 

Kolonie Und Heimat in Wort 

Und Bild 6, no.1 (1912), 1. 
 

While the beauty and hygiene industries were impacted by this effort to define 

whiteness and Germanness more broadly, soap manufacturers explicitly engaged in the 

ongoing dialogue regarding whiteness, cleanliness, and the colonial other, demonstrating 

the racist undercurrent permeating throughout Imperial German society. During the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, soap was regarded by most European colonial 

powers and their populations in the metropole as a marker of civilization and morality.77 

By using soap, Europeans believed they possessed a higher status on the racial hierarchy 

than the colonized populations, who they thought were unhygienic and lacked the means 

to cleanse themselves.78 German soap manufacturers, including Steckenpferd and Georg 

Schicht, capitalized on this “commodity racism,” which saw the transformation of 

scientific racism and the civilizing missions into a consumable medium for the middle 
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class, who internalized these beliefs.79 However, this was not limited to soap advertising, 

as other companies marketed goods, such as leather care and imported products, with 

images of the forcibly colonized populations to reinforce the perception of Germans as 

racially superior (Illustration 2.5).80  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.6: Steckenpferd-Lilienmilch-Seife, 

„Liebling,“ advertisement, Kolonie und Heimat in 

Wort und Bild 4, no. 42 (1911), 13. 
 

Both Steckenpferd’s advertisements for their Lilienmilch-Seife and Fa. Georg 

Schicht’s marketing for Schicht-Seife often featured imagery and messaging that 

directly juxtaposed and fetishized clean and unclean, whiteness and the racialized 

“other.”81 Some of their ads featured German children and young women with 

seemingly angelic and innocent features and messaging that promised users “a rosy, 

youthful appearance, pure white, velvet-soft skin and a delicate, dazzlingly beautiful 
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complexion” (Illustration 2.6).82 For example, an advertisement for Steckenpferd 

featured a young, naked woman and her bar of soap being threatened by a demon who 

represented immorality (Illustration 2.7).83 Conversely, other advertisements included 

illustrations of the colonized other to reinforce the “hegemonic vision of racial 

uniformity” and white superiority.84 Often, these images contained “crude racial 

stereotypes.”85 One advertisement for Steckenpferd Lilienmilch-Seife featured a bar of 

soap on a sandy beach with a group of caricatured black men running towards the white 

bar and looking at it with awe, implying that they had never seen something like that 

before (Illustration 2.8).86 Likewise, a registered ad for Fa. Georg Schicht’s ‘Schicht-

Seife’ featured two Black men washing each other over a water bowl.87 The soap can be 

seen lightening the complexion of one man, equating his darker skin tone with 

uncleanliness. The prevalence of the colonial other in soap advertisements helped to 

solidify their perceived racial inferiority in the minds of many Germans both in the 

metropole and the colonial sphere, who equated the lack of what they determined to be 

hygiene with an absence of civility.88 
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Illustration 2.7: Steckenpferd-Lilienmilch-Seife, 

advertisement, Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 

4, no. 22 (1911), 14. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.8: Steckenpferd-Lilienmilch-Seife, 

advertisement, Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 

3, no. 18 (May 1910), 11. 
 

Gendered Beauty Standards in the Colonies 

While soap advertisements helped establish the advanced status of whiteness for the 

bourgeoisie in the metropole, the reality was not so simple in the colonies. Concerns and 

fears over preserving and creating racial and cultural whiteness dominated memoirs, 
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travelogues, novellas, and periodicals, such as Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild.89 

Many female authors attempted to encourage the further emigration of young, healthy 

white women to maintain the cultural and racial identity of overseas Germans and 

reassure women already living there of the importance of their contributions to 

maintaining colonial rule. The distribution of these publications helped to “maintain the 

spiritual connection with home,” and they were frequently available in many of the 

colonies, including at the Swakopmunder Buchhandlung in German Southwest Africa 

(Illustration 2.9).90 Female colonial enthusiasts such as Else Frobenius, Leonore Nießen-

Deiters, and Clara Brockmann believed the presence of white women would combat “the 

lonely life of bachelors” in the territories.91 To justify their place in the empire, these 

women and members of the Women’s League of the German Colonial Society engaged 

with prevailing discourses regarding the status of the female settler above the forcibly 

colonized in the racial hierarchy.92 Through the engagement of the racial science 

discourse regarding blood purity, Deiters-Niessen argued that women needed:  

To work against the bastardization that is so infinitely damaging to 

the real Germanization of the country and the superiority of our race. 

The bastard of whites and [Blacks], this hybrid of two blood-strange 

races - the fatal half-creature, screwed together from two halves that 

do not belong together, from contradictory and unnaturally combined 

characteristics of two incompatible stages of development, this being 

that is unhappy in itself and harmful to other beings because of its 

characteristics is a permanent one and growing danger for every 

colony. And there is only one effective antidote to this: the normal 

connection between whites, which upholds racial consciousness and 
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prevents the Germans from being brought down culturally and 

economically by a Black woman and bastard children.93 

 

The maintenance of cultural whiteness and domesticity was also a concern as Clara 

Brockmann declared German women were ‘needed’ because they were “the man’s chief 

servant, who without her [was] unable to establish a complete and exemplary farm 

household…she [saw] to it that German manner and customs, German family, [became] 

a home.”94 Without white women in the colonies to act as a buffer, these authors feared 

that Germans could not retain racial or cultural control due to the sexual threat of 

colonized women, potentially threatening German ‘power’ and ‘authority’ in the 

overseas territories. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.9: Swakopmunder 

Buchhandlung, „Unterhaltungs-

Zeitschrifen!,“ advertisement, 

Deutsch-Südwestafrikansiche Zeitung 

10, no. 76 (23 September 1908): 4. 
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Many novellas published at the time reflected not only sentiments from the 

metropole on the imperial project but also concerns regarding female whiteness, the role 

of German women, and the preservation of beauty ideals in the colonial sphere. Female 

authors, such as Frieda Freiin von Bülow, Adda von Liliencron, Elise Bake, Hanna 

Christaller, and Orla Holm, wrote Kolonialroman (colonial novellas) about women in 

the African colonies.95 These novels included events and topics such as the Herero and 

Nama genocide of 1904-1908. 96 The preservation of notions of beauty from the 

metropole was also a reoccurring concern for these authors, highlighting the importance 

that aesthetics played in shaping the female experience in the empire and reinforcing the 

placement of white German women in the racial hierarchy. Many of these novellas 

featured a young female protagonist who exemplified the ideals of pure white German 

beauty at the turn of the twentieth century. For example, in Orla Holm’s Pioniere, her 

main character, Maria, was described as having: 

A tall but extremely delicately built figure, full of youthful freshness 

and grace. The little head sat gracefully on a slender, slightly sun-

tanned neck, left exposed by a small cutout in the blouse. She wore 

her long chestnut-brown hair parted at the front and pinned in heavy 

braids at the back of her head. Only a few natural curls fell wantonly 

over the auricles, leaving only the rosy shimmering earlobes exposed 

and framed in golden curls, the fine oval of the face and the regular, 

but still soft, lovely girlish features. Deep black, shining eyes, shaded 

by long dark eyelashes, looked out into the world in a strange mixture 

of sparkling joy of life and unconscious melancholy. They seemed to 

be able to read the human soul, were able to comfort with a gentle 

appearance and sometimes looked dreamily into the distance. 

Sometimes they smiled in quiet bliss — there was a rare magic about 

the lovely girl's figure — despite the simplicity of her clothes, which 

were loose folds surrounding the soft forms, she was such a picture 

of grace and loveliness that nature rarely creates, one of those beings 
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that touch people's hearts like the delicate scent of a flower that has 

just bloomed.97  

 

Correspondingly, Elise Bake’s protagonist was a stunning young woman who “did not 

even know that she was about to take the most important step of her life” when she 

travelled to the South West.98 These authors created characters that German female 

readers in the metropole could identify with, as they represented “the borders of race and 

nation in the colonies.”99  

Female settlers could also sympathize with protagonists when they struggled to 

maintain ideals of Germanness in the colonies. The inability of these young, beautiful 

protagonists to retain their appearance and racial superiority was a reoccurring issue 

within these novellas, demonstrating, as historian Maureen O. Gallagher identified, the 

fragility and instability of whiteness in the German colonies.100 While the authors often 

wrote these novellas intending to solidify the divide between the settlers and the forcibly 

colonized populations for readers in the metropole, the protagonists frequently faced 

challenges maintaining their white beauty and femininity.101 For instance, Frieda von 

Bülow’s Maleen Dietlas understood the power white beauty affords her in East 

Africa.102 During a dinner held by her parents, she first comprehended that she too could 

be attractive: “and with the awareness of her beauty, which was radiant that evening, a 
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great, quiet joy came over her, which illuminated her whole being and gave her 

something goddess-like.”103 Maleen believed that every man, including the Chief Justice 

Kroeme, looked at her with appreciation as “she was the sun around which everything 

crowded.”104 Yet, life in the colony gradually took its toll on Maleen. Towards the 

novella's end, she reencountered Chief Justice Kroeme after a long period apart. Maleen 

lamented that “when he last saw her in the quiet wooded mountains of Eybendorf, her 

beauty was in its zenith…but now the glow of youth was gone, and grief and tears had 

left their mark.”105 Due to the “challenges” she had faced in the interim, “he could no 

longer find her beautiful and charming, that was impossible, but her feminine vanity 

suffered a little when she thought of it.”106 Maleen and the other protagonists in 

Kolonialroman struggled to maintain their white beauty during their time in the colony. 

When they were unable, they began to feel insecure about their status in the racial and 

gender hierarchies. Although these novels were often used to encourage future migration 

and transport readers in the metropole to far-off locations, they identified the vital 

connection between maintaining a white feminine beauty and colonial rule. In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European colonialism was rooted in the 

assumption that the white colonizers were physically, racially, and culturally superior to 

the local inhabitants. An inability to preserve German beauty standards and maintain 

said superiority would potentially disrupt that claim, emphasizing the instability of 
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European colonial rule.107 If a white woman could not maintain her beauty in the 

colonial sphere, there could be potential disruptions to German power.  

Recreation of Beauty Standards in the Colonies 

The fears expressed in these novellas were often realized in the colonies. Women 

frequently found it challenging to maintain their own racial and cultural whiteness as 

well as their families in the remote areas of the empire. Frequent supply chain issues, 

prohibitive costs, varying geography and climate, and inappropriate clothing tested 

many women’s ability to retain and preserve their white beauty. Depending on the 

territory of residence, German goods were often in short supply or unavailable. For 

instance, the remoteness of the South Seas colonies and their distance from the 

metropole made it difficult for the supply chain to remain intact. The residents of 

German Samoa relied heavily on products from nearby territories rather than Germany 

itself. In the months leading up to her journey to the colony, Frida Peemüller frequently 

corresponded with her finance, Barnim. He informed her that “everything was 

obtainable in Samoa or could be ordered from New Zealand or Australia.”108 However, 

this was not to Peemüller’s satisfaction as she declared that she did not “want to arrive 

completely empty handed…and wanted to have some things that [she had] chosen 

according to [her] own personal taste.”109  

Likewise, German beauty products were often limited in New Guinea and the 

Caroline, Marshall, Palau, and Marianne Islands. Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow reported 
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that the European inhabitants of the islands relied on goods imported from the United 

States.110 To circumvent the lack of German products, Krämer-Bannow encouraged 

using what was locally available: “Civilized people [had] forgotten how to use nature’s 

resources.”111 But there was no indication from Krämer-Bannow in any of her 

publications that she ever willingly used local products, such as coconut oil, to maintain 

her pale complexion and appearance during her time in the South Seas, making her 

statement seem somewhat hypocritical in retrospect. However, Krämer-Bannow’s 

apparent disinclination was not unique, as many German women hesitated to adopt local 

products and beauty practices over the fear of “going native” and becoming unclean.112 

The availability of German grooming and beauty products, including haircare, 

skincare, and body care, varied greatly throughout the African continent, making it often 

difficult to maintain aesthetic and cleanliness standards from the metropole. The ability 

of women in German East Africa to procure the necessary products was linked to 

personal wealth and the reliability of shipping companies and the Reichspost. Magdalene 

von Prince's access to German products varied considerably during the decade she spent 

in the colony. Prince’s husband, Tom, was a noted member of the Schutztruppe, the 

often-violent colonial delegation of the German army/police force. Through his 

connections and their affluence, she frequently accessed goods not typically available to 

other white women in the colony.113 However, extenuating circumstances often limited 

what she could purchase locally and order from the metropole. While freight companies, 

 
110 Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, “Heimatschutz in die deutschen Kolonien!” Kunstwart und Kulturwart, 

July 1913, 17. 
111 Krämer-Bannow, “Heimatschutz in die deutschen Kolonien,“ 17. 
112 Söldenwagner, Spaces of Negotiation, 80. 
113 Natermann, Pursuing Whiteness, 80. 



 96 

such as Woermann Linie and the Deutsche Ost-Afrika Linie, frequently brought goods 

and mail to the colony and connected the empire, time, weather, and distance meant that 

the availability of goods fluctuated, even in Dar es Salaam, the coastal capital. For 

example, on 25 December 1897, she lamented that for unknown reasons, “unfortunately, 

[their] Christmas order [had] not arrived” in time for the holiday.114 But several years 

later, in 1900, she noted that they regularly received packages and letters from the 

metropole, including “the German newspapers with their news, which [was] often 

ridiculously late for us, and as a surprise gift, shipments of books from Mittler and Sohn 

in Berlin.”115 In neither instance did Prince explicitly state that personal care items, 

including lotion and soap, were in her orders. However, the potential delay in other 

items from the metropole highlighted possible challenges in accessing German goods. It 

was likely that beauty products and other toiletries were hard to come across, making it 

difficult for Prince to “highlight her white German background by means of fashion, 

language, hair and lifestyle.”116 

Geographic location in East Africa also challenged a German woman’s ability to 

maintain European beauty standards, whiteness, and cleanliness. While exploring the 

colony on a hunting expedition with her husband and local Black men, Margarethe von 

Eckenbrecher was often forced to forgo her necessary personal care items and regular 

bathing due to their remote settings. When they finally arrived in the community of 

Nanda, Eckenbrecher noted that she and her companions took the opportunity to freshen 

up: “Each of us disappeared behind a tree and came back beautiful and incredibly 
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presentable. Porembsky wore a brand new, slightly wrinkled khaki jacket; my husband 

pulled out a stand collar, and I was wearing a dress for the first time in many weeks.”117 

During this stop, they washed themselves in a way that had not been possible for many 

weeks. Fresh clothing and access to water and grooming products allowed Eckenbrecher 

to reattain a sense of cleanliness and, thus, civility, which reinforced her position within 

the racialized hierarchy, especially amongst the hunting party. She noted, “when [her 

servant] boy buttoned [her dress] up for [her] admiringly and said, “I had completely 

forgotten that you look so beautiful.”118 Eckenbrecher’s use of the diminutive term 

“boy” to refer to her Black servant was indicative of the broader transnational 

phenomenon which saw European colonizers infantilizing their local servants to 

establish a degree of separation and control, emasculating the men and reinforcing the 

colonial hierarchy.119 Her engagement with this larger discourse and her emphasis on the 

importance of cleanliness, frequently linked with notions of aesthetics and race in female 

memoirs, demonstrated how appearance and behaviour shaped interactions between the 

colonizer and the colonized, even in the remote areas of East Africa.   

For women looking to uphold and preserve their racial and cultural whiteness in 

German South West Africa, beauty products and grocery items from the metropole were 

also often in short supply. In the months leading up to Christmas 1914, Cissy Willich, a 

teacher in Okahandja, declared that when preparing for the holiday season, “there [was] 

already a great ebb in the shops for most things…Suppose [she found] something salable 
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in a shop. In that case, [she bought] a small stock immediately, if possible, because it 

[would] be gone in two days, bought by someone else.”120 Although she referred to 

chocolate, flour, and other ingredients required for baking in this statement, Willich also 

had difficulty obtaining grooming products: “There [was] already a particularly scarce 

supply of material for clothes and laundry, as well as soap, toothpaste and other 

important things.”121 The lack of German products for purchase by Willich and other 

female settlers at the end of 1914 directly correlated with the beginning of the First 

World War. The British blockade of Germany resulted in fewer and fewer goods making 

their way to the settlers in the South West and the other African colonies, who relied on 

European products.122 While the metropole focused on the conflict at home, German 

settlers were forced to fend for themselves while facing increased hostility from South 

African forces. However, it was unclear what products Willich turned to in times of 

scarcity. Like Krämer-Bannow in New Guinea, it was unlikely she used local products 

that were more easily accessible, as settlers often tried to maintain strict boundaries 

between themselves and the local population due to their supposed cultural and racial 

inferiority.123 

While the First World War caused the shortage of German products in 1914 and 

1915, it did not explain the relatively high cost of goods in the South West some twenty 

years earlier in 1893. Following a shopping trip at a store in Windhoek, Helene von 
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Falkenhausen declared that they could buy nearly everything they wanted from the 

metropole: “footwear, pegs, clothing of all kinds, soap, iron, wooden goods, drinks – 

these [were] the most popular items.”124 However, she reported that many of these items 

were almost inaccessibly expensive to the average German settler.125 She argued that 

many store owners were forced to sell their items at a markup because “salaries for their 

employees and their Black servants [were] very high,” and they needed “to reckon a lot 

of losses that [they incurred] as a result of long transport.”126 For many new German 

settlers, the costs associated with living in the colony could be daunting. For example, 

Falkenhausen stated, "In 1893, a pound of rice cost eighty pfennig, a pound of sugar one 

mark, and a packet of matches cost seventy-five pfennigs up to one mark.”127 

Falkenhausen herself faced this challenge. During this shopping trip, she and her family 

had intended to buy small gifts, “such as a belt, some ribbon, and soap,” for Christmas 

but only had twenty marks to spend. She lamented that they “certainly did not bring 

back much money” when returning to Klein-Windhoek.128 The overreliance on German 

products and the high costs made it difficult for Falkenhausen and other women to 

reinforce the racial status of their families and safeguard their cleanliness and whiteness.  

While Falkenhausen found it challenging to purchase European grooming 

products in 1893 and warned readers accordingly about these high costs in her published 

memoir, other women attempted to alleviate these concerns for future female settlers. In 

her 1912 publication, Clara Brockmann promised that in addition to an interest in 
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agriculture, “proper skincare” and diet were the only “requirements” needed to thrive in 

the South West (Illustration 2.10).129 However, Brockmann acknowledged that this, until 

recently, had been difficult. The cost of skincare products, drugs, cosmetics, and 

perfumes from the metropole was at an all-time high in 1908 due to the implementation 

of government duties on what they deemed ‘extravagant’ products. This was much to the 

chagrin of German settlers, who often had very little extra spending money, as noted 

above. Brockmann contended that it was only at doctors' insistence that the tariff was 

lowered; the healthcare professionals argued that haircare and dental products were 

mandatory to maintain hygiene and cleanliness in the colony and were not “luxury 

items” and needed to be more readily available.130 Brockmann believed that the reduced 

cost of these items would make it easier for future German migrants to settle into the 

colony and maintain their complexion and physique from the metropole.131 

  

 

 

Illustration 2.10: Germania-

Drogerie Hans Puttkamer, “Seifen, 

Parfümerien, Toilette-Artikel,” 

Deutsch-Südwestafrikansiche 

Zeitung 7, no. 49 (6 December 

1911), 7. 
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Although the inconsistent availability and the high prices of German skincare, 

haircare, and cosmetics did pose challenges for women throughout the empire, these 

were not the biggest threats to white beauty. For colonial enthusiasts, racial scientists, 

and the colonial women themselves, the various climates and weather of the German 

territories presented the most significant risk for women and their families. In the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was an ongoing debate within the 

transnational philosophical, anthropological, and racial science communities on the 

practicality of acclimatization and worries over racial degeneration. There were concerns 

“whether, biologically, whites could exist in tropical regions at all.”132 This included 

essays from noted German anthropologist Rudolf Virchow, who argued against German 

and European possession and acquisition of overseas territories. For many, the failure of 

white Europeans to acclimatize to tropical environments in their newly acquired 

territories would potentially result in biological racial degeneration.133 According to 

historian Pascal Grosse, German anthropologists believed that women were the solution 

to the “issue” of racial degeneration.134 If women were able to acclimatize in the 

colonies and continue to produce white German children, men would no longer turn to 

local women and produce mixed-race children.  

However, this sentiment was not shared by female colonial enthusiasts who, 

while they recognized the need for German women in the empire, often discouraged 

women from living overseas permanently due to the potential risks to their physical 
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constitution and racial superiority.135 For example, Leonore Nießen-Deiters informed her 

readers, “Without an early stay in Europe, the offspring [was] at some points exposed to 

the risk of disease and degeneration.”136 She argued that prolonged exposure to these 

tropical settings would “cause the Germanic race to degenerate,” including in Samoa, 

the “Pearl of the South Sea.”137 However, Nießen-Deiters somewhat contradicted this 

statement when she argued that in Samoa, “the climate, softened by the sea breeze, [was] 

described as pleasant, even delicious and healthy.”138 Likewise, articles in Kolonie und 

Heimat in Wort und Bild discouraged women from remaining in hot and humid 

Cameroon and Togo for longer than two years due to “their more delicate physique.”139 

The most notable exception was the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory. The protectorate 

had “a generally healthy climate – essentially not too different from Germany; cold and 

sunny in winter, hot and humid in summer.”140 Despite these ideal conditions, female 

migration was rarely encouraged to the protectorate due to the distance, and most 

German women who lived there were wives of military and colonial officials.141  

German women living in Samoa, New Guinea, and East Africa were forced to 

adapt to weather patterns and temperatures, including heat, humidity, and aridness, 

which often differed significantly from the metropole. Some made claims that they were 

able to acclimatize. For example, in German Samoa, Frieda Zieschank stated the 
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temperature averaged between twenty-three and twenty-seven degrees Celsius and 

“there was no visible separation of the seasons.”142 While the temperature was warmer 

than she was accustomed to, she declared, “Of the many German women who were in 

Samoa and who [were] still there, only one had to leave the country for health reasons, 

and for her too, the climate was certainly not the cause of her illness,” refuting claims of 

racial degeneration.143 However, Zieschank, like many other German women, returned 

regularly to the metropole to help retain her physical constitution and white beauty, 

which directly contradicted her assertions. For Germans living in New Guinea, “the 

climate, taken as a whole, [could] not be regarded as more dangerous for the Europeans 

than in a hundred other tropical places where thousands of the white race [led] a healthy 

and happy existence.”144 The primary concern for many Germans in this protectorate 

was the sun as, according to Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, “[they were] forbidden to bare 

[their] heads, [their] thin, pale skin would only withstand the scorching sun with a few 

exceptions.”145 For many, tanning was undesirable, with Krämer-Bannow noting that 

“the darkness and thickness of the skin almost look[ed] like clothing” when a German 

woman was suntanned.146 Similarly, women in East Africa noted the difficulties they 

faced when the temperature fluctuated.147 On her plantation in East Africa, Erika Busse-

Lange remarked that “in the evening we usually [had] ten to thirteen degrees, at night 

the thermometer [went] down to zero degrees, during the day it fluctuate[d] between 

twenty and twenty-six degrees. Cold in the morning, warm from 10 a.m., and in the 
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evening the winter clothes, sweaters, etc.”148 To prepare for the variable weather, 

women were encouraged to pack “one dozen light shirts, a half dozen light trousers, a 

half dozen white underwear skirts…a half dozen white underwear,… six simple light 

calico dresses, all washable, one tropical hat, one light straw hat,…umbrella and sun 

umbrella…toiletries” when travelling to New Guinea, Samoa and East Africa.149 

Without these garments, a German woman would be ill-prepared for life in the colonial 

climates and unable to maintain notions of beauty from the metropole.  

For Clara Brockmann, suitable clothing was also necessary for survival in the 

South West. While German-made garments were sometimes available in larger centers 

like Windhoek, Brockmann encouraged women to bring clothing from home.150 Before 

she departed from the metropole, she conversed about the weather with a woman who 

had just returned from the colony. Brockmann was shocked to learn about the colder 

temperatures her interlocutor endured and declared: “Winter wardrobe to Africa? It 

almost seemed like an April fool’s joke!”151 However, Brockmann came to appreciate 

that advice as from May to September, “it [was] often freezing especially in the morning 

and after sunset. [She had] experienced many frosty nights, so cold and starry that they 

reminded [her] of the Christmas season at home.”152 But on those same days, the hot 

midday sun made it extremely warm and “it [was] like going through two seasons in one 

day.”153 Brockmann recommended light-colour garments made from linen and cotton to 
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prepare for the warm temperatures and hot sun. She noted that before 1912, these 

garments were not permitted in the colony: “You could not believe what a strange 

impression it made to see the gentleman in frock coats and top hats strolling about under 

this sun.”154 The darker colours were incredibly impractical, not only because of the dust 

but also because “the wearer of black clothes suffer[ed] most from the heat since this 

colour absorb[ed] all of the sun’s rays.”155 For women, Brockmann also recommended 

the empire dress “of days long gone that [their] great-grandmothers wore” for women; 

this style “never [got] old and [was] useful for sweltering summer days.”156 There was a 

tendency among settler women to be more “conservative and traditional” than their 

counterparts in the metropole as they clung to values and cultural practices abandoned 

by other German women.157 According to Brockmann, the dress not only protected 

women from the dust and sun but also “still [left] the figure graceful and soft.”158 

Without these clothing items, many women would potentially sweat, freckle and tan 

under the bright sun of Africa, threatening their perceived physical superiority.159 

Brockmann outlined the steps a woman should take to maintain her appearance 

and racial constitution in the new environment of German South West Africa. She 

declared that “whenever one [could] have it, one should take a cool bath daily”; 

following the bath, it was essential to conduct a “massage using creams” to prevent 

“skin brittleness” due to the lack of humidity in the colony.160 While she did not 

recommend a specific product, this could have included Gustav Böhm’s “Omar 
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Pomade,” which was “prepared for use in hot climates.”161 Brockmann warned her 

readers that “changes in the body [were] also widespread in Africa. Some people shrink, 

others “expand like hotcakes,” as the saying [went].”162 She prescribed a “suitable diet 

for skinny people, and plenty of sport for plump women, for which there [were] plenty 

of opportunities in the South West.”163 To be the ideal representation of female 

Germanness, Brockmann believed that a woman had to look the part and maintain 

physical standards from the metropole. 

Conclusion 

Throughout the German Empire, preserving white female beauty was essential to 

ensuring German colonial rule. Although men had created the physical, moral, and 

sexual parameters that women strove to emulate with specific products, women coopted 

these expectations from the metropole and applied them in the colonial sphere. 

Maintaining particular appearance standards allowed white German women to establish 

their presence and perceived superiority in the colonial sphere. Concerns over mixed-

race relations, acclimatization, and racial degeneration motivated these women to uphold 

the supposed physical qualifiers of the white German race, including cleanliness, fair 

complexion, and smooth hair, in the remote regions of the empire. However, these 

standards were often challenging to maintain. While skincare and haircare promised to 

transform women into the ideal versions of themselves, the abilities of women to 

replicate these qualities and access products to achieve said results varied greatly. 

Frequent shortages of German goods, the high cost of personal grooming products in the 
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territories, and challenging locations and climates caused many women to fail to 

maintain their position above the forcibly colonized populations, causing anxiety, 

insecurity, and self-doubt. Concerns over the ability of white women to replicate 

European ideals of beauty throughout the German Empire highlighted the fragility not 

only of the racial hierarchy but of the colonial project as a whole. If a German woman 

could not maintain her physical superiority over the forcibly colonized populations, how 

could the Germans use supposed racial superiority to justify their occupation of German 

South West Africa, East Africa, Togo, Cameroon, Samoa, New Guinea, and the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory? Nevertheless, this did not deter German women from 

attempting to make the colonies their home, as they believed their presence was 

necessary for the empire's success and maintenance of the racial hierarchy. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Ugly or Civilized?  

Race and Aesthetics in the African Colonies 

 
In a 1911 Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild exposé on the forcibly colonized 

inhabitants of German South West Africa, the author actively attempted to differentiate 

between the two groups, the Herero and Nama, who were mercilessly persecuted only 

three years prior during the genocide from 1904-1908. In this article in the Women’s 

Association of the German Colonial Society’s widely distributed periodical, the 

journalist described the Herero as “tall, slender figures of regular build” and lamented 

that “if their facial features were not roughly cut, they could be considered absolutely 

beautiful” (Illustration 3.0).1 The author contended that this supposed attractiveness 

helped elevate the status of the Herero before 1904, but “through their own fault, they 

[had] lost their once huge herds of cattle and [were] now eking out a living as workers 

for the whites.”2 In contrast, they declared that the Nama people were not “Black,” and 

stated that many Nama men were “decidedly ugly fellows” due to their “dirty yellow 

colour, wrinkled, leathery skin, slanting eyes, a wide, large-hole nose with almost no 

nasal bone, and a snout-like protrusion of the mouth that [made] up [their] repulsive 

face.”3 The jarring juxtaposition between these two oppressed groups, reflected in many 

sources from the colonial period, was accompanied by photographs and descriptions of 

the other communities in German South West Africa, including the Ovambo, San, and 
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Damara.4 Each image was heavily staged to reinforce physical, racial, and cultural 

differences between the local groups.5 While the author did look at various elements of 

the lives of the forcibly colonized inhabitants of the South West, the journalist’s 

emphasis on aesthetics and attractiveness demonstrates the importance of appearance in 

the German African colonies. It helped shape the relationships between the colonizer 

and the colonized in the gendered and racialized colonial hierarchy.6  

 

Illustration 3.0: A group of Herero men and women. 

