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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
 

The Bamberger Myth: The Poznanian Bambergers, the Construction of Nationalism,  
and the Mythologization of History in Poznania, 1871-1918 

 
 

 This project analyzes the impact of the Poznanian Bambergers on the history of 

Central Europe and on the development of German nationalist discourse on Poznania. 

Published in 1882, Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen simplified and mythologized the 

history of the Bambergers (Bambrzy in Polish), alleging that elementary education in 

Polish led to the assimilation of the Bambrzy by Polish nationalism. Through the 

Bamberger Myth, Bär employed nationalist, imperialist, and liberal arguments to 

advocate for the necessity of a harsher policy of ‘Germanization’ in Prussia’s eastern 

provinces. The myth significantly influenced German nationalists writing on Poznania 

during the fin de siècle, who conjured up the myth to warn of the dangers of the 

‘civilizing’ and Germanizing mission in the Prussian East. Their use of the myth 

underscores the ways that nationalists simplified and molded history in their efforts 

nationalize people and space. Misrepresenting or misunderstanding the central issues 

involved in Poznanian Bamberger identity transformation, German nationalists employed 

the Bamberger Myth to argue for more stringent Germanization, the very policies that 

had led many Bambrzy to identify with Polish nationalism. 

German nationalists connected the Bamberger Myth to a wide range of fears and 

anxieties about Poznania. In response, German nationalists created a vast web of 

nationalist myth and tropes to argue for the necessity of German hegemony in Central 

Europe. This process accelerated the development of colonial ideas and policies about 

Prussia’s eastern provinces and Eastern Europe. Increasingly, German nationalism 
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viewed Poznania as an inner colonial project and the Poznanian Bambergers as Germans 

who had ‘gone native.’ 

The Bambrzy were nationally indifferent and nationally amphibious for much of 

the period from 1720-1871, developing nuanced identities that fit their time, place, and 

circumstances. Beginning in 1871, with the Unification of Germany and the subsequent 

Kulturkampf, the identity of the German state solidified around an idea of loyalist 

Protestant German nationalism. As a result, many Bambergers began to identify as 

Polish, because of the community and support that Polish Catholicism could provide 

Catholics in the Prussian East. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

The turn of the eighteenth century was a time of war, famine, and disease for 

many of the inhabitants of Central Europe. Power struggles between the dynastic houses 

of the region erupted into warfare between 1700 and 1721, in what we now call “The 

Great Northern War.” The war was a conflict between an alliance of the Russian Empire, 

the Kingdom of Denmark-Norway, and Saxony-Poland-Lithuania (an amalgam of three 

separate feudal domains under one dynastic monarch) on one side, and the Swedish 

Empire on the other. The result for the city of Poznan and its neighboring villages was 

depopulation due to war casualties and bubonic plague spread by the war. Poznan, then a 

city in the Kingdom of Poland, sent out calls for migrants to repopulate its surrounding 

villages. According to nineteenth-century German archivist and historian Max Bär, 

Poznan chose to invite settlement from the residents of Bamberg, either because of word 

from a bishop or a merchant’s assistant from Poznan.1 These men visited Bamberg on 

their travels and noted the prosperity and industriousness of the region and its inhabitants. 

The city of Bamberg, now in the German state of Bavaria, then belonged to the Bishopric 

of Bamberg, a small, semi-autonomous state within the Holy Roman Empire. They 

brought word back to Poznan, whose city council sent out announcements to Bamberg, 

and other German-speaking areas, advertising the availability of farmland. Hundreds of 

German settlers took up the invitation over the next century, coming first from Bamberg, 

and then from other areas throughout Central Europe. They journeyed, on foot and by 

cart, hundreds of miles to reach the villages surrounding Poznan. One woman, who was a 

child during the trek, recalled spending much of the journey in a wheelbarrow.2 The nine 

                                                           
1 Max Bär, Die “Bamberger” bei Posen (Posen: Joseph Jolowicz, 1882), 6-8. 
2 Ibid, 11. 
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villages they settled in would become known as the Bamberger villages, and the 

inhabitants as the Bambergers (in German) and the Bambrzy (in Polish). In English, we 

will refer to them as the Poznanian Bambergers, to distinguish them from the residents of 

the German city of Bamberg.  

