
Protecting Manliness in the 
Age of Enlightenment
The New Physical Education and Gymnastics in
Germany, 1770–1800

Teresa Sanislo

In the last few decades of the eighteenth century, a small but in›uential
circle of enlightened educational reformers known as the Philan-
thropinists began a campaign to improve the physical upbringing of the
youth and bring back what they referred to as the lost art of ancient
gymnastics. Between 1770 and 1793, the Philanthropinists published a
series of texts calling for a hardy dietary regimen for children and the
introduction of gymnastics or physical training into the schools.1 They
put their ideas into practice at their famous experimental boarding
schools in Dessau and Schnepfenthal. By the end of the century, the
Philanthropinists had convinced only a few school directors to follow
their lead. Yet their writings and practical work had long-lasting
signi‹cance. They helped bring the idea of a new physical education to
the broader public and eventually had a profound impact on German
gymnastics movement that emerged in the early 1800s. Among nine-
teenth-century German gymnasts and contemporary historians of edu-
cation and sport, therefore, the Philanthropinists have become known
as the founding fathers of German physical education and gymnastics.2

Why, centuries after the fall of Greece and Rome, did the Philan-
thropinists begin to call for a revival of ancient gymnastics? Why were
they so concerned about health, physical ‹tness, and the training of the
body? After all, the late eighteenth century is commonly referred to as
the Age of Enlightenment, a time in which philosophers and propo-
nents of reform praised the powers of rationality and the mind. Femi-
nist historians have often portrayed the movement for Enlightenment
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as one that privileged the mind over the body, reinforcing a gender
coding of these terms and of masculine rationality over feminine
embodiment. What does the discourse on the new physical education
reveal, therefore, about gender ideals in this period?

The work of the Philanthropinists represents the beginning of a new
valuing of the training of the body. It established a new signi‹cance of
this theme for gender relations among the educated middle-class in the
modern period. An analysis of their language and imagery demon-
strates that gendered concerns lay at the heart of their project. The
Philanthropinists designed the new physical education and gymnastics
as a means of restoring masculine attributes for the next generation
and protecting what they believed was a “natural” order among the
sexes. They drew attention to the embodied nature of manliness and
the necessity of achieving a balance between the mental and physical
elements of masculine character. Their project suggests that new gen-
der ideals were riddled with tension as competing notions of masculin-
ity emerged in this period.

Gender and the Body in the Late Eighteenth Century

German feminist historians often refer the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century as a transformative period for gender and women’s
history. Karin Hausen, Barbara Duden, Ute Frevert, and others argue
that in this period the foundations for the construction of gender dif-
ference rooted in religious, social, and scholarly traditions of the early
modern period were losing sway.3 New gender ideals emerged based on
the notion of the completely different yet complementary nature of
man and woman. Recent literature on the history of the body, gender,
and sexuality emphasizes the ways in which the “polarization of the
sexes” and the notion of separate spheres were increasingly read into
gendered bodies and grounded in biological difference.4

Feminist historians and political theorists also argue that masculine
characteristics came to be privileged in the newly emerging public
sphere and in politics. They point to masculine rationality and the
image of the disembodied rational male as central elements of early cit-
izenship ideals. A subtext within this literature focuses on the role that
representations of women’s bodies and embodiment played in their
theoretical exclusion from the public and full civil status. Literature,
philosophy, and political theory often represented women as more
physical, more natural, and less rational beings and therefore relegated
them to the private sphere.5 This line of analysis has led to very fruitful
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work in gender history and emphasizes a central feature of the gender
dynamics of this period. Yet by focusing on the image of the disem-
bodied rational male, feminist scholars have often overlooked the ways
in which masculinity was at times portrayed and experienced in explic-
itly physical or embodied ways.

