
[image: Cover_Page]


Amalia Holst: On the Vocation of Woman to Higher Intellectual Education







BSHP NEW TEXTS IN THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

The aim of this series is to encourage and facilitate the study of all aspects of the history of philosophy, including the rediscovery of neglected elements and the exploration of new approaches to the subject. Texts are selected on the basis of their philosophical and historical significance and with a view to promoting the understanding of currently under-represented authors, philosophical traditions, and historical periods. They include new editions and translations of important yet less well-known works which are not widely available to an anglophone readership. The series is sponsored by the British Society for the History of Philosophy (BSHP) and is managed by an editorial team elected by the Society. It reflects the Society’s main mission and its strong commitment to broadening the canon.

General editors

Maria Rosa Antognazza

Michael Beaney

Mogens Lærke (managing editor)

also published in the series

Félix Ravaisson: French Philosophy in the Nineteenth Century

Edited with an English translation by Mark Sinclair

Leibniz: General Inquiries on the Analysis of Notions and Truths

Edited with an English translation by Massimo Mugnai






Amalia Holst

On the Vocation of Woman to Higher Intellectual Education

Edited with an English translation by

ANDREW COOPER










Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP, United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Andrew Cooper 2023

The moral rights of the author have been asserted

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023936264

ISBN 978–0–19–284594–8

ebook ISBN 978–0–19–266095–4

DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192845948.001.0001

Printed and bound by 
CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY





Contents

Acknowledgements 

Introduction 

Note on translation 

On the Vocation of Woman to Higher Intellectual Education 

Preface 

1. Does Higher Education of the Mind Contradict the Proximate Calling of Woman as Wife, Mother, and Housewife? 

2. Woman Considered as Wife 

3. The Educated Woman as Mother 

4. The Educated Woman as Housewife 

5. On the Education of Woman in the Unmarried State 

Appendix 1: Biographical References 

Appendix 2: Reviews of Holst’s Work 

Notes 

Bibliography 

Index 







Acknowledgements

Working on this edition has opened several exciting collaborations and many debts of gratitude. I am immensely grateful to Dalia Nassar and Kristin Gjesdal for initially encouraging me to write about Amalia Holst. It is a privilege to build on their pioneering work, which has enriched the field of German philosophy by attending to the writings of women philosophers. I thank Susan Richter and Jörg Rathjen for aiding my attempt to verify claims that Holst received a doctorate from the University of Kiel. Special thanks to Alexandra Lilley for pushing me to take on the project, to Emily Aitkin for helping me feel the sting of Holst’s critique of misogyny, and to the Women in the History of Philosophy reading group at the University of Warwick for bringing the text to life. Several others have supported the project and given helpful advice along the way, including Nigel Warburton, Alison Stone, Corey Dyck, Christine Mayer, Stephen Cooper, and Tobias Keiling. I thank the anonymous reviewers of the complete manuscript; their insightful comments on the introduction and translation were extremely helpful as I revised the text. And I am especially grateful to Simon Gansinger, who patiently worked through the translation to correct oversights and errors. All remaining faults are my own.

This project was enabled by the generous financial support of the Leverhulme Trust, the Department of Philosophy at the University of Warwick, and the British Society for the History of Philosophy. I am grateful to the staff members of several libraries for helpful advice and archival work, including The British Library, Universitätsbibliothek Frankfurt am Main, Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Hamburg, Universitätsbibliothek Kiel, and the University of Warwick Library. It has been a pleasure to work with the series editors of BSHP New Texts in the History of Philosophy, Mogens Lærke, Maria Rosa Antognazza, and Michael Beaney. I thank my editor at Oxford University Press, Peter Momtchiloff, for efficiently guiding the text through the various stages to publication. And I am grateful to Oxford University Press for granting permission to build on material that was originally published as ‘Amalia Holst’ in The Oxford Handbook for Nineteenth-Century Women Philosophers in the German Tradition (2023), edited by Kristin Gjesdal and Dalia Nassar.

Andrew Cooper

Tufnell Park, London





Introduction

Amalia Holst (1758–1829) was a dedicated pedagogue and an outspoken philosopher. Her daring book On the Vocation of Woman to Higher Intellectual Education (Über die Bestimmung des Weibes zur höhern Geistesbildung, 1802) exposed a striking paradox at the heart of the German Enlightenment.1 While the celebrated figures of the Enlightenment made significant gains in unearthing the social conditions of human freedom, they failed to advance either the political status or the education of women.2 Immanuel Kant defined intellectual autonomy as the mark of Enlightenment, yet he deemed that a woman’s mind is constituted differently to that of a man. If a woman were to pursue the higher education of her mind, Kant declared, she would ‘destroy the merits that are proper to her sex’.3 Johann Gottlieb Fichte demonstrated that free activity is the final end of every self-determining I. Yet, like Kant, he also held that ‘the minds of men and women are, by nature, very different’.4 While a man’s education should include speculative philosophy, so that he grasps the principles of his knowledge, a woman’s education should not disrupt her natural feeling for the good and the true. Instead, it should consist of practical training for the domestic duties to which nature has destined her. Against the backdrop of revolution in France, which dissolved natural bonds and threatened the role of the family in civic life, there was an explosion of texts across the German states on ‘the vocation of woman’ (die Bestimmung des Weibes), which called on central tenets of the Enlightenment to secure the subordinate status of women by philosophical means.5 Holst’s book stages a bold interjection. It seeks to unveil the double standards of her male interlocutors and establish the priority of reason before gendered roles.