Over a century later, Max Bär, historian and archivist at the Prussian State 

Archives of Posen, spoke to a Poznanian Bamberger who was playing with another child 

on the street.3 Interrupting the game, Bär asked the boy of twelve his name. The child 

replied, “Giermann.” Bär responded, “You are a German, no?” The boy answered this 

question negatively, “No, I am German-Catholic.” Bär’s reply, surely dripping with the 

condescension of a man who clearly felt a great deal of chauvinistic paternalism toward 

others, did not ask for more clarification, but told the boy what his identity was: “Come 

now, you are named Giermann, you have a Bamberger name and you are surely also a 

German!” The child, standing up to the authority figure, replied, “No, earlier I was a 

Bamberger, I am now a Bamberger no more.” Bär’s summary of the encounter declared 

that the child had been ‘Polonized’ (transformed into a nationally Polish individual) at 

school and at home. He argued that “a child cannot give such answers by himself,” totally 

denying the twelve-year old’s agency and identity.  

These vignettes are excerpts from Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen, published 

in 1882, both a history of the Poznanian Bambergers and their migration to Poznania, and 

a work of nationalist propaganda that declared the necessity of increased Germanization 

in Poznania. These two stories of Poznanian Bamberger life illustrate a conceptual 

                                                           
3 Ibid, 50. 
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framework that is vital to both this project: the theory of diffusionism.4 Diffusionism was, 

as defined by historian J.M. Blaut, an ideology that supported the myth of European 

superiority by claiming Europe as the source of civilization. From Western Europe, 

‘civilization’ diffused to the rest of the world through the spread of European ideas, 

peoples, economics, and control. 

In these two historical moments, over a century apart, Bär characterized the 

Poznanian Bambergers in two distinctly different manners. In the first, he portrayed the 

eighteenth-century Bambergers as heroic German colonizers, bringing order and 

civilization to a Polish land devastated by war and disease. In the 1880s, Max Bär 

portrayed the Bambrzy as ‘Polonized,’ transformed into Poles. Bär ignored the autonomy 

and agency of a child, telling him what he was and how he identified, rather than asking 

questions about why he might identify as he did. Instead, Bär used the fact that some 

Poznanian Bambergers had begun to identify as nationally Polish to make an argument to 

support his German nationalist views and political aims. Through this process, Bär 

simplified the history of the Poznanian Bambergers into a myth. In the first vignette, the 

Bambergers, written as ‘heroic’ colonizers, represented diffusionism, the spread of 

German civilization to the East, with the concomitant tropes of German industry and 

skill. These tropes of German Wirtschaft (economy) were common in the nineteenth 

century, and remain today in modified form, in such ideas as exemplary German 

engineering. As we will see, these notions about what Germanness meant contained many 

nationalist and colonialist ideas about German superiority and supposed Polish 

inferiority. To German nationalists, the first story of the Bambrzy represented their role 

                                                           
4 J.M. Blaut, The Colonizer's Model of the World: Geographical Diffusionism and Eurocentric History 
(New York: Guilford Press, 1993). 
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as German colonists and civilizers of the ‘backwards’ East. The second story represented 

anxieties about reverse diffusionism. If Germans were being ‘Polonized,’ that could mean 

the civilizing mission was failing, and Polish and Slavic forces from the East might 

“flood” into Germany.5  

The diverse and complex history of the Poznanian Bambergers would continue to 

be compressed into a myth of national degeneration by German nationalist writers 

through the end of the long nineteenth century.6 The Bamberger Myth became extremely 

influential, cited in nationalist histories and other academic texts, in travel guides, 

newspapers, nationalist pamphlets, and by nationalists organizations.7 In his 1926 

autobiography Deutsche Kulturarbeit in der Ostmark,8 Adolf Warschauer, a colleague of 

Bär at the state archive of Posen, wrote that Bär’s account caused a “huge sensation,” 