In the past few years, however, studies of masculinity have gained
new importance. A wave of recent publications on manliness and the
male body has emerged out of new work in gender studies, the history
of sexuality, gay and lesbian studies, and even a new men’s studies.6

European and American historians have generated new narratives
about masculinity grounded in physical strength, courage, self-control,
and toughness, producing countless studies of rough, primitive, or
muscular masculinity.7 Yet in much of this new literature, feminist
insights regarding the signi‹cance of masculine rationality and the
relationship between manliness and the mind, culture, and civilization
often fall into the background.

The dissonance between these two different strands within the his-
toriography on gender and the body suggests that it is important to
develop a concept of masculinity that recognizes competing notions of
manliness. This perspective is essential for explaining the Philan-
thropinists’ project to revive ancient gymnastics. One can really under-
stand the emergence of the new gymnastics only by looking at compet-
ing visions of masculinity in the context of the transition from the
eighteenth to the nineteenth century and probing the tensions gener-
ated by different, possibly divergent, elements of “masculine charac-
ter.” Focusing on the problematic nature of masculinity helps explain
why educational reformers suddenly found it necessary to devise a pro-
gram that promised to build manly men and why physical culture took
on such importance for ideals of manliness.

The idea of and urgency for a new gymnastics for young men
emerged out of concern over divergent elements of masculinity. On the
one hand is the man of strength, vigor, willpower, and courage; on the
other is the civilized man, a rational, intellectual, and culturally re‹ned
being. One might argue that these two sides of man are not necessarily
contradictory or in tension with one another, yet the Philanthropinists
came to see them as such or at least as needing to be reconciled, bal-
anced, or managed. The remainder of this chapter explores why the
movement’s proponents thought that rugged and heroic manliness was
threatened in the Age of Enlightenment and how they designed a pro-
gram of physical hardening and gymnastics to revive and protect it.

An analysis of the work of the Philanthropinists draws attention to
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the connections between the interplay of gender ideals and practice.
Much of the early feminist scholarship on the character of the sexes
and male/female embodiment focused heavily on the formulation and
spread of gender ideals and gender ideologies. More recent research in
late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century German gender history
has begun to explore in greater detail the ways in which gender identi-
ties and relations are constructed in practice. Anne-Charlott Trepp’s
pathbreaking research on gender relations among men and women of
the new middle class in Hamburg, for example, demonstrates that an
analysis of the dominant gender ideologies of the period does not fully
explain the range of options for the formulation of gender identities in
practice. Her study reveals that men and women formulated alterna-
tive identities and practices that were very much in tension with the
dominant gender ideals of the period.8

Trepp’s study suggests that historians need to go beyond a discus-
sion of the ideology of the “character of the sexes” to understand the
complexities of gender relations of this period. However, her book did
not explore the tension that her historical subjects must have felt in
relation to contemporary gender ideals. Trepp leaves the impression
that individuals in this period operated almost independently of the
dominant gender codes.

My analysis of the Philanthropinist movement tries to bridge the
gap between older research and more recent studies, like Trepp’s, by
examining the formulation of gender ideals, the tensions around them,
and the efforts to maintain the “natural” gender order in practice. It
explores the ways in which educated middle-class men dealt with the
tension between the gender ideals that they propagated and the “real”
male and female bodies that they encountered. Enlightened reformers
recognized that not all bodies conformed to the “principles of nature.”
Rather than denying the idea of natural differences, they proclaimed
their age “unnatural” and designed new programs aimed at restoring
and maintaining what they deemed to be the natural gender order.

Gender and the New Physical Education

In their proposals for a new physical education, the Philanthropinists
offered biting criticism of contemporary methods of child rearing and
schooling. They argued that the physical upbringing of youth was
marked by an unnatural softness (Weichlichkeit). In countless texts,
they outlined the ways in which a soft lifestyle led to the physical
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degeneration of the youth. Weichlichkeit encompassed a number of
interconnected ideas. The Philanthropinists used this term to describe
the physically degenerative effects of luxury, material comfort,
overre‹nement, sedentary lifestyles, and mental work or intellectual
pursuits. They also used it to condemn the idea of spoiling or coddling
the child. The Philanthropinists argued that parents were increasingly
raising their children in soft or luxurious conditions and hence were
hindering natural hardening processes that would toughen the body.
With disdain, they described parents tucking children into soft feather
beds, feeding them luxurious and spicy foods, keeping them indoors in
heated rooms, dressing them in elaborate fashions, and encouraging
them to sit still indoors on sofas.