“Die eingeborene Bevölkerung von Deutsch-

Südwest,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, 

no. 30 (1911): 4. 
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The sentiments expressed in this article from Kolonie und Heimat were not 

unique in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. German descriptions and 

depictions of the local inhabitants of South West Africa (Namibia), East Africa 

(Tanzania, Rwanda, and Burundi), Kamerun (Cameroon), and Togoland (Togo) 

frequently outlined the racial characteristics that purportedly defined these populations, 

establishing their supposed attractiveness or lack thereof for audiences in Europe. For 

the German inhabitants in the metropole and the territories, much of this rhetoric 

originated in studies completed by racial scientists, doctors, ethnographers, and physical 

anthropologists who manufactured and isolated physical attributes and behavioural traits 

that supposedly demarcated the African territories' inhabitants and distinguished them 

from their white European rulers.7 The authors of these studies, including Franz Pruner-

Bey, Eugen Fischer, Gustav Fritsch, and Carl H. Stratz, claimed their work was 

‘objective’ and ‘impartial’ due to their analyses ‘scientific’ nature.8 However, they 

frequently eroticized and exoticized Black peoples, exploiting their position as white 

males in the gender hierarchy while simultaneously dehumanizing their subjects.9 This 

fetishization was reinforced in the metropole through periodicals, such as Kolonie und 

Heimat in Wort und Bild, colonial exhibitions, advertisements, postcards, photographs, 

and illustrations that “left no doubt about racial and civilizational hierarchies” in the 
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mind of the German public.10 The diffusion of this racist imagery was widespread and 

impactful. For instance, the first German Colonial Exhibition in Berlin in 1896 attracted 

over one million attendees looking to learn more about life in the territories.11 Women 

living in and writing on the African territories internalized and capitalized on this 

discourse, using beauty standards from the metropole to understand, engage with, and 

reinforce the racial hierarchy manufactured by the European ‘scientific’ community. 

With the aid of a post-colonial framework and through the lens of cultural 

history, this chapter argues that white settler women, female missionaries, and colonial 

enthusiasts used constructs of attractiveness to reinforce their racial and cultural 

superiority by establishing physical, sexual, and moral differences between themselves 

and the local inhabitants in the African colonies. According to anthropologist Ann Laura 

Stoler, disproportionate power dynamics in the global European empires resulted not 

only in the intensification of racial discrimination but also in the establishment of ‘strict’ 

boundaries to exclude the local populations.12 Europeans created and attempted to 

maintain binary divisions, such as civilized and uncivilized, whites and non-whites, 

colonizer and the colonized, between themselves and the inhabitants of their overseas 

territories, justifying their possession and reinforcing notions of racial and cultural 

superiority.13 For German women writing on the African colonies, the designations of 

‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ served a similar function. They helped cement this separation, 
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creating binary opposition between themselves and local women, with whom German 

men frequently engaged in intimate relations, revealing a degree of jealousy and 

insecurity. While intentional or not, these female writers wished to alter the perspectives 

of the sexual appeal and desirability of these women for readers in the metropole and the 

territories, which was reflected in their descriptions of the supposed attractiveness of the 

forcibly colonized populations.  

However, the lived reality was somewhat different in the African colonies. While 

female writers, such as Frieda von Bülow, Margarethe von Eckenbrecher, and Helene 

von Falkenhausen, aimed to highlight differences and create division between 

themselves and the local inhabitants, this chapter also argues that their publications 

reveal that the physical and cultural divisions between Germans and the forcibly 

colonized not as distinct as the European racial hierarchy and the imperial system 

asserted.14 The local inhabitants of the African territories frequently challenged women’s 

assumptions regarding appearance. When the forcibly colonized populations exceeded 

German women’s aesthetic expectations, these female authors turned to concerns over 

mixed-race relationships, behaviour, immorality, domesticity, and sexuality to 

characterize the forcibly colonized as unattractive within their memoirs, travelogues, 

essays, and colonial novellas.15 Additionally, specific populations, such as the wives of 

the Askari, the Herero, mixed-race children, and the Rehobothers, were placed higher in 
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the racial hierarchy than others and viewed more positively, highlighting racial 

characterization's contradictory nature.  

To demonstrate the lengths Germans and Europeans went to reinforce their 

physical racial superiority, this chapter first highlights the work of racial ‘scholars,’ 

physical anthropologists, and explorers from the turn of the twentieth century whose 

prejudicial thinking was subsequently diffused throughout the metropole and the 

colonies. Subsequently, I look at depictions of the forcibly colonized populations in 

mass media, including paintings and postcards, which helped bolster the idea of white 

cultural, racial, and sexual superiority among the German public.16 Finally, I will 

address the connections colonial women made between racial thinking and standards of 

beauty and behaviour in their publications on the African German colonies to reinforce 

their own internalized superiority. While their experiences were original, many 

prejudicial opinions in female-written novellas, essays, and memoirs were not, and the 

last portion of the chapter addresses how they put racial thinking into practice. 

Ultimately, this chapter contends that ideals of beauty, race, and power were inextricably 

linked in the German African colonies. For white German women, beauty was not only 

‘skin deep’ as their discussions of the supposed correlation between race and aesthetics 

allowed them to solidify their placement above the forcibly colonized populations who 

threatened their status in the gendered and racialized colonial hierarchy.  

The “Scientific” Influence in the Metropole and the Colonies 

German women’s perceptions of the forcibly colonized populations did not arise 

organically. Racial scientists, ethnographers, doctors, and physical anthropologists 
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“created and presupposed relationships between colonizing and colonized bodies” and 

influenced women’s attitudes towards the local inhabitants of German South West 

Africa, East Africa, Cameroon and Togo.17 These ‘scientists’ and academics 

manufactured physical characteristics and mental capabilities that purportedly defined 

each race, shaping white women’s descriptions of the colonized populations and the 

German colonial project writ large.18 However, despite their influence in the colonial 

sphere, physical anthropology and ethnography did not receive academic and public 

support in the German principalities until the latter half of the nineteenth century. Only 

in 1869, with the establishment of the Berlin Society of Anthropology, Ethnology, and 

Prehistory, did the discipline receive increased recognition, which was still quite limited 

at the time.19  

Those who completed anthropological and ethnographic studies before the 

organization's foundation often found their start in other subjects. This included Gustav 

Fritsch, a trained doctor and anatomist renowned for his work on human brain function 

with Eduard Hitzig.20 In anthropology, he was primarily known for using photographs to 

establish “the physical, the differing and defining features of racial types in southern 

Africa,” which included portions of what would become German South West Africa.21 

While he first travelled to the region to examine insects, he shifted his focus to studying 
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the region’s human inhabitants.22 Admittedly, he was somewhat disgruntled with 

previous scholarship, especially work completed by Christian missionaries. He argued 

that they displayed preferential treatment towards the groups they encountered and were 

often subjective: “It may not seem surprising that many, guided by the belief and interest 

they had for the tribes among which they happened to be staying, were guilty of a certain 

amount of Schönfärberi [embellishment] in relation to them.”23 According to Fristch, 

missionaries formed ‘friendly’ relationships with the populations they attempted to 

convert, influencing their descriptions of the local inhabitants. As a doctor and budding 

anthropologist, he believed he could be an unbiased and objective observer, providing 

accurate images and detailed descriptions of the Herero, Nama, San, and Damara.24 

Despite his intentions, Fritsch was unable to maintain this impartiality. From 

1863 to 1866, he travelled throughout Southern Africa, visiting the Cape Colony, Natal, 

the Orange Free State, and British Bechuanaland, photographing the people he 

encountered.25 He lamented that he could not visit Damaraland (a region in future 

German South West Africa) due to ongoing conflicts, preventing him from interacting 

with several populations, including the Herero, Nama, and San firsthand; paradoxically, 

these populations were notably featured in his ethnographic and anatomical report.26 

Instead, Fritsch relied on illustrations and reports from other anthropologists and 

travellers, such as Josaphat and Theophilus Hahn, to complete portions of his 

investigation.27 However, similar to his disapproval of missionaries' reports, he was 
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equally unsatisfied with the work of other ethnographers due to their supposed 

favouritism towards specific populations. Fritsch noted that previous European 

descriptions of Herero women in anthropologic and ethnographic studies generally 

portrayed them as attractive: “Every traveller who [had] spent a long time among them 

tend[ed] to lower his ideals significantly when it [came] to female beauty.”28 He 

contended that he would not succumb to their allure as an objective and ‘scientific’ 

observer of the Herero.29 

For Fritsch, the San, Herero, and the Nama were specimens to be studied and 

photographed rather than peoples with their own cultures and histories, leading to 

detachment in his writing. According to historian Angela Zimmerman, this was 

characteristic of German anthropologists in the late nineteenth century who treated their 

subjects as “pure objects” in their scientific pursuits.30 For instance, Fritsch described 

the Nama people as short in stature with “dark brown, crookedly slitted eyes, the upper 

nasal bone [was] almost completely missing, and the nose [was] barely noticeably just 

above the mouth.”31 He accompanied his description with photographs of the Nama 

people (Illustration 3.1). He lamented that it was difficult to take ‘accurate’ pictures of 

Nama women as they covered their hair with scarves, “which [were] only removed with 

reluctance.”32 On the occasion that a Nama woman did remove her headscarf, Fritsch 

declared that one could “recognize the grouping of densely matted, roughly pea-sized 

tufts from the short hair, called “Peper kopjes” because of the similarity to peppercorns,” 
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which he believed were characteristic of the group.33 Likewise, Fritsch’s portrayals of 

the San, referred to as ‘Bushmen’ in his report and other colonial sources, revealed the 

lack of humanity in his work.34 He contended that many San had a skin texture similar to 

calf-skin saffiano leather: “The skin appear[ed] noticeably dry, lean, not endowed with 

fat either by nature or art, and yet it [had] a peculiar texture.”35 Like leather, which loses 

its elasticity due to a chemical process, “the skin on the living body seem[ed] to have 

already lost this property.”36 While Fritsch’s emotional detachment from the subjects of 

his anthropological study is jarring from a modern humanist perspective, this positioning 

was widespread among the German anthropological and racial science communities in 

their effort to complete unbiased reports on the forcibly colonized populations.37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.1: An illustration of Nama women and children 

from Fritsch’s monograph on the populations of South Africa. 

Gustav Fritsch, “Die” Eingeborenen Süd-Afrikas ethnographisch 

und anatomisch Beschrieben (Breslau: Hirt, 1872), 349. 
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Illustration 3.2: A widely distributed 

illustration of Sarah Baartman. William Heath, 

“Lord Grenville, Prime Minister and Leader of 

the Broad Bottoms Faction, Meets Sarah 

Baartman, the ‘Hottentot Venus’: On Account 

of Their Similar Body-Mass, a Dynastic 

Marriage Is Considered. Coloured Etching 

Attributed to W. Heath, 1810.,” accessed 

March 21, 2024, 

https://jstor.org/stable/community.24885525 

 

Some physical anthropologists and racial scientists never travelled and studied 

their subjects firsthand. Instead, they relied on a transnational network of collectors who 

“provided them with body parts of the colonized,” including human remains, skulls, and 

hair samples.38 Zimmerman noted that hair samples were the most easily accessible as 
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they could “be acquired from the living, [did] not decompose and [were] relatively easy 

to ship.”39 Franz Pruner-Bey, a German doctor and anthropologist, benefited from this 

system when he completed his study of the correlation between hair texture and race, 

establishing differences among various groups worldwide. Through a ‘scientific’ 

microscopic analysis of samples from multiple global populations, he argued there was 

no single Black person “without more or less crisp hair.”40 From his examination of six 

specimens, he argued that Black people generally had hair with a diameter of 20:12, 

which “[was] flattened in proportion to its thickness” and elliptical.41 In contrast, he 

argued that the hair of the Khoikhoi, a population who lived throughout Southern Africa 

and to whom the Nama belonged, differed significantly; he contended that their hair had 

a diameter of 20:11 and a narrower ellipsis.42 By establishing a microscopic and minute 

difference between the Khoikhoi and other groups in Africa, Pruner-Bey aided in the 

trend among racial scientists in Germany and throughout Europe to manufacture 

difference between the Nama and other groups in German South West Africa, thus 

helping to establish rule and maintain divisions.43 It was believed, as demonstrated in an 

article from Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild, that the Nama were not Black but 

were of “Mongolian origin” as the “shape of the face, physique, and skin colour 

deviate[d] completely from the [black] type.”44 According to sociologist George 

Steinmetz, the Nama underwent a process of ‘racial modification’ in the late nineteenth 
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century, which saw their status change from Black to yellow, altering their placement in 

the racial hierarchy of the South West.45 

Like Fritsch, Pruner-Bey attempted to maintain a degree of impartiality in his 

report. He was unsuccessful. While most of his samples were anonymous, he 

specifically analyzed the pubic hair of Sarah Baartman, known globally in the nineteenth 

century as the “Hottentot Venus.”46 As a result of his microscopic assessment, he 

determined that her pubic hair “presented a very flattened ellipsis; the diameter, the 

thickest of them, are 20:10.”47 The inclusion of Baartman was an outlier within his 

examination of hair texture. This was the only instance where he analyzed pubic hair, 

and it was potentially an effort by Pruner-Bey to appeal to a larger transnational 

audience and sensationalize his work. For the European scientific community, the 

media, and the general public, Baartman was viewed and portrayed as a hypersexual 

object (Illustration 3.2).48 Additionally, the inclusion of Baartman highlights a lack of 

compassion in the racial science community in the nineteenth century. Following years 

of cruel treatment throughout Europe, Baartman passed away in 1815, and her body was 

desecrated by Georges Cuvier, Napoleon’s surgeon general. Cuvier made a cast of her 

corpse and preserved several body parts, including her brain, genitalia, and buttocks.49 

Pruner-Bey did not complete his study until the 1860s and relied on Cuvier’s samples to 
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complete his analysis. According to historian Robin Mitchell, Baartman and her body 

were considered a “scientific artifact” by academic community members, leading to 

racial scientists and anthropologists studying her body for years following her death.50 

Pruner-Bey’s addition of Baartman reinforces the demoralizing nature of scientific 

racism during the imperial period, as they did not view their subjects as humans but as 

objects to study.51 

To identify the ideal female physical form, physician Carl H. Stratz tackled the 

ongoing discourse regarding race, people, and nationality within anthropology and 

ethnography.52 Stratz contended that while scientists and academics used all three terms 

interchangeably, he preferred race due to its potential to acknowledge differences among 

nationalities and people.53 However, historian Andrew Evans notes that even this was 

problematic in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries because of “the 

consistent assumption that race was simply a category of physical, rather than cultural or 

mental, variation.”54 Nevertheless, Stratz endeavoured to complete the most ‘inclusive’ 

study on racial aesthetics and engaged with anthropologists like Gustav Fritsch, “who 

was so kind enough, at [his] request, to determine the distribution of the races on a map 

and make it available to [Stratz] for publication.”55 Stratz contended that he did not 

intend to create a “colour scale” to identify different races, as Fristch had already 
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achieved that, but rather combine information on “skin and hair, facial features, 

proportions, body shape, breasts, and pelvis” to understand how ‘unattractive’ racial 

characteristics could be “so pronounced that they impair the beauty” of a woman.56 Like 

Fritsch and Pruner-Bey, Stratz believed he had a degree of impartiality as a white 

European man and gynecologist.57 He stated: “It [took] a great deal of objectivity to be 

able to recognize and appreciate physical beauty even in dark, primitive women, 

especially since we Europeans are used to judging them only by their faces in our own 

homes.”58 However, Stratz contended that he was up to the task and could “recognize 

and acknowledge beauty objectively, without personal feeling, even when it presents 

itself in a form that is foreign and unusual to [his] feeling and thoughts.”59 The findings 

in his monograph, Rassenschönheit des Weibes, which has a voyeuristic and 

pornographic tone, say otherwise.60   

Despite his professed objectivity, Stratz asserted that “the white race, as the 

highest [race], possess the most perfect beauty.”61 Historian Michael Hau reports that at 

the turn of the twentieth century, Stratz and other physicians believed that “exceptional 

beauty was a sign of racial superiority” and “only members of the white [Nordic] race 

could come close to the ideals of beauty.”62 To demonstrate the physical inferiority of 

other populations, Stratz frequently compared the appearance and aesthetics of other 
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groups of women, including the Maasai, Chagga, Herero, Togolese, and migrant groups, 

such as Indians, with Germans and Europeans more broadly. Through these 

comparisons, Stratz attempted to bolster the supposed racial and cultural superiority of 

white women and eroticize non-white women around the world. For example, Stratz 

argued that a Maasai woman, as shown in a photograph from his monograph, had a 

“rare, beautiful and powerfully built body with her pronounced waist, broad well-arched 

hips and shoulders” due to her similar build to European Mediterranean women.63 The 

other women in the photograph were not as attractive because they did not have the 

same body type (Illustration 3.3).64 His commentary on Indian and Arab women 

mirrored this sentiment; Stratz argued that “the Hindu type in its pure form, as found 

especially in the higher classes, must be viewed as Mediterranean.”65 He contended that 

the most beautiful thing about Indian women was their “large shiny eyes, and above 

them, the upper eye wrinkles, which extend[ed] high, even curve[d] far past the 

temples.66 Stratz believed that non-white women, such as certain Maasai, Indian, and 

Muslim women, had the potential to be beautiful if they looked similar to European 

populations, placing them higher on the racial hierarchy than other groups but not so 

high that they challenged the superiority of white women.67 This was not a unique view 

as British anthropologists, such as Dr. R.W. Felkin, also believed that certain groups, 

such as Maasai women, were more desirable because of their physical similarities to 
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Europeans.68 Ultimately, though, while these women had the potential to be pretty, 

“members of the “lower races” could not compete with the superior beauty of the white 

ideal.”69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.3: The image of the four 

Maasai women analyzed by Stratz. C. H. 

(Carl Heinrich) Stratz, Die Rassenschönheit 

des Weibes (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke; 

Gomei Kaisha, Kobe: G. C. Hirschfeld, 

1922), 133. 

 

Like Fritsch and other anthropologists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Stratz’s entries featured — what he claimed to be — ‘scientific’ pictures and 

illustrations to support his conclusions about race and attractiveness.70 Many of Stratz’s 

images featured naked women in posed positions because he thought that these images 

depicted the “standard” proportions and measurements for a member of a particular race 
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and attributed any deviation to “racial mixture.”71 He believed that the nude female form 

revealed “characters of a race in a purer form than men.”72 Stratz calculated the 

dimensions of the torso and limbs of each subject and compared them to white women, 

who he believed possessed the ultimate physical ratios.73 For example, he noted that, 

with the aid of a ‘scientific’ illustration, a Herero woman possessed “strange 

proportions,” as “the leg and arm length far exceeded normal” and “because of the long 

legs, the middle of the body [was] well below the crotch.”74 Despite these 

‘abnormalities,’ Stratz acknowledged that “one must admit that the overall impression of 

the Herero figures [was] not unpleasant.”75 In the illustration, the Herero woman was 

entirely nude, except for her Ekori, the traditional leather headdress (Illustration 3.4).76 

Stratz’s inclusion of the Ekori was a means to identify the woman for readers in the 

metropole. As she was nude, she did not have any other recognizable features, which 

contradicted his claim that people of different ‘races’ were clearly distinct and easily 

identifiable. 

While a majority of Stratz’s conclusions on racialized beauty were rooted in his 

analysis of physical appearance, female sexuality was equally important. In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Stratz and other anthropologists believed that 

non-white and colonized populations possessed “vulgar sexuality.”77 Although these 

women “could be pretty and exert a certain sexual attraction on European men,” they 
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could not meet the standards of Nordic women, who were not sexually ‘deviant.’78 This 

thinking influenced Stratz’s perspective of the colonial other and their ‘sensual’ 

behaviour, which manifested as a preoccupation with nudity, youthfulness, and 

virginity.79 For instance, he included an image of a young naked girl from Togo, who 

was likely prepubescent because he noted that while the body “[bore] the budding signs 

of maturity, one [could] still recognize the childlike half-finished quality.”80 Like his 

contemporaries, Stratz did not view this preteen as a person but rather as a subject to 

study, as exemplified by his discussion of her hips and breasts, which he described as 

“strongly developed.”81  

His unnerving fascination with virginity continued in his commentary on two 

other teenage Togolese girls. Stratz declared that these girls possessed “a rare beauty” as 

they “have blossomed into virgins” even with their clothing, which he believed detracted 

from their appearance.82 Stratz’s commentary on fashion was somewhat contradictory. 

On the one hand, he believed clothing and jewellery could improve a woman’s 

appearance and desirability: “For those less favoured by nature, the tight clothing [hid] 

the ugliness and flaws.”83 Conversely, he argued that the adoption of clothing by 

Togolese women made it more difficult for him to ascertain his subject’s ‘true beauty’ 

and sexual virility as it hid their body away from his prying eyes. He claimed that before 

German occupation, Togolese women wore very few garments and often adorned 

themselves with only cowrie shells. Stratz lamented European and Christian influence as 
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“young women had begun to cover up when a white man arrived.”84 He concluded that 

German colonialism would only result in further cultural changes for the worse and alter 

female sexuality for the local inhabitants.85  

Illustration 3.4: An illustration outlining 

what Stratz believed to be the 

stereotypical measurements of a Herero 

woman. C. H. (Carl Heinrich) Stratz, Die 

Rassenschönheit des Weibes (Stuttgart: 

Ferdinand Enke; Gomei Kaisha, Kobe: G. 

C. Hirschfeld, 1922), 127. 

 

In contrast with Stratz, physical anthropologist and racial scientist Eugen Fischer 

did not believe that naked photographs were necessary to draw conclusions about race.86 

Fischer, most prolifically known for his work on race and eugenics during the National 

Socialist period, also wrote about the Rehobothers through the lens of Mendelian 
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inheritance laws.87 Fischer travelled to the South West in 1908 to observe the group, 

which originated from relationships between Khoikhoi women and Afrikaner men. Due 

to their biological heritage, they received an “in-between” status in the colony and 

preferential treatment from male German settlers and administrators.88 During his trip, 

he interviewed and photographed men, women, and children to aid his analysis of “facial 

structures, skin, eye and hair colours, and hair textures” and the intelligence of mixed-

race populations.89 Like his contemporaries who wrote about other populations in the 

South West, Fischer viewed the Rehobothers as an anomaly that required observation 

rather than a group with distinct cultural practices.  

His descriptions of the supposed connection between their racial heritage and 

behaviour exemplified this response. For example, he declared that while the 

Rehobothers were often perceived as more attractive than other populations due to their 

lineage, they were “truly worse than both of the parental races, for the following reason: 

the character of the lower native race often include[d] more violent, cruel, and cunning 

traits.”90 Although he did credit the Rehobothers with possessing a degree of intelligence 

and culture due to their white ancestry, he argued that they “[became] nastier and more 

bestial than the pure savage” as “malevolence and meanness require[d] intelligence in 

order to be cleverly carried out.”91 Fischer’s commentary on the temperament of the 

Rehobothers reflected more extensive discussions over mixed-race populations, 
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temperament, and racial degeneration among the academic community in Germany.92 As 

reported by sociologist George Steinmetz, “The idea of a race-based instability and 

degeneracy unsettled the reciprocal obligations and comfortable stereotypes that had 

initially organized German native policy toward the [Rehobothers].”93 Fischer argued 

that while the Rehobothers’ cultural heritage elevated them above other colonized 

groups, their biological heritage made them inferior to their white German rulers, a 

sentiment that was diffused among the female settler community in the South West. 

Although these anthropologists, racial scientists and ethnographers purportedly based 

their conclusions of the forcibly colonized populations on ‘identifiable’ physical and 

racial characteristics, the studies reveal how gender, sexuality and personal preference 

influenced their studies. The ‘objective’ authors routinely acknowledged certain groups 

as more attractive than others, highlighting the prevalence of appearance and aesthetics 

in shaping life for all the empire's inhabitants 

 

Illustration 3.5: An image of a group of Maasai 

warriors. “Der Schmuck bei den Naturvölken,” 

Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 6, no.4 (1912), 

7. 
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Although many of these anthropological, ethnographic, and racial science studies 

were distributed throughout Germany, they were not always easily accessible to female 

readers eager to learn more about how the empire functioned and the populations under 

their ‘control.’ Instead, periodicals, like the Women’s Association of the German 

Colonial Society’s Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild, included excerpts from 

anthropological and racial scientific studies, circulating racist rhetoric and notions of 

white supremacy at home and abroad.94 For example, an article on the Maasai of East 

Africa asserted that the group was easily identifiable not only by their “tall and slender 

bodies and boldly shaped faces” but also by their behaviour: “They [were] very much 

feared by the neighbouring [Black] peoples of East Africa because of their warlike 

qualities and their rapaciousness.”95 The author supported this declaration with images 

of young male Maasai warriors wearing traditional clothing and holding various 

weapons, such as the assegai (a hardwood spear) and shields (Illustration 3.5). The 

author’s commentary on the ‘aggressive’ behaviour of the Maasai and the inclusion of 

images of their weapons helped perpetuate the idea of a violent and uncivilized 

population that required European guidance to succeed.96 This sentiment was reflected 

in ethnographic studies of the population, such as a study by M. Merker, a captain and 

company chief in the Schutztruppe, who also described the Maasai as “rapacious.”97 For 

readers in the metropole, this article presented the idea that colonized populations could 

 
94 For an example of the distribution of the periodical, see an advertisement for the publication in the 
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96 See Leonore Nießen-Deiters, Die deutsche Frau im Auslande und in den Schutzgebieten (Berlin: Egon 

Fleischel und Co, 1913), 55. 
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(Berlin, D. Reimer, 1910), 18. 
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be ‘ugly’ populations due to their behaviour, legitimizing the need for German rule in 

the region.98 

Visual Representations of Race 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.6 and 3.7: A painting of a Kabure woman (left) and a 

Kurra man (right). “Allerlei aus dem Leben des Togon****s,” 

Kolonie Und Heimat in Wort Und Bild 4, no. 15, p. 6. 
 

While the periodical frequently featured articles on the forcibly colonized populations in 

South West and East Africa, the local inhabitants of Cameroon and Togo did not receive 

the same attention from contributors.99 In the case of Togo, there were very few images 

of the colony’s inhabitants before 1910 due to the lack of German control in the 

territory, as an author lamented in a Kolonie und Heimat article. However, this changed 

with the arrival of Fritz Nansen, a German painter, who travelled to northern Togo as 

part of a scientific expedition and painted portraits of various groups, including the 

Kabure.100 Many of these paintings featured subjects with exaggerated features, which 

were prevalent in illustrations of the colonized populations from the late nineteenth and 
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99 For an article on the forcibly colonized population in Cameroon, see: “Eingeborenen-Bilder aus 

Kamerun: Die Wute,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, no. 25, p. 6-7. 
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early twentieth centuries and helped reinforce their ‘exoticness.’101 For example, 

Nansen’s portrait of a Kabure woman featured an excessively pronounced jaw and 

overly embellished lips (Illustration 3.6), while the painting of a Kurra man included a 

long nose with gaunt cheeks, both of which the author labelled as “characteristic” 

(Illustration 3.7).102 Another image depicted an unidentified Black woman “respectfully 

getting down on one knee” before a white colonial soldier, raising a pot of water to him, 

which was indicative of the hospitality the author claimed one would encounter when 

one travelled through the region.103 Although Nansen was a painter, the author treated 

him as an expert in the physical appearance and behaviour of the colonized populations 

in Togo, as he presented these illustrations as reality rather than artistic endeavours. 

Nevertheless, these images helped “reduce [the subject] to caricatures” in the readers' 

minds in the metropole.104 
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Illustration 3.8: „Zukunft’s-Bilder unserer Schutztruppe,“ 

postcard, 1904-1918, Sammlung Peter Weiss, Kolonialismus und 

afrikanische Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, Universitäts– und 

Stadtbibliothek Köln.  