Holst recognized that the Enlightenment project, when left in the hands of one sex, does not advance human freedom but in fact reproduces the coercion it purports to overcome. Drawing from her practical experience as a teacher, she sought to expose the contradictions she encountered in the leading pedagogies of the movement. One of her primary targets was a progressive group of reformers known as the Philanthropinists (Menschenfreunde) who aimed to realize the Enlightenment’s slogan Sapere aude! (Dare to know!) by replacing the cerebral, authoritative legacy of scholastic education with a noncoercive environment aligned with the student’s natural capacities. Their reform project was not peripheral to the German Enlightenment. In the midst of deep social and political change occurring across the German states, the schooling system offered a key site of reform for those seeking to instantiate the Enlightenment’s emancipatory ideals while avoiding the radical upheaval unfolding in France.6 Inspired by Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, or On Education (Émile, ou De l’éducation, 1762) and pioneered by Johann Bernhard Basedow’s model school in Dessau (the Philanthropin, founded in 1774), Philanthropinism gained the support of the leading philosophers of the day. Kant acted as the primary fundraiser for the Philanthropin in the 1770s, declaring that ‘never before has a more just demand been made on the human species, and never before has such a great and more self-extending benefit been unselfishly offered’.7

Holst too was convinced that the ideals of the Enlightenment required a new movement in education tailored to the student’s natural capacities. Yet her ongoing struggle to advance the education of women alerted her to a form of coercion that remained lodged at the heart of the movement. While the Philanthropinists claimed that education must enable each student’s rationality to develop on its own course, they restricted the curriculum for girls to subjects that were strictly necessary for their ‘threefold vocation’ (dreifache Bestimmung). As Karl Friedrich Pockels put it,

The vocation of a woman is to become a wife, a mother, and a housewife, in fact, a pure wife, a perfect mother, and a prudent housewife. It is to this end that girls must study. Everything that does not contribute to her vocation leads away from it, and makes her an unnatural sight.8

The Philanthropinists envisaged the education of women as a vital part of reform. Yet they maintained that the duties prescribed by a woman’s vocation place normative constraints on her intellect. A woman’s education must be restricted to knowledge that will enable her to please her husband, raise her children well, and manage a good home. Areas of knowledge that extend beyond this end are not only unnecessary but also dangerous, for they entice her to neglect the duties bestowed on her by nature. These attitudes were not restricted to the Philanthropinists but were repeated and even refined by many of the major philosophers of the German Enlightenment, not least Kant and Fichte but also Mendelssohn, Schleiermacher, Humboldt, and Hegel, to name just a few.

In the opening pages of On the Vocation of Woman, Holst challenges the elevated position assumed by men who have ‘dared to set a limit that our minds may not transgress in the field of knowledge’ (p. 9). She begins her argument by issuing a fiery demand to the male gatekeepers of women’s education:

In the name of our sex, I challenge men to justify the right they have presumed for themselves, which holds back an entire half of humankind, barring them from the source of the sciences and allowing them at most to skim their surface. (p. 10)

Holst’s demand resonates with the work of several women writers across Europe, including Olympe de Gouges, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Germaine de Staël. Yet in contrast to the early feminists we celebrate today, whose works were published in multiple editions and translated into several European languages, Holst’s book had little success.9 Following its initial publication, On the Vocation of Woman received just three reviews, all appearing in journals based in Holst’s home town of Hamburg.10 None of her reviewers acknowledge the merits of her project or take her argument seriously. Holst’s book did not outstrip its original print run, nor was it recognized as a notable feminist text until the twentieth century.11

Understanding why On the Vocation of Woman has been overlooked—both then and now—confronts us with a darker side of the German Enlightenment that, until recently, has been neglected. Over the past few decades, scholars have become increasingly aware that women were not only excluded from the fruits of the Enlightenment but also erased from the historiography of German philosophy.12 Sabrina Ebbersmeyer, for instance, traces the deliberate removal of women from anthologies of German philosophy, beginning in the late eighteenth century and extending to the present day. She presents a sobering analysis in which the absence of women’s voices has less to do with the opportunities available to women than with a sustained attempt to ‘keep women out of academia in general and out of philosophy in particular’.13 On the Vocation of Woman provides further evidence in support of Ebbersmeyer’s claim, for it demonstrates that the absence of women in the historiography of German philosophy is not due to a lack of powerful texts by women. Indeed, Holst was alive to the obstacles facing women philosophers at the turn of the nineteenth century and set out to repudiate a repeated claim made by her male peers that the very idea of a learned woman is contradictory. At one point she frames her argument in response to a public letter entitled ‘On Learned Women’ (‘Über gelehrte Weiber’, 1796), in which the theologian and popular writer Christian Friedrich Sintenis declares that

a so-called learned woman is and remains either a laughable or an adverse creature. Either her learnedness is not right, or, even if it were, then she is not right as a woman. If the latter, then as a woman she is a non-woman, something monstrous, and if this is how she is found in her natural state, she deserves merely to be gaped at and certainly never admired.14

A so-called learned woman is a laughable creature, Sintenis quips, for by becoming learned she loses the essential characteristics of her femininity. Feminine qualities do not lie in the cultivation of moral and epistemic virtues but in the untarnished innocence a woman possesses from childhood. Elsewhere he attests that it ‘is just as absurd to imagine a woman philosopher as it is to imagine a woman standing in rank as a soldier’.15 The image of a woman philosopher is absurd, for, qua philosopher, a woman would no longer be a woman; a woman philosopher is a contradiction in terms. Sintenis’s letter is, of course, polemical. Yet it does nothing but extend a widely held view to its unsavoury conclusions. Holst railed against the pervasive drive to curb women’s education, yet her attempt to shift public opinion had limited success.16