All of the Philanthropinists agreed that modern schooling, which
focused solely on the intellect and neglected the body, contributed to
the problem of Weichlichkeit. They portrayed the classroom as
unhealthy, emphasizing the extent to which it reproduced the soft con-
ditions of the domestic sphere. The Philanthropinists warned of the
consequences of locking children indoors in hot, stuffy rooms and
forcing them to sit still for hours, bent over their books. School youth
were deprived of the hardening effects of exposure to fresh air, move-
ment, and exercise. It was no wonder, they argued, that schoolchildren
became sluggish, weak, and sickly creatures. Drawing on the contem-
porary medical literature on the ill health of scholars, they also out-
lined the deleterious effects of intensive intellectual activity on the
body of the child.9 Given the conditions in the classroom and the
schools, Peter Villaume asked, “do we really have to wonder about the
weakness of the human race?”10

To counter the effects of Weichlichkeit, Basedow, Villaume,
Gutsmuths, and others proposed a series of reforms allegedly
grounded in the principles of nature and reason. Their proposals re›ect
a strong faith in the idea of a rational regulation of the body and pre-
ventative measures to maintain a healthy, strong physical constitution.
The concept of Abhartung (physical hardening) was central to their
program. They called for a more rugged, natural upbringing to
toughen the body. They recommended that parents subject their chil-
dren to an ascetic regimen, including cold bathing, simple foods and
drink, hard sleeping surfaces, unrestrictive clothing, exposure to the
elements, and physical movement. Finally, gymnastics exercises were
necessary to give the body strength, ‹rmness, and dexterity.

Gendered language and imagery were central to the literature on the
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new physical education and gymnastics. An opposition between femi-
nine softness and manly hardness lay at the heart of this discourse. The
Philanthropinists set up gendered contrasts between a weak, soft, pam-
pered upbringing and their rugged and more natural program. The
terms Weichlichkeit and Verweichlichung invoked images of feminine
softness, weakness, and sensitivity.11 Many of the Philanthropinists
also used more explicitly gendered language, employing words such as
feminine and effeminate to describe softness in child rearing and
schooling and the weaklings that it produced.

Johann Christian Gutsmuths, the gymnastics instructor at
Schnepfenthal, used female imagery to convey the idea of physical
degeneration and decline. His book, Gymnastics for the Youth, whose
1793 publication brought widespread fame to the new gymnastics, is
saturated with gendered language. To generate a sense of urgency
regarding the problem of Weichlichkeit, he described men becoming as
soft, weak, and timid as women, plagued with feminine ailments.
Gutsmuths painted a vivid portrait of what might happen to men of
the upper ranks if they no longer tried to follow their natural drives for
physical activity:

Our distinguished men would soon become distinguished women;
we would only see them at the dressing table, the drawing board, or
at the piano. The constant female society of sisters, aunts, cousins,
chambermaids, and girls, in which our distinguished boys grow up,
rubs off like makeup, they soon adopt the most re‹ned tone, begin
to fear spiders and monsters, get cramps, sensitivity, vapors . . . and
become used to an overly tender care of the body and health, which
is in no way ‹tting for a man.12

His scenario describes a world turned upside down in which men have
lost their manly strength and courage. Trying again to raise concern
about Weichlichkeit, he stressed that any nation that wished to make
claim to manliness must banish feminine softness from the education
of the youth.