 

Most women had minimal firsthand exposure to the forcibly colonized 

populations before they arrived in German South West Africa, German East Africa, 

Togo, and Cameroon. Instead, their opinions of the local inhabitants were shaped by the 

diffusion of mass media distributed throughout Germany and the empire, including 

periodicals, memoirs, colonial novellas, advertisements, photographs, museum 

exhibitions, and exploitative human menageries.105 One of the most easily accessible and 

widely distributed mediums featuring the forcibly colonized inhabitants of the African 

territories was postcards. They became “a symbol for everything foreign” in the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as they connected metropole to the colonies.106 

Postcards were designed to reinforce the superiority of the Germans and helped 

perpetuate racial stereotypes about appearance and behaviour. African and Black women 

were often depicted as sexually available and featured exaggerated facial features to 

distinguish them from their white rulers for men and women in the metropole. For 

example, a postcard from 1904 featured five illustrations of white members of the 

Schutztruppe in ‘compromising’ positions with African women (Illustration 3.8).107 

While the illustrations featured white men and Black women engaging in intimate 

relations and blurring the divisions between the colonizers and the colonized, two of the 

images specifically embodied concerns about mixed-race affairs from the metropole.108 

The first image featured white colonial soldiers measuring the height of two topless 

women. Their lips and breasts were heavily exaggerated, and the description read: 

“Suitable for marriage.”109 The second illustration contained two Black women watching 

white men carry their mixed-race children on their backs and was captioned: “Once we 

fluttered through life, now we're stuck in the yoke of marriage.”110 While the postcard 

perpetuated the stereotype of promiscuous Black women, it reminded consumers in the 

metropole of the possible dangers that mixed-race relationships could pose to white 

German superiority. It could shape their perception of the colonized populations if they 

ever travelled to their territories.111 
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Racial Hierarchies in German East Africa, German South West Africa and 

Cameroon 

 

For white German women, life in the African colonies exposed them to people with 

varying cultures and values, many of whom looked and behaved differently than they 

were accustomed to. Published memoirs, novellas, essays, and travelogues written in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reveal how German women’s white 

patriarchal upbringing in the metropole impacted their perceptions of the populations 

they encountered and their understanding of the racial hierarchy. German women were 

mainly exposed to forcibly colonized populations through the aforementioned 

anthropological studies, postcards, and colonial periodicals, all which reinforced their 

status at the bottom of the racial hierarchy.  During her first year in East Africa in 1896, 

Magdalene von Prince noted she could hardly believe “how many gradations [were] 

possible within the Black race,” but “one quickly learn[ed] to individualize faces in daily 

dealings, to divide them into the two main classes that [were] common all over the world 

and in all social classes: into sympathetic and unsympathetic faces.”112 This sentiment 

was echoed in Frieda von Bülow’s essay recounting Prince’s time in the colony. Bülow 

stated, "Mrs. Prince report[ed] that at first, she could hardly tell the men from the 

women among the blacks. But soon, she learn[ed] to individualize and notice[d] that as 

far as physiognomy, beauty, character, and intelligence [were] concerned, there [were] 

just as many differences and gradations among these black Africans as there [were] 

among us Europeans.”113 It was not until after she arrived in the colony that Prince 
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overcame her initial presumptions and acknowledged how her upbringing shaped her 

responses. However, Prince, like many other women in the African colonies, was never 

entirely able to shake her supposed white superiority, which influenced her perception of 

racial aesthetics.114 

While Prince did come to recognize differences among the local population in 

German East Africa, she made the conscious decision to maintain the manufactured 

racial and gender colonial hierarchy, reinforcing their status as a white German woman 

at the top of the social and cultural stratum. Prince’s husband, Tom, was a notable 

member of the Wissmanntruppe, later Schutztruppe, a unit of the German colonial army 

known for their violence against the colonized populations in conflicts such as the Maji 

Maji Rebellion.115 Due to this role, the couple frequently interacted with various groups 

such as the Wahehe. Prince noted that her husband’s "political attitude towards the 

blacks, his clever, friendly approach to the national peculiarities of the individual tribes, 

[had] gradually won the hearts of these big children.”116 A sense of “intercultural 

exchange” supposedly emerged, but this did not result in preference towards Wahehe 

women and their practice of polygamous marriages.117 Following contact, Magdalene 

concluded that age and beauty played a vital role in determining the duties of the wives 

in these unions: “The older and uglier – the harder the work.”118 In contrast, the younger 
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women had “an abundance of cloths with which to cover their slender limbs [with] only 

the mostly magnificently formed neck with the impeccable bust line, the full shoulders 

and the strong arms remaining free.”119 She concluded that physical attractiveness was 

the only redeeming feature of many Wahehe women: "With advancing age and the 

waning of physical charms, these visible signs of both martial favour and jealous 

concealment dwindle[d].”120 For Prince, youthfulness improved the status of women 

among this group, a sentiment reinforced by beauty advertising from the metropole, 

emphasizing the desirability of youthfulness.121 

In German East Africa, specific populations were held in higher esteem than 

others, revealing the malleability of the colonizer/colonized divide. These privileged 

populations were often viewed as “non-Black,” which elevated their status in the 

hierarchy.122 For example, Prince viewed “Sudanese” women, the wives of the Askari, 

more favourably than other peoples in East Africa. The Askari were a vital component 

of the Schutztruppe, especially in East Africa. It was a delegation of the colonial army 

comprised of men recruited from “Egypt, Somalia, the Swahili coast and south-eastern 

Africa.”123 Historian Michelle Moyd reports, “Askari and their family members 

provided their labour in exchange for guarantees from Schutztruppe officers that their 

status vis-a-vis other East African colonial subjects would be maintained through wages 
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and privileges that these others, as outsiders, did not receive.”124 Prince frequently 

interacted with their wives and children of the Askari military campaigns. She noted that 

the men were the Germans’ “best Askaris and [were] taken with [them] on every 

expedition.”125 According to Prince, these women were her “comrades in fate” because 

they also “left their homeland to follow their husbands to an unknown country,” 

resulting in a forced connection which made it increasingly difficult to maintain the 

racial hierarchy of the empire.126  

This ‘advantaged’ status revealed itself through Prince’s descriptions of the 

wives and children of the Askari. During one particular “coffee party” on 6 March 1897, 

Prince noted the variety in the appearance of her attendees: “from the Effendi woman, 

educated according to local terms, with a finely chiseled face and lively, pretty features, 

to the round, good-natured-looking and contentedly smiling wife, on whose fat face the 

comfortable smile of pleasant satiety shine[d].”127 This forced camaraderie improved 

their racial status in Prince’s mind: “My coffee party was a wonderful sight. Yellow and 

white [were] the preferred colours, and in this selection, the black ladies really show[ed] 

their taste because they bring out the dark skin colour to a picturesque effect.”128 Her 

preferential treatment for the Askari also extended to two “little Askari children whose 

mother died and whose father stayed on an expedition,” which Prince took into her care; 

she noted they were “very cute little ones. Unfortunately, they [were] afraid of me.”129  
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For Prince, the wives and children of the Askari were not racially or culturally the same 

as other forcibly colonized groups in East Africa, which was demonstrated not only 

through her positive descriptions of their appearance and beauty but also due to their 

invitation to her home.130 Wives of high-ranking Askari officers were often afforded 

“leisure time”; in contrast, other groups in the colony were usually excluded from 

German celebrations.131 Their husbands’ elevated social status and ‘loyalty’ to Germany 

shaped Prince’s positive perception of their appearance.132 

Prince’s preferential treatment of the wives and children of the Askari was not an 

outlier among other descriptions of the colonized populations of German East Africa in 

women’s writing. While the forced intimacy between herself and the wives potentially 

influenced Prince’s responses, the same could not be said for Frieda von Bülow. In her 

travelogues and essays, it was apparent she held the Muslim residents of the colony in 

higher regard than their Black and Indian counterparts.133 While this population was 

often perceived as racially non-white, their role as intermediaries between the Black and 

white populations and the influence of Orientalism on German culture helped to elevate 

their status in the racial hierarchy, making them seem more attractive than other 

groups.134 For example, she described Muslim troops in the Sultan of Zanzibar’s army as 

a “beautiful sight.”135 Bülow noted that “these [were] young Arabs, usually with noble 
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facial features and very slender figures, in the extremely picturesque costume known 

from illustrations from the time of the Crusades: a light silk [scarf] around their heads 

that [hung] low on the neck, a mostly white tunic that reach[ed] over the knees, with a 

lot of daggers, knives, etc. in the wide sash-like belt.”136 In another instance, she 

encountered a group of Muslim women at her hotel. Although she noted that the women 

“kept wooden masks inlaid with mother-of-pearl in front of their faces so that apart from 

the beautiful eyes one could not judge from the facial features,” she concluded that the 

women were attractive due to the shape of their bodies and adornments.137 One woman 

possessed “beautifully shaped” arms and legs “laden with heavy gold ornaments,” “her 

hands and feet charming, her movements slow and elegant.”138 Her elevation of Muslim 

men and women in the racial hierarchy was somewhat peculiar when considered in the 

larger context of her life. According to historian Lora Wildenthal, Bülow was vocal 

against the influence of the Jewish and Slavic populations, whom she considered lesser, 

on German society.139 Her disdain towards some populations, who, in her mind, had the 

potential to destabilize German power, manifested differently in the colonial sphere.140 

For Bülow, the Muslim population could not threaten German rule due to their supposed 

cultural inferiority, despite their influence in the region.141 As such, she did not apply the 

same qualifiers to this group as she did to other populations in Germany. 

While this intermediary status improved the placement of and reception to Askari 

wives and the Muslim population in women’s writing and the manufactured racial 
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hierarchy of German East Africa, the same could not be said for the Indian population. 

Throughout the German occupation, the approximately nine thousand Indians who 

called the territory home were “caught between the protests of the settlers and the 

prejudices of the African majority population.”142 While German anthropologists, such 

as Stratz, viewed Indian women more favourably than other groups due to their ‘similar’ 

racial composition to European populations, including Mediterranean women, this 

sentiment was not shared in women’s memoirs and travelogues in which the descriptions 

of the appearance of Indian men, women and children were relatively mixed.143 For 

example, Frieda von Bülow noted that while “the Indians [had] moderate facial features, 

and dreamy, sometimes very beautiful eyes,” they have a “shaky figure, bad posture, and 

sluggish movements [that bore] the stamp of softness in an unpleasant way.”144 

Likewise, Margarethe von Eckenbrecher denounced the large group of Indian men, 

women, and children she encountered in the coastal town of Lindi. She recalled seeing 

Indian women wandering the streets dressed in brightly coloured robes adorned with 

heavy gold jewellery while children “played in the blinding street dust with delicate 

limbs, red-coloured nails, and black-painted eyelids.”145 In contrast, she described Indian 

men as somewhat ‘strange’ looking with their “black velvet cap on the tight black hair, 

with large almond-shaped black eyes in the waxy yellow, sick face.”146 The disparity 

between social scientists’ reports on the Indian population and female publications 

reveals the impact of firsthand experience in descriptions of appearance. Many 
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anthropologists and racial scientists never travelled to the colonies, which potentially 

skewed and improved their perspective of the Indian population in German East Africa, 

as evident in their publications. White women living in and writing the colony did not 

extend this same consideration.  

Like the other African colonies, the German inhabitants of Cameroon continued 

to rely on the racial hierarchy and their own supposed white superiority to maintain 

control, often by violent means.147 Due to the administrative structure and terrain of 

Cameroon, very few German women travelled and resided in the colony during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Female accounts of the forcibly colonized 

populations were uncommon. Those that do exist emphasize the remoteness of the 

colony and many villages, which purportedly left the inhabitants “completely untouched 

by culture,” justifying German occupation.148 For example, Lene Haase contended that 

due to the isolation of the mountain village of Otong, its women and children were 

completely naked, “without the slightest article of clothing and, for the most part, 

without any jewelry.”149 Haase accompanied her husband, a doctor, to vaccinate the 

forcibly colonized populations of Cameroon and wrote  an ‘ethnographic’ study on her 

journey.150 Even in the remote regions of Cameroon, Haase was unable to shake beauty 

standards from the metropole and used her opinions of what she considered attractive to 

distance herself from the peoples she encountered. For example, she stated, 
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“Unfortunately, the women [of Otong] were pretty ugly again; We only saw a few whole 

young girls who had beautiful shapes. The men [were] not very tall but well-educated, 

sinewy, and agile.”151 In another instance, she noted that upon her arrival in Great-

Anzombo, the inhabitants “stood there suspiciously enough as it was, the little skinny 

guys with their ugly little wives and children! They [were] actually incredibly ugly and 

[were] characterized by crooked beak-like noses that [gave] them the appearance of 

shaggy ravens or crows” (Illustration 3.9).152 According to Haase, very little was known 

about this West African territory in the early twentieth century: “Cameroon is the colony 

about which the German public receives the wildest rumours and the fewest real 

facts.”153 Haase’s negative descriptions of the forcibly colonized populations helped 

perpetuate this misinformation. Her emphasis on the supposed physical and cultural 

inferiority of the Cameroonians would help justify further German intervention in the 

region for readers in the metropole.154 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.9: Lene Haase, Durchs unbekannte 

Kamerun: Beiträge zur deutschen Kulturarbeit in 

Afrika (Berlin: Fleischel, 1915), 112. 
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 The importance of maintaining the racial and gendered hierarchy of the colonial 

sphere was not limited to East Africa and Cameroon; it also shaped the relationship 

between the settlers, missionaries, and local populations in South West Africa. Before 

the acquisition of the colonies, German missionaries had travelled throughout Africa to 

convert the local populations to Christianity. They viewed themselves as separate from 

the German colonizing mission, refusing to participate in “racial rhetoric and 

violence.”155 Most missionaries, including Hedwig Irle, asserted that they “reject[ed] the 

essentialized racialized biological categories in their thinking on human difference.”156 

However, the reality was not as simple, as missionaries like Irle were equally susceptible 

to other prejudices from the metropole; historian Jeremy Best notes that Protestant 

missionaries often viewed themselves as culturally superior to the ‘heathen’ populations 

they encountered.157 Irle was a Protestant missionary who lived among the Herero for 

nearly fourteen years before the genocide from 1904-1908.158 Although she actively 

rejected the German colonial project and considered herself a “friend” of the Herero, her 

descriptions of the women, in particular, revealed her inability to disassociate herself 

from her internalized superiority (Illustration 3.10).159 For example, she stated: “The life 

of the Herero woman [was] indescribably lonely and empty; not even a higher thought 

enters their mind. This [made] them very dull and ugly early on, often downright ape-

like.”160 She cautioned her readers: “If [one saw] a number of such women together with 
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the three-pointed hoods, in their fur clothes, which only scantily cover their nakedness, 

the thick iron rings around arms and legs, [one] look[ed] down at the dirt in horror.”161 

While her sentiments slightly changed in her later publication as she attempted to 

“disabuse readers of the common notion that the native inhabitants are inherently 

dangerous and warlike,” her upbringing in a system shaped by white superiority 

prevented her from abandoning all of her prejudices and led to condemning the Herero 

for their appearance and traditional dress, labelling them ugly.162 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.10: The caption of this 

image in Irle’s monograph reads: 

“Heathenistic Herero women.” Hedwig 

Irle, Wie ich die Herero lieben lernte 

(Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1909), 59. 
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 Efforts to maintain the racial hierarchy of German South West Africa were 

further challenged by the potential threat of mixed-race children produced from relations 

between white men and local women.163 These children contested the racial and cultural 

binary divisions between the colonizer and colonized as, according to historian Matthew 

P. Fitzpatrick, they caused the emergence of a “new social…and racial stratum…which 

could not be properly conceptualized as either cohering with a white European identity 

or a Black, indigenous alterity.”164 In the minds of female colonial enthusiasts, these 

children were often not entirely white enough but also not wholly Black enough, as 

demonstrated in the work of colonial enthusiast Leonore Nießen-Deiters, who lamented 

“the regrettable indecisiveness that still exist[ed] on racial questions” regarding mixed-

race children.165 While this concern was not limited to the South West, settler women 

writing on the colony, such as Clara Brockmann, vocally expressed concerns over these 

children. She noted that while she found “the small brown bastard children, with their 

black cherry eyes and bronze complexion reminiscent of Italian boys” endearing, she 

was wary of what they represented.166 Brockmann believed that these children 

“constituted a dangerous obstacle to the development of the colony as a dubious and 

morally inferior element,” and the colonial government “should combat mixed marriages 

with all the means at its disposal,” which it attempted to do following the Herero-Nama 

 
163 Ulrike Lindner, “Transcending Gender Roles, Crossing Racial and Political Boundaries: Agnes Hill’s 

Fight for Her Inheritance in German Southwest Africa,” The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 

History 44, no. 5 (September 2, 2016): 779. 
164 Matthew P. Fitzpatrick, “The Threat of ‘Woolly-Haired Grandchildren’: Race, the Colonial Family and 

German Nationalism,” The History of the Family 14, no. 4 (October 26, 2009): 358. 
165 Nießen-Deiters, Die Deutsche Frau Im Auslande, 60. 
166 In the early twentieth century, the term “bastard” was frequently used to refer to children produced 

from interracial relationships, especially in the colonial context; Clara Brockmann, Briefe eines deutschen 

Mädchens aus Südwest (Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1912) 142. 



 147 

genocide from 1904-1908.167 German colonial rule in the African colonies relied on 

fixed boundaries between the populations. While reception to mixed-race relations and 

children did change throughout the genocide, female writers continued to argue that the 

very existence of these children in the African territories had the potential to destabilize 

the racial hierarchy of the colonial sphere.168 

The Rehobothers also challenged these ‘strict’ boundaries between the colonizer 

and the colonized. As the descendants of white Europeans and Afrikaners, they too 

occupied a unique space on the racial hierarchy of South West Africa as they possessed 

a “partial civility and white blood.”169 White settler men often engaged in consensual 

and non-consensual relationships with Rehobother women in the early years of colonial 

occupation.170 Settler women, such as Brockmann and Margarethe von Eckenbrecher, 

consciously denounced Rehobothers’ appearance and attractiveness to combat these 

relationships, revealing a degree of insecurity.171 For example, Brockmann noted that 

Rehobother women tended to “perceive themselves to be on a higher level than the rest 

of the “people” by virtue of their kinship with whites.”172 Brockmann felt that this 

skewed their behaviour as they attempted to transcend the boundaries between the 

colonizer and colonized:  
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Many of these [Rehobother] women, whose black blood [had] mixed 

with the white race for a few generations and who, from their short 

curly hair, develop[ed] the modern hairstyles of European women 

and wear their clothes, [felt] almost like "ladies." It was the first time 

I saw these black women in our traditional costumes with mixed 

feelings…Here, on the other hand, one [saw] ladies in white shirt-

blouses, leather belts and ankle-free linen skirts; a not even tasteless 

rose hat with a long chiffon veil tied under the chin on the hairdo – 

but if you turn[ed] your head, you [saw] a dull, chocolate-brown face 

with pursed lips.173 

 

This sentiment was echoed in Eckenbrecher’s descriptions of the status of the group in 

the colonial hierarchy, which she believed was elevated by “entirely false and baseless 

ideas regarding racial questions.”174 Eckenbrecher believed that children produced from 

unions between Rehobother women and white men could destabilize German rule: 

“These descendants carr[ied] the heavy burden of their parent’s sin, so thoughtlessly 

committed by couples who most likely never considered the future complexities of their 

action;” these children “innocently must pay for the fact that their parents and ancestors 

sinned against blood and race.”175 Both Brockmann and Eckenbrecher denounced the 

elevated physical and racial status of the Rehobothers in the gender hierarchy, as they 

believed due to colorism, the Rehobothers had the potential to threaten their status as 

white women.  

The ‘Correlation’ between Behaviour and Attractiveness 

When attempts to maintain the divide between colonizer/colonized and 

civilized/uncivilized based on appearance and racial composition were not enough, some 

women, such as Else Sonnenburg, Brockmann, and Eckenbrecher, attempted to directly 
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link physical attractiveness and behaviour in their memoirs. For some women, certain 

behaviours improved the status of the forcibly colonized populations and made them 

beautiful. In contrast, other groups were labelled as unsavoury and uncivil, making them 

ugly.176 Elaborate descriptions of a group's behaviour reveal a degree of anxiety and 

jealousy, as such descriptions were an attempt to alter perceptions of these populations 

for readers in the metropole and male settlers, making them seem less physically and 

sexually desirable.177 For instance, while Eckenbrecher acknowledged that the Damara 

were the “hardiest and most industrious natives in [their] colony,” she declared that they 

were “predominantly broad-nosed and thick-lipped, with dark, coffee brown skin and 

ape-like long arms.”178 Despite their work ethic, Eckenbrecher argued that the Damara 

were not immune to the allure of Zucker- or honigbier (sugar or honey beer), much to 

their ruin.179 She stated, "Some people [had] squandered their entire herds or traded in 

their last goat to indulge in sugar beer.”180 While Eckenbrecher considered the Damara 

to be hard workers, her commentary about their consumption of alcoholic beverages and 

their appearance spoke to the more extensive discussion regarding the contrast between 

“civilized” and “uncivilized” populations and their inability to “control their behaviour,” 

especially when it came to alcohol.181 

 This correlation between unattractiveness and behaviour was similarly present in 

descriptions of the appearance and aesthetics of the Herero and Nama. However, a 
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comparison of women’s accounts from before and after the genocide of 1904-1908 

reveals how efforts to portray the Germans as victims shaped their commentary and 

reception of the two groups.182 Before the genocide, descriptions of the Herero were 

often mixed. Women acknowledge that the Herero were attractive, elevating them above 

other populations in the South West but their ‘uncouth’ behaviour reinforced their status 

below their white colonial rulers.183 For example, Eckenbrecher described the Herero as 

“beautiful people, tall and slender, often with European features…They [were] 

intellectually very active and much superior to other natives when it [came] to their 

ability to learn.”184 However, she found the Herero and their traditional way of life  

‘corrupted’ due to contact with “European civilizations”; she reported that “the Herero 

lady own[ed] more toiletries than the wife of a white settler,” and their “entire household 

[was] patterned after a corrupted caricature of European society.”185 Concerns over the 

Hereros’ behaviour were widespread among other female settlers before the genocide. 

Else Sonnenburg acknowledged that before she arrived in the South West, she “had 

thought [the Herero] to be much ruder and more unbridled, especially towards white 

people,” but while living among the Herero, she did not “think badly of them, 

considering they were an uncultivated tribe.”186 She stated that she had come to realize 

that “they were rather inclined to imitate the habits of the whites to give themselves a 

distinguished air,” and their “laziness [was] more due to pride than reluctance to 
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work.”187 Still, this supposedly ‘uncivil’ behaviour did not change the predominantly 

positive reception of Herero appearance. 

 Descriptions of the racial aesthetics of the Herero drastically changed as the 

genocide progressed. Increased violence on both sides resulted in many white women 

viewing themselves as victims in the conflict; women’s memoirs “paint[ed] sharp 

pictures of Herero insidiousness and brutality in contrast to German honesty and 

heroism.”188 The Herero efforts to defend themselves against military and settler 

aggressions were perceived as ugly and unattractive by these women, further altering the 

physical appeal of the population and cementing their status below their German rulers. 

When warned about the impending conflict by one of their servants, Eckenbrecher 

declared that she was “fully prepared to defend [her] own life and that of [her] child with 

everything [she] possessed. Indeed, [she] would have first shot [her] child to death in 

cold blood, and then [herself], before allowing the two of us to fall into the hands of 

these monsters.”189 Likewise, Clara Brockmann also viewed the Hereros’ ‘aggressive’ 

action as ‘ferocious.’ Following her arrival in the South West in the middle of the 

genocide, she declared that the Herero man was “a dangerous enemy; he [fought] with 

courage and a contempt for death that borders on the heroic, while he [was] beastly 

cruel. Today, the Herero people [were] completely fragmented and largely destroyed.”190 

While Eckenbrecher and Brockmann may have feared for their safety during the 

conflict, these depictions of the Herero as vicious and ugly in their memoirs, coupled 

with similar imagery in the press, helped to fuel anxieties in the colonies and the 
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metropole over the ability of the German to maintain their rule in the South West. Their 

descriptions played into settler tropes over the fear of the black peril, poisoning, and 

colonial rape that had come to dominate the media in Germany.191 

In contrast, women’s perceptions regarding the physical desirability of the Nama 

did not significantly change throughout the genocide. Many of their descriptions 

mirrored the work of anthropologists and racial scientists, such as Fritsch and Pruner-

Bey, who identified the population as markedly unlike the Herero in appearance, 

behaviour, race, and culture.192 While some white men preferred Nama women as wives, 

German female writers did not show the same favouritism as they perceived these 

women to be a threat to their sexual and racial superiority.193 In her description of the 

Nama, Eckenbrecher acknowledged the academic debate in the metropole surrounding 

the group's origins: “Because of their yellowish skin, their delicate physiques, and their 

high, protruding cheekbones, some scholars maintain[ed] that they [were] of Mongolian 

origin.”194 However, Eckenbrecher did not believe this assertion, as she felt that the 

Nama lacked “the most common characteristic of Mongolians: the shape of the eye.”195 

In addition to their physical differences, she contended that the Nama “did not relish 

work and [were] weak and lazy, abhorring all activity that requires physical exertions,” 

except looting the Herero that “[had] yielded a good deal of booty that allow[ed] them to 

live with a certain measure of luxury.”196 The “cunning and agile” guerilla tactics 

employed by the Nama against German colonial forces only helped to exacerbate 
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women’s and settlers’ opinions of the Nama.197 For many white women, the ‘ugly’ 

behaviour during the conflict did not alter the placement of the Nama in the racial 

hierarchy or change their perception of their physical appearance. Instead, it reinforced 

previously held assumptions about the population. 

Maintaining a German Household 

For some German women, the colonies allowed them to be “cultural, political, and 

economic partners” for their male compatriots.198 Despite efforts to increase their 

involvement in the public spaces of the African colonies, their area of control still 

largely remained the domestic sphere, ruling over their homes and the forcibly colonized 

populations they ‘employed.’ These close encounters, in theory, generated “a degree of 

intimacy that was unavoidable” between settler women and their servants in South West 

and East Africa, often portrayed in sources from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries as a sense of camaraderie and familiarity.199 However, this was not the reality 

due to mistrust, abusive treatment, and disappointment in the inability of the local 

servants to replicate German cleanliness standards in the remote regions of the African 

territories.200 While reports of the forcibly colonized staff in women’s memoirs often 

feature positive descriptions of their attractiveness and appearance, the inability to meet 

the German women’s domestic expectations coloured these reports as they turned to 

behaviour and racial characteristics to justify their exploitation. Maintaining a distinctly 
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German home, especially when employing local servants, was a concern for housewives 

in the colonies and metropole as it was thought that the markers of German domesticity 

were not transferrable.201 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 3.7: Three young women in European-

style dresses in German South West Africa. Several 

groups, including the Herero and Nama, adopted this 

clothing style and made it theirs. Clara Brockmann, 

Briefe eines deutschen Mädchens aus Südwest 

(Berlin: E.S. Mittler und Sohn, 1912), Tafel 8.  
 

Some women employed younger girls as they believed “you could bend and 

shape them however you want,” essentially stripping these girls of their own identity.202 

On three different occasions, Clara Brockmann hired female servants intending to mould 

them into ideal obedient domestic staff fit for a German home (Illustration 3.11). While 

Brockmann noted that each woman was physically attractive, they failed to meet her 

expectations in other ways. Brockmann’s first servant was Susanne, a twenty-year-old 

Herero woman with a “wicked, grumpy face, but could frolic with her peers in a very 

high-spirited manner. She did not understand a word of German but did a good job at 
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work so that [Brockmann] could not complain.”203 Following Susanne’s dismissal, 

Brockmann employed Evangeline, “a [Damara] beauty of the first rank,” who was also 

approximately twenty years old.204 She described Evangeline as having a “magnificent 

slim and even figure, a fine little face in which the pursed [black] lips looked defiant and 

a pair of beautiful eyes of innocent expression.”205 Initially, Evangeline showed promise 

because she could speak limited German, embraced Christianity, and was a competent 

worker. Eventually, Brockmann felt that she too must go: “She did her job to my 

satisfaction, except that she was very greedy for presents, food, and discarded clothing, 

and was always contradicting herself in her gibberish, a common occurrence among the 

natives.”206 Brockmann’s third employee was Johanna, who came to her “at the age of 

fourteen, tall, strong and yet slim, a racy Herero beauty, in a completely torn short, fiery 

red calico dress, with bare feet.”207 Brockmann taught Johanna the domestic 

requirements of a German household and thought “she had a good grasp and studied 

with great zeal.”208 But as Johanna aged, Brockmann began to notice a shift in her 

attitude and behaviour: “The child with bare feet became a Herero lady with boots and 

stockings, the hem of the dress dragged along the floor, a colourful shawl wound around 

the curly woollen hair, the walk became slow and lazy.”209 In each of these instances, 

Brockmann demonstrated an appreciation for the physical potential of all her forcibly 

colonized staff members but their inability to remain “obedient” and conform to her 

domestic standards warped Brockmann’s opinion of their appearance and behaviour.  
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Brockmann’s reception of her female domestic staff was not unique. Helene von 

Falkenhausen also attempted to reinforce her cultural, sexual, and racial superiority for 

readers in the metropole through her commentary on her employees, such as Galatea, her 

family’s Nama washing woman. While Brockmann’s descriptions of the physical 

appearance of her domestic staff were seemingly more positive, Falkenhausen’s were 

not. However, both engaged with the larger discourse about the racial aesthetics of the 

Nama in the colony. According to Falkenhausen, Galatea was “…an older [Nama] 

woman who was, for us, the picture of ugliness.” For Falkenhausen’s family, Galatea 

was “extremely interesting…because of her lively facial expressions…she showed us 

her feelings, the expression of joy and displeasure through her more or less loud clicking 

and her lively movements.”210 She noted that while her family found her ugly, Galatea 

possessed “all the beautiful features her fellow tribesmen valued: large amounts of fat, a 

yellow wrinkled face, cunning crooked eyes, and a wide plate-like nose.”211 The 

juxtaposition between what her family believed to be beautiful and what Galatea’s 

fellow Nama found appealing was an attempt by Falkenhausen to racialize attraction, 

reducing Galatea’s value to her appearance alone and placing her worth solely as “an 

instrument of pleasure” for men.212 By stating that she and her family did not find 

Galatea attractive, she implied that it would be impossible for any rational German man 

to see the colonized population striking. Throughout her memoir, Falkenhausen 

condemned relationships between German men and local women as well as the children 

produced from these unions, who, on one occasion, she labelled as a “little, ugly yellow 
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creature.”213 Falkenhausen believed these relations challenged the status quo in the 

South West and condemned any local woman that a white German man could potentially 

find attractive. 