By making Holst’s On the Vocation of Woman available to the anglophone audience, this translation provides students and scholars of German philosophy with a timely resource for developing a richer understanding of their field, and general readers with access to a powerful early feminist text that reveals the opportunities and difficulties facing women philosophers at the turn of the nineteenth century. From the opening pages, the reader encounters a stylistically dexterous and philosophically astute writer who constantly reformulates her position in anticipation of her readers’ demands. The dialogical character of the text requires some level of familiarity with the central concepts of the German Enlightenment if its contribution to the philosophical debates of the period is to be fully appreciated.17 My aim in this introduction is thus to provide sufficient context for readers to feel the rhetorical force of Holst’s book. Section 1 presents a brief sketch of Holst’s life, writings, and the state of pedagogy in the German states at the end of the eighteenth century. Section 2 provides a summary of the text and reconstructs several of its major arguments. Section 3 examines its early reception and identifies several sources that inspired Holst to write.

1 Life and Context

1.1 Amalia Holst, née von Justi

Little is known about Holst’s life save the obituaries and biographical entries that appeared in local magazines and compendia of German writers in the years following her death in 1829. These are included in Appendix 1. The entries repeat themselves at several points, sometimes reproducing false information (e.g. the publication date of On the Vocation of Woman). Their authors acknowledge a lack of familiarity with the major events of Holst’s life, and, at times, contradict each other (e.g. on the question of Holst’s doctorate). Such discrepancies suggest that Holst’s eulogists had little information to go by, and perhaps that they did not expect their efforts to have enduring significance.

The entries agree on the following. Johanna Paulina Amalia von Justi was born on 10 February 1758 to Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi and his second wife, Johanna Maria Magdalena Merchand.18 Her precise birthplace is unclear. On the cover page to On the Vocation of Woman, Holst describes herself as ‘a child of the Prussian states’ (p. 5), and the announcement of her marriage states that she is ‘aus Berlin’. Yet it is likely that Holst was born in Altona, just outside Hamburg, where her father kept a residence and was working at the time of her birth.19 The family moved to Berlin in 1760 and then, shortly after, to Bernau, just north of the city. Johann von Justi was a leading cameralist and self-described ‘state adventurer’ (Staatsabenteurer), rising to fame across Europe through an active life of writing, public administration, and state entrepreneurship. Before entering public service, he published several radical essays in which he advocated for civic reform through the increasing involvement of women in public offices. In ‘Proposal on the Establishment of a Female Jury’ (‘Vorschlag von Errichtung eines weiblichen Schöffenstuhls’, 1745), he proposed to erect civil courts administered and elected by women officials.20 In ‘Proposal on the Establishment of an Academy for Women’ (‘Vorschlag von Errichtung einer Akademie vor das Frauenzimmer’, 1747), he argued that it would be impossible to instantiate the goals of Enlightenment without the establishment of ‘a rational education for the female sex’.21 In the years leading up to Amalia’s birth, Justi taught German language and rhetoric in Vienna and then economics at the University of Göttingen (indeed, he was the first to do so). He founded several journals on social and political matters and published an astonishing sixty-seven books on economics and political science (Staatswissenschaft)..22 Yet Justi was not a scholar in the traditional sense. His writings were motivated by a restless drive to reform and centralize the Prussian economy, a trait that attracted the attention of Frederick the Great, who, upon hearing of his achievements in 1765, appointed Justi as Prussian captain of mines and financial expert in the management of state property. While he was a neglectful husband during his first marriage and constantly moved between positions during his second, Amalia was evidently attached to her father.23

A difficult chapter unfolded for the family in 1768 when Justi was accused of embezzling state funds, a fate met by several prominent cameralists of the time, including Georg Heinrich Zincke and Johann Friedrich Pfeiffer. While the accusations were never substantiated, Justi died as a prisoner in Küstrin in 1771, when Amalia was 13.24 This episode left her mother in a prolonged state of grief, which prevented Amalia from publishing a collection of her father’s letters that she hoped would explain the unfortunate situation and clear her father’s name.25 The charge was formally revoked when it became clear that Justi’s estate could not repay his fine of 2,878 thaler,26 and the king took personal responsibility for completing the education of his six children.27

The details of Amalia’s adult life are somewhat more substantive. She moved to Hamburg in 1791, married Dr Johann Ludolf Holst in 1792 at the age of 33, and had three children, Emilie, Mariane, and Eduard. Johann Holst was a lawyer, and directed a pedagogical institute in Hamburg-St Georg. Amalia Holst clearly imbibed her father’s entrepreneurial spirit and tenacious drive for reform. She was engaged in teaching from the age of 15 (possibly as a governess in Bernau), and quickly became convinced that it ‘is only through the higher education of women that the ennoblement of humanity as a whole is achieved’.28 From 1792 to 1802 she was headmistress of the preschool Johann directed, and went on to establish three schools for girls (Erziehungsinstitute) in Boizenburg, Hamburg, and Parchim.29 An obituary appearing in the Freimütiges Abendblatt offers a striking insight into her teaching practice:

her school was held in general esteem, for she did not educate her female students merely for domestic service, or for society, or for the so-called refined side of life. Rather, she educated them for life as a whole and opened the wellspring in spirit and mind for a loving and intelligent fulfilment of everything that the female vocation demands of woman in religious and cosmopolitan respects. Household management and maternal care, faithfulness in large and small matters, sensitivity and strength, sense and understanding to delight the circle of society, the propensity to do the right thing, the skill to do it well and without mishap, quiet charity, modest activity with all the knowledge and artistry of female education, and in all this a noble feeling that does not allow the sense of the infinite to be lost in earthly activity, and in which the mind remains free and firm above the colourful essence of all worldly activity: that is what distinguished those who remained in her hands and were left to her guidance until they reached a certain goal. Many parents, young women, husbands, and mothers certainly still thank her for this. Her educational work will remain a blessing for generations to come. (p. 113)