Gutsmuths and others were clearly anxious about the idea that the
softness of women might rub off on men. Gutsmuths explained that
“the exaggerated tenderness of the female sex” was bound to transfer
“easily to the young male. He is the natural lover of this sex and mod-
els himself so easily and gladly after her, if the opportunity is there in
their upbringing.”13 Villaume recommended that boys who had a ten-
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dency for softness and sensitivity should spend less time in the com-
pany of women.14 Johann Stuve was so concerned about the idea of
feminization that he warned widows not to try to raise their sons
alone.15

The Philanthropinists were explicit about their attempt to restore
manliness and masculine virtues to the next generation. Weichlichkeit
destroyed not only health, strength, and ‹rmness of body—traits
deemed speci‹cally masculine—but also the foundations of masculine
character. Weak, sickly, plagued by sensuality, and obsessed with
physical comfort, men were no longer capable of demonstrating
courage and ‹rmness of character. By disciplining the body, building
health, strength, dexterity, and a mastery over one’s physical desires
and capacities, a man could achieve presence of mind, independence,
courage, willpower, and resolve. Gutsmuths explained the connection
between physical hardening and training and masculine character:

Let us harden the body, and it will maintain endurance and strength
of nerves; let us exercise it, so that it can become powerful and
active, then it will enliven the mind, and make one manly, powerful,
unremitting, resolute, and courageous.16

The ultimate goal was to achieve a level of physical perfection through
which one could unify “health with manly strength and ‹rmness,
endurance, courage, and presence of mind.”17

While Basedow, Campe, Villaume, and Gutsmuths claimed that
improved health and enhanced strength were essential for both sexes,
they pointed out that boys and young men had a special responsibility
to train their bodies to build manly character. Only then would they
become protectors of their families, productive members of society,
and sacri‹cing, patriotic citizens. Prescribing a series of “exercises for
future manhood,” including a program to harden the body, teach self-
reliance, and build strength, dexterity, and courage, Johann Bernhard
Basedow explained that “only in this way can we raise real men. My
schooling and teachers did not teach me to become a man, but I hope
that there will once again be men in the future.”18

Despite the emphasis on the effects of Weichlichkeit on masculine
character, the Philanthropinists did not completely omit girls from the
new physical education.19 Ironically, the discussion of restoring mascu-
line attributes to the next generation opened up space for reforming the
physical upbringing of girls and young women. The Philanthropinists
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envisioned a new physical culture for women that emphasized health,
strength, and natural beauty. These reformers were very concerned
with the weakness of women, especially as it affected their ability to
bear strong children and raise manly men. Many Philanthropinists
argued that women passed their weakness on to the next generation
and that physical hardening thus must begin with the body of the
mother. Girls were to be raised in a hardier manner so that as women
they could withstand the pains of childbirth and become capable
housewives and mothers. Promoting an ideal of natural, simple femi-
nine beauty, the Philanthropinists condemned unnatural and
unhealthy fashions such as the corset. At the same time, they asked
parents to include girls in the program of physical hardening and
encourage them to practice more movement and exercise.

While the Philanthropinists agreed that women should develop a
greater degree of strength, they were clearly uneasy with the idea of
strong women and the threat that they might pose to the natural, har-
monious gender order. The reformers clearly did not want to negate
sex difference in the body or do away with the idea of the weaker sex.
They sought to limit the degree of strength that girls and young women
were to achieve. In The Method Book, Basedow claimed that women
needed less strength than men. Both nature and society intended for
women to be the weaker sex. It was natural and proper that the body,
physical appearance, and movements announced sex difference. So
while men must develop manly strength, women should focus on culti-
vating a pleasing, graceful feminine demeanor.20 He sought a balance
between extreme feminine softness and manly strength for women:

From the exaggerated softness of the female sex comes the harmful
weakness of ours. Women are not allowed to be as strong as men,
but [they must be] strong for them, so that they may bear strong
men.21

In Fatherly Advice for My Daughter, J. H. Campe told his ‹ctive off-
spring to develop a hardy physical constitution. Yet he also warned
that women should not step beyond the feminine sphere and take up
manly physical exercises and training. This was not the way to achieve
a woman’s true calling as wife, mother, and housekeeper.22 None of the
Philanthropinists recommended that girls participate in intensive and
formal physical training.23 Rather, domestic labor, walks, and graceful
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sports such as badminton and ice skating would be enough for girls
and young women.