Morality and Modesty 

Efforts to denounce the physical appeal of the forcibly colonized populations were 

widespread throughout the African colonies and linked to values from the metropole, 

including morality, modesty, and youthfulness. Like Falkenhausen, women such as 

Magdalene von Prince and Frieda von Bülow attempted to alter the opinion of the local 

women for male and female readers in the metropole by identifying characteristics that 

would detract from their desirability and beauty in their memoirs and novellas, once 

again racializing attraction.214 For white men in the colonial sphere and Germany, Black 

women were often viewed as sexual objects whose very existence centred around 

providing them with sexual satisfaction.215 This was a concern for settler women and 

colonial enthusiasts as they attempted to safeguard “traditional order.”216  

Both Prince and Bülow applied German bourgeois perspectives on morality, 

modesty, and respectability to the female populations of East Africa, motivated by their 

desire to limit sexual relations.217 Historian Lora Wildenthal reports that Bülow’s 

colonial novellas reflected her experiences in East Africa.218 For example, in her 

colonial novella Tropenkoller, Bülow’s heroine, Eva Biron, encountered groups of 
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young women dancing ‘provocatively’ on two different occasions. In the first instance, 

Eva encountered “a couple of well-dressed black women [who] were dancing 

coquettishly past. The girls…were aware of their irresistibility. One, the youngest and 

the prettiest, led the way.”219 Several chapters later, Eva came across a group of dancing 

women. Each woman danced “as beautifully as she could to the beat of cow horns and 

tins drums, each striving,” Bülow noted disapprovingly, “to present herself most 

advantageously.”220 Respectability was a reoccurring concern for Bülow in all her 

publications. While she acknowledged the beauty of these women, she wished to show 

readers in the metropole how German women were combatting the threat to their sexual 

superiority in the colonial sphere. 

Magdalene von Prince shared this concern. The inability of the forcibly 

colonized populations to control their sexual desires led to condemnations from Prince 

about their attractiveness as demonstrated in her description of one of the wives of their 

local male staff members. While Prince praised one of the wives for her “young, round, 

pretty black face,” she denounced her immorality and lack of decorum.221 Prince noted 

that the young woman “pranced” in the room, which was “considered particularly 

elegant and chic here;” she greeted Prince briefly before “heading straight for the mirror 

to immerse herself in her personal charm and try out the most picturesque folds in her 

scarves.”222 Prince was astonished that the young woman had the confidence to adjust 

her garments in front of a large audience, stating that she had most likely not come “into 
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contact with our European ideas about modesty.”223 Due to the young woman’s 

upbringing, Magdalene believed she did not share the same sentiments as regarding 

‘appropriate’ behaviour and morality, a concern echoed by other European women and 

ethnographers writing on the colonized populations.224 For example, Thomas Athol 

Joyce, a prominent anthropologist at the British Museum, declared that “modesty [was] 

not one of the motives which sway the [uncivilized].”225 By failing to meet Prince’s 

European definition of modesty, the young wife could never meet her definition of 

refined beauty.  

Conclusion 

In her 1912 travelogue, Clara Brockmann explicitly and frequently reinforced the 

division between the colonizer and the colonized when discussing her local ‘employees.’ 

In one instance, she further reinforced these boundaries as she differentiated between 

two groups in the South West. Brockmann attempted to arrange a marriage between 

Margarethe, a young Nama woman and Barnabas, a Herero man. She reported that 

Barnabas was shocked at the proposition: “How – how – can I ...I Herero, I – I –black – 

she yellow?”226 Brockmann endeavoured to meditate this displeasure: “Yes…you are 

Black, and Margarethe is yellow; you are both coloured and rogues at that; you are equal 

to each other.”227 This interaction highlights the impact of racial aesthetics in the African 

colonies. For Brockmann, while there were ‘identifiable’ differences between the Herero 

and Nama, they both occupied places below her on the racialized colonial hierarchy. 
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They were, in her mind, on equal footing. For Barnabas, his use of the terms “yellow” 

and “black” suggests the existence of a racial hierarchy among the forcibly colonized 

population in the South West. While the German presence likely exacerbated this 

division, conflicts between the Herero and the Nama since the early nineteenth century 

most likely contributed to these divisions.228 Perceived physical differences shaped the 

lived experiences of all of the residents in the colony. 

As this chapter has shown, Brockmann’s efforts to maintain and enforce the 

colonial racial hierarchy reflect the larger discourse surrounding aesthetics and the 

female body in the African colonies. Physical anthropologists, racial scientists, 

ethnographers, and female settlers regularly wrote about the appearances and behaviours 

of the colonized populations throughout the African colonies. While the intention of 

each author varied, internalized notions of white superiority influenced all the authors 

addressed in the chapter. Additionally, female sexuality was a reoccurring concern. Male 

social scientists, including Franz Pruner-Bey and Carl Heinrich Stratz, looked at the 

forcibly colonized populations with mutual desire and disdain. Correspondingly, female 

authors, such as Magdalene von Prince and Helene von Falkenhausen, often felt that the 

female inhabitants in the African colonies threatened their own sexual superiority and 

consistently disparaged them within their publications. Subsequently, each text analyzed 

in this chapter identified physical and behavioural characteristics that purportedly made 

specific populations more physically and behaviourally desirable than others, which 

visual media reinforced in Europe and the colonies. Some women afforded specific 

populations preferential treatment and elevated their appearance and racial aesthetics; 

 
228 Marion Wallace, History of Namibia: From the Beginning to 1990 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014), 71. 
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other groups were relegated to a lower standing on the racial and gender hierarchy due to 

their behaviour and racial composition, maintaining the division between the “colonizer” 

and the “colonized” and reinforcing the former’s dominance. For many German women 

living in and writing on the African colonies, notions of beauty were inextricably linked 

to race and power.   
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Chapter 4 

 

Pretty but Inferior?  

Hierarchies of Appearance in the South Seas and China 

 

During one of her three expeditions to the South Seas, which included German 

New Guinea and Samoa, Elizabeth Krämer-Bannow commented on the appearance of 

the local populations. She noted that “the inhabitants of Muliama [had] already been 

described as low, dull, and filthy…the people themselves [were] not beautiful on 

average. The men often lack[ed] the appearance that promises strength, and the women 

who [did] the main work here… [had] the flabby, somewhat bloated bodies and skinny 

limbs typical of their race, and inferior clothing, mostly old rags” (Illustration 4.0).1 

Krämer-Bannow, a painter, illustrator, and later ethnographer, was one of the few 

German women to travel throughout and write on many newly acquired South Pacific 

territories in the early twentieth century.2 She documented their geography and culture 

and recorded her encounters with the inhabitants of New Guinea, the smaller islands, 

and atolls, emphasizing female appearance and behaviour. Her husband, Augustin, a 

naval surgeon and ethnographer, also wrote detailed accounts of his journeys to the 

South Seas. According to sociologist George Steinmetz, Augustin was one of the leading 

foreign authorities on Samoa before Margaret Mead due to his work's ‘authoritative’ and 

extensive nature.3 Despite his reputation, many of Augustin’s descriptions – like 

Elizabeth's – also focused on aesthetics and attractiveness. In one instance, he described 

 
1 Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, Bei kunstsinnigen Kannibalen der Südsee: Wanderungen auf Neu-

Mecklenburg 1908 - 1909 / von Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow. Nebst Wiss. Anm. von Augustin Krämer 

(Berlin: Reimer, 1916), 18. 
2 See the inclusion of Krämer-Bannow’s work listed among male cultural anthropologists and 

ethnographers: “Eingänge für die Bibliothek,” Zeitschrift für Ethnologie 48, no. 2/3 (1916): 150–54. 
3 George Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, 

Samoa, and Southwest Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 309-310. 
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Samoan women as “not equally beautiful in shape since their legs [were] often a little 

too short and too thick, especially above the ankles, where the soleus muscle [were] 

swollen.”4 Their observations were both heavily influenced by the white and patriarchal 

European environment in which they were raised. Additionally, both their publications' 

persistent focus on aesthetics reveals how constructs of beauty were not only female 

concerns in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The application of aesthetic 

standards and personal preference was an essential means for all Germans to 

differentiate between the racial characteristics not only of the inhabitants of the occupied 

South Pacific but also of the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory at the turn of the 

twentieth century. 

 Like their female compatriots in the African colonies, women writing on the 

South Seas and China frequently attempted to establish their own physical attractiveness 

and desirability over the local inhabitants.5 German women, including Krämer-Bannow, 

Frieda Zieschank, and Elisabeth von Heyking commented on the physical appearance, 

sexual viability, cleanliness, racial purity, and behaviour of the Chinese and Pacific 

Islander populations, differentiating between the groups.6 While specific populations 

could be more attractive than others, these women believed that these groups could 

never reach the same racial and cultural standing as their German occupiers. As was the 

case in the African colonies, many of these racialized ideals originated from a 

 
4 Augustin Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln: Entwurf einer Monographie mit besonderer Berücksichtigung 

Deutsch Samoas, vol. 2: Ethnographie (Stuttgart: E. Schweizerbart (E. Nägele), 1902), 37-39. 
5 Maureen O. Gallagher, “Fragile Whiteness: Women and Girls in German Colonial Fiction, 1900– 1913,” 

Women in German Yearbook 32 (January 2016), 129 
6 The subdivision of the Pacific Islander population in distinct groups, including Polynesian, Melanesian 

and Micronesian, was a product of European colonialism. See: Holger Droessler, “Germany’s El Dorado 

in the Pacific: Metropolitan Representations and Colonial Realities, 1884–1914,” in Imperial Expectations 

and Realities: El Dorados, Utopias and Dystopias, ed. Andrekos Varnava, 1st edition (Manchester U.K.: 

Manchester University Press, 2015), 121. 
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transnational network of German and European racial scientists, doctors, and 

ethnographers, such as Krämer, Franz Pruner-Bey, and Alice Hingston Quiggin, who 

shaped how women viewed themselves and the colonized populations. This network of 

men and women created the often subjective and sexualized standards of racial 

aesthetics that the female writers internalized and manipulated for their benefit.7 

Additionally, visual media, including colonial magazines, postcards, photographs, and 

Völkerschauen (colonial exhibitions and zoos) helped reinforce this prejudicial rhetoric 

in Europe and beyond. 

 

 

Illustration 4.0: Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow’s 

monograph featured many sketches of the groups she 

encountered during her trips throughout the South 

Seas. This image features the inhabitants of Muliama, 

which is located in today’s Indonesia. Elisabeth 

Krämer-Bannow, Bei kunstsinnigen Kannibalen der 

Südsee: Wanderungen auf Neu-Mecklenburg 1908 - 

1909 / von Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow. Nebst Wiss. 

Anm. von Augustin Krämer (Berlin: Reimer, 1916), 

18. 

 

 
7 Ruth Frankenberg, White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness (Minneapolis, 

University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 1. 
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Despite the similarities, there were differences in the application of notions of 

beauty and racialized appearance. For many Germans, there appeared to be an ongoing 

struggle regarding the position of the Chinese and Pacific Islanders populations, as well 

as their mixed-race children, in the racial and gender hierarchy of the empire. There was 

a tendency among Germans and other Europeans to adopt a more friendly and parental 

approach to the Samoans than other groups in the empire. Sources from the turn of the 

twentieth century reveal that the Germans perceived the Samoans as culturally and 

racially superior to other populations in the empire. Samoans and children produced 

from unions between German men and Samoan women were highly regarded due to 

their physical and racial similarities to white people and their ‘exotic’ beauty, making 

them more physically attractive.8 However, these texts and images also belittled, 

feminized, and sexualized Samoans, a theme which, according to George Steinmetz, first 

emerged during the eighteenth century and helped justify European occupation.9 

Similarly, descriptions of the Papuans, Palauans, Nauruans, and Marshallese in New 

Guinea and the smaller atolls further highlight racial categorization's contradictory 

nature as a justification for colonial rule.10 While German travellers desired to protect 

atolls from European influence, frequent comparisons with beauty standards and racial 

categories from the metropole and other colonies complicated this effort.11 Additionally, 

sources depicting Chinese appearance, cleanliness, and sexuality called for further 

 
8 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 305; Robert Deam Tobin, Peripheral Desires: The German 

Discovery of Sex (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 142-148. 
9 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 301. 
10 Rainer F. Buschmann, “Oceanic Carvings and Germanic Cravings: German Ethnographic Frontiers and 

Imperial Visions in the Pacific, 1870–1914,” The Journal of Pacific History 42, no. 3 (2007): 310. 
11 Rainer Buschmann, “Colonizing Anthropology: Albert Hahl and the Ethnographic Frontier in German 

New Guinea,” in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire, ed. H. Glenn Penny 

and Matti Bunzl (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), 233. 
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German and European intervention to ‘help’ the Chinese become ‘civilized.’12 For 

German visitors, Chinese beauty and aesthetics were ‘contaminated’ by their societal, 

cultural, and racial ‘failings.’ Efforts to isolate characteristics that supposedly detracted 

from their desirability and appearance demonstrated how the inhabitants of the South 

Seas colonies and Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory challenged many preconceived 

European notions of beauty and aesthetics.  

Through a feminist post-colonial lens and with the aid of textual and image 

analysis, this chapter demonstrates how white settler women and travellers in the South 

Seas and Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory used ideals of beauty and behaviour, 

superficial racial characteristics, and cleanliness standards to engage with and apply the 

dominant and often contradictory European racial discourse in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. The examination of German and European sources, including 

travelogues, colonial periodicals, anthropological reports, novellas and postcards, 

reveals that the reception of the local inhabitants from the territories mentioned above 

was never consistent; the sources featured positive and negative descriptors and images, 

often within the same entry, highlighting the redundant nature of racial 

characterization.13 However, this assessment also reveals that these contradictions were 

usually intentional as white German women attempted to reconcile and maintain their 

place in the colonial sphere demonstrating the lengths the Germans went to maintain 

their ‘power.’ Ultimately, this chapter argues that commentary on racialized beauty in 

women’s writing was an attempt to combat the ‘threat’ the colonized populations posed 

 
12 Sabina Groeneveld, “Far Away at Home in Qingdao (1897–1914),” German Studies Review 39, no. 1 

(2016), 69. 
13 Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 42. 
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against their own white racial superiority, cultural Germanness, and the colonial project 

at large.  

Throughout this chapter, I trace the development of these racial aesthetics and 

their application in the South Seas colonies and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory. I 

first address the work of a transnational network of racial scientists, anthropologists, and 

ethnographers to establish prejudicial rhetoric. From there, I look at the different forms 

of mass media and colonial exhibitions, much of which intentionally eroticized and 

exoticized the forcibly colonized populations. Finally, I look at how Krämer-Bannow, 

Heyking, and Zieschank applied racial aesthetics and engaged with concerns regarding 

the colonized populations, including mixed-race children, sexuality, cleanliness, racial 

degeneration, and acclimatization, in their memoirs and travelogues. Each section 

demonstrates how prejudicial knowledge and racial aesthetics spread throughout the 

South Seas, China, and the European continent, as well as the power both had in shaping 

the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized in these regions. German 

women conscientiously attempted to reinforce their physical dominance in the gendered 

and racialized colonial hierarchy.   

The Foundation of Racial Rhetoric 

Although German female writers are the primary focus of this chapter, they were greatly 

influenced by a variety of European ethnographers, physical anthropologists, doctors, 

and racial scientists who analyzed the physical attributes of individuals to draw 

conclusions about global populations, such as intelligence, health, and cultural 

practices.14 Like their fellow female setters in the African colonies, white German 

 
14 Andrew D. Evans, Anthropology at War: World War I and the Science of Race in Germany, (Chicago; 

London: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 2. 
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women coopted these findings as they compared themselves to the local populations, to 

reinforce their own cultural, racial, physical, and sexual superiority. While each 

discipline purportedly had differing intentions, these ‘scholars’ created and identified 

prejudicial parameters and characteristics, including hair texture and skin tone. Many 

anthropological, ethnographic, and racial science studies frequently included a 

comparative element with other groups throughout the German Empire and worldwide, 

which helped maintain and reinforce the status and placement of the colonial “other” on 

the racialized hierarchy. However, the reports on the South Seas and China were often 

more favourable than work completed on the forcibly colonized populations in Africa. 

Despite their objective to remain ‘impartial,’ these men and women were frequently 

swayed by personal preference regarding appearance, demonstrating the widespread 

impact of beauty standards at the turn of the twentieth century.  

According to historian Angela Zimmerman, the 1860s and 1870s saw racial 

scientists attempt to use hair texture to establish the origins of the New Guineans and 

Filipinos and connect them with Africans, leading to an influx of studies on the 

supposed connection between hair and race on a global scale.15 One such scientist was 

Franz Pruner-Bey, a German doctor. In one of his studies, he reported that hair colour 

was previously perceived as a reliable and consistent racial marker within the scientific 

community.16 By the 1860s, scientific advancements, including the invention of the 

microscope, had allowed Pruner-Bey and other ‘experts’ “to add fresh characters to 

 
15 Angela Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2001), 162; Rudolf Virchow later ‘discredited’ this, using skeletons as the basis for his 

analysis. 
16 He does not cite who argued this.  
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those accessible to the naked eye.”17 He argued that hair colours were “insufficient to 

characterize race” as they were not limited to one demographic.18 He contended that 

specific hair colours like black could be found “in nearly all parts of the globe — under 

the equator, the pole, as well as in the temperate zone. It [was] the appanage of the 

Esquimaux and that of the [Black man], the Hindoo, the Malay, and many European 

nations.”19 According to Pruner-Bey, hair colour could differ within a single race, 

including Germans, whom he refers to as “Aryans,” due to location, climate, and 

temporal differences, making it an inadequate racial marker. He reported that he 

observed these inconsistencies firsthand: “How many children with fair or reddish hair 

[did] not have it changed into nut-brown at puberty!”20 He discouraged his fellow racial 

scientists from continuing to investigate this avenue of exploration.  

Instead, Pruner-Bey insisted that texture was a better marker of race, with 

support from his microscopic analysis of hair samples from various populations, 

including white Europeans, South Seas inhabitants, and Chinese people. For example, he 

described the texture of “Polynesian” hair as “slightly frizzled and dark brown” and “the 

sections of the thick hairs [had] an elliptic form, while the fine hairs tend to the circular 

form” with “diameters = 30:15; 30:20; 25:20 and 22:10.”21 He likened “Polynesian” hair 

texture to “the Malays, the Siamese, the Japanese, the Turanians, and Americans,” 

characteristic of European racial science sources of the late nineteenth century.22 

 
17 Franz Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character, Examined by the Aid of the Microscope,” The 

Anthropological Review 2, no. 4 (1864): 1. 
18 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 5. 
19 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 3. 
20 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 5. 
21 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 13. 
22 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 22; For examples of studies linking “Polynesian” 

hair with other populations, see: John Crawfurd, “On the Physical and Mental Characteristics of the 

European and Asiatic Races of Man,” Transactions of the Ethnological Society of London 5 (1867): 59; 
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Samoans specifically were situated higher in the manufactured racial hierarchy than 

other colonized populations due to shifting perceptions of race and their ‘advanced’ 

cultural development.23 Conversely, Pruner-Bey noted that the hair texture of Papuans 

was “very crisp; the form of its transverse sections, though always elliptic, [was] 

distinguished by the irregularity of one of its borders, which [was] either quite straight, 

or curved inwards in one or two spots; some sections are pointed at one of their 

extremities.”24 Pruner-Bey declared that “in the [Khoikhoi], the Papuan with crisp hair, 

and in a great portion of [Black] peoples, the hair [was] implanted perpendicularly and 

disposed in large or small round tufts,” which grouped these populations in a similar 

locale on his racial hierarchy.25 Like his contemporaries, Pruner-Bey attempted to create 

easily identifiable racial similarities through his juxtaposition of the hair texture of 

Papuans with Africans.26  

Pruner-Bey’s studies were often featured in The Anthropological Review, a 

publication of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland. The 

inclusion of anthropological and scientific studies by German scholars in a British 

bulletin highlights an ongoing dialogue between German racial scientists and 

anthropologists with their colleagues from other countries regarding race and the 

“colonized other” at the turn of the twentieth century.27 Like their German counterparts, 

 
John Crawfurd, “On the Skin, the Hair, and the Eyes, as Tests of the Races of Man,” Transactions of the 

Ethnological Society of London 6 (1868): 146. 
23 Livia Rigotti, “German Women in the South Sea Colonies, 1884–1919,” in Explorations and 

Entanglements: Germans in Pacific Worlds from the Early Modern Period to World War I, ed. Hartmut 

Berghoff, Frank Biess, and Ulrike Strasser (New York: Berghahn Books, 2018), 166; Steinmetz, The 

Devil’s Handwriting, 302. 
24 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 12. 
25 Pruner-Bey, “On Human Hair as a Race-Character,” 6. 
26 See John Crawfurd, “On the Physical and Mental Characteristics of the N****,” Transactions of the 

Ethnological Society of London 4 (1866): 212; William T. Pritchard, “On the Caroline Islanders,” The 

Anthropological Review 4, no. 13 (1866): 165. 
27 Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism, 8. 
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British cultural anthropologists also wrote about appearance in the South Seas. Alice 

Hingston Quiggin, a prolific anthropologist and a frequent contributor to The 

Anthropological Review and its subsequent iterations, routinely wrote on the South Seas 

despite never venturing to the region; this included multiple chapters on the Pacific 

Islanders in Thomas Athol Joyce’s extensive anthology, Women of all Nations. Unlike 

Pruner-Bey, Hingston Quiggin’s work on the South Pacific was primarily descriptive 

and ethnographic rather than analytic and ‘scientific,’ as she outlined the physical 

characteristics and behaviours that purportedly defined the region's populations and 

cultures. Aesthetics played a crucial role in her descriptions (Illustration 4.1). For 

example, she began her chapter on ‘Polynesia’ with a broad and detailed explanation of 

Samoan men’s hair, facial structures, and bodies. She declared: "Travellers and residents 

alike [had] pronounced the Polynesians to be one of the finest races of the world, and 

many [did] not hesitate to describe the women as perfect types of feminine beauty.”28 

Moreover, she noted that “poets have sung of [the Samoans] charms, of their grace and 

beauty… and have told of their eyes, shining like lustrous stars beneath the deeply 

fringed lids; of their skin of the tenderest olive, the olive that has a shade of gold in it, 

like a honeycomb that has entangled a sunbeam, and is therewith transfigured.”29 From 

these two excerpts alone, it would appear that Hingston Quiggin regarded her subjects 

favourably and appreciated their appearance. 

 
28 Alice Hingston Quiggin, “Polynesia,” in Women of All Nations: A Record of Their Characteristics, 

Habits, Manners, Customs and Influence, ed. Thomas Athol Joyce and Northcote Whitridge Thomas 

(London: Cassell, 1908), 36-37.  
29 Hingston Quiggin, “Polynesia,” 37. 
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Illustration 4.1: A young 

Samoan girl. Alice Hingston 

Quiggin, “Polynesia,” in Women 

of All Nations: A Record of Their 

Characteristics, Habits, 

Manners, Customs and Influence, 

ed. Thomas Athol Joyce and 

Northcote Whitridge Thomas 

(London: Cassell, 1908), 43.  

 

However, the reality was more complex. While her entries reported on the 

attractiveness of the Samoan people, she routinely portrayed her subjects as almost 

childlike, and she feminized the male population. This juxtaposition was indicative of 

broader European efforts to correlate the ‘beautifulness’ of the Pacific Islanders with a 

sense of harmlessness, especially the men, to justify the occupation of territory inhabited 

by those deemed physically, culturally, and racially inferior.30 While there was potential 

for this group, they would never meet the racial and cultural standards of whiteness. For 

example, Hingston Quiggin stated that Samoans “possess[ed] both the happy and 

unhappy qualities of childhood, the affection, the naive credulity, the emotional 

 
30 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 250; Tobin, Peripheral Desires, 152. 



 173 

temperament and love of pleasure in all forces.”31 Additionally, she believed that the 

Samoans were weak, “another childlike character,” both mentally and physically. 

According to Hingston Quiggin, “notwithstanding their state of constant warfare, they 

[could] not be regarded as a virile race,” establishing their position below white 

Europeans in the racial hierarchy.32  

Hingston Quiggin also directly juxtaposed any positive statement about female 

appearance and aesthetics with a disparaging observation. For instance, she criticized 

Samoan perceptions of beauty and attraction as she stated that “native taste consider[ed] 

that the two essential factors of feminine loveliness [were] fairness and fatness and much 

care [was] exercised to shelter the skin from damaging sunburn so that a girl of a high 

position often [had] as fair skin as that of a European.”33 Similarly, in her chapter on 

‘Melanesia,’ she argued that it was difficult for women to be perceived as beautiful as “it 

[was] rare to see women without ornaments of some description.”34 Unlike the white 

European woman, Hingston Quiggin believed that a ‘Melanesian’ woman could not be 

beautiful without bodily modifications. She contended that while the white European 

woman was attractive without heavy ornamentation, the Pacific Islander women could 

not be, reinforcing the exoticness of her subjects for her readers.  

In addition to her own work, Hingston Quiggin frequently reviewed other articles 

and monographs in Man, one of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and 

Ireland’s subsequent publications. This included reviews on work written about the 

 
31 Hingston Quiggin, “Polynesia,”57. 
32 Hingston Quiggin, “Polynesia,” 38. 
33 Hingston Quiggin, “Polynesia,” 38. 
34 Alice Hingston Quiggin, “Melanesia,” in Women of All Nations: A Record of Their Characteristics, 

Habits, Manners, Customs and Influence, ed. Thomas Athol Joyce and Northcote Whitridge Thomas 

(London: Cassell, 1908), 88. 
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German colonies in the South Seas. In one instance, she evaluated Richard Parkinson’s 

travelogue, documenting his thirty years living in the South Pacific, including Samoa 

and the Bismarck Archipelago.35 Parkinson, a Danish explorer, was initially employed 

by J.C. Godeffroy and Sohn, the Hamburg-based trading company, to collect specimens 

for their museum.36 In the years following, Parkinson and his associates sent an 

estimated two thousand different human remains, including skulls and artifacts, to 

museums throughout Europe, North America, and Australia.37 In his monograph, he 

frequently commented on the appearance of the local inhabitants and often compared 

groups in the region. For example, he likened the physical attributes of ‘Micronesians’ to 

Samoans as their “facial features [were] pleasant and, in many individuals, regularly 

formed and by the requirements of our European sense of beauty.”38 The explicit 

comparison between Pacific Islander and European beauty demonstrates the real-world 

utilization of notions of beauty to the racial hierarchy and the application of European 

standards to the colonized populations. While it was unlikely his intention, his entries 

illustrated how beauty standards were not solely a female concern, as personal 

preference frequently shaped interactions between European men and the local 

populations in the colonial sphere. 

The transnational exchange between British and German ethnographers, 

anthropologists, and racial scientists was further cemented with Hingston Quiggin’s 

 
35 Alice Hingston Quiggin, review of 49. Melanesia: Dreißig Jahre in der Südsee. Land und Leute, Sitten 

und Gebräuche im Bismarckarchipel und auf den deutschen Salomoninseln, by Richard Parkinson, Man 8 

(1908), 95. 
36 Jim Specht, “Traders and Collectors: Richard Parkinson and Family in the Bismarck Archipelago, 

P.N.G.,” Pacific Arts, no. 21/22 (2000), 23. 
37 Specht, “Traders and Collectors,” 23. 
38 Richard Parkinson, Dreißig Jahre in der Südsee: Land und Leute, Sitten und Gebräuche im 

Bismarckarchipel und auf den deutschen Salomoninseln (Stuttgart: Strecker & Schröder, 1907), 417. 
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review of Augustin Krämer’s monograph on Hawaii, ‘Micronesia,’ and Samoa.39 

Krämer travelled extensively throughout the region at the turn of the twentieth century. 

