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This talk is extremely provisional because I only agreed to do this project near the 
end of last year after someone else jumped ship. At this juncture, I cannot even 
comment on the relatively sparse historiography for this time period, let alone offer a 
chapter prospectus. Instead I will put forth some ideas on the relevance of earlier 
work I have done on the Franco-German War of 1870–71, which would make a 
suitable case study for this chapter. 
 Nineteenth-century wars were supposed to be fought by men in uniform. As 
soldiers moved through enemy territory, however, they interacted with civilians, 
including women. This happened in 1870–71, for example, when Bavarian soldiers 
were quartered in civilian houses and while the Bavarian soldiers were requisitioning 
food from civilians. There was even some violent contact, for example, in Bazeilles 
during the Battle of Sedan. I first approached the latter problem in terms of what 
soldiers did to civilians, what limits they observed, and why. Gender played a role 
because men were supposed to protect women, even those in an enemy country, yet 
some men found themselves contemplating violence against women. 
 As I tried to find out what happened, however, I grew increasingly frustrated 
with the formulaic descriptions that Bavarians offered in their personal narratives 
because their words hid as much as they revealed. But then I realized that these 
stereotypes were telling me something that their authors had not intended to disclose. 
Were not the Bavarian soldiers and veterans employing gender to demonize the 
French enemy and to make themselves look good? Was not this like those opponents 
of the Paris Commune whose rhetorical attacks employed images of pétroleuses who 
supposedly had defied the ostensibly natural gender order by burning bourgeois 
property? The Bavarians’ images of French civilian men fit this picture. These men 
were supposedly too cowardly to don a uniform and fight the Germans openly, 
instead shooting at the Bavarians’ backs and then pretending to be innocent civilians, 
leaving it to their women to speak openly because only the women could rely on 
gender stereotypes for protection—as long as all they did was talk.  



 The example of Bavarian soldiers and French civilians in 1870-71 illustrates 
the centrality of gender to war in nineteenth-century Europe in at least three different 
ways: the relationship between soldiering and citizenship, including distinctions 
between combatants and noncombatants; military violence against male and female 
civilians, including limits thereon; and, finally, gender as a means of conveying 
relationships of power. On this latter point, I am coming to see the Bavarian stories 
as not just a way to put down the French but also as a means to construct the 
German nation. Thus, this war had much in common with the gendered people’s 
war against Napoleon that Karen Hagemann has described. It also comported with 
the expectations of men who marched to war in 1914. The war in 1870–71 did not 
change or even threaten the gender order. Instead, hegemonic bourgeois gender 
norms informed how the authors of Bavarian personal narratives understood and 
portrayed the war, in which they had helped to create the German nation-state. 