In general, the Philanthropinists focused primarily on issues of
health when talking about a new physical education and culture for
women. Weichlichkeit did not appear to endanger female character. In
fact, they reinforced images of femininity associated with gentleness,
sensitivity, willingness to yield, dependence on others, timidity, and
lack of courage. They even suggested that intensive physical training
for women might work against natural relations between the sexes.
Basedow, Campe, and Villaume argued that the opposition between
strength and weakness lay at the heart of the bond uniting the sexes: a
man’s strength in body and mind attracted the weaker and less capable
woman. Invoking the image of the oak tree and clinging vine, Campe
portrayed the relationship between the sexes as one of strength and
protection on the one hand and dependence and loyalty on the other.24

He agreed with others, therefore, that the physical upbringing of youth
should occur in accordance with this simple law of nature and should
reinforce sex differences in body and character.

Civilization and Its Discontents: Weichlichkeit and the
Feminization of “Modern,” “Civilized” Germans

The discussion of Weichlichkeit in the physical upbringing of youth
was grounded in a cultural critique of the age. The Philanthropinists
increasingly saw the eighteenth century as not only an Age of Enlight-
enment but also one of softness and weakness. Drawing on the writings
of French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, they focused attention
on the darker side of the civilizing process. As a subtext to the critique
of child-rearing practices, they told the story of the physical degenera-
tion and hence feminization of “modern” Germans. Comparisons
between “civilized” Germans and other peoples from both the past and
present played a key role in constructing this narrative. The Philan-
thropinists pointed to the health and physical prowess of the ancients
and of “primitive” peoples across the globe. With awe they described
the strength and manliness of the Greek youth working out at the gym-
nasium or the Native American, the epitome of the contemporary
noble savage, making his way across the wilderness. They also referred
frequently to the hardy physical constitution of the ancient Germans.
Citations from Tacitus offered proof that Germans were naturally
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strong, vigorous, courageous, and manly. In all these cases, they attrib-
uted the strength and manly character of these peoples to their natural,
hardy upbringing. Living close to nature or in harmony with its princi-
ples, the Greeks, ancient Germans, and “primitive” peoples toughened
their bodies through exposure to the elements, simple living, and phys-
ical exertion. The physical culture and strength of these peoples served
as evidence of the advantages of the natural principles of Abhartung.

The Philanthropinists did not fail to point out that physical strength
and training were important attributes for warrior societies. They
often noted that Greek gymnastics ‹elds produced not only strong
scholars and athletes but also patriotic and heroic citizen-soldiers. The
reformers drew attention to the importance of physical hardening for
development of heroic virtues such as courage and the capacity for
bold, principled, and patriotic action. The hero’s body became a sym-
bol of all that the new physical education stood for. The Spartan war-
rior and ancient Germanic hero trained his body and overcame both
the slavishness of sensuality and physical pain. He was capable of
sacri‹cing himself and using his body as a tool in a struggle for a higher
cause.

Compared to the ancients and “primitive” peoples, “civilized” Ger-
mans appeared particularly soft and weak. Bemoaning the fact that
modern Germans were only shadowy ‹gures compared to their ancient
ancestors, Gutsmuths described a scenario in which parents tell their
children about their forefathers.