He and his wife Elisabeth were members of Georg Thilenius’ Hamburger Südsee-

Expedition (South Sea Expedition) from 1908-1910.40 While initially interested in coral 

reefs and plankton, “he was not insensible to the attractions of ethnology,” which 

dominated his research in the early twentieth century.41 Despite his self-reported 

‘appreciation’ of the local populations and his desire to ‘protect’ their societies, Krämer 

often positioned himself as “a cultural superior” over the Samoans and New Guineans.42 

Although Krämer actively rejected racial science as he felt he “lack[ed] the experience” 

and claimed it did “not belong in the scope of [his] work,” skin tone, complexion, racial 

purity, and hair texture were reoccurring concerns within his studies on the culture and 

societies of the South Seas.43 The inclusion of such defining parameters speaks to how 

Krämer and other German ethnographers, whether intentional or not, identified physical 

characteristics that differentiated the forcibly colonized populations from each other and 

the German settlers.44  

Despite his denunciation of racial science, Krämer actively analyzed and 

participated in the larger transnational and ever-evolving discourse regarding skin colour 

and race in a global context.45 According to sociologist George Steinmetz, certain 

 
39 Alice Hingston Quiggin, review of 39. Pacific: Hawaii, Ostmikronesien und Samoa. Meine zweite 

Südseereise (1897-99) zum Studium der Atolle und ihrer Bewohner, by Augustin Krämer, Man 8 (1908), 

76.  
40 The Südsee-Expedition was a research trip organized by Georg Thilenius, the director of the Hamburg 

Ethnological Museum. During the two-year expedition, Augustin, Elisabeth and a team of ethnographers 

and anthropologists travelled throughout the South Seas, including the area occupied by the Germans; 

Buschmann, “Oceanic Carvings and Germanic Cravings,” 310. 
41 Hingston Quiggin, review of 39, 76.  
42 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 315; Tobin, Peripheral Desire, 142. 
43 Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln, 35. 
44 Evans, Anthropology at War, 54. 
45 Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism, 137. 
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groups’ “racial status” changed throughout the nineteenth century, and in the South 

Pacific specifically, the “Samoans underwent a process of racial lightening.”46 In the 

first few decades, European travelogues and anthropological studies described them as 

‘black’ and uncultured, especially compared to Tahitians, who had fascinated European 

artists, explorers, and intellectuals since the late eighteenth century. Limited European 

contact with Samoa caused this unfavourable perspective. However, increased 

engagement with Samoa in the late nineteenth century resulted in a shift within 

ethnographic and anthropological reports and their improved status in the manufactured 

racial hierarchy due to colorism.47 Steinmetz noted that Samoans were subsequently 

described as “the lightest skinned” in the South Seas and often associated with 

Mediterranean populations, with sources from the time describing the Samoans as 

“cousins of the Caucasian race.”48  

Krämer engaged with this emerging discourse in his descriptions of the skin tone 

of Samoans. For example, Krämer stated that, “the skin colour of the Samoans [was] 

light brown with a darker shade only on the sides. I [had] never seen a black branded 

Samoan, even if darker tones occur naturally.”49 According to Krämer, younger Samoan 

girls possessed a skin tone similar to a horse chestnut fresh from its shell and equated 

their complexion to that of southern Italians. Similarly, he described the skin tone of the 

mixed-race population as “so light that one [could] definitely compare them with 

southern Roman people and even heavily brunette or Jewish Germans.”50 The 

 
46 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 302. 
47 Anette Dietrich, Weiße Weiblichkeiten: Konstruktionen von »Rasse« und Geschlecht im deutschen 
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comparison of the Samoans and the mixed populations with these two European 

demographics not only contextualized his work for readers in the metropole but also 

directly linked their racial status to that of German Jews and Italians, who were believed 

to occupy a subordinate position in the European racial hierarchy. Due to rising 

prejudices in the metropole, German Jews were frequently perceived as less than white 

Germans, which was reinforced in anthropological sources from the turn of the twentieth 

century that likened them to the forcibly colonized populations. 51 Additionally, the 

comparison between Samoans and Southern Italians suggests that Krämer was aware of 

discussion of race among the ‘academic’ and ‘scientific’ communities. Due to the work 

of social scientists like Cesare Lombroso, Southern Italians were considered ‘less than’ 

and more ‘criminally inclined’ than their northern counterparts.52  While Krämer argued 

for the elevated status of Samoans, his comparison to the German Jews and Southern 

Italians cemented their placement below their white German occupiers.  

Krämer’s engagement with scientific racism was not limited to skin colour as he 

analyzed his subjects' facial structure and features to draw conclusions about the 

defining characteristics of each population. He participated in the larger transnational 
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The Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland 15 (1886), 25. 
52 Krämer does not explicitly cite Lombroso in his two monographs on Samoa. However, like Krämer, 

Lombroso’s work was frequently reviewed and featured in the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great 

Britain and Ireland’s various publications. Their publications helped to maintain the transnational network 

of social scientists who spread conclusions about race throughout the world. See E. A. Parkyn, review of 
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discourse linking facial structure to craniology as he identified and measured specific 

features that supposedly defined the inhabitants of German New Guinea.53 British 

physical anthropologists and racial scientists, such as David Waterston and C.G. 

Seligman, examined and measured individuals from New Caledonia and British New 

Guinea to identify characteristics that revealed their ‘inferiority’ and placed white 

Europeans at the top of the racial hierarchy due to skull shape.54 In Binoinano, a village 

on an atoll in the Gilbert Islands, Krämer declared that the population’s appearance 

differed significantly from those in the south as “the eyes seemed to be closer together 

everywhere and the saddle between them was up to one centimetre high, the bridge of 

the nose was curved, and the root was relatively narrow, in short, real aquiline noses.”55 

Moreover, “the lips were probably somewhat protruding, but not very wide and of a nice 

shape, while the chin and forehead were slightly receding.”56 While Krämer believed 

himself to be impartial about the influence of racial science, his commentary on facial 

structure and the inclusion of measurements reveals that despite his rebuke, he helped 

perpetuate its ideology.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
53 Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism, 88. 
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Illustration 4.2: A young 

Samoan woman. Augustin 

Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln: 

Entwurf einer Monographie 

mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung Deutsch 

Samoas, vol. 2: Ethnographie 

(Stuttgart: E. Schweizerbart (E. 

Nägele), 1902), 42. 
 

Although Krämer boasted about his objectivity and impartiality, several of his 

studies contained voyeuristic undertones as they featured detailed and explicit 

commentary on female appearance and images of female breasts. Despite his 

‘intentions,’ Krämer continuously exoticized and eroticized the young female 

populations (Illustration 4.2). In doing so, he played into the “unbroken tradition of 

erotic Polynesian imagery,” dating back to the eighteenth century.57 Artists, such as Paul 

Gauguin, helped to perpetuate this stereotype throughout Europe; Gauguin frequently 

featured scantily clad Tahitian women in suggestive positions in his paintings.58 In his 

 
57 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 301. 
58 Elizabeth C. Childs, “The Colonial Lens, Gauguin, Primitivism, and Photography in the Fin de Siecle,” 

in Antimodernism and Artistic Experience: Policing the Boundaries of Modernity, ed. Lynda Lee Jessup 

(Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 55. 



 180 

monograph, Krämer featured an image of a naked Samoan woman, noting: “The breasts 

[were] designed quite differently. In addition to the hemispherical, shell-like ones with 

small areolas and nipples, one [could] see bottle-gourd-like hanging ones and, 

particularly membranous ones, the teat-shaped goat udder-like ones, with conically 

shaped areola and wide, dark areolas.”59 He posited that a Samoan girl physically 

deteriorated as she aged and by the time she  reached adulthood, their breasts lost their 

shape and erotic appeal: “the breasts usually become larger and softer, droop…often 

they are also quite long so that they can be thrown over the armpits.”60 In another 

instance, he described a “radiance” that the Samoans emanated when they swam in the 

ocean: “The more tender-skinned girls in particular then literally glow on their cheeks, 

shoulders and breasts as if they were affected by an exanthema.”61 Krämer’s fixation on 

youthfulness and the degeneration of a woman as she aged speaks not only to the 

internationalization of beauty standards from the metropole but also to the sexualization 

of young virginal women in colonial settings.62 Potential sexual domination over the 

female colonial other and the overt display of a portion of the female body that white 

women hid led to the fetishization in Krämer’s work, speaking to the subjective nature 

of ethnographic studies and the way that scholars like Krämer where influenced by their 

gender and broader trends of their era. 

The hyper-fixation with the female form and continuous sexualization and 

exoticization of the colonial other were not limited to Samoa. As early as the sixteenth 

 
59 Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln, 47.  
60 Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln, 47. 
61 Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln, 41. 
62 Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule, with 
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century, a European obsession and fascination with China and Chinese culture, 

Sinophilia, emerged due to increased contact between the regions. This was partially 

thanks to Jesuit missionaries and the work of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the German 

mathematician, philosopher, and diplomat.63 During the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, many Europeans believed that the Chinese were their societal and cultural 

equals and treated them with reverence. Increased contact and trade helped fuel this 

captivation, resulting in more Chinese textiles and artifacts imported to Europe.64 As the 

demand for Chinese products rose, European manufacturers copied the styles of Chinese 

products and created chinoiserie, which contained design elements like those of genuine 

artifacts. However, this fascination eventually shifted to revulsion as Sinophobia, a fear 

of China, came to dominate public perception during the Opium Wars in the nineteenth 

century. China was regarded as “a prototype of a stagnant and despotic society.”65 

Prejudiced intellectuals and elites believed that China had become uncivilized and 

barbaric “after already reach[ing] its peak as a civilization in previous centuries.”66 

Contempt for Chinese culture and society helped fuel and justify imperialist expansion 

into the region for many Europeans.67  

A mutual fascination and revulsion towards Chinese women emerged in 

European anthropological and ethnographic studies in the late nineteenth and early 
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 182 

twentieth centuries. Rumours of footbinding dominated Western imagination and 

media.68 However, Chinese women often remained secluded from most foreign 

nationals, which was unacceptable to white European men who expected to have 

unlimited access to these ‘exotic’ women.69 The work of Carl Heinrich Stratz, the 

German gynecologist and doctor, exemplified this attitude. While stationed in Indonesia 

as a member of the Dutch Army from 1887-1892, Stratz travelled to China before the 

German acquisition of the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory in 1898.70 In his monograph 

about global racial beauty, he recounted the first and only time he saw a Chinese 

woman’s body during that trip. As his ship entered the harbour at Canton (today’s 

Guangzhou), a young girl appeared from inside a boat: “She rubbed her crooked eyes 

and yawned, revealing a row of magnificent teeth…her naked torso emerged from the 

dark, weather-beaten boards like a little yellowish ivory figure.”71 He continued: “The 

mouth was small and red and shone like a cherry from under the turned-up nose. Two 

oddly small, regularly shaped feet peeked out from under it.”72 This young, unknown 

woman served as the catalyst for his chapter on Chinese women. She shaped his 

opinions on Chinese female beauty, which, like his other entries on women in the 

African colonies, contained an unnervingly voyeuristic undertone. While Stratz looked 

at China more generally, his musings provided insight into how Germans perceived race 

and Chinese appearance in the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory.   

 
68 See Underwood & Underwood, Bound Feet of a Chinese Lady Compared with the Unbound Feet of a 

Working Chinese Woman, Photograph by Underwood & Underwood, 1 photograph: photoprint, albumen, 
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69 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 363. 
70 Michael Hau, The Cult of Health and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890-1930 (Chicago: 
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71 C. H. (Carl Heinrich) Stratz, Die Rassenschönheit des Weibes (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke; Gomei 

Kaisha, Kobe: G. C. Hirschfeld, 1922), 259-260. 
72 Stratz, Die Rassenschönheit des Weibes, 259-260. 
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For Stratz, a specific race's beauty and attractiveness could be determined by 

applying manufactured parameters that measured a woman’s facial structure and body 

composition.73 While the ‘ideal’ proportions belonged to white women, Stratz declared 

that "among Chinese women and girls, there [were] still many such beautifully formed 

beings to be found.”74 Much to his chagrin, Stratz was ‘forced’ to analyze female body 

types and facial features throughout China using images of clothed women. He lamented 

that it was “challenging to obtain a photographic replica of the undressed body of a 

Chinese woman of pure race.”75 It must be noted that he preferred to use naked images 

to obtain ‘true’ and ‘accurate’ proportions.76 Stratz directly compared women in Canton 

(today’s Guangzhou) with those from Shanghai. According to Stratz, the Cantonese 

typically had a “coarser” appearance, whereas women from Shanghai “show[ed] a finer 

facial type.”77 For Shanghainese women, Stratz conceded that “it [was] true that the 

inner corners of their eyes [were] also far apart, the [eyelid fold was] clear, and the nose 

[was] broad, but the mouth [was] finer, the lip [was] narrower and of a more even 

shape.”78 Like Krämer's work on New Guineans, Stratz identified facial features that 

purportedly defined the Chinese race and used them to determine physical attractiveness 

and sexual desirability. While Stratz attempted to use ‘scientific’ markers of race to 

justify his findings, his entries on Cantonese and Shanghainese women suggested the 

prevalence of personal preference among the German academic community in the early 

twentieth century when analyzing the female form.  

 
73 Hau, The Cult of Health and Beauty in Germany, 41.  
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Illustration 4.3: A young 

woman from Hong Kong. C. 

H. (Carl Heinrich) Stratz, Die 

Rassenschönheit des Weibes 

(Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke; 

Gomei Kaisha, Kobe: G. C. 

Hirschfeld, 1922), 265. 

 

Stratz’s reception of women from Hong Kong differed significantly from his 

entries on other Chinese women. He argued that European influence in the region not 

only altered the culture but also how a woman acted and adorned herself. Stratz believed 

that since the British gained control of the area in the 1840s, the local inhabitants and 

their environment had transformed entirely: “The streets were a little wider, the people 

had better colour with red cheeks and generally seemed to be taller than in the South.”79 

By some “happy coincidence,” Stratz received, from an unidentified photographer, an 

image of a Hong Kongese woman “who was celebrated for her beauty” (Illustration 

4.3).80 From an analysis of the image, he determined that while the Hong Kong woman 

possessed similar facial features, such as shape, as other women in China, he believed 
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that Hong Kongers were higher in the global racial hierarchy due to British occupation.81 

According to Stratz, the young woman adorned her face “with a very delicate, rosy 

touch, the eyebrows also painted, extend as two thin stripes in a regular, high arc much 

further outwards than [was] naturally the case... the edges of the eyes [were] straight and 

much larger than usual in Chinese women.82 He concluded that this woman was the 

epitome of Chinese beauty, not only for himself but for every man in China. However, 

he found it “strange that here, too, the Chinese consider[ed] a woman to be beautiful 

who [came] closer to the white type than her sisters.”83 Stratz posited that many Chinese 

men and women had started to value whiteness and European features, elevating the 

status of the occupied Hong Kongers above their fellow Chinese compatriots.  

Depictions in Mass Media 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.4: The cover 

image from the issue celebrating 

the anniversary of the German 

occupation of Samoa. “Zehn 

Jahre Kolonialarbeit auf 

Samoa,” Kolonie und Heimat in 

Wort und Bild 3, no. 18 (22 May 

1910), 1. 
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For many German women in the colonies, anthropological studies and scientific reports 

were not always readily available. Instead, as we have seen, this information was often 

diffused among the masses through periodicals, including Kolonie und Heimat in Wort 

und Bild, which frequently included exposés on the inhabitants of German Samoa, the 

Kiautschou Bay Lease Territory, and German New Guinea, as well as the smaller atolls. 

These articles often included detailed descriptions of the aesthetics and appearance of 

the forcibly colonized populations to reinforce the ‘need’ for German control in the area. 

Their authors attempted to highlight the supposed cultural and physical inferiority of the 

forcibly colonized populations, linking their ‘shortcomings’ to racial and mental 

degeneration.84 For example, a lengthy article, celebrating the ten years of the 

occupation of Samoa, featured commentary on behaviour and appearance to demonstrate 

how Germans had brought ‘improvements’ to the island and its inhabitants, indicating 

why colonial intervention must continue. At first glance, the author spoke positively 

about Samoan aesthetics, declaring that “they [were] a rare, beautiful, strong breed of 

people.”85 This article contained three heavily staged photographs of Samoan women, 

each captioned “Samoan Beauty” (Illustrations 4.4 and 4.5). They were notably the only 

depictions of the colonized inhabitants, reinforcing the sexualization of the Samoan 

women. One of the images featured a woman who appears topless, adorned with a 

beaded necklace with her black hair styled naturally curly; in contrast, the other two 

women are in European dress.86 However, the author negated these women’s 
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attractiveness as they stated: “Unfortunately, the otherwise relatively high-ranking 

Samoans still [had] the hereditary defect of the Polynesian race. Like her other 

tribesmen in the South Seas, kind nature [had] effortlessly thrown everything into their 

laps for what they consider a comfortable and contemplative existence.”87 While the 

author did not explicitly outline the supposed “hereditary defects” that impacted 

Polynesians, it created the idea of difference in the minds of their readers.88 The 

inclusion of this statement reminds German female readers that no matter how attractive 

the Samoans were, they would never be their racial equals. 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.5: “Two Samoan Beauties.” “Zehn Jahre 

Kolonialarbeit auf Samoa,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 

3, no. 18 (22 May 1910), 6. 
 

Visual evidence, including postcards and images, helped reinforce European 

perceptions about the appearance of forcibly colonized in the South Seas and China, as 

well as German racial superiority.89 Many postcards illustrated colonial subjects with 

highly exaggerated features and clothing to create physical characteristics easily 
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distinguishable from the white German population.90 For example, a postcard from 1905 

depicted three men, arm in arm, strolling along a street in the harbour in Hamburg 

(Illustration 4.6).91 One man was Chinese, the second was German, and the third was 

Black. The Chinese man wears a long tunic and holding an oil paper umbrella. The 

man's facial features, specifically his eyes, are exaggerated to distinguish him from his 

German neighbour. The caption read: “If you go for a walk by the harbour to study 

foreign customs, you might see a scene like the one you see depicted here: Black, white 

and yellow, a beautiful alliance united in this blessed hour.”92 Not only did the postcard 

perpetuate racial stereotypes, but the prophesized coalition between the German, 

Chinese, and Black men came at a time of unrest against German and European forces 

more generally in both China and Africa, in the form of the Boxer Rebellion, Herero and 

Nama Genocide, and the Maji Maji Rebellion. The postcard downplayed potential issues 

for a German audience by linking the three easily identifiable groups to minimize and 

negate the concerns about overseas territories and their inhabitants. 

 
90 Felix Axster, “‘...Will Try to Send You the Best Views from Here’ Postcards from the Colonial War in 

Namibia (1904-1908),” in German Colonialism, Visual Culture, and Modern Memory, ed. Volker Max 
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91 Original Hamburger Strassenleben. Am Hafen. - Wenn Du am Hafen gehst Spazieren, um Fremde Sitten 

zu studiren, Vielleicht ’ne Scene Dir gefällt, Wie Du sie hier siehst dargestellt; Schwarz, Weiß, Gelb, z. 

schönen Bunde vereint in einer sel’gen Stunde, Dies edle Trio nicht vergißt, Daß mancher Affe zollfrei ist., 

postcard, 1905, Sammlung Peter Weiss, Kolonialismus und afrikanische Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, 

Universitäts- und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 
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Illustration 4.6: Original Hamburger 

Strassenleben. Am Hafen. - Wenn Du 

am Hafen gehst Spazieren, um Fremde 

Sitten zu studiren, Vielleicht ’ne Scene 

Dir gefällt, Wie Du sie hier siehst 

dargestellt; Schwarz, Weiß, Gelb, z. 

schönen Bunde vereint in einer sel’gen 

Stunde, Dies edle Trio nicht vergißt, 

Daß mancher Affe zollfrei ist., postcard, 

1905, Sammlung Peter Weiss, 

Kolonialismus und afrikanische 

Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, 

Universitäts– und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 

 

The sexualization and eroticization of South Seas and Chinese women in German 

media was not limited to anthropological reports and periodicals as illustrated postcards 

often featured these populations in compromising positions with highly sexualized 

captions aimed at depicting female beauty and male sexuality in a particular light.93 
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Against a colourful tropical background, many of these postcards featured members of 

the German Imperial Navy and Pacific Islander women engaging in intimate relations. 

One such postcard from 1913 featured a drawing of a Samoan woman in a tree passing a 

young German man a coconut. The caption read: “The cherries in the neighbour's garden 

are so full and round,” using innuendo to allude to the young Samoan woman’s figure; 

the woman appears scantily clad, with her breasts nearly escaping her dress. 94 Lipstick 

stains on the man’s face and the woman’s feet imply an intimate encounter (Illustration 

4.7). Another postcard from 1913 featured an illustration of a young German naval 

officer lying on the sand gazing at a topless Samoan woman (Illustration 4.8). The 

woman sits underneath a parasol to shade herself from the tropical sun. The caption 

stated: “You do not know my heart yet.”95 Not only did such postcards reinforce the 

notion of the beauty of the Samoan people, but the imagery and the erotic innuendos in 

the text embodied the prevailing stereotype of Samoan women as promiscuous, which, 

George Steinmetz reports, was perpetuated by anthropologists and colonial exhibitions 

in Europe.96 These erotic postcards could act as a form of recruitment for colonial 

soldiers, settlers, and naval officers. They ‘promised’ these men sexual interactions with 

readily available colonized women, encouraging these men to interact in often 

unacceptable ways with the women when they reached the colonies.  

 
94 “Landungsmanöver – Die Kirschen in Nachbars Garten, Die sind so voll und rund,“ postcard, 1913, 

Kolonialismus und afrikanische Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, Universitäts- und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 
95 “Unsere Marine. - Du kennst mein Herz noch lange nicht!“ postcard, 1904, Kolonialismus und 

afrikanische Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, Universitäts- und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 
96 Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, 300-301. 
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Illustration 4.7: “Landungsmanöver – 

Die Kirschen in Nachbars Garten, Die 

sind so voll und rund,“ postcard, 1913, 

Kolonialismus und afrikanische 

Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, 

Universitäts– und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.8: “Unsere Marine. - Du kennst mein Herz noch 

lange nicht!“ postcard, 1904, Kolonialismus und afrikanische 

Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, Universitäts– und 

Stadtbibliothek Köln. 
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Portrayals of Chinese women in postcards also emphasized sexual promiscuity 

and exoticness, reinforcing Western fascination with the Chinese female body. 

Illustrations depicted German naval officers engaging in relations with Chinese women. 

A hand-drawn postcard from Kiautschou in 1900 to a loved one back in Germany 

featured one Chinese and one Japanese woman looking up at a white man in uniform 

with adoration.97 Both women wore ‘traditional’ clothing with yellow complexions and 

exaggerated facial features. Another postcard from 1911 featured a German man in three 

different tableaus. In the first image, he sits on a chair with a Black woman on his lap, 

who possessed overdrawn lips and a bare chest; the second image features the man 

kissing a white woman in Germany, and in the final image, the man is sitting with a 

Chinese woman in Kiautschou (Illustration 4.9). The Chinese woman is wearing 

traditional clothing, and her hair was very similar to that of the white woman. Each 

picture suggests a sexual and romantic relationship between the German man and the 

various women. The caption supports this conclusion: “If I come to Africa, I'll take a 

Black woman. If I stay in Germany, I'll take my white love! If I come to Kiautschou, I'll 

take a yellow woman.”98 The postcard insinuates that due to the sexual ‘needs’ of the 

German man, he becomes romantically involved with whoever was readily available at 

the time, no matter their race. The postcard reinforced the colonial racial hierarchy, with 

the white woman above the forcibly colonized populations. He only loves the white 

woman, while the other women fulfill his carnal ‘needs.’ While the postcards promised 

 
97 „Kiao-Tschau-Postkarte,“ 1900, postcard, Deutsches Reich 1900, PK 96/278, Deutsches Historisches 
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sexual availability, they also would have fueled the fear of German women in the 

metropole over mixed-race relationships between white men and Chinese women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Illustration 4.9: “Grüsse von der Musterung!!” postcard, 

1911, Kolonialismus und afrikanische Diaspora auf 

Bildpostkarten, Universitäts– und Stadtbibliothek Köln. 
 

 In addition to illustrated postcards, photographs in monographs, private 

collections, and posters helped further solidify racial stereotypes regarding Pacific 

Islander and Chinese appearance and aesthetics. As historian Claudia Siebrecht has 

shown, many colonial photographs were not candid and featured the colonized subjects 

in posed positions to exhibit their faces, bodies, and accoutrements, emphasizing their 

otherness.99 They were circulated throughout the empire “in museums and exhibitions, 

screened as lantern slides…published in the popular print media and official documents, 

and claimed to be immediate, descriptive, and objective.”100 However, like the 

postcards, these photographs helped perpetuate the exoticism of the forcibly colonized 
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female due to the sexually compromising positions of the women. According to 

Germanist Robert Deam Tobin, these ‘pornographic’ images were often highly coveted 

in the metropole.101 In Krämer’s monographs, the female subjects were often nude.102 

One such photograph featured a Samoan woman lying down, completely naked, with her 

back to the camera (Illustration 4.10).103 This was not the only instance of female nudity 

in his work. For example, another image depicted a naked woman facing the camera, 

with her head bowed demurely, underscoring her sexual availability to a German 

audience.104 Private collections also contained photographs of nude Samoan women; a 

similar picture from an anonymous private collection showed a young Samoan woman 

facing the camera straight on, her breasts exposed, and only wearing a necklace and a 

skirt.105 For the German consumer, the perverse and pornographic nature of these images 

reinforces their racial and moral superiority over the colonized populations. These 

images gave the impression that these women were ‘easy’ and thus culturally inferior to 

Germans, which was something German women attempted to negate in their 

publications. 
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Illustration 4.10: Augustin Krämer, Die Samoa-Inseln: 

Entwurf einer Monographie [sic]mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung Deutsch Samoas, vol. 2: Ethnographie 

(Stuttgart: E. Schweizerbart (E. Nägele), 1902), 48. 
 

For many Germans in the metropole, there was a divide between themselves and 

the colonial sphere. While memoirs, ethnographic studies, and postcards provided 

descriptions of the faraway protectorates and the forcibly colonized populations for 

urban readers, many Germans would never travel to the South Seas or China. However, 

they had other firsthand opportunities to see Samoan, New Guinean, and Chinese 

people. With the help of anthropologists and ethnographers, Volkerschäuen (colonial 

exhibitions and human zoos) exposed the German audience in the metropole to global 

populations. According to historian Hilke Thode-Arora, individuals were selected who 

“conformed to a certain anthropological understanding of the non-European,” 

reinforcing the racial hierarchy of the empire for those who never ventured to the 

colonies.106 Organizers and anthropologists selected people based on specific criteria to 

generate a crowd and ultimately revenue: “great beauty or, indeed, ugliness in the eyes 
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of the European viewers…[might be determined by] culturally based body modifications 

such as filed teeth and tattoos.”107  

From 1895 to 1911, brothers Fritz and Carl Marquardt travelled to Germany on 

three occasions with several different groups of mainly Samoan women. The 

advertisements generated for these exploitative performances frequently featured images 

of men and women in traditional clothing and promised glimpses of “female Samoan 

beauties.”108 Of all the women, “Fai Atanoa was considered the most beautiful of the 

Samoans according to European standards,” resulting in resentment from the other 

performers who believed she received preferential treatment.109 A highly stylized 

version of Samoan culture was at the forefront of these performances with songs and 

dances. While these exhibitions helped cement the elevated cultural and racial status of 

Samoans above other groups in the empire, they also helped solidify the belief in the 

necessity of the German colonial mission in the minds of the citizens in the metropole. 

One of the biggest arguments supporting the German occupation of Samoa and other 

South Seas territories was their ‘desire’ to protect these populations from European 

cultural influence, which was reinforced through these presentations. However, it was 

likely that the Samoans consciously continued their cultural practices despite German 

intervention. 

Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow in German New Guinea 

For most German women with “wanderlust and a thirst for adventure,” Samoa, New 

Guinea, and the Kiautschou Leased Territory were not easily accessible due to their 
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relative distance from Europe.110 Unlike German Southwest Africa and German East 

Africa, few German women lived in these territories during the colonial period, and 

immigration was rarely encouraged.111 However, some women did travel to these 

colonies, and their accounts demonstrate the diffusion of scientific racism and 

ethnographic stereotypes regarding ‘lesser’ races among the German public. One such 

woman was Krämer’s wife, Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, who engaged with the Pacific 

Islanders in a way inaccessible to her husband and other male anthropologists on the 

Südsee-Expedition.112 Women were often able to interact with the colonized populations 

in more intimate settings due to their gender, as was evident in many memoirs and 

travelogues from the colonial period.113 However, like her female contemporaries in the 

African colonies, Krämer-Bannow was not easily influenced by this forced proximity. 

She continuously viewed the local populations through a European lens, passing 

judgment on the people she encountered. For example, while on Tombara, she declared 

its inhabitants’ complexions as “dark” and noted “the short-spring woolly hair that never 

[hung] down long.”114 The local populations also possessed bodily modifications and 

tattoos, which she believed gave the men a particularly “wild look.”115 From these two 

statements alone, it was apparent that Krämer-Bannow was not only profoundly affected 

by the larger racial discourse perpetrated by men like her husband but also helped to 
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shape it. She consciously selected terms, such as wild and woolly, to differentiate the 

forcibly colonized population and create binary divisions between the colonizer and the 

colonized. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.11: An illustration 

of two women from Lamasong, 

today’s Papua New Guinea. 

Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, Bei 

kunstsinnigen Kannibalen der 

Südsee: Wanderungen auf Neu-

Mecklenburg 1908 - 1909 / von 

Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow. Nebst 

Wiss. Anm. von Augustin Krämer 

(Berlin: Reimer, 1916), 118. 
 

Standards of beauty and race from the metropole heavily influenced Krämer-

Bannow’s descriptions of the local inhabitants in German New Guinea, specifically New 

Mecklenburg (today’s New Ireland). Like many of her female contemporaries at home, 

Krämer-Bannow heavily favoured a youthful appearance. Whereas most women on the 

island of New Mecklenburg were generally “characterized by a certain softness and 

gracefulness of body shape,” she believed there were clear distinctions between the 
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appearance of younger and older women (Illustration 4.11).116 She stated: "Above all, 

the cute, gentle little faces of the younger creatures, no matter how genuinely 

Melanesian they [might] be, look[ed] very endearing under the coquettish Tituskopfhaar 

[Titus cut].”117 However, older women did not receive the same reception: “Among the 

old women, some are quite ugly, especially when the poor old bodies are not only worn 

out and bent with hard work but also have the grey-scaled disfigurement of ringworm, 

which is quite common here.”118 Due to the increase in mass marketing at the turn of the 

twentieth century, beauty advertisements focusing on graying hair and wrinkles created 

a correlation between age and beauty.119 For example, Anton Pricken’s “Santa, “a 

harmless hair dye,” promised users that the product would “restore the natural, youthful 

colour and beauty of hair that has turned gray.”120 As a woman aged, she was no longer 

considered as beautiful as she once was, a sentiment perpetuated not only by Krämer-

Bannow but also by her husband and other ethnographers. A Papuan woman had the 

potential to be attractive, but only if they were young enough and met specific physical 

criteria.121 

German and European perspectives on race also impacted Krämer-Bannow’s 

descriptions of female aesthetics on New Mecklenburg. According to Krämer-Bannow, 
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the women in the northern portion of the island differed significantly from their 

counterparts in the south. She believed that they were ‘stunning’ and connected them to 

a prominent and popular female character in Europe: “Her face with a fine, curved nose 

and large, moist eyes would have done credit to a Gypsy, a Carmen with black-brown 

skin and a shirtless upper body.”122 The comparison between the Papuan woman and the 

lead Roma character in the opera Carmen exoticized and eroticized this portion of the 

female colonized population. Carmen, a novella first published by Prosper Mérimée in 

1845 and later rewritten as an opera in 1875 by Georges Bizet, told the story of an 

‘enchanting’ Roma woman who enthralls two different Spanish men, which eventually 

leads to her downfall. Although it originated in France, the opera was famous throughout 

Europe. At the turn of the twentieth century, an upsurge in racist anti-Roma and Sinti 

rhetoric led to increased discrimination against the groups in Germany, especially in 

Bavaria, cementing their status on the racial hierarchy of the Kaiserreich.123 By linking 

these two populations, Krämer-Bannow not only perpetuated stereotypes about both 

groups but also attempted to legitimize her work in the minds of German readers 

familiar with the opera and the Sinti and Roma.  

Like white women in other European empires, Krämer-Bannow felt it was her 

duty and ‘burden’ to protect and shield the colonized populations in New Guinea from 

European influence. 124 While, in theory, this would preserve traditional practices, it also 

reinforced the status of white Germans as culturally superior and infantilized the local 
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inhabitants.125 In particular, Krämer-Bannow criticized the actions of Christian 

missionaries in New Guinea as she believed that the German missions on the islands 

caused more harm than good.126 She questioned the actions of the Sisters of the Sacred 

Heart of Jesus in Tumeleo, an island on the north coast of New Guinea, where they ran a 

school for local girls. During a visit, she reported that “the young girls were dressed in 

ugly shirts made up of many thick patches of patches, which greatly disfigured these 

Papuans, who were physically delicate but somewhat coarse-faced.”127 Krämer-Bannow 

believed that providing these children with unattractive garments would have a 

detrimental impact on their “health and aesthetics,” a concern which she reportedly 

expressed to the sisters.128 She voiced unease over the long-term implications of 

unappealing clothing: “[Was] it really necessary that a tasteless and unattractive 

appearance be closely connected with Christian morals?”129 She believed this 

association could alter the view of Christianity and perhaps their view of Europeans 

more generally, tainting the German colonial project in the minds of the forcibly 

colonized populations. Krämer-Bannow’s distress over unappealing clothing not only 

highlighted the importance of appearance in the colonial sphere but also spoke of her 

desire to ‘protect’ the population from German influence, helping to maintain the 

Papuans as culturally and racially inferior in the colonial hierarchy.   

She further denounced the actions of the German missionaries in New Guinea 

and condemned how they altered the attitude and behaviour of many Papuans. During 
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her travels through the South Pacific, Elisabeth and Augustin frequently stayed with 

missionaries, where she noted that they constantly received a warm welcome. This 

“friendly reception” led to a degree of hesitancy in openly critiquing their actions: “It 

may seem ungrateful to say that the influence of these good, well-meaning people on the 

natives is not always favourable.”130 Nevertheless, Krämer-Bannow declared that the 

forcibly colonized populations often become “indolent” at missions because “they think  

they are something special and become demanding and bold towards the white man who 

is supposed to be their brother.”131 She believed that the missions often “spoiled” the 

Papuans as they provided them with opportunities that they were not culturally and 

mentally prepared for.132 In her opinion, “This doctrine of the equality of all people is  

not yet good for them; they should still regard the white man as masters until they have 

learned from him to work steadily and strive to develop.”133 While there was potential 

for the inhabitants, Krämer-Bannow presumed that the teachings of German Christian 

missionaries in New Guinea could destabilize colonial rule in the region, which relied on 

the Germans remaining on top of the colonial power structure. 

Frieda Zieschank in German Samoa 

Krämer-Bannow’s desire to protect the people of New Guinea from potential social and 

cultural change was not unique, as German women in Samoa shared a similar sentiment. 

Frieda Zieschank, who resided in the protectorate from 1906-1916 and was the wife of 

one of the island’s only German doctors, believed that the colonial administration had a 
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paternalistic obligation towards the Samoans.134 In her 1918 memoir, she declared, “One 

[could] confidently say that nowhere else in the world did primitive people endure the 

spread of civilization so untouched and undamaged as in Samoa.”135 Although she had 

only been in the territory for a relatively short period, she argued, with evidence from 

Augustin Krämer’s studies, that the islands had not changed due to European and 

American occupation and remained true to their original condition: “Even near Apia, the 

capital, the natives live, apart from a few small things, generally in almost the same way 

today as it was fifty years ago.”136 Her inclusion of Krämer as an authority on Samoa 

revealed how the prejudicial findings of racial scientists and anthropologists spread 

among the German middle class and the impact these findings had on female perceptions 

of the local populations. In her mind, it was only because of German occupation that 

Samoa could remain “a delicious gem, the healthiest tropical colony in which not only 

the European man but also the white family [could] establish their residence without 

danger to life and health.”137 She encouraged German migration to protect the childlike 

“purity” of the Samoan people, as she believed they did not have the knowledge to care 

for themselves.138  

For many German women in Samoa, it was often difficult to reconcile 

preconceived notions of beauty and race with the reality of life in the protectorate. While 

the ‘success’ of the empire was rooted in the presumed racial superiority of the Germans 

over the colonized population, the Samoans challenged this domination due to their 
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elevated racial and cultural status.139 According to historian Matthew Fitzpatrick, “race 

was not sufficient in shaping the hierarchies in this colony.”140 However, for Zieschank, 

the elevated racial status of the Samoans appeared to cause an internal struggle as she 

attempted to reconcile the physical attractiveness of the Samoans with her understanding 

of supposed racial and cultural characteristics associated with the ‘exotic’ colonial other. 

In one instance, she acknowledged: “They really [were] one of the most beautiful human 

races, at least about their physique, and that [could] be said especially of the male 

representatives of the people. A slim Samoan youth [was] a model that would have 

delighted the greatest ancient Greek artist.”141 However, in the following sentence, she 

argued that Samoan facial features were not attractive as “the broad, fleshy nose and the 

thick, but heavily curled lips [did] not appeal to our taste at least.”142 While Fitzpatrick 

argued that racial parameters were viewed as “controversial, inflammatory, and 

counterproductive” in German Samoa due to the structure of the colony, Zieschank’s 

commentary on aesthetics reveals the inability of some female German settlers to 

abandon their supposed white superiority completely. 143 Even in instances where she 

spoke highly of their appearance, the dissemination of prejudicial thinking from the 

metropole continued to shape her interactions.144  

The internalization of white German superiority also clouded Zieschank’s 

interactions with Samoan women. While Zieschank recognized these women's vital role 
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in the colony's success, she did not consider them her racial equals.145 For Zieschank, 

Samoan women were not a direct threat to her femininity as they filled a necessary gap 

in the sexual environment of the protectorate due to the disproportionate number of 

German men to women. For example, Zieschank declared that Samoan women’s 

“beauty [was] praised so endlessly that it would probably be ridiculed as rivalry between 

members of the same sex if I could accept them with strong qualifications.”146 She did 

recognize their ‘objective’ attractiveness and elevated racial status as she acknowledged 

that any male traveller who came “from Africa, the islands of New Guinea, Fiji or even 

Australia [had to be] thrilled when he [saw] the Samoan girls” (Illustration 4.12).147 

Despite the beauty of Samoan women, however, Zieschank contended that white women 

were generally prettier on average. A Samoan woman would age poorly over time as 

“most are only really attractive in the tenderest virgin age,” a sentiment shared not only 

by German anthropologists like Krämer but also by international intellectuals like 

Margaret Mead.148 Despite the Samoans’ desirability, Zieschank contended they could 

never be as beautiful as white German women. 
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Illustration 4.12: A photograph of 

a Taupou, a daughter of a Samoan 

chief.  Frieda Zieschank, Ein 

Jahrzehnt in Samoa (1906-1916) 

(Leipzig: Haberland, 1918), 32a.  
 

The elevated racial status of the Samoan women within the hierarchy of the 

empire often resulted in frequent interracial partnerships and marriages, which “were the 

rule, not exception” in the colony.149 According to colonial enthusiast Leonore Nießen-

Deiters, “Starting a family with Samoan women on the one hand and fading white 

German men, on the other hand, [was] just as little desirable in Samoa – for the man 

himself as for Germanness – as [was] the mixture of Black and white in Africa. Albeit 

the…lovely Samoan woman [was] so much more related to us than the African 

[woman].”150 Although Zieschank affirmed her opposition to miscegenation through her 

efforts to encourage the migration of white women, she believed there was potential for 

these children due to the position of Samoan women in the racial hierarchy and the 
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reality of life in the colony.151 Zieschank argued that the appearance of mixed-race 

children changed over time due to the frequency of these relations. She stated, "The 

Samoan blood [was] probably still evident in the first generation in the darker skin 

colour and black velvet eyes and often something in the shape of the face,” but “in the 

second generation, you often [found] very light skin and blonde hair.”152 In these later 

generations, she argued that finding “delightful beauties” among mixed-race children 

was possible.153 Unlike her contemporaries in German South West Africa, who used 

blood quantity to determine legal status, Zieschank did not consider the children of 

German men and mixed Samoan women “native” due to their appearance and their 

elevated status in the racial hierarchy.154 With the proper upbringing, they could become 

“good, full-fledged Germans” who could “cope better with the tropical climate.”155 For a 

country looking to expand its empire amidst ongoing debates over acclimatization and 

racial degeneration in Europe, this specific group of mixed-race children could help 

alleviate these concerns.  

China and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory 

While mixed-race relationships were generally tolerated in Samoa, the same could not 

be said for Kiautschou due to intense segregation between the white and Chinese 

populations.156 Maria Kuhn, a founding member of the Women’s League of the German 
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Colonial Society, contended that relationships between Chinese women and German 

men were not a concern in the territory due to the relatively proportionate number of 

white men to women; as of 1910, approximately 642 German women and 979 men lived 

in the territory. 157 However, this did not mitigate anxiety as a sense of jealousy and fear 

came to dominate many descriptions of Chinese women. The allure of the ‘exotic’ and 

sexual other plagued the minds of both male and female Germans in the metropole. This 

was reflected in Kolonialroman (colonial novels) from the turn of the twentieth century, 

including in Friedrich Wilhelm Leuschner’s novella Die Frau des Chinesen. 

Leuschner’s main character, a young English woman named Sally, struggles to come to 

terms with her status in Chinese society, especially when compared to local women: 

“How terribly foolish she had been to think that she, as a beauty praised abroad, must 

also be considered a beauty in China.”158 Sally observed that “a Chinese woman, how 

she lives, how she behaves and gives, embodies the taste of the people…how could the 

Englishwoman compete with the Chinese?”159 Her husband’s growing aversion to her 

appearance and his ever-increasing adoration towards his Chinese lover sparks this 

concern. According to Sally, her husband found her hairstyle “distasteful” as “his gaze 

rested with pleasure on the smoothly polished head of the concubine.”160 Sally was 

worried that any effort to sway her husband’s gaze was in vain, as he had fallen for the 

Chinese woman's allure. Although Leuschner, a German male author, wrote about an 
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English woman, the themes addressed in his novella reflected the sentiments of the 

colonial administrators and enthusiasts regarding mixed-race relations in the Kiautschou 

Bay Leased Territory. German residents of the territory pushed for segregation to 

prevent unions with Chinese and Japanese women. While the ‘threat’ of widespread 

interracial unions never came to fruition, the concern over these potential relationships 

shaped the perceptions of the Chinese in both the occupied zone and the metropole.161  

 Due to the small number of German women in the Kiautschou Bay Leased 

Territory, few reports of Chinese aesthetics and appearance in the colony were written 

specifically by female German authors. However, several accounts are available on 

Chinese beauty more broadly, written by German women who travelled to other areas of 

the country. While there were regional differences in appearance throughout China, 

available documents demonstrated how German women perceived the status of the 

Chinese within the racial and gender hierarchy more generally. One such account was 

written by Elisabeth von Heyking, a Dipolmatenfrau (a diplomat wife), writer and diarist 

who was married to Edmund Friedrich Gustav von Heyking, a key figure in negotiating 

the lease of the territory.162 During their marriage, they travelled to many countries, 

including India and Chile, but also spent a period in Beijing, China.163 Despite her 

exposure to a wide array of people and cultures, Heyking’s descriptions of Chinese 

behaviour and aesthetics mirrored the sentiments held by her less-travelled 

contemporaries in both the African and South Seas colonies, who used race to justify 

German expansion and occupation. Hostility towards the Chinese dominated her writing, 

 
161 Groeneveld, “Far Away at Home in Qingdao (1897–1914),” 73. 
162 Brisson, “Elisabeth von Heyking,” 36. 
163 Mary Rhiel, “A Colonialist Laments the New Imperialism: Elisabeth von Heyking’s China Novels,” 

Colloquia Germanica 41, no. 2 (2008), 129.  



 210 

demonstrating the internalization of Sinophobia among German elites.164 George 

Steinmetz argues that Elisabeth and her husband, Friedrich, were “arrogant” and 

condescending towards the Chinese.165 For example, she described the Chinese as “dirty 

barbarians, who [did] not need European ambassadors but need European masters – the 

sooner, the better!”166 Similarly, in one of her novellas, she described her main 

character, a young Chinese boy named Tschun, as “dirty,” but “he was not dirtier than 

other little Chinese boys.”167 While Heyking claimed that she wrote for her own benefit, 

her publications were indicative of larger efforts to demonize and other the Chinese.168 

Colonial enthusiasts, like Heyking, attempted to alter the opinion of China as “Europe’s 

civilizational equal and realign it with the catalogue of epithets Europeans had long 

associated with Africans.”169  

 As the wife of a German diplomat, Heyking believed that it was her duty to 

embody and foster German political, economic, cultural, and racial interests in China. 

Historian Ulrike Brisson argued that Elisabeth often felt that “she cared more deeply 

about Edmund’s profession than he did.”170 As his wife, she was frequently left out of 

meetings with male Chinese dignitaries and was forced to spend time in the local 

community, much to her chagrin.171 During an afternoon outing to a Chinese pleasure 

garden in Shanghai, she encountered a large group of Chinese men, women, and 
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children playing in the large meadow. At first glance, her description seemed approving, 

but her true intention was gradually revealed. Heyking noted that the “Chinese women, 

with round little faces, painted white and pink, orange blossoms or artificial butterflies 

behind their ears in their shiny black hair, sat with their cute children dressed in brightly 

coloured silk and sipped all kinds of cold drinks.”172 The Chinese women’s colour 

cosmetics, which had yet to be widely adopted in the German metropole, made them 

seem lifeless as they sat “there neatly like big dolls, a round red blob on the lower lip – it 

was all so strange it seemed almost unreal.”173 While the afternoon did remind Heyking 

of summer days spent at the Berlin Zoological Garden, she attributed the Shanghainese 

enjoyment to European intervention in China: “When you [saw] in Shanghai how much 

the Chinese enjoy European roads to drive on…you [could] not help but think that 

nothing could benefit the country more than coming under European control and that the 

Chinese would soon feel much happier about it.”174 In Heyking’s mind, German 

involvement could bring about positive change to the Chinese, such as European-style 

infrastructures and ‘hygiene.’ 

 Although she was often excluded from diplomatic meetings, Heyking interacted 

with female Chinese aristocrats, specifically Empress Cixi. Compared to her other 

descriptions of Chinese aesthetics, appearance, and cleanliness, Heyking’s commentary 

on Cixi was more positive. Historian Ulrike Brisson argued that Heyking believed she 

and the Empress were equals despite Cixi’s royal status, highlighting Heyking’s racial 

arrogance.175 Heyking noted that Cixi’s face appeared “ten years younger than she 
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[was], without any makeup, only the eyebrows have been helped a little, which further 

increases the hardness of the facial expression.”176 The empress had black hair gradually 

turning grey and was adorned with a wide-tooth comb with “very large but very flat 

pearls over her forehead and around her neck.”177 Likewise, in her novella Tschun, set 

during the Boxer Rebellion, Heyking described Cixi as “a shimmering idol of a strange 

procession.”178 She noted that the empress wore “a strange scent of sandalwood, musk 

and unknown flowers… that might have been copied from millennia-old recipes.”179 

Cixi was an anomaly as she contravened many of Heyking’s assumptions about the 

Chinese. However, the internalization of racist and colonial rhetoric fueled her 

descriptions. The fact that she considered herself equal to the empress of China 

demonstrated that she held the ruler in little esteem due to her race and culture.  

Conclusion 

In her chapter recounting her first year spent in German Samoa from 1906-1907, Frieda 

Zieschank admitted that she was initially somewhat wary of the local inhabitants during 

her first few weeks in the colony: “One lives so constantly under their friendly, good-

natured, but infinitely curious gaze, and the strong smell of their oil-soaked bodies gets 

on my nerves. I must confess that up to now, the Samoans have been more of a plague 

than beauty for me!”180 However, she subsequently commended herself for her ability to 

‘overcome’ this annoyance: “It is  only with great effort that I force myself to look at 

them objectively.”181 Zieschank, like Augustin Krämer, Franz Pruner-Bey, Elisabeth 
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Krämer-Bannow, Elisabeth von Heyking, and the other social scientists addressed in this 

chapter, believed she could provide impartial accounts and descriptions of the forcibly 

colonized populations. Purportedly, their status as white Europeans resulted in a cultural 

and racial ‘superiority’ that was not swayed by subjectivity. However, this chapter has 

demonstrated that this was not always the case, as concerns over racial purity, mixed-

race relationships and children, behaviour, cleanliness, and sexuality clouded their 

judgements of race and appearance. 

As with their contemporaries in the African colonies, racialized thinking, 

perpetuated by ethnographers, anthropologists, physicians, and racial scientists, 

influenced the descriptions of the Chinese and the Pacific Islanders in female accounts 

of life in the South Seas protectorates and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory. This 

chapter has shown that for white women in China, New Guinea, and Samoa, opinions on 

appearance, attractiveness, and beauty not only shaped how they viewed their role in the 

colonial sphere but also their interactions with the forcibly colonized populations. While 

many of the physical, moral, sexual, hygienic, and racial parameters women applied to 

the local inhabitants were manufactured by men, women coopted and expanded on these 

expectations to reinforce their own superiority and also the placement of the forcibly 

colonized populations on the racial hierarchy. Consciously or not, they used these 

qualifiers, as well as exploiting concerns over mixed-race relations and behaviour, to 

justify their presence in the colonial sphere. While specific populations were viewed 

more favourably than others, they would never surpass their white occupiers at the top of 

the racial hierarchy of empire, which the Germans themselves manufactured. 
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Chapter 5 

  

Beauty and Belonging: 

Agency and Self-Expression in Colonized Communities 

 
In a 1911 Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild article, the unidentified author 

outlined how the forcibly colonized populations in Togo, Cameroon, South West Africa, 

and East Africa styled and cared for their hair in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. They declared: “One should not believe that naturvölker (primitive peoples) 

[did] not value the care and adornment of their outward appearance, but on the contrary, 

they usually [spent] more time on it than the average person in our country.”1 However, 

the author endeavoured to reassure readers in the metropole and the territories of the 

local inhabitants’ cultural and racial inferiority: “their efforts [were] not so much 

directed towards cleanliness - they usually [did not] attach any importance to that- they 

[were] as towards as adventurous adornment as possible.”2 While the exposé was 

intended to educate settler women and Germans in the metropole on the racial aesthetics 

of the local inhabitants of the territories throughout Africa, it also demonstrated how 

forcibly colonized populations used hairstyling and other forms of personal grooming as 

an essential means of cultural and societal expression and belonging.3 While the 

journalist focused on the African territories, such analyses of self-care were common in 

German and European sources on all of the colonies. The local men, women, and 

children in German Samoa, New Guinea, and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory also 

continued their traditional hygienic and aesthetic self-care practices during the German 
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occupation. Throughout the global empire, the forcibly colonized inhabitants pushed 

back against German efforts to assign them certain attributes and construct specific 

identities, emphasizing the importance of notions of beauty and appearance in 

challenging the divide between the colonizer and the colonized.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5.0: The 

author used the terms 

“disfigure” and “strange” 

to describe these and 

similar adornments. “Der 

Schmuck bei den 

Naturvölken,” Kolonie und 

Heimat in Wort und Bild 6, 

no 4 (1912): 6.  

 

As historians, we still need to rely on European sources for this research, as we 

have minimal access to sources on self-care practices written by the formerly colonized 

populations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.4 This must be done 

cautiously. Descriptions of skincare, haircare, bodily modifications, and clothing in 

German and other imperial sources varied greatly depending on the author’s place in the 

 
4 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense 
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colonial world and the intention of their work. Some physical anthropologists and 

doctors, such as Carl Heinrich Stratz, believed the colonized populations modified their 

appearance to look like white women: “They consciously and unconsciously 

recognize[d] the greater beauty of their fairer sisters by trying to imitate their charms.”5 

This sentiment was mirrored by female colonial enthusiasts, such as Frieda von Bülow, 

who attempted to legitimize the need for women in the empire through her publications: 

"When Swahili women [were] dressed in European clothes, or like the wives of the Wali 

of Kiloa in Arabic finery, they usually [were] a ridiculous sight.”6 For Stratz and Bülow, 

any attempt to emulate the Germans was fruitless as the indigenous populations could 

not reach the status of the white woman, who possessed ‘superior’ beauty due to their 

race.7 In contrast, others acknowledged that while exposure to the colonized populations 

shifted their perception of they thought what it meant to be appealing, it still did not 

elevate the groups above their German occupiers. For example, Elisabeth Krämer-

Bannow reported that the inhabitants of New Guinea, “despite their lesser beauty, [had] 

something sympathetic about them and become even more attractive when you [got] to 

know them better.”8 Despite the assortment of responses to self-care in the colonies, 

much of the commentary spoke to German efforts to reinforce the racialized and gender 

 
5 C. H. (Carl Heinrich) Stratz, Die Rassenschönheit des Weibes (Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke; Gomei Kaisha, 

Kobe: G. C. Hirschfeld, 1922), 3. 
6 Frieda von Bülow, Reisescizzen und Tagebuchblätter aus Deutsch-Ostafrika, Cognoscere Historias, 19 / 

Hrsg. von Ulrich van Der Heyden (Berlin: Walther und Apolant, 1889), 88.  
7 Michael Hau, The Cult of Health and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890-1930 (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2003) 87; Matthew Fitzpatrick, “Embodying Empire: European Tattooing 

and German Colonial Power,” Past & Present 234, no. 1 (February 2017): 101. 
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hierarchy based on their European beauty standards and perceptions of the development 

of modesty, cleanliness, eroticism, and ‘normalness’ (Illustration 5.0).9  

As many sources were created to bolster the white racial and cultural superiority 

of the Germans and degrade the local inhabitants, these descriptions and depictions of 

beauty care among the local inhabitants are unlikely to be accurate. Many European 

sources on self-care in the protectorates were written and created to demonstrate the 

incivility, lack of hygiene, and exoticness of the forcibly colonized, further justifying 

German rule for those living in the metropole and the protectorates.10 The forcibly 

colonized populations were under heavy scrutiny for the way they looked, dressed, and 

acted. However, by reading these sources against the grain, this chapter argues that 

preserving and modifying beauty practices allowed the local inhabitants to retain a 

degree of control in societies inherently designed to strip them of power.11 Using a 

feminist post-colonial framework, an analysis of German colonial texts and images 

demonstrates that the inhabitants of the global German Empire consciously selected 

which traditional skincare, haircare, bodily modifications, and clothing to maintain and 

which European practices to adopt. Many communities exercised autonomy and agency 

through physical, spiritual, and emotional adornment and ornamentation, which had the 

potential to disrupt German claims of cultural, hygienic, and moral superiority.12 To 
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demonstrate the diversity of personal grooming, I explore practices of haircare, 

cleanliness, skincare, bodily modifications, clothing, and accessories in the various 

cultural settings of the global German Empire in this chapter. Each section emphasizes 

the importance of aesthetic self-expression in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, which allowed the colonized populations to subvert German colonial rule.  

Haircare 

For the local inhabitants throughout the empire, the maintenance and styling of hair was 

not simply a frivolous or trivial endeavour but instead, was “politically and socially 

significant.”13 During the German occupation, haircare continued to be not only an 

essential method of self-expression for the forcibly colonized populations but also had 

the potential to “act as markers of social order and provide visual communications of the 

assigned place of each member in society,” highlighting the societal and cultural 

significance of personal grooming.14 For some groups, it allowed them to challenge the 

“white normative beauty ideals” presented by the Germans.15 The continuation of 

specific treatments and hairstyles in exemplified passive resistance against European 

beauty ideals and views regarding cleanliness, modesty, and orderliness. Conversely, 

other populations willingly adopted European hairstyles and accessories, disrupting 

German claims of cultural superiority. Accounts and depictions of the colonized 

populations cleaning and styling their hair varied greatly, often due to available 
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information and an effort to reinforce the privileged position of whites in the colonial 

racial hierarchy.16  

 

 

 

Illustration 5.1: A young 

Maasai man with his hair 

braided. “Die Masai [sic]: 

ein Nomadenvolk 

Ostafrikas,” Kolonie und 

Heimat in Wort und Bild 4, 

no. 33 (1911), 5. 
 

Both women and men actively styled their hair in German East Africa, South 

West Africa, Cameroon, and Togo. This was mystifying for some Germans, as 

demonstrated by the article on hairstyling in African colonies in a Kolonie und Heimat 

in Wort und Bild article. The author found men's active participation in haircare 

somewhat peculiar and associated this attention to personal grooming with women as 

members of the “weaker sex.”17 However, this narrow-mindedness from Germans did 

not deter the local men and women from continuing to style their hair in braids and 
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17 “Haartrachten der Eingeborenen in unseren Kolonien,“ 5. 
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plaits. The Maasai and Swahili of East Africa and the Ovambo of South West Africa 

used these styles to protect their hair from the elements, including heat and humidity. 

While these groups resided in two different colonies, they employed similar methods to 

ensure the preservation and cleanliness of the plaits. For example, male Maasai warriors 

in East Africa reinforced and stretched their braids with plant fibres (Illustration 5.1).18 

Likewise, Ovambo women in the South West styled their hair in long braids that often 

stretched past their waists and “reinforced and lengthened [each braid] with fibre, so 

they [hung] down the back like a coat.”19 Due to the intricacy of these styles, it often 

required time and patience from both the stylist and the client. Ovambo women 

constructed intricate shapes with their braids, as depicted in images from Kolonie und 

Heimat, which featured intricate fan designs.20 In East Africa, Swahili women often 

“spent an extraordinary amount of time on their hairstyle, which consisted of several 

rows of small braids.”21 Although not explicitly stated within this article, these braids 

were most likely corn rows, as exhibited in an image of a Swahili beauty parlour in 

Zanzibar in 1900, which showed four women braiding another woman’s hair 

(Illustration 5.2).22 The colonial enthusiast and writer Frieda von Bülow outlined this 

process in her novel Tropenkoller, a fictional portrayal of life in East Africa. She wrote 

of an instance in which a young Black girl let her neighbour “coiffe” her hair: “The 

curly, short woolly hair [was] divided into numerous narrow partings and a multitude of 
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tiny braids had to be plaited. It was a long and tedious job that was often not repeated.”23 

According to historian Lora Wildenthal, many of Bülow’s works of fiction mirrored her 

own experiences in East Africa. Including this practice in her novel could speak to the 

prevalence of braiding among the Black community in the colony following 

occupation.24   

Illustration 5.2: Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 

Photographs and Prints Division, The New York Public Library. "A Beauty 

Parlor in Zanzibar, Africa -- Swahili Women Take Great Pains with Their 

Hair." New York Public Library Digital Collections. Accessed December 7, 

2023. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/5e66b3e8-b8a1-d471-e040-

e00a180654d7. 
 