This description of Holst’s work as a teacher captures a central theme in her writing. The educated woman does not neglect the demands of domestic life but skilfully navigates her duties in a manner that is alive to the spiritual significance of her vocation as a human being. Holst’s pedagogical activities were known by several prominent Enlighteners in Hamburg, including August Hennings, Franz August Gottlob Campe (the nephew of Joachim Heinrich Campe), and Elise Reimarus.30 There is evidence to suggest that Holst’s time in Hamburg overlapped with Reimarus, who was aware of Holst’s writings even before the publication of On the Vocation of Woman.31 Several of Holst’s eulogists claim that she received a doctorate from the University of Kiel in her later life. Yet the lack of conclusive evidence, and the counterclaim made by a later biographer, place the claim in doubt.32 Holst left Hamburg for Parchim in 1813, and her husband died in 1825. In a letter dated 31 October 1824 she wrote to Campe, who had arranged the publication of On the Vocation of Woman in Leipzig two decades earlier, requesting his assistance to publish a new manuscript she had recently completed.33 Campe seems to have denied her request and the manuscript has unfortunately been lost.34 What the letter reveals, however, is that Holst continued her literary endeavours to the end of her life. She spent her final years with her son on the river Elbe in Groß Timkenberg, where she died ‘quietly and gently’ in 1829, 71 years old (p. 115).

1.2 Writings

1.2.1 Observations on the Errors of Our Modern Education

Drawing from the practical experience gained as a pioneer in women’s education, Holst wrote several texts on pedagogy and the social status of women. Her earliest known work, published anonymously as Observations on the Errors of Our Modern Education from a Practical Educator (Bemerkungen über die Fehler unserer modernen Erziehung von einer praktischen Erzieherin, 1791), offers the first critique of Philanthropinism by a woman.35 In the opening chapter of the book, ‘Comparison of the Errors Made in Education Before and After the Basedowian Era’, Holst surveys the development of modern pedagogy through Locke and Rousseau to her own time in Germany. Until the 1750s, most schools in the German states taught the septem artes liberales (seven liberal arts), a rule-based programme characterized by rote learning, recitation, and exercises in rhetoric.36 As it became increasingly apparent that the Latin schools were out of touch with the practical demands of bourgeois life, proponents of Enlightenment began to advocate various strategies of reform. In response to the pedagogical reform unfolding in England and France, for instance, Johann Christoph Gottsched argued that Latin rhetoric should be replaced with a new programme in the vernacular promoting oration and the public exercise of reason.37 Yet despite Gottsched’s efforts to modernize German education, Holst contends that it was Basedow who ‘awakened the imitative spirit of the Germans’.38 In his enormously popular textbook on education, The Method Book for Fathers and Mothers of Families and Peoples (Das Methodenbuch für Väter und Mütter der Familien und Völker, 1770), Basedow criticized the ‘great disorder in the usual style of teaching in schools’.39 Like Gottsched, he claimed that the Latin system coerced the student’s natural faculties into an arcane mould that is ‘without reality’.40 Yet Basedow claimed that Gottsched failed to advance German pedagogy into the modern era, for he simply replaced the rules of rhetoric with an ‘astonishing abundance of disgusting verbal cognition [Verbalerkenntnis]’. To apply the new insights of the Enlightenment to the German schooling system, Basedow drew from Locke and Rousseau to argue that the education of children must follow ‘the natural order of cognition’, which begins in sense perception, is developed by the rational ordering of ideas, and only then culminates in the public use of words.41 Joachim Heinrich Campe, who worked briefly at Dessau before starting his own experimental school in Hamburg, built on Basedow’s Methodenbuch to argue that a school’s curriculum should not begin with an abstract system of words but with the concrete human vocation ‘to make oneself and others happy through the proper training and application of all one’s powers and abilities in the circle in which and for which providence has caused him to be born’.42 Campe illustrates the point with an organic analogy. As a gardener must be familiar with the properties of plants if he hopes to cultivate an environment in which they can flourish, so must the teacher have a firm understanding of children’s powers and abilities, and the sphere to which they are destined, if he is to provide a classroom in which they can thrive.

In the case of female students, however, Basedow and Campe both argued that the general human vocation to make oneself and others happy must be constrained to a second vocation that is particular to their sex. Basedow included a chapter in the Methodenbuch entitled ‘On the Different Education of Sons and Daughters’, which draws extensively from Rousseau (fifteen pages of direct quotation from Emile) to establish that the female sex is ‘under the dominion’ of men, and that a woman’s education should teach her ‘to know how to bear this’.43 In Fatherly Advice For My Daughter (Väterlicher Rath für meine Tochter, 1789), Campe instructs the young women of the German states that the purpose of their education is to enable them to balance two vocations, one general and one particular:

You are a human being—thus destined for everything that the general calling of humanity entails. You are a woman—thus destined for and called to everything that woman is to be to man, to humanity, and to civil society. So you have a twofold vocation, one general and one particular, one as human being and one as woman.44

By virtue of their status as human beings, women are called to perfect their powers and abilities. The expression of this vocation, however, is qualified by the ‘sphere of influence [Wirkungskreis]’ to which their sex is destined. Campe makes it clear that a woman’s sphere of influence is not contingent on present social conditions but determined by fixed and indubitable nature:

The first and the most necessary thing I have to tell you here, if you have not already noticed it yourself, is this: the sex to which you belong, according to the present condition of our world, lives in a dependent as well as intellectually and physically weaker state, and, as long as the condition of our world remains the same, necessarily must live. God himself willed—and the entire constitution of human societies on earth, to the extent of our knowledge, is tailored to the fact—that it is not woman but man who should be the head. For this purpose, the Creator—as a rule—gave to man the greater muscular strength, the tauter nerves, the more unyielding fibres, the sturdier bone structure; in addition, the greater courage, the bolder spirit of enterprise, the decisive firmness and coolness, and—as a rule I mean—also the unmistakable predispositions to a greater, more farsighted and comprehensive intellect. The entire course of education and life for both sexes in all cultured peoples has been arranged according to this end: the woman is weak, small, delicate, sensitive, timid, small-minded—the man, on the other hand, is strong, firm, bold, persevering, tall, noble and powerful in body, etc.45

Campe contends that a woman’s physiology manifests a dependent purpose ordained by the Creator. The task of a woman’s education is to teach her to carry her dependence gracefully. Perfectibility and dependence combine to form a distinct female vocation: ‘to become happy wives, educating mothers, and wise household administrators’.46

In the opening chapter of Observations, Holst expresses her support for the recent shift in German pedagogy from the Latin curriculum to a new programme based on the student’s natural capacities. Nevertheless, she explains that her extensive experience as a ‘practical educator [praktische Erzieherin]’ has led her to the conviction that the Philanthropinists fail to apply the new understanding of education developed by Locke and Rousseau in practice. In the following four chapters of the book, Holst identifies four errors that stifle German pedagogy from entering the new age of learning it promises. Despite claiming to ground the pedagogical context in the natural ordering of cognition, the Philanthropinists overemphasize the use of reasoning with young children and underplay kinaesthetic learning, play, and imitation.47 They attempt too much too soon, exciting a child’s imagination without first laying a proper foundation.48 They promote the use of general elementary books, which fail to respond to each child’s particular needs.49 And by dressing up their lessons with the latest children’s literature, they overstimulate the imagination and stifle the organic maturation of virtue.50

While there is nothing overtly gendered about Holst’s diagnosis of the errors of modern education, it nevertheless has radical implications for the Philanthropinists’ attempt to curtail the education of women. This is particularly evident in her charge that the errors of modern pedagogues reproduce a contradiction that can be traced back to Rousseau.51 In the first four books of Emile, Rousseau outlines the proper education of a young man to illustrate the pedagogical implications of the Enlightenment. His famous opening lines indicate that nature provides the authoritative grounds for education: ‘Everything is good as it leaves the hands of the author of things; everything degenerates in the hands of man.’52 While education should not therefore be reduced to books and scholarship, Rousseau concedes that Emile must nevertheless learn to live in society. Nature provides the normative foundation of his rationality, yet it is culture that realizes and directs his natural capacities. In Book V, Rousseau turns to the education of Sophie, Emile’s future wife. ‘In everything not connected with sex’, he states, ‘woman is man.’53 This is to say that, to the extent that they share the same organs and bodily needs, men and women are equal. Yet he then asserts that nature has fixed a complementarity between the sexes: ‘In everything connected with sex, woman and man are in every respect related and in every respect different.’54 The difficulty of comparing men and women thus ‘comes from the difficulty of determining what in their constitution is due to sex and what is not’. Rousseau draws the line along biological function, claiming that Sophie’s education must be oriented towards the duties determined by her reproductive capacities. This is her ‘proper purpose’, or, in the 1762 German translation, her ‘ureigene Bestimmung [innate vocation]’.55 Thus a perfect woman and a perfect man ‘ought not to resemble each other in mind any more than in looks’.56

Holst was not the first woman to identify an inconsistency between Rousseau’s general theory of education and his depiction of Sophie. In Adelaide and Theodore (Adèle et Théodore, 1782), Stéphanie de Genlis scoffs at Sophie’s education, which would leave her ill-equipped to educate her children, and contends that women must be educated for a higher calling.57 In Letters on the Works and Character of J. J. Rousseau (Lettres sur les ouvrages et le caractère de J. J. Rousseau, 1788), Germaine de Staël rejects Rousseau’s claim that Sophie’s education must be commensurate to her weaker nature and argues that women should be taught to assume a subordinate role out of love.58 In Letters on Education (1790), Catharine Macaulay praises the ‘methods which he [Rousseau] prescribes to excite the attention of children, and to set their reasoning faculties in motion’, yet insists that his attempt to distinguish between Emile and Sophie’s perfection is nothing but the ravings of a ‘licentious pedant’.59 Indeed, in the 1780s and 1790s it was not uncommon for women writers to challenge Rousseau’s views on women without rejecting his egalitarian ideals or denying his influence on their formation as pedagogues.