We appear stiller and quieter than our ancient forefathers. We rec-
ognize that they are lively “natural men” whose physical strength is
superior to ours, but they are people like us. We show our children
their picture. They are pleased by these quick and lively German
men, their courage, their strength and hardness. They ask us: why
are we not like this?25

Gutsmuths and others argued that physical degeneration repre-
sented not an accident of nature but rather a direct result of the civiliz-
ing process and modernity. Stuve explained that “re‹ned and civilized
people lost physical strength and dexterity as they gained intellectual
and cultural re‹nement.”26 “People of this age are weaker and softer
than their forefathers,” he declared, “so you need to work with greater
energy today to ensure that children stay healthy and strong.”27 The
Philanthropinists argued that luxury, material comforts, re‹nement,
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sedentary occupations, and increased intellectual pursuits were mark-
ers of the modern age and the root causes of the weakness and ill health
of modern, civilized Germans. They also pointed to the separation
between the military and civil society as another factor contributing to
physical decline. The Philanthropinists argued that standing armies
had replaced citizen armies; hence, most modern Germans were no
longer required to be ‹erce warriors and strong men.

The discussion of Weichlichkeit was grounded in a socially speci‹c
analysis. In the eighteenth century, civility, re‹nement, conspicuous
consumption, leisure, education, and nonphysical labor were factors
that marked social difference, marking boundaries not only between
Europeans and “primitive” peoples but also between the upper and
lower ranks in Germany. The Philanthropinists made it clear, there-
fore, that their program was directed primarily toward the soft upper
and educated classes. An urban/rural opposition also lay behind this
discourse. Cities and towns, the centers of civilization and re‹nement,
were the seats of weakness, softness, and ill health. Idealized images of
rugged, vigorous peasants who had retained elements of the natural
lifestyle and physical constitution of their ancient ancestors abound in
these texts. While some, such as Campe, offered biting critiques of the
court and high society (grosse Welt), none of the Philanthropinists
limited their discussion to the nobility. They all agreed that Weich-
lichkeit affected other wealthy, educated elites, all those, especially in
the cities, who shared to some degree the attributes of modern, civi-
lized humanity. The reformers focused, for example, on the problem
of education and the intellectualism of the age. They were very con-
cerned with the softening and feminizing effects of study, intense
re›ection, and scholarship. None of these men questioned the associ-
ations among manliness, rationality, and scholarship. While empha-
sizing that women, for reasons of health, should not engage in schol-
arship or authorship, Campe explained that men were the strong sex
in both body and mind. Nature gave men a greater capacity for reason
and abstract thought. A man’s stronger physical constitution, more-
over, enabled him to withstand the physical strains of intellectual
activity and scholarship. Yet Campe and other Philanthropinists
remained concerned that intellectualism and the unhealthy life of the
scholar threatened masculine strength and character.28 Next to the
image of the dandy, the scholar emerged as a symbol of the softness,
weakness, and effeminacy of the age.

The Philanthropinists expressed skepticism about the idea of
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progress. Like Rousseau, they began to question the gains that civi-
lization had made with the move out of the state of nature into civilized
society. Focusing on the problem of Weichlichkeit, they drew attention
to perceived negative consequences of the civilizing process in Ger-
many. Cultural and intellectual re‹nement threatened to destroy some
of the key elements of masculine character embodied in the ideal of
rugged and heroic manliness. They argued that in an age in which so
many had left behind the principles of nature, strong bodies, a mascu-
line physique, and heroic character would not simply emerge on their
own. A program of physical hardening and training was needed to
counterbalance the weakness and softness of the age. “There is an art
of building the body,” Villaume explained, “and this art is necessary
not in Kamtchatka, in Senegal, and Oronoko but in Europe, in Ger-
many.”29

At the heart of this discourse lay an effort to rework the cultural
understanding of re‹nement. The Philanthropinists tried to break
what they saw as a contemporary association between savagery and
strength. They made it clear that they understood the value of culture
and were not promoting a return to the state of nature. Yet they also
insisted that physical strength should constitute an attribute of the
truly cultivated man. Gutsmuths assured his readers that the new phys-
ical education did not represent a return to the wild roughness of the
ancient Germans, maintaining that it was possible to unite physical
strength, manliness, and culture.