Hairstyling in the African colonies was not limited to braids, as Black men and 

women fashioned their hair in other protective and natural styles. According to scholar 

M.E. Montle, European colonial occupation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries resulted in many men and women adopting more “Eurocentric” hairstyles 

throughout Africa.25 Despite this shift, groups in Cameroon and Togo continued to style 
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their hair in ways that the author on hair in the African colonies described as 

“particularly eye-catching.”26 In the Kolonie und Heimat article, the journalist 

emphasized the artistic qualities of the designs (Illustrations 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5). They 

noted that “fluffing up the hair seem[ed] to have been particularly popular” throughout 

Cameroon and Togo.27 The article was accompanied by images of Wute, Hausa, 

Yaoundé, and Togolese women, with some featuring “cockscomb-like hairstyle[s],” 

whereas others “twisted their hair into little pigtails that stick out like braids.”28 These 

hairstyles elicited two vastly different responses from the journalist. Firstly, they argued 

that the black woman’s “art of hairdressing amounts to a gimmick intended to help kill 

time.”29 However, in the following sentence, the journalist noted that there was often a 

cultural significance behind the natural and protective hairstyles: “The hairstyles have a 

specific reason, for example, when the girl [was] to be distinguished from the married 

woman or when the widow want[ed] to express her grief for her deceased husband.”30 

The direct juxtaposition between vanity and cultural significance shows a lack of 

understanding by the German author. While they acknowledged that these adornment 

methods potentially had cultural significance, they failed to see the correlation between 

hair and identity throughout Togo and Cameroon.31 However, protective and natural 

hairstyles not only provided physical adornment and connected the forcibly colonized 

populations but also to their culture and past. They marked essential milestones in a 
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young woman’s life, such as menstruation, marriage, and childbirth, and signified a 

sense of belonging to their community.32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5.3: A Black woman 

from Cameroon. “Haartrachten der 

Eingeborenen in unseren 

Kolonien,” Kolonie und Heimat in 

Wort und Bild 4, no. 31 (1911), 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5.4: A woman styling 

another woman’s hair in German 

East Africa. “Haartrachten der 

Eingeborenen in unseren Kolonien,” 

Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 

4, no. 31 (1911), 5. 
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Illustration 5.5: A group of women in Togo with 

varying hairstyles. “Haartrachten der Eingeborenen in 

unseren Kolonien,” Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und 

Bild 4, no. 31 (1911), 5. 
 

 Many Black women opted to forgo hair altogether, contravening European 

bourgeois perspectives on femininity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

which favoured long, luxurious hair.33 During the colonial occupation of East Africa and 

South West Africa, Maasai, Himba, and Herero women regularly shaved their heads to 

signify essential life transitions. Instead, they relied on accessories to be their principal 

form of adornment. For example, while Maasai men styled their hair in braids, the 

women were often clean-shaven, with copper and iron wires adorning their necks, arms 

and legs.34 For community members, this procedure indicated a birth or marriage.35 

Likewise, German settlers like Helene von Falkenhausen noted that Himba and Herero 

women’s heads were often “completely shaved smooth.”36 Instead, both groups wore a 
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leather headdress, Ekori, made from “three lanceolate leaves cut from ox skin” attached 

to a cap or headband adorned with long strands of iron beads.37 For the Himba and 

Herero, the Ekori served two purposes. Not only did it represent the horns of cattle, the 

principal means of survival for the Herero and Himba for centuries leading up to 

German occupation, but it also indicated to her fellow community members that the 

wearer was newly married.38 However, missionary intervention, the influence of 

European settlers, the mass theft of cattle, and the genocide against the Herero in the 

South West in the early twentieth century resulted in the eventual forced abandonment 

of the leather Ekori. German missionaries associated the headdress with the devil and 

coerced their new converts to forsake this traditional headdress.39 White female settlers 

also viewed the Ekori negatively. Orla Holm noted: “It [was] precisely this grotesque 

headdress that [gave] the Herero women a mystically comical appearance.”40 Instead, 

many Herero women gradually adopted the Otjikaiva, a headdress constructed from 

textiles fashioned in a shape similar to cattle horns.41 Although German intervention 

forced many Herero to abandon their Ekori, the gradual adoption of the Otijkaiva was a 

conscious decision by these women to modify their cultural practices, allowing them to 

survive in a hostile society.  
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Illustration 5.6: An image of a young girl 

from the Caroline Islands, which belonged 

to German New Guinea. The caption 

reads, "The women in particular, at least 

when they are young, can sometimes be 

called pretty by European standards. This 

girl on our cover can certainly claim this.” 

“Mädchen von der Karolineninsel Jap.,” 

Kolonie und Heimat in Wort und Bild 5, 

no. 18 (1911): 1.  

 

Like the African colonies, accounts of hairstyling throughout the German-

occupied South Seas were predominantly written by European anthropologists and 

ethnographers. Their descriptions of Pacific Islanders hairstyles were heavily influenced 

by their upbringing in prejudicial societies rooted in white superiority as they 

emphasized the otherness of these groups.42 Augustin Krämer reported that “the hair of 

women and girls [was] almost universally long and taut, stretched almost like horse hair 

on the Marshall Islands.”43 Similarly, Elisabeth-Krämer and Alice Hingston Quiggin 
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commented on the “small spirals, frizzy and short” often featured throughout New 

Guinea (Illustration 5.6).44 Hingston Quiggin contended that many Papuan women 

“seldom attained any great length due to the tight curls.”45  

Additionally, Krämer, Krämer-Bannow, Hingston Quiggin, and other 

ethnographers posited and lamented that the missionary and colonial presence in the 

region resulted in the adoption of new fashion styles among the Pacific Islander 

inhabitants in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.46 This was concerning as 

they wished to ‘protect’ these populations from external influences. According to 

Hingston Quiggin, some Samoan women continued to have “soft, wavy” hair following 

colonial occupation and often donned a “maiden lock,” which was cut off during their 

wedding ceremony.47 In contrast, men began to cut their hair shorter and shorter 

following conversion to Christianity. 48 Before the arrival of missionaries, Samoan men 

reportedly “wore their hair long, often in a knot, the foga, on their heads,” which was 

representative of the connection between sexual virility and long hair in their society.49 

While these social scientists noted changes to hairstyling practices, hair continued to 

hold cultural, political, and societal significance throughout the South Seas in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.     
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While the European presence altered how people fashioned their hair throughout 

the South Seas, the inhabitants continued to use locally obtained products to preserve 

their finer hair texture and maintain cleanliness. Anthropological studies reported that 

Samoan men and women bleached their hair using a lime mixture made from burnt coral 

and water, which gave “the naturally black hair a reddish colour.”50 This mixture also 

prevented any potential infestation from vermin, keeping hair clean and refuting German 

claims about a lack of hygiene among the colonized populations.51 It was subsequently 

washed out with a soap-like substance that contained “the leaves of the wild lemon 

(moliu’u), the fisoa and the toi (Alphitonia).”52 Following this process, the hair was 

“perfumed with scented oil, combed, adjusted, and decorated with flowers.”53 Similarly, 

women in Lamassong, New Guinea, used lime and seawater to colour their hair; they 

would apply it to their hair and let it remain until the bleaching was completed. 

According to Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, “the red earthy colour [was] popular…and you 

often [came] across light blond, bleached hair, because it [was] considered favourable 

for hair growth.”54 This was not the only instance of hair colouring in German New 

Guinea, as during a mourning period, women would dye their hair darker with the 

“burnt, powdered fruit of the Callopilium tree.”55 The preservation of traditional 

methods of dying and cleaning hair throughout the South Seas demonstrated that the 

inhabitants sought to exercise a semblance of control in a society where they had very 
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little. Despite their critiques, most ethnographers and travellers, including Augustin 

Krämer or Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow, did not readily offer European products or 

alternative solutions to the local inhabitants featured in their studies. In doing so, they 

would have altered the behaviour of the forcibly colonized, something they were both 

vehemently against.56 

Skincare and Cleanliness 

The forcibly colonized inhabitants not only used locally obtained and traditional 

products to transform their hair in the German Empire, but they also used home-grown 

products to care for and clean their skin. Accounts differ greatly depending on the 

colony in question. According to sources on the African colonies, many anthropologists, 

colonial enthusiasts, and settlers refused to accept the use of traditional products to clean 

the skin. They felt that the results were often unsatisfactory, perpetuating stereotypes of 

the forcibly colonized populations as unhygienic and unhealthy, which reinforced the 

need for a civilizing mission.57 For example, upon her arrival in Cameroon, Lene Haase 

noted that although “travellers usually exaggerate[d] the uncleanliness of the natives of 

Cameroon,” she agreed with their conclusions.58 This sentiment was mirrored in a 

Kolonie und Heimat article that addressed childhood in the African colonies. The 

journalist declared that Black parents often could not care for their offspring 

‘appropriately.’ The unknown author noted that a general disregard for cleanliness 
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throughout many African colonies resulted in sores all over the skin: “The eyelids 

became inflamed, and the child suffer[ed] terribly from flies.”59 They argued that a 

“large portion of the [Black population were] afflicted with all sorts of sickness, which 

can be traced back to a lack of cleanliness, including a whole range of skin diseases.”60 

The conclusions presented by this journalist indicated the more significant trend among 

European colonizers to use their ‘superior’ knowledge of health, medicine, cleanliness, 

and hygiene to justify their rule and their place in the racial hierarchy.61   

Poor hygiene, a lack of soap, and infrequent bathing were featured in depictions 

of the forcibly colonized populations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Historian Timothy Burke states, “Where [soap] and similar commodities have been 

absent, Westerners have perceived a complete absence of cleanliness.”62 The lack of 

soap was a concern for many, including Frieda von Bülow and Margarethe von 

Eckenbrecher, who both recounted instances where they felt forced to ‘improve’ the 

sanitation habits of the local inhabitants. They felt that the forcibly colonized 

populations “carried vermin, and none were truly clean.”63 For example, Bülow noted an 

occurrence during which she had to clean a young Indian child, who “was bristling with 

uncleanliness and therefore covered in a rash…with warm water and, for want of others, 

with my laundry soap.”64 Bülow did not trust the young boy’s father to care for his child 
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correctly. Her use of laundry soap instead of bar soap conveyed her opinion of the 

Indian population of East Africa, who were often disparaged throughout her fiction and 

non-fiction writing.65 It must be noted that laundry soap was frequently created by 

“mixing soap with crushed soda and bleaching agents,” which could potentially cause 

chemical burns, suggesting that cleanliness outweighed physical damage in her mind.66  

However, concerns about poor hygiene, bathing, and soap were primarily limited 

to the African colonies as “differences in sanitation drove [Eckenbrecher and others] to 

question [their] European ideas” of cleanliness.67 In contrast, ethnographers, 

anthropologists, and female settlers mainly viewed the cleansing methods of the 

Samoans more positively than other populations in the empire. They frequently noted 

the Samoans’ supposed “love of bathing,” which they directly attributed to the higher 

placement of this population on the colonial racial hierarchy.68 Still, what it meant to be 

clean was relative and a construct, and the forcibly colonized populations cleansed 

themselves in ways that were feasible in their environments.69 Germans routinely 

neglected and negated traditional skincare methods as a means of cleanliness, which, 

according to historian Geoffrey Jones, “seem likely to have been much more hygienic 

than those followed by Europeans, at least before the late nineteenth century.”70 

Coconut oil remained an essential skincare element amongst Pacific Islanders 

following the German occupation. According to historians Toaga Alefosio and April K. 

Henderson, coconut oil played a more significant role in Samoan society than is 
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typically attributed due to its spiritual, cultural, and physical significance.71 German 

texts from the turn of the twentieth century, such as the work of Augustin Krämer, 

primarily noted the topical uses of the oil. Krämer stated that nearly every day, many 

Samoans “always anoint[ed] themselves with coconut oil, which protect[ed] the skin 

from the scorching rays of the sun and in the bush from the beating branches and the 

hedge.”72 Krämer contended that suau’n (perfumed and infused oil) was used for 

ceremonial purposes, including dances and festivals, and did not elaborate on its 

spiritual significance.73 Alefosio and Henderson directly disputed Krämer’s findings as 

he mainly focused on coconut oil's topical and sensual uses, perpetuating a sense of 

exoticism.74 Alefosio and Henderson argued that these imbued oils often served “as a 

conduit between the seen, and smelled, observable world and the broader parasensory 

social and spiritual order, which was neglected in Krämer’s work.”75 Krämer’s inability 

to recognize the emotional connection between Samoans and coconut oil highlights the 

disconnect between Krämer and his subjects, potentially linked to his self-positioning as 

their cultural superior.76  

In South West Africa, the Herero and the Himba used a similar substance 

comprised of animal fat or plant oils to protect their hair and skin from the elements. 

They believed that applying these fats would act as a protective barrier, keeping the skin 

hydrated in the dry climate of the South West and creating “an aesthetically pleasing 
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appearance.”77 Herero men and women regularly applied animal fat to their skin, which, 

according to Helene von Falkenhausen, enhanced their “shiny, chocolate-like colour.”78 

The German reaction to this skin protection method was largely unenthusiastic, 

especially among female settlers and novelists, who viewed this practice “not just as 

evidence of African “barbarity” and pagan backwardness but also as a trait of racial 

inferiority.”79 For example, Lydia Höpker’s protagonist encountered one of her servants 

“smearing her legs and other precious body parts with butter from her saucepan”; she 

was so shocked “that [she] put the pot on her head, gave her a shove and threw her 

out.”80 Similarly, Falkenhausen recounted how many Herero women would add plant 

powder to the fat “as a perfume [that] spreads a highly unpleasant scent that betrays their 

proximity long before one sees” these women.81 However, these condemnations did not 

deter the Herero, who often equated the application of animal fat with material wealth in 

the form of livestock. According to historian Lynn M. Thomas, the application of fat by 

the Herero and Himba helped women achieve “the aesthetic ideals of shininess, 

brightness, lightness and ritual,” which “had often been associated with feminine beauty, 

sexual availability and marriage.”82 

Clay pigments and charcoal were often mixed with the animal fat, altering the 

colour before application and improving its protective properties.83 Himba women 
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mixed red ochre, a clay pigment containing hematite, with goat fat or butter to form 

Otjize, a paste, that they applied to their hair, skin, and clothing.84 The resins of the 

purple stem corkwood bus, Commiphora multijuga, and the Nambian myrhh, 

Commiphora wildii, were also added to imbue the mixture with a scent and antibacterial 

properties.85 Unlike the Herero and the Nama, the Himba remained relatively isolated 

during occupation as they lived in a northern region of the colony, Kunene, that very few 

Germans visited, resulting in very few descriptions of their selfcare practices from the 

colonial period.86 However, one account from missionary Hedwig Irle noted how Otjize 

was used to prepare for a Himba wedding: “The mother [gave] the woman pearls and 

rub[bed] her heavily with an ointment made from red ironstone and rancid butter. 

Instead of a bridal wreath, her playmates put the fat of the wedding sheep on her head. 

So she [was] dripping with fat because the bridal wreath [was] gradually melting in the 

hot sun.”87 While Irle condemned the practice as “peculiar,” “pagan,” and “uncivilized,” 

she recognized its significance in Himba society as she declared that the young bride 

was “beautiful in the eyes” of her people.88 The isolation of the Himba meant that many 

of their cultural practices survived colonization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century and continued into the twenty-first century.89 Unlike other groups in the South 

West who gradually adopted European cultural practices, the Himba continued many of 

their traditional self-care methods.  
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According to the memoirs of female settlers and missionaries, animal fat and red 

ochre were not the only substances the indigenous populations of Southwest Africa 

applied to their skin. Both Hedwig Irle and Helene von Falkenhausen recounted 

instances during which the Herero applied cow excrements to their skin as a cleansing 

agent and a moisturizer, disseminating stereotypes regarding the ‘incivility’ of the group. 

Hedwig Irle noted a mother “freshen[ing] up her little son in this way.”90 Irle stated that 

the Herero “smear[ed] themselves with wet cow dung, and when it drie[d], they 

remove[d] it with a towel.”91 Falkenhausen mentioned a similar occurrence in her 

memoir. She reported that her Herero servants applied a mixture of “resin, cow dung and 

bucko” to their skin, “whose smell [was] extremely unpleasant for our European 

noses.”92 However, the likelihood of the Herero and other groups applying cow dung to 

their bodies as skincare is difficult to ascertain. While historians have recognized the 

application of animal fat, especially cow, to signify an abundance in livestock, very little 

information is available on the topical use of cow dung.93 Based on the scholarship of 

historian Timothy Burke, it was more likely that the indigenous populations were 

applying a heavily fragranced mixture of soil and animal fat that had a similar 

appearance to cow dung rather than the excrements themselves.94 Cow dung was used 

by the Himba and the Herero to build structures in the late nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries but it is unclear if it was used as skincare.95 Irle and Falkenhausen’s 

assumptions about cow dung perpetuated the idea of the unhygienic colonized 
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population in the metropole. Irle argued that “the Herero were unclean to the highest 

degree…so of course it [was] infinitely difficult for them to get used to the whites’ 

concept of cleanliness.”96 For Irle, the application of animal fat and the assumptions 

surrounding cow dung were “evidence of Africa “barbarity” and backwardness but also 

as a trait of racial inferiority.”97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 5.7: Richard Parkinson’s image of the 

small hut where the young woman supposedly 

underwent the process of skin lightening. Richard 

Parkinson, Dreißig Jahre in der Südsee: Land und 

Leute, Sitten und Gebräuche im Bismarckarchipel 

und auf den deutschen Salomoninseln (Stuttgart: 

Strecker & Schröder, 1907), 272. 
 

As reported in anthropologic and ethnographic reports, skin lightening continued 

to be an essential beautification method for young girls throughout New Guinea and the 

various atolls, including the Gilbert and Marshall Islands, in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Anthropologists and ethnographers noted that this was primarily 

achieved through the cloistering or caging of young women. For some European 
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anthropologists, there was some skepticism regarding the authenticity of these practices. 

British anthropologist Alice Hingston Quiggin noted that caging and cloistering had 

“often been regarded with suspicion” as outsiders were not permitted to observe these 

practices; still, Hingston Quiggin believed that the work of Richard Parkinson and 

Elisabeth Krämer-Bannow made “the fact…established beyond dispute.”98 During his 

time in New Guinea, Parkinson purportedly witnessed the process when a young Papuan 

woman prepared for marriage. According to Parkinson, the women were placed in a 

small chamber for twelve to twenty months (Illustration 5.7). By the end of their 

confinement, the young women “reach[ed] a considerable girth and the skin 

bleache[d]…both the plump body shape and the light skin [was] considered especially 

beautiful features.”99 Upon her release, the young woman’s “skin was as that of a 

somewhat dark Samoan, and she was as fat as a pig,” which, Parkinson reported, were 

“considered most important aids to beauty in Melanesian eyes.”100 He remarked that he 

had “only seen such a fattened beauty once!”101 Krämer-Bannow reported that she 

observed a similar instance during her time in New Guinea. During a tour of the home of 

a young chief, he showed her a room with a “special, lightless interior, where his young 

wife had been staying for a few days…without being allowed out in the light and air.”102 

From this quick encounter, Krämer-Bannow deduced that “her skin was dull, a lighter 

and redder than that of the other woman.”103 The purpose of this isolation, as reported by 
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the husband, was to make her beautiful, “and the lighter colouring gave her something 

special, so to speak.”104 Most secondary literature attributes the arrival of Europeans to 

the increase in skin-lightening and colorism throughout Southeast Asia and Oceania.105 

As accounts of this practice in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries exist 

primarily in German sources, the reliability of Parkinson’s and Krämer-Bannow’s 

descriptions must be taken with a grain of salt, as with all descriptions of beauty care in 

the German colonies. 

Bodily Modifications 

Bodily modifications, including tattoos, scarification, piercings, jewellery, and foot 

binding, continued to be a crucial method of expression and belonging throughout many 

territories during the colonial period. The German reception of tattoos and piercings in 

the South Seas varied heavily among the academic community, colonial enthusiasts, 

missionaries, and the general public.106 For some, tattooing was viewed more positively 

than other forms of local traditions and individualism, as demonstrated by settler Frieda 

Zieschank, who described tattoos as artistic accomplishments.107 Similarly, ethnographer 

Wilhelm Joest viewed this practice as “exotic ornaments that [could] emphasize beauty” 

rather than “primitive” adornments.108 Joest considered tattooing a method of 
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beautification similar to cosmetics.109 Others, like Carl Marquardt and Augustin Krämer, 

did recognize the spiritual significance of tattooing but argued that it reinforced the 

“uncivilized” nature of these populations and “disfigured” them, cementing the divide 

between the colonizer and the colonized.110 Marquardt, a proprietor of Völkerschauen 

(human exhibitions) that displayed exploited Samoans in the metropole, argued that 

tattooing was a remnant of “earlier pagan times” and needed to be eradicated.111 The 

struggle to accept tattoos was also an ongoing issue for Augustin Krämer. On the one 

hand, Krämer acknowledged that the practice was a “sacred act,” which he “inferred 

from the religious sentiments, from the sacrifices and other ceremonies which 

accompanied the making of the colour.”112 On the other hand, he cautioned his readers 

and reminded them, "One [needed to] remember that all deeds and actions in the life of 

primitive peoples [were] under the pressure of the forces of nature. For them, religion 

[was] not yet a spiritual science, but everything they do [was] influenced by the fear of 

demons.”113 Marquardt and Krämer believed that this practice solidified the division 

between the civilized and uncivilized and justified the occupation of the German 

territories and, ultimately, the place of the forcibly colonized on the racial hierarchy.114 

While German reception of tattooing was relatively mixed, it remained highly 

prevalent among the Pacific Islanders in Samoa and New Guinea during the colonial 

occupation and in the years following. Although many settlers, anthropologists, and 
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ethnographers viewed tattooing as a continuation of “earlier heathen times” and 

exoticness, for the inhabitants of the South Seas, it became a way to connect with their 

culture in an environment that was increasingly changing due to the European presence 

in the region.115 Each group had distinct methods, patterns, and techniques, which 

included traditional tattooing and scarification. German ethnographer Elisabeth Krämer-

Bannow and British anthropologists Alice Hingston Quiggin and F.R. Barton contended 

that it was mainly women who engaged in tattooing in New Guinea.116 Barton reported 

that while men were essentially “unacquainted with the technique of the art, and though 

the names of patterns may vaguely be known to them, they [were], for the most part, 

unable to give with certainty the correct name to any particular pattern.”117 Barton 

believed that tattoos were optional for men but a requirement for women, who began to 

receive tattoos as children and more regularly once they reached puberty to signify their 

marriageability.118 The tattoos were described as having a “blue shimmering” 

appearance and were applied through a long process in which “the pattern was driven 

into the skin by a quick tapping movement of the mallet…over a drawn pattern.”119 

Krämer-Bannow contended that she saw tattoos and scars “mainly on the women, [in] 

mostly radiant designs on the face, and this, together with the red hair, increase[d] the 

strangeness and wildness of the appearance.”120 Like tattoos, these scars were often 
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formed into images including “frogs, lizards, snakes, small balls, or rings” (Illustration 

5.8).121 According to Krämer-Bannow, lime was frequently added “so that the form 

should be thick,” and charcoal was “also put in it so that it turned blue.”122 Despite her 

judgment of the tattoos as wild, she recounted one instance in which a young woman, 

Lau, from Lendanud, had a lizard on her torso, “which the old village elder had 

constructed for her”; because of this scar, “Lau’s beauty and value greatly increased.”123  

 

 

Illustration 5.8: Elisabeth 

Krämer-Bannow’s 

illustration of the possible 

animal tattoos young women 

received. Elisabeth Krämer-

Bannow, Bei kunstsinnigen 

Kannibalen der Südsee: 

Wanderungen auf Neu-

Mecklenburg 1908 - 1909 

(Berlin: Reimer, 1916), 114. 
 

 

 

German settlers and ethnographers contended that tattooing was widespread 

throughout Samoa, the Marshall Islands, and the Gilbert Islands in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.124 As in New Guinea, tattooing was an essential means of 

cultural expression and belonging for the other Pacific Islander populations.125 

 
121 Krämer-Bannow, Bei kuntsinnigen Kannibalen, 114. 
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eroticize the colonial other, a degree of skepticism must be employed. 
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According to Frieda Zieschank, women in Samoa often “limited themselves to the light 

decoration on the knees, thighs, lower abdomen and hands.”126 This was likewise the 

case in the Gilbert and Marshall Islands as “women were sparsely tattooed, showing at 

most one or two long lines on the inside of the arms.”127 In contrast, men were heavily 

tattooed in both locations, marking their status within their local society. For example, 

Augustin Krämer stated that on the Marshall Islands, “in addition to the chest and back 

tattoos, there is also a tattoo on the face and the arms of the high chiefs, as a prerogative 

of their rank like the spiralling face decoration of the Maori of New Zealand. But it 

should serve the same purpose here as there, giving the wearer something demonic and 

terrible, but also something rich, in short, more prestige” (Illustration 5.9).128 Zieschank 

noted that in Samoa, men received tattoos when they reached adulthood and “he has to 

undergo this excruciating procedure because an un-tattooed man would never be 

considered wholesome.”129 Although Krämer and Zieschank drew conclusions about the 

cultural significance of tattooing in Samoa, as well as the Marshall and Gilbert Islands, 

they had little understanding of the importance of the practice, which often marked the 

transition into adulthood. They perpetuated the idea of “tattoos as an alien and primitive 

form of adornment.”130 
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Illustration 5.9: Augustin Krämer, Hawaii, Ostmikronesien 

und Samoa: meine zweite Südseereise (1897-1899) zum 

Studium der Atolle und ihrer Bewohner (Stuttgart: Strecker & 

Schröder, 1906), 406. 
 

Tattooing and scarification were prevalent throughout the empire as forcibly 

colonized populations in East Africa, including the Makonde and Mwera, also engaged 

in the practices.131 The reception of scarification and tattooing in East Africa within 

anthropological studies and settler memoirs was similar to that of other regions.132 

However, these authors did not elaborate on the cultural and societal significance of the 

practices. In his ethnographic report on the colonized population, Karl Weule cautioned 

readers in the metropole against judging these traditional bodily modifications too 

harshly:  

The ethnographer, reflecting on these and other queer manifestations 

of human vanity, may be tempted, perhaps, to indulge in a 

comfortable sense of superiority. But, after all, the fashion of wearing 

earrings is not quite extinct in Europe, and the advantages of the 

corset, considered a beauty aid, might be quite as much open to 

discussion as the African ornaments we have just been describing. I 

 
131 Roland Garve et al., “Scarification in Sub-Saharan Africa: Social Skin, Remedy and Medical Import,” 

Tropical Medicine & International Health 22, no. 6 (2017), 708. 
132 „Der Schmuck Bei Den Naturvölken,” 6. 
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am alluding, of course, to those women who think that tight lacing 

improves the figure.133 

 

From his observations of Mwera and Makonde people, he reported that the scars were 

often “a multitude of small keloids arranged in various patterns” that had “been 

prevented from healing by repeatedly opening them during the process of 

cicatrization.”134 For the Mwera people, the scars were not limited to their faces and 

torsos as “even the hips and upper part of the thighs [were] said to be covered with 

them.”135 Weule featured several images of Mwera and Makonde men and women, 

demonstrating the geometric patterns often featured and the scars' and tattoos' 

pervasiveness (Illustration 5.10).136 Correspondingly, Margarethe von Eckenbrecher 

noted in her memoir that the Makonde also possessed scars and tattoos in various 

patterns, including “wavy lines, circles or a branching tree,” along their faces, torsos, 

arms and back.137 Illustrations of the Mwera and Makonde from the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries highlighted these geometric patterns. They emphasized the 

pervasiveness of these bodily modifications among these two groups in German East 

Africa during colonial occupation.138 Including such images also underscores the 

European fascination with the practice, which was reinforced in the metropole through 

photographs and postcards. 
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Illustration 5.10: A Mwera 

woman with scars and a lip 

piercing. Karl Weule, 

Native Life in East Africa:  

The Results of an 

Ethnological Research 

Expedition, trans. Alice 

Werner (New York: D. 

Appleton and Company, 

1909), 58.  
 