Holst’s ambivalence towards Rousseau has a particular inflection in the context of German pedagogy. While she is clearly inspired by his immanent theory of a child’s intellectual development, she seeks to expose a contradiction that the Philanthropinists inherit from Rousseau’s veneration of nature. Holst contends that by curtailing a student’s course of study to their physiology, Rousseau fails to apply the pedagogical theory he presents in the first four books of Emile. Drawing from her practical experience, she claims that a teacher cannot foretell a student’s needs. It takes extended time to discern a student’s natural capacity for learning and a teacher’s nurturing care to allow it to emerge on its own particular course.60 Basedow and Campe reproduce the Rousseauian contradiction, for, despite claiming that education should be aligned to the student’s natural capacities, they nevertheless prescribe a generic curriculum for every German boy and girl. The contradiction is especially clear in Campe’s gendered elementary books, Holst argues, which purport to offer everything a boy or girl needs regarding ‘morality, religion, political science, psychology, criticism, and the fine arts’.61 Campe’s elementary books make ‘a strange contrast with the principles laid down by this scholar’, for they do not cultivate deep and independent learning. Instead, they ‘lead the pupil to the spring [of knowledge] too early’, leaving them without a feeling for its meaning and significance as they ‘rush to the next stream without ever bothering to return’.62 Holst’s contention is that elementary books are poor substitutes for an attentive teacher with a mastery of the sciences, who can introduce their fundamental principles at the right moment in a manner fitting to a student’s particular needs. ‘The less I can withhold my applause from almost everything Herr Campe presents in this fine treatise,’ she concludes, ‘the more I have to lament that he goes completely against his own rules in the application.’63

The editor of Observations, Johann Gottwerth Müller, clearly recognized the explosive nature of Holst’s critique of the Philanthropinists. He included a preface in which he defends her position while distancing himself from the content of the text:

If she is right, then the public owes her a debt of gratitude, that she has so candidly shared her observations and doubts. If she is wrong, then the builders and guardians of the new system of education gain all the more strength from it, if they can make her errors evident. In both cases she deserves to be heard, and all the more so, for, as a practical educator, she is entitled to a voice.64

Müller saw that Holst’s observations of child development, based on the extensive experience she had gained as a teacher, led her to emphasize common human capacities before the considerations of sex or social circumstance. By rejecting Campe’s gendered qualification of vocation and prioritizing the general human vocation to perfect one’s natural capacities, Holst contends that all children, whether boys or girls, should follow a course of education tailored to their particular capabilities. The implication of her argument is that a perfect woman and a perfect man could resemble each other in mind, even if their respective physiologies require different kinds of perfection.

In contrast to the negative reception On the Vocation of Woman would later receive, Observations gained the esteem of the growing community of literary pedagogues. An early reviewer praised the text for showing ‘much insight’ into the practical demands of teaching (p. 117). Commending the author’s learned treatment of the modern pedagogical literature, the reviewer offers a backhanded compliment by noting that there is nothing in ‘the flow of ideas, the tone, and the language’ to indicate that the author is a woman. One of Holst’s eulogists notes that her book was ‘received with the greatest approval’ and that the scholarly community was immensely interested to discover its authorship when it was revealed by Johann Beckmann in 1806 (p. 114; see p. 111).65 Beckmann declared that Holst had merited ‘the privilege of being called by her own name’, for the text demonstrates her standing as a ‘scholar’ in the field of pedagogy (p. 111).

1.2.2 Letters on Elisa

In 1799 and 1800, Holst published a series of four signed letters in August Lindemann’s Musarion: A Monthly Journal for Ladies (Musarion: Eine Monatsschrift für Damen) in which she criticizes the model of feminine virtue depicted in Karoline von Wobeser’s popular novel Elisa, or Woman as She Ought to Be (Elisa, oder das Weib wie es seyn sollte, 1795).66 Wobeser was a champion of women’s education, and wrote publicly against the restrictions placed on women’s social opportunities. In the preface to the second edition of Elisa (published in 1798), she laments the elementary books and lessons in virtue that are supposed to constitute a woman’s education. ‘Half-enlightenment is always harmful,’ she declares, ‘but why should women always be half-enlightened?’67 To prove that learnedness does not undermine femininity, she calls for women to pursue ‘true virtue’ by means of a ‘higher education of the mind [höhere Ausbildung des Geistes]’. Yet despite Wobeser’s incisive prefatory remarks, Holst contends that the novel itself fails to challenge the actual social status of women and, instead, endorses a passive resignation to the complementarian ideal of marriage defended by the Philanthropinists.

Elisa presents the actions of a woman whose education enables her to pursue her own happiness within the unjust institutions that constrain her activities. While her father dies when she is only thirteen, Elisa has already received a thorough training in virtue, such that her moral sense is so firmly established that she is not in danger of straying from the right path. As an act of self-sacrifice to further her sister’s happiness, she renounces her youthful love for Hermann von Birkenstein, and agrees to marry the unloved and overlooked Graf von Wallenheim. Despite his unjust whims and unfaithful conduct, she devotes herself to him unswervingly. Relinquishing all hope of material happiness, she displays a fierce sense of duty to Wallenheim and to her children, such that she dies in the consciousness of her absolute virtue as a faithful wife and a loving mother. In the preface, Wobeser explains that she crafted the narrative in such a way ‘that pure morality alone, and the principles of positive religion, should form the basis of Elisa’s actions’.68 Elisa’s satisfaction is underscored simply by her hope for happiness in the future life.

Holst praises Wobeser’s depiction of Elisa’s impassioned sense of duty in the face of domestic unhappiness as a moving fable. Yet as ‘a contribution to morality’, she claims, ‘it is misguided’.69 Holst explains that Wobeser presents feminine virtue as angelic self-sacrifice, such that ‘the vocation of woman is a superhuman ideal’.70 Not only does she overlook the immanent grounding of happiness, which has been wisely established by nature; Wobeser leaves the institution of marriage completely unchallenged:

The whole atmosphere between Elisa and her husband is not as it should be between esteemed spouses; it is that of a despotic father against his still uneducated daughter. Elisa almost always behaves towards her husband in this way, not like a woman who knows, in addition to her duties, her dignity and her rights.71