Your ideal cannot and should not be rough Germanic savagery but
rather a unity of Germanic physical ‹rmness and strength, courage
and manliness, and the cultivation of the heart and mind. For the for-
mer you would need Germanic forests, rude ignorance, a nomadic
life without culture, without grace or muses, the barbaric right of
the strongest; for the latter, something that can be combined with
the culture of your intellect with pleasant harmony; the development
and training of your physical capacities, manly aversion to effeminate
softness.30

Gutsmuths captured the sentiments of his contemporaries when he
explained that he sought to fuse the positive elements of the different
sides of man. “If we unify the physical perfection of natural man with
the intellectual cultivation of the civilized, we will see the most beauti-
ful ideal of our race, an ideal that sends our hearts racing.”31 The new
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physical education and gymnastics emerged as a means of reaching this
ideal and achieving a balance between nature/culture and body/mind.
The Philanthropinists looked to the ancient Greeks and their physical
training program as the model to unite Kultur, strength, and manliness.

Conclusion

The discourse on gender, physical education, and gymnastics prompts
a reinterpretation of the standard assumptions about gender in this
period. Feminist historians often point to a series of gendered opposi-
tions (male/female, active/passive, rational/emotional, mind/body, cul-
ture/nature) as central to gender relations in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century.32 Within the Philanthropinists’ texts, how-
ever, many of these gendered cultural codes were reversed. Nature, the
body, and primitive humanity were associated with manliness or
rugged, heroic masculinity. Femininity and effeminacy, conversely,
were linked with civility, cultural re‹nement, intellectualism, and civi-
lization. An analysis of the discourse on the new physical education
suggests that it is important to recognize the multiple ways that gen-
dered oppositions and meanings can be con‹gured in a given historical
context. Historians need to think in complex ways about the concept of
the “character of the sexes.” The Philanthropinists underscored the
unstable or problematic nature of masculinity and masculine charac-
ter, arguing that manliness was not inherent but rather had to be built.
More importantly, they emphasized the problematic nature of mas-
culinity in the modern age, the tensions between different sides of man,
and the need to balance and reconcile them.

The trend toward valuing the training of the body and emphasizing
its importance for gender relations continued and intensi‹ed in the
early nineteenth century. The problem that the Philanthropinists
de‹ned haunted the imagination of a growing number of educated
men.33 Against the background of the Napoleonic Wars, concerns
about the civilizing process, physical degeneration, and manliness
became more widespread and intense. Prussian patriots and early Ger-
man nationalists increasingly put their hopes for a victory over the
French in the notion of the “nation in arms.” Their propaganda,
designed to stir patriotic sentiment and sacri‹ce, along with the Pruss-
ian king’s call to arms in 1813, put heroic manliness at the center of the
“liberation” project.34 In this context, a growing number of educators,
patriots, military leaders, and public of‹cials began to promote the
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new gymnastics as a training ground for manly citizen-soldiers and a
cradle of patriotic sentiment. Between 1810 and 1819, a series of new
gymnastic societies were founded across the German territories.35

As the discourse on gymnastics became more overtly nationalistic
and militaristic, the links among physical education, physical training,
and manliness tightened even further. National independence
appeared to rest in part on training the male body, protecting mascu-
line character, and cultivating patriotic bonds among men. The con-
cern for stronger female bodies, which had been so signi‹cant in the
Philanthropinists’ texts, faded. The leaders of the new gymnastics
movement no longer raised the patriotic signi‹cance of hardening and
strengthening female bodies for motherhood. At the same time,
repressing images of strong, warrior women that circulated during and
after the wars, they ignored or rejected the possibility of training
female “defenders of the fatherland.”36 Excluding women from the
new gymnastic societies and ‹elds, they began to construct a purely
masculine patriotic space that would eventually come to play a large
role in the German national movement and political culture of the
nineteenth century.37
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