Scarification was not the only method of bodily modifications for Mwera and 

Makonde women as they also frequently received labrets and lip piercings or, as 

reported by Karl Weule and Margarethe von Eckenbrecher, “pelele” and “itona.”139 

Weule contended that Mwera and Makonde received the piercing as young as six years 

old when their upper lip was pierced “with the end of a razor which is ground into the 

shape of an awl” (Illustration 5.11)140 The hole was “kept open by a small clay or 

 
139 Weule, Native Life in East Africa, 57; Eckenbrecher, Im dichten Pori, 57. 
140 Weule, Native Life in East Africa, 57. 
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medullary disk and is gradually widened” as the girl aged and celebrated essential 

milestones, including marriage and childbirth.141 Depending on the woman's group, 

ebony or “some light-coloured wood bleached snow-white with argillaceous earth” was 

placed within the piercing.142 According to Margarethe von Eckenbrecher, Makonde 

women typically wore the largest disks, as large as six to seven centimetres.143 It was 

only after the tattoos and lip piercings were completed that Eckenbrecher perceived that 

“the women [could be] considered completely beautiful and desirable” by her 

community.144 The only women without piercings were “the very old, who no longer 

attach the slightest importance to their appearance.”145 While these practices survived 

German occupation, modern sources note that lip piercings have been largely abandoned 

as a cultural practice by both the Makonde and the Mwera in the twenty-first century.146 

 

 

 

Figure 5.11: A Makonde 

woman. Karl Weule, Native Life 

in East Africa:  The Results of 

an Ethnological Research 

Expedition, trans. Alice Werner 

(New York: D. Appleton and 

Company, 1909), 121. 
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Physical adornment and bodily modifications were equally important for the 

Maasai in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and many of these practices 

continue to this day in modern Tanzania despite government intervention.147 

Descriptions of Maasai men and women in European sources noted the frequency of ear 

piercings and other jewelry worn by both genders. In a Kolonie und Heimat article on 

the group, the author mentioned how the population adorned their bodies. According to 

the journalist, “the ears were decorated peculiarly” as both men's and women’s ears were 

stretched gradually with wooden pegs to the point that the ear lobes hung “halfway over 

the shoulders.”148 In addition to this embellishment, the author listed the various 

“earrings” that could be placed in the piercing, including “small metal chains and red 

earth,” amulets or brass wire.149 Maasai women also often “carried several pounds of 

brass and iron wire” around their necks, arms, legs and ears.150 British anthropologist 

R.W. Felkin reported that “round the legs from the ankles to the knees, wire [was] coiled 

closely in a spiral fashion.”151 While he never wore the wires, Felkin argued, "So 

awkward [was] this ornament that the wearer [could not] walk properly, she [could not] 

sit down or rise like any other human being, and she [could not] run.”152 Felkin did not 

acknowledge the cultural significance of the jewellery, which indicated to other 
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community members the elevated status of the wearer.153 Instead, Felkin and the 

Kolonie and Heimat author focused on the similarities between the wires and armour, 

perpetuating for readers in the metropole stereotypes of the Maasai as a violent warrior 

group who required the guidance of Europeans to become ‘civilized.’154  

Like tattoos and scarification, piercing was an essential means of bodily 

modification throughout the German Empire as the forcibly colonized populations in the 

Marshall Islands and New Guinea also participated in the practice.155 According to 

Augustin Krämer, the Ralik Rataker people (inhabitants of today's Marshall Islands) 

frequently enlarged their earlobes with large rings “of such a monstrous size…rarely 

seen again.”156 Krämer believed that “the great Ralik Ratakers [sought] their ambition in 

the size of the pierced earlobes,” once again demonstrating his self-positioning as a 

cultural superior over his subjects.157 He also noted that due to the size of their piercings, 

“they often succeed[ed] in sticking their whole head through the lobe of the ear.”158 

Nose piercings were also popular for both men and women in New Guinea. Elisabeth 

Krämer-Bannow reported that women often had their septum pierced, which was done 

with a thornbush.159 A “decorative stick” was placed through the hole to prevent it from 

closing. Likewise, men often received a similar piercing as a young boy. As they aged, 

the hole was gradually enlarged “until the man [could] wear a carved ornament of a 
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piece of the bill of a hornbill or a curved boar’s tusk.”160 For men and women 

throughout German New Guinea and the smaller atolls, piercing did not diminish 

following colonial occupation, as anthropologists noted the continuation of the practice 

as late as the 1960s.161 

 The popularity of foot binding as a means of bodily modification for women in 

China had declined by the late nineteenth century. According to scholar Wang Ping, the 

exact origin of the practice is somewhat difficult to pinpoint as writers have noted the 

popularity of “tiny feet” for centuries throughout China. However, Ping argues that foot 

binding became widespread throughout China in the 1200s under Song rule.162 The 

process of foot binding involved “forcibly compress[ing] growing girls’ foot bones, toes, 

and arches so that the foot bones could not grow forward or outward.”163 It created 

“lotus feet,” which were irreversible after a particular stage. The practice originated 

among the upper classes and gradually spread among the lower classes due to the 

association of the practice with the creation of the ideal feminine woman.164 By the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, vocal opposition to the practice resulted in several 

rulers prohibiting foot binding in a push toward “modernization.”165 While European 

anthropologists and missionaries echoed this disdain for the practice in their work, a 

fetishization and fascination with foot binding endured in many of these texts.166 For 
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example, Carl Heinrich Stratz declared that “the greatest charm of the Chinese, the 

wonderfully built foot, [was] only found in its natural beauty in the lower classes, since, 

as [was] well known, it [was] mutilated from a young age among girls in better 

circles.”167 This commentary seemed somewhat out of place for Stratz, especially 

compared to his observations on Chinese women and beauty. Stratz routinely eroticized 

and exoticized Chinese women as well as other populations around the world, focusing 

on their bodily proportions and their sexual virility.168 Stratz’s rejection of foot binding 

and the inclusion of it within his study demonstrated efforts by European forces to 

‘civilize’ the Chinese and reinforce their own cultural and moral superiority.   

Clothing and Accessories 

For some forcibly colonized populations in the empire, clothing and accessories were 

essential to cultural preservation under German rule. According to settler Frieda 

Zieschank, “the Samoans [had] remained faithful to their old ways and [were] opposed 

to drastic innovations.”169 Zieschank believed that Samoan men and women were 

content with their dress and posited that “the men [would] never get used to trousers, 

and neither of them [would] get used to footwear.”170 Augustin Krämer reported that 

Samoan men and women wore lavalava loincloths made from various materials, such as 

pandanus leaves, with cloth covering their torsos.171 The commitment to traditional dress 

also included the tuiga (ceremonial headpiece), an essential element of self-expression 

before and throughout the colonial occupation of Samoa. Historically, the tuiga was 
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worn by chiefs and their families to signify royalty and was composed of the pou (base), 

lave (framework), pale fuiono (shell headband), ‘ie ‘ula (red feathers), and lauulu 

(human hair).172 However, European contact altered the meaning of the tuiga and the 

products used to construct it. It was no longer worn only by chiefs, their families, and 

the elites and was available as a more commonly worn headdress, especially for 

dancers.173 While it was probable that the Samoans maintained many of their traditional 

clothing and accessories, images from the early twentieth century suggest a shift in what 

Samoans wore as they adopted more European-style garments and converted to 

Christianity (Illustration 5.12).174 It was likely that Zieschank and Krämer’s arguments 

were efforts to negate the claim that the Germans had caused any change to the society 

of the island, which was an ongoing concern in the metropole. Anthropologists like 

Franz Reinecke believed that “after ten to twenty years, you [would] hardly find any real 

Samoans in German Samoa” and called for less European intervention in the region.175 

However, in maintaining that there had been minimal change on the island, German 

claims of protecting and preserving this population could continue, thus preserving the 

colonial project overall. 
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Illustration 5.12: An image in Augustin 

Krämer’s monograph on Samoa that 

contradicts his claims that the local 

inhabitants were minimally impacted by 

European occupation. Augustin Krämer, 

Die Samoa-Inseln: Entwurf einer 

Monographie mit besonderer 

Berücksichtigung Deutsch Samoas, vol. 

2: Ethnographie (Stuttgart: E. 

Schweizerbart (E. Nägele), 1902), 282.  

 

However, not every forcibly colonized population actively rejected textile 

influence from the metropole. Some groups, including the Herero, Nama, and the 

Rehobothers, consciously adopted European clothing styles due to missionary and settler 

influence. Before the arrival of the Germans in South West Africa, Herero women 

primarily wore leather garments that included “back (oruheke) and front (oruhira) skirt-

like panels tied around the waist covering the lower body to about the knees; a cloak 

(orupera) tied over the shoulders hanging down to the knees in the back.”176 They were 

also often bare-chested, a detail frequently highlighted in German sources to reinforce 
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the ‘incivility’ of the populations.177 Gradually, Herero women transitioned towards the 

Ohorokova, a Victorian-inspired gown, and the Otjikaiva, the aforementioned fabric 

headdress. Female settlers documented this transition within their memoirs.178 For 

example, Helene von Falkenhausen noted that “the ladies dressed themselves very 

elegantly. One hardly [saw] undressed natives anymore. Some [were] decked out like 

little peacocks with high collars, ties and watch chains and [strode] along very self-

confidently. The relationships and habits seem[ed] to have become much more refined, 

and the boundaries between the individual social classes have become even tighter.”179 

However, historian Marion Wallace notes while the missionaries introduced the 

garments, “the adoption of Victorian-style clothes progressed faster than conversion to 

Christianity.”180 Likewise, Nama men and women frequently adopted European-style 

clothing.181 During the imperial period, journalists noted that the Nama wore “the 

customary khaki costume, the woman a calico skirt, possibly several on top of each 

other, and a jacket made of the same fabric or a kerchief, all more or less ragged.”182 For 

German settlers, the adoption of European-style clothing presented a challenge. 

Germans maintained their position on top of the racial, colonial hierarchy due to their 

self-professed cultural and moral superiority over the forcibly colonized populations, 

whom they deemed less civilized.183 If the local inhabitants began to act and dress like 
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their colonial rulers, the German claim as racially, morally, and culturally superior could 

be disrupted. To negate this challenge, artists in the metropole produced caricatures of 

Black populations that mocked them for dressing like Europeans, reinforcing German 

power (Illustration 5.13).184  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.13: A postcard for Liebig Company, which depicted two 

Black men in European-style clothing. Liebig Company’s 

Fleisch-Extract - No 2 Der letzte Pinselstrich, 1885, postcard, 

1885, Sammlung Peter Weiss, Kolonialismus und afrikanische 

Diaspora auf Bildpostkarten, Universitäts- und Stadtbibliothek 

Köln. 

 

Conclusion 

For the forcibly colonized populations throughout the German empire, clothing, 

haircare, skincare, and bodily modifications were essential means of expression and 

belonging in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The preservation of 

traditional personal grooming practices in a society designed to strip these marginalized 
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groups of power reinforced their agency and the importance of self-care in shaping the 

structure of the German Empire. This chapter has illustrated that the maintenance of 

beauty standards and aesthetics allowed the local inhabitants in the African territories, 

the South Seas, and the Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory to challenge the divide 

between the colonizer and the colonized based on racial, cultural, moral, and cleanliness 

standards. By consciously selecting which beauty practices to adopt and reject, these 

groups disrupted the colonial power structure, which required German control to endure. 

While many of the descriptions of these practices in German and European sources were 

disparaging, the inclusion of these accounts in these texts highlights how the 

perseverance of traditional skincare, haircare, bodily modifications, and clothing 

challenged the ‘status quo’ for many German settlers and anthropologists, highlighting 

the potential of the colonized populations to disrupt colonial rule.  
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Conclusion 

In 1907, Margarethe von Eckenbrecher released a memoir about her time spent 

in German South West Africa from 1902-1904. In the book, she documented her journey 

to the southernmost colony in the empire, her struggles as a housewife, and the 

mounting tensions between the Herero, Nama, and German settlers in the years leading 

to the “bloody” genocide.1 In this first edition, her opinions about the territory and its 

inhabitants did not differ significantly from those of her female compatriots. Like her 

fellow novelists and memoirists, she felt that she provided a truthful and unbiased 

account of settler life and the forcibly colonized populations in the South West.2 She 

frequently commented on the efforts of certain groups to improve their appearance and 

elevate their status in the racial hierarchy. For example, Eckenbrecher noted that “while 

Cliff Damara [wore] animal skins as clothing, the most distinguished Mountain Damara 

[tried] to imitate the whites by dressing elegantly,” emphasizing what she believed to be 

their “strangeness.”3 Like other German women’s memoirs, travelogues, novellas, and 

essays from the turn of the twentieth century, she encouraged further female migration 

to the territory, frequently reassuring her readers in the metropole that it was possible to 

recreate Germany abroad and “help [their] Fatherland to achieve this grand and beautiful 

mission.”4  

However, in 1936, Eckenbrecher added an addendum that contained a markedly 

different tone from the 1907 edition. These additional chapters recounted her return to 
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the colony in 1914 as a single woman following her divorce, as well as the physical and 

emotional struggles she endured during her forced expulsion during the First World War 

and, eventually, South African governance.5 In these supplemental chapters, it was 

apparent that the loss of the colony and the rise of National Socialism in the metropole 

and its associated racial ideologies profoundly impacted Eckenbrecher’s mindset, even 

though she had not lived in Germany for over twenty years. Eckenbrecher had lost her 

‘privileged’ status in the colony, which was always tenuous at best, and mourned this 

change. She wished to “arouse in [readers] a deep love for [the former colony] and 

demonstrate that those who remained in the South West were “loyal to our old 

homeland, loyal to the Reich and its Führer.”6 She lamented Germany’s loss of the 

territory, specifically stating that the Germans had “been robbed of our colonies.”7 

During negotiations for the Treaty of Versailles, it was decided that because “we 

Germans [were] incapable of governing colonies, one certainly owes it to these poor 

natives, for reasons of humanity, never to leave them at Germany’s mercy again.”8 

Eckenbrecher contended that the Allied European powers treated their colonized 

populations just as poorly: “the French native call[ed] his white colleagues torturers, 

cowards, tormentors, drunkards, bloodsuckers, and murderers of the Black race.”9 She 

also did not believe that the South African mandate government possessed the necessary 

skills to govern the region and its inhabitants, calling on Germany to reclaim their 

former colonies. Her concluding statement read: “O Fatherland, our great and beloved 
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Fatherland, stretch forth Thine arms and embrace our thirsty and difficult land, a land so 

dear to our hearts, and restore us to the strength of Thy bosom!”10 Eckenbrecher 

believed that due to the “hardships” they endured in the South West, Germans were the 

only ones culturally and racially strong enough to rule over the area and were the true 

“Southwesters.”11 

Even with the somewhat jarring supplement chapters, Eckenbrecher’s memoir 

was indicative of how white German colonial women applied notions of beauty and 

understood the racial hierarchies in the global German Empire in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. In their often widely distributed memoirs, travelogues, essays, 

and novellas, white German women highlighted their own racial, cultural, moral, carnal, 

hygienic, physical, behavioural, and intellectual superiority while simultaneously 

disparaging the forcibly colonized populations. As this dissertation has demonstrated, 

many white German women believed that only they could be truly beautiful and that the 

colonized populations were essentially ugly. However, they made notable exceptions, 

and their racial ‘elevation’ of the Askari, Samoans, and Herero highlights the artificial 

nature of racial categorization. However, attractiveness was not limited to appearance. In 

the chapters on the African colonies, South Seas protectorates, and the Kiautschou Bay 

Leased Territory, I have identified how German women evaluated the behaviour, 

domestic fortitude, cleanliness, morality, and cultural practices of the forcibly colonized 

populations, linking physical worth to subjective European values. Not only did these 

women create and maintain differences and divisions between the various groups for 

themselves but also for their male compatriots in the colonies and readers in the 
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metropole.12 By outlining the ways that the “colonized other” failed to meet these 

expectations due to their supposed ‘racial inferiority,’ these women perpetrated, in 

historian Kathy Peiss’s words, the “aesthetic dimension of racism.”13  

Women had many different motivations for including commentary on racialized 

beauty standards in their writing on the German colonies. Many German women faced 

internal and external pressures from themselves, their male compatriots, and the 

metropole to maintain ‘European’ specific standards of appearance and race from the 

metropole. One of the most reoccurring stresses for colonial women was the threat of 

mixed-race relationships between white German men and the local female inhabitants. 

These consensual and nonconsensual relationships posed a threat to the sexual, physical, 

and domestic superiority of white German women, often resulting in a degree of 

insecurity, anxiety, vanity, and jealousy. 14 If a white German man willingly selected a 

local woman as a sexual partner, this could threaten the status of white German women 

in the racial hierarchy as a white German woman’s claim to racial superiority would be 

negated. Female authors such as Magdalene von Prince and Helene von Falkenhausen 

attempted to establish their racial, domestic and sexual superiority in their publications 

as they commented on how they met the manufactured European ideals of attractiveness, 

whiteness and cleanliness and how the forcibly colonized populations failed to meet 

their European domestic, physical, moral, and behavioural standards in the remote 
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regions of the empire. However, replicating beauty ideals, often created by male 

business owners in the metropole, in overseas territories was frequently quite 

challenging. While some women adapted to these changing environments and 

circumstances, concerns over their perceived inability to preserve their whiteness 

overseas disrupted their claim of physical superiority and potentially the German 

colonial project writ large.  

Conversely, some women, including Clara Brockmann, Elisabeth Krämer-

Bannow, and Elisabeth von Heyking, wrote about race and aesthetics to improve their 

role in the public sphere. As previously stated, the colonies and territories, in theory, 

presented women with opportunities that were not available in Europe due to their 

relegation to the private sphere and position in the gender hierarchy. However, upon 

their arrival, their status as women continued to hinder their ability to pursue 

professional roles and officially contribute to German colonial rule. While their 

whiteness situated them higher than the forcibly colonized populations in the racial 

hierarchy, their status as women placed them below their white male compatriots. 

Additionally, many of these male settlers, soldiers, doctors, and explorers viewed these 

women as ‘amateurs’ due to a lack of education and training.15 However, commentary 

on racialized beauty allowed these women to reinforce their racial superiority and power 

over the forcibly colonized populations, legitimizing their professional careers in their 

own minds. They also engaged with the prevailing racial theories at the turn of the 
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century, demonstrating a degree of knowledge and ‘expertise.’ For example, Heyking 

was dissatisfied that she was left out of negotiations with Chinese leaders and instead 

passed judgment on the local inhabitants, reinforcing her white superiority. It was 

through these discussions of racialized beauty standards that women like Brockmann, 

Heyking, and Krämer-Bannow became crucial members of the imperial project and 

helped maintain the racial hierarchy.  

However, the fixation with and correlation between notions of beauty, 

appearance, and race was not limited to work written by female settlers, travellers, and 

colonial enthusiasts within the global German Empire. While some anthropologists, 

ethnographers, racial scientists, doctors, businessmen, and even settlers believed that 

self-care was a feminine pursuit and ‘trivial,’ these men and women not only created the 

racial and physical standards that women engaged with but participated in the larger 

discourse regarding desirability and the ‘colonized’ other.16 This dissertation has 

highlighted how these ‘experts’ frequently imbued their descriptions and conclusions 

about white German women and the forcibly colonized populations with personal 

preference and sexual desire, believing that women were “intended for men’s 

consumption.”17 Many social scientists, like Carl H. Stratz, Eugen Fischer, Gustav 

Fritsch, and Richard Parkinson, privileged the appeal of the ‘exotic’ and unknown over 

scientific objectivity. Some of these white men were openly exploitative in their work 

and mourned when they did not have access to what they wanted to see in the name of 

science. For example, Statz lamented that there were no nude photos of Hong Kong 
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women. This mirrored the work of Orientalist European scholars in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries and their obsession with female harems in the Middle East.18 

Despite their claims, they could not separate their personal and sexual desires from their 

public scholarship.  

For the local inhabitants in the African colonies, South Seas territories, and the 

Kiautschou Bay Leased Territory, the continuation of many pre-colonial grooming 

practices and ornamentations allowed them to retain a degree of control in a system 

designed to strip them of autonomy. The dissertation has demonstrated that preserving 

many of these cultural practices during the German occupation highlights the 

perseverance and reliance of the local populations despite the immense pressures they 

were under. Self-care was another form of indigenous agency under colonial rule. The 

forcibly colonized populations in the global German Empire were under constant 

scrutiny for their appearance and behaviour in both the metropole and the overseas 

territories, highlighting German insecurity and their efforts to maintain the precarious 

racial hierarchy. While female German colonial writers, anthropologists, ethnographers, 

and racial scientists cited their self-care practices as examples of racial and cultural 

inferiority and a lack of civility, the local inhabitants used haircare, skincare, bodily 

modifications, clothing, and accessories to maintain their cultural communities and 

belonging. However, this cannot be easily categorized as colonial resistance as some 

groups adopted and modified European clothing trends to suit their needs, behaviour 

which was often ridiculed in colonial sources. Nevertheless, they continued to choose 

what to do in structures that limited their power. Although German sources outlined how 
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these populations failed to maintain European standards of cleanliness, morality, and 

hygiene, German men and women were primarily not interested in offering alternative 

solutions as these populations could never be equal in their minds.  

This dissertation has achieved several different objectives. Firstly, it has 

demonstrated the potential for historians to use notions of beauty as methodological 

tools. By identifying how Germans and Europeans talked about their own behaviour and 

appearance and that of the forcibly colonized populations, I have demonstrated that 

concepts of beauty and race were inherently linked in the global German Empire in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Discourses about beauty and beauty 

practices in sources from the metropole and the overseas territories were another way to 

discuss and enact race and difference in a colonial context. There will also be an 

opportunity for future scholars to use beauty as a methodological tool in later periods of 

German history and in a global context. For example, it could shed light on the long-

term impact of racial aesthetics in the Weimar Republic and Third Reich. Although 

Germany officially lost its colonies following the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, colonial 

racial rhetoric continued to dominate not only the beauty industry but also German 

society overall. For example, colonial imagery and language were used to advertise 

beauty products past 1919, still emphasizing whiteness. This largely coincided with 

continued German attempts to regain their empire. Additionally, Germans continued to 

use aesthetics to ‘other’ racialized peoples into the 1930s and 1940s, including German 

Jews, Roma and Sinti, and any population that did not meet their standards of white 

Germanness. This was certainly not limited to Germany, as scholars of other regions, 
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including the United States of America, have begun to identify how beauty was used to 

marginalize specific populations like Black people throughout the twentieth century.19  

Secondly, this dissertation has highlighted the importance of using overlooked 

and non-conventional sources, such as women’s writing and visual media, to truly 

understand the application of the racial hierarchy and the German colonial experience. 

While other scholars have begun to use women’s writing more regularly in their analysis 

of the history of the global German empire, female memoirs, travelogues, novellas, and 

essays continue to be “regularly (and purposively) passed” due to the belief that “the 

[female] memoir was an unvarnished representation of humble colonial life.”20 

However, this study has demonstrated how white German women not only understood 

significant events and conflicts, including the Herero and Nama genocide of 1904-1908 

and the Maji Maji Rebellion of 1905-1907, but engaged with the dominant racial 

theories of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as acclimatization, 

racial degeneration, and mixed-race children. Like their female compatriots in other 

European empires, German women were not isolated from the public sphere, nor were 

they solely focused on trivial and inconsequential endeavours.21 They contributed to 

implementing the racial hierarchy that underpinned the larger German colonial project.22 
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Additionally, visual media played a crucial role in reinforcing the opinions expressed in 

published works, diffusing the notion of white racial and cultural superiority among 

Germans in the metropole and the colonial sphere. I have demonstrated that this visual 

media, often contained in colonial periodicals and newspapers, created expectations for 

German settlers and travellers that the realities of colonial life could then negate. 

Additionally, these racist images and illustrations, including advertisements, postcards, 

and photographs, helped create narratives about the colonized populations, including 

sexual promiscuity, a lack of cleanliness, supposed incivility, and racial stereotypes, 

much of which was concerning for women in the colonies.  

Ultimately, this dissertation has highlighted the fragility and instability of 

German colonial rule in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As with other 

European colonial powers, the Germans relied on their ‘superior’ racial and cultural 

status to justify violence and occupation. However, this research has again demonstrated 

how race operates as a social construct that is always based on fluid and manipulable 

definitions that benefit those holding power. German men and women went to great 

lengths to reinforce their superiority and maintain arbitrary binary oppositions between 

themselves, the colonizers, and the forcibly colonized populations. The distinctions 

needed constant shoring up, not only for the women themselves but also their fellow 

settlers, Germans in the metropole, and the local populations in the global German 

Empire.  
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2023  “There is only one way to be pretty!” Racialized Beauty Norms in East 

Africa, 1893- 1916.” Blood, Borders and the Body: Shifts in how Bodies were 

Policed, Controlled and Regulated (co-sponsored by the Black and Diaspora and 

Body Studies Network). German Studies Association 47th Annual 

Conference. Montreal, Quebec, Canada. 5-8 October.  

“Es gibt nur einen Weg zur Schönheit! (There is only one way to be 

pretty!)” Racialized Beauty Norms in the German South Pacific Colonies, 1884-

1916.” 28th Transatlantic Doctoral Seminar in German History (Co-

organized by the German Historical Institute Washington and the BMW 



 

Center for German and European Studies, Georgetown University). Villa 

Vigoni, Menaggio, Italy. 29 June- 3 July. 

2022  “There is only one way to be pretty!’ Racialized Beauty Norms in 

German Samoa, 1906-1916.” The Emergence of Gendered Power Structures 

since Early  Modern Times: Practices, Norms, Media. Philipps-Universität 

Marburg, German. 23-25 November. 

Colonialism and German Memory Politics: New Approaches to Teaching 

Colonial Science and German Imperialism. German Studies Association 46th 

Annual Conference. Houston, Texas. 15-18 September. 

“There is only one way to be pretty!’ Racialized Beauty Norms and 

Legislation in German South West Africa, 1894-1906.” Beyond the Pale: Legal 

Histories on the Edges of Empires Conference. Maynooth University, 

Ireland. 29 June – 1 July. 

2021  “There is only one way to be pretty!’ Racialized Beauty Norms in 

German South West Africa, 1894-1906.” The German Body and Self in Global 

Circuits of Knowledge and Practice, 1700–1945 (sponsored by the Body Studies 

Network) (Closed Virtual Seminar), German Studies Association Forty-fifth 

Annual Conference, Indianapolis, Indiana. 30 September – 3 October. 

“Working for Weihnachtsstimmung: German Women’s Place in the 

Recreation and Reproduction of German Culture and Identity in the African 

Colonies, 1894-1906.” At Home in Empire: Colonial Experiences of Intimacy 

and Mobility, University of Warwick. 3 March.  



 

2020   “‘There is only one way to be pretty!’ Racialized Beauty Norms in the 

Global  German Empire, 1884-1914.” Stony Brook HGSA 2020 Graduate 

Student Conference: Decolonial Histories. 11 September.  

2019  “Beauty in the German Colonial Space.” University of 

Maine/University of New Brunswick International Graduate Student 

Conference at the University of New Brunswick. 18-20 October.  

2018  “Christmas in the (German) Colonies.” University of Toronto Annual 

Graduate History Symposium. 10-11 May. 

Grants, Fellowships and Awards 

 

External 

 

2022 Coalition of Women in German Zantop Travel Award for Graduate Students 

 ($1500USD) 

 University of Waterloo Centre for German Studies Diversity and Inclusion Grant 

 ($1000CAD) 

 Central Europe History Society Research Grant ($3900USD) 

2021 German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) Summer Couse Scholarship 2021 

2020 Social Science and Humanities Research Council Doctoral Fellowship for the 

project “‘There is only one way to be pretty!” Racialized Norms Beauty in the 

Global German Empire, 1884 to 1939” ($80,000CAD) 2020-Present 

Internal 

2020 University of New Brunswick’s Historical Studies’ Beaverbrook Scholarship  

2019  University of New Brunswick’s Historical Studies’ Gale-Shaw Memorial Book 

Prize  



 

University of New Brunswick’s Historical Studies’ Henry Harvey Stuart 

Research Fund 

2017  Swiss Ambassador’s Award for Excellence in German 

Courses Taught 

HISTORY 5103 Gender, Race and Disease in the Atlantic World (Honours 

Research Seminar) 

Teaching Assistantships (2017-2021) 

 

HISTORY 1004 War in the Modern World 

HISTORY 1001 Past into Present 

HISTORY 1F95 World History since 1914 

  

Employment Experience 

 

Research Assistantships 

 

2019-2024 Graduate Research Assistant for Dr. Lisa. M. Todd for various projects 

2017  Research Assistant for Dr. Sebastien Rossignol 

 

Public History 

 

2020-2021 Student Archival Intern, Provincial Archives New Brunswick, Canada 

2019  Visitor Engagement, Oil Museum of Canada 

2016  Archival Assistant, Maritime History Archive, Canada  

  Tour Guide, Buxton National History Site and Museum, Canada 

2015  Archival Assistant, Founders’ Archive, Canada 

 

 

 

 



 

Research Interests 

 

• Modern Europe 

 

• German Colonies and Imperialism 

• Women and Gender Theory 

• Material Culture 

Languages 

• English (Native Speaker)  

• German (Level B2) 