The problem with Wobeser’s portrayal of Elisa, according to Holst, is that Elisa’s self-renunciation in response to Wallenheim’s moral failings does not challenge the institutions that deny her the hope of material happiness. Instead, it recommends that women, if they are to be happy, ‘must completely give up rational self-love’.72 In contrast, Holst calls for women to choose carefully whom they marry.73 Her critique of Emile notwithstanding, she recommends Rousseau’s novel Julie, or The New Heloise (Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse, 1761) as a superior exploration of feminine virtue.74 In contrast to Wobeser’s Elisa, Rousseau’s Julie undergoes a slow transformation as she checks her passion and ultimately chooses a path that ensures her earthly happiness as an exemplary wife and mother. Like many women writers of her time, Holst identified strongly with Julie’s desire for recognition, which outstrips the complementarian vision of marriage in which women are always the yielding party.75 Julie’s thorough education, which includes music, drawing, and foreign languages, gives her the ability not only to conduct herself according to the principles of virtue and humanity but also to feel her own sentiments and express them to her husband and in society. In Holst’s comparison of the two novels, Rousseau’s depiction of Julie offers a true contribution to morality, for it demonstrates that a woman’s self-realization should not diminish but increase her sphere of influence, and, when required, direct her to confront social norms that inhibit mutual respect between husband and wife. Holst concludes by calling her women readers to view Elisa not as a model of feminine virtue but as a pitiable sister who has, through her own misjudgment, been denied fulfilment in this life.

1.2.3 On the Vocation of Woman

Holst’s rhetorical creativity, and her frustration at the barriers obstructing women’s education, culminate in On the Vocation of Woman to Higher Intellectual Education. The book was published in 1802 by Heinrich Frölich, a precocious bookseller who established a publishing house in 1798 specializing in works of philosophy. Among Frölich’s early publications are the journal Athenäum, edited by the Brothers Schlegel with the help of Schleiermacher and Novalis, and several works of philosophy by Goethe, Hoffmann, and La Motte-Fouqué. Frölich had received a recommendation from the bookseller Franz August Gottlob Campe, who had been impressed by Holst’s pedagogical endeavours in Hamburg’s neighbouring towns. What is immediately striking about the book is that it is published under Holst’s own name and addressed to the general reading public.76 In contrast to Holst’s first book, in which the editor seeks to alleviate the reader’s concerns with the author’s gender, there is no editorial preamble. Holst’s characteristically direct and combative prose weaves together the scholarly tone of Observations and the sisterly familiarity of her letters to call both the male reading public (O Männer!) and her women readers (meine Freundinnen) to reimagine woman as an unqualified bearer of the human vocation.

While On the Vocation of Woman is undoubtedly a landmark in the history of German philosophy, it was not the first defence of female education to be published under a woman’s name. In 1742, Dorothea Christiane Erxleben (née Leporin), the first German woman to be awarded a doctoral degree, published Rigorous Investigation of the Causes that Obstruct the Female Sex from Study (Gründliche Untersuchung der Ursachen, die das weibliche Geschlecht vom Studieren abhalten), in which she exposes the prejudices underpinning the arguments made against the higher education of women and demands that women be admitted to universities.77 In the opening essay of her book, Erxleben examines the arguments made by those who claim that the cognitive powers of women are insufficient to achieve learnedness (Gelehrsamkeit). Drawing from the work of Christian Thomasius and Christian Wolff, she defines learnedness as ‘a rigorous cognition of such necessary and useful truths whereby the understanding and the will are improved and, consequently, the true happiness of the human being is promoted’.78 In contrast to the superficial knowledge that women generally receive, learnedness consists of the practical knowledge that makes one capable of distinguishing between truth and falsehood, goodness and evil, and of using that knowledge to promote the happiness of self and others.79 Appealing to both biblical and metaphysical grounds, Erxleben contends that women are in equal possession of reason to men, and that membership in the class of women has no bearing on the power and extent of one’s capacities.

While Holst had heard of Erxleben’s work, it appears that she was unaware that the book had been published (see p. 37). She introduces On the Vocation of Woman as a response to the ‘one-sided instructions [regarding women’s education made] by men alone’ and justifies her call for a balanced reassessment of women’s access to the sciences on the grounds that hitherto ‘no woman has stood up and said aloud’ that she finds no contradiction between her vocation as a human being and her calling as a woman (p. 9).

By fashioning herself as a lone advocate of women’s education, Holst presents her argument in a way that is rhetorically powerful and yet contextually puzzling. She ignores several texts on education by women writers that were evidently known to her, including Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wobeser’s Elisa, and Gouges’s Declaration of the Rights of Woman, and overlooks several others of which she was likely aware, including Mary Astell’s Serious Proposal to the Ladies, Catherine Macaulay’s Letters on Education, and Anne Barbauld’s ‘What is Education?’80 The framing of her argument suggests that Holst was primarily concerned with the current debate in the German pedagogical literature regarding the vocation of woman. Before turning to Holst’s response to the ‘one-sided instructions by men alone’, it will be helpful to identify the gendered nature of the debate’s central concept: Bestimmung.

1.3 The Bestimmung Debate

Scholars agree that the Bestimmung debate—what a human being is and should aspire to be—was one of the defining events in the German Enlightenment.81 The celebrated philosophers of the movement, including Mendelssohn, Kant, Herder, and Fichte, called on the concept of vocation (Bestimmung) to redefine the rights of humanity according to what can be vindicated by reason. The debate originated in Johann Spalding’s Consideration of the Vocation of the Human Being (Betrachtung über die Bestimmung des Menschen, 1748), which was enormously popular and reprinted eleven times during his lifetime. Spalding defends the Enlightenment vision of rational faith, claiming that what one does with one’s life must be determined as an instance of Selbstdenken.82 His aim is to couch the project of autonomy in shared anthropological conditions, such that the highest good of a human life involves the perfection of the capacities (Fähigkeiten) given by nature.83 The task of the philosopher is to identify the stages of education (Bildung) through which one must progress on the way to maturity, including a transition from morality to religion and reason. These stages inform the structure and orientation of a child’s early education (Erzeihung) to shape them into a citizen of the world.

While the Bestimmung debate has gained extensive attention in recent literature, scholars seldom note that the rights afforded to the human being were not extended to women. In the wake of Spalding’s Vocation of the Human Being, Rousseau’s Emile placed the question of education at the heart of social reform.84 Rousseau’s physiological account of woman’s proper purpose (or in the German translation, her ureigene Bestimmung) appealed to philosophers in Germany who were concerned by the rapid social change occurring in France, which threatened to undermine the foundational role of the family in civic life. The final decade of the eighteenth century saw an explosion of texts on the vocation of woman, including Ernst Brandes’s On Women (Ueber die Weiber, 1787), Christoph Meiners’s History of the Female Sex (Geschichte der weiblichen Geschlecht, 1788–1802), Joachim Heinrich Campe’s Fatherly Advice For My Daughter (Väterlicher Rath für meine Tochter, 1789), Johann Ludwig Ewald’s The Art of Becoming a Good Girl, Wife, Mother, and Housewife (Die Kunst, ein gutes Mädchen, eine gute Gattin, Mutter und Hausfrau zu werden, 1802), and Karl Friedrich Pockels’s Characteristics of the Female Sex (Versuch einer Charakteristik des weiblichen Geschlechts, 1797–1802). While these texts acknowledge that men and women are both in possession of two vocations—a general vocation as humans and a particular vocation as members of a sex—they did not envisage the respective tasks of balancing to be equal. According to Rousseau’s complementarian account of gendered roles,

There is no parity between the two sexes in regard to the consequence of sex. The male is male only at certain moments. The female is female her whole life or at last during her whole youth. Everything constantly recalls her sex to her; and, to fulfil its function well, she needs a constitution which corresponds to it.85

While men are required to balance the general human vocation to perfect their natural capacities with their particular vocation as husband, father, and master of the house, they are not required to do so at every moment. Once they leave the household and enter the public sphere, they are free to set their own ends and enjoy the full rights afforded to the human being. In contrast, women are constantly constrained to the sphere of influence determined by their sexual nature and must subordinate their activities to those ends. It would be a contradiction—a violation of reason—for a woman to set her own ends; her rationality can be expressed as activity only through her husband.86

Carol Sotiropoulos argues that the proliferation of texts on the vocation of woman staged a ‘conservative reaction’ against the social upheaval of Europe in the late eighteenth century.87 Yet it is vital to note that the assertion of complementarianism was not counter to the Enlightenment. Indeed, the texts ‘by men alone’ called on fundamental tenets of the Enlightenment—including vocation (Bestimmung), education (Bildung), and early education (Erzeihung)—to address a growing anxiety about the changing conditions of citizen society.88 In Fatherly Advice for My Daughter, for instance, Campe’s concern with the instability of sexual roles motivates his decision to include physiology in the curriculum for girls; they must learn that a woman’s ‘sickly constitution’ renders her unfit for strenuous study or public office.89 In On Women, Brandes’s discomfort at the social change unfolding across Europe prompts his critique of the ‘false culture’ that causes women to become uncomfortable with their dependent status. His goal is to redirect culture back to nature’s unchanging path via ‘a detailed and rational account of the vocation and capacities of the female sex’.90

The influx of texts by men on the vocation of woman affirms Michel Foucault’s observation that the power of discourse is established through performative repetition.91 While this power was exercised through the publication of books, the growing popularity of journals in the late eighteenth century provided women with a forum in which to expose the fragility of that discourse.92 A powerful example can be found in a two-part essay published anonymously in Christoph Wieland’s journal Teutscher Merkur in 1791, entitled ‘Some Characteristics and Principles Necessary for Happiness in Marriage’ (‘Ueber einige zum Glück der Ehre notwendige Eigenschaften und Grundsätze’). The essay consists of a letter from a married woman to her sister, soon to be married. While much of the advice is conventional, its author—later revealed to be the travel writer and poet Emilie von Berlepsch—includes an attack on male writers who seek to define the vocation of woman in reference to men.93 Citing Brandes’s On Women, Berlepsch contends that society’s low esteem for women is a form of ‘misogyny [Misogynie]’.94 She declares that the ‘negative consequences of this misogynist tone on society and morals in general cannot be doubted’, and that its ‘influence on the happiness of marriage, as unerring as it is, will perhaps be recognized by many’. Berlepsch seeks to alert her readers to the fact that misogyny contaminates the minds of husbands, making it impossible for women to take personal satisfaction in their traditional duties. To resist the growing constraints on a woman’s happiness in marriage, she redeploys the prevailing Enlightenment discourse by calling for woman’s ‘independence [Selbständigkeit]’.95 If the current social conditions are to be challenged, women must learn to ‘stand alone’ and develop a critical ‘way of thinking’ without reference to the opinions of their husbands.96 While her solution is one of mitigation rather than reform, Berlepsch’s argument nevertheless reveals the instability of gender relations at the close of the eighteenth century. If the present treatment of women is not a natural ordinance but a matter of social construction, then it can and even should be otherwise than what it is. Berlepsch contends that the power for change lies in the hands of woman, who is not a mere mother and housewife but, as the first teacher of her children, ‘also an educator [Erzieherin]’, responsible for shaping the future generation of citizens.97

2 The Text

2.1 Overview
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