                                                           
5 During the nineteenth century, Germany nationalists commonly used flood language to refer to Slavic 
populations migrating west. See: Max Weber, “The Nation State and Economic Policy” (1895), Economy 
and Society, no. 9 (1980): 428-449. 
6 Historian Erich Hobsbawm first used this term to delineate the period between the French Revolution and 
the end of the First World War. I use it here and elsewhere in the dissertation to easily define one of my 
periods of study: 1871-1918. These years correspond to the Unification of Germany under the Prussian 
monarchy, as well as the beginning of the Kulturkampf in 1871, and the end of the First World War 
respectively. E. J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution 1789-1848 (New York: Vintage Books, 1996). 
Another term used to describe the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century is 
the French “fin die siècle” (turn of the century). 
7 Albert von Boguslawski, Fünfundachtzig Jahre Preussischer Regierungspolitik in Posen und 
Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900 (Berlin: Gose and Tetzlaff, 1901). Waldemar Hoffmann, Wie die 
“Bamberger” bei Posen zu Polen wurden (Schlawe: Moldenhauer and Sohn, 1906). Moritz Gehre, Die 
neue deutsche Kolonisation in Posen und Westpreussen (Grossenhain: Kommissionersverlag, 1899). Paul 
Krische, Die Provinz Posen (Stassfurt: R. Weicke, 1907). Leo Wegener, Der Wirtschaftliche Kampf der 
Deutschen mit den Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Jolowicz, 1903). Wilhelm Wendorff, Der Kampf 
der Deutsche und Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Verlag von Friedrich Ebbecke, 1904). Hermann 
Schütze, Landeskunde der Provinz Posen (Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1914). G.W. Schiele, Briefe über 
Landflucht und Polenfrage (Leipzig: Fr. Wilh. Grunow, 1908). Hans Delbrück, Die Polenfrage (Berlin: 
Verlag von Hermann Walther, 1894). H. Werner, Provinz Posen. Das Land und seine Bewohner (Breslau: 
Ferdinand Hirt, 1888). Müller, Will Deutschland die Ostmarken Behaupten oder nicht? (Berlin, Gose & 
Tetzlaff, 1900). All-Deutschen Verbandes. Die Deutsche Ostmark (Berlin: M. Priber, 1894).  
8 Trans: “Germany’s Civilizing Work in the Eastern Marches.” Note: the German word “Kultur” has deeper 
implications than the English “culture.”  It implied a specific German culture or civilization, often in 
contrast to a more negatively portrayed British or French culture. Its use here implied a mission to civilize 
the eastern provinces. 
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both within Poznania and without, when it was published.9 German nationalists used the 

Bamberger Myth in lieu of a more in-depth discussion or analysis of educational and 

religious policy in Poznania. Claiming uncritically that the Bambrzy were ‘Polonized’ by 

the Polish language education and the machinations of Catholic clergy, German 

nationalists argued for a more aggressive and stringent Germanization policy, despite 

clear evidence that anti-Polish policies were fueling the development of Polish 

nationalism. 

The second point drawn from these two stories was the fluctuating, complex, and 

ambiguous nature of national identity in nineteenth-century Poznania, as well as identity 

in general. Nationalists, insisting on the rigidity of national categories, repeatedly 

misrepresented and oversimplified the development of nationalism in Poznania when the 

people of the province did not neatly fit into a nationalist binary of German or Pole. From 

the publication of Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen in 1882, German nationalist 

writers took up the Bamberger Myth as a warning of the potential dangers that their 

mission to Germanize Prussia’s eastern provinces faced. The German national account 

saw the Bambrzy as the victims of ‘Polonization,’ and used the myth as a political tool to 

divide German-speakers from Polish-speakers, and gain support and funding for the 

nationalizing effort. While more nuanced, the Polish version of the Bamberger Myth also 

took the nationality of the Bambrzy for granted. Both sides saw them through a national 

lens from their first arrival in the province in 1719. Both German and Polish nationalisms 

viewed the Bambergers as Germans who became Poles, they simply disagreed on the 

                                                           
9 Adolf Warschauer, Deutsche Kulturarbeit in der Ostmark (Berlin: Hobbing, 1926), 24-25. Moritz Jaffe 
also emphasized the ubiquity of the Bamberger Myth. Moritz Jaffe, Die Stadt Posen unter Preussischer 
Herrschaft (Leipzig: Dunder and Humblot, 1909), 29, 195, 370. 
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matter of how and when this national transformation occurred.  

By taking a more anational approach to Bambrzy identity, we can see how the rise 

of German and Polish nationalism in Poznania during the nineteenth century transformed 

Bamberger identities.10 An increasingly nationalized world pressured the Poznanian 

Bambergers to make a social, cultural, economic, and political choice of which 

nationality to identify with, or to double-down on an anational understanding of identity. 

The Bambrzy themselves lived for decades in an anational world, and any understanding 

of them and their transformation must start there. They were German-speaking Catholics 

who settled in several villages around the city of Poznan in the first half of the eighteenth 

century. They came from disparate areas throughout the German States and the Kingdom 

of Poland, though the first settlers travelled from Bamberg. There they established a 

niche for themselves as German-speaking Catholics, part of wider communities of 

predominantly Polish-speaking Catholics, as well as German-speaking Protestants.  

German nationalists often cited Max Bär’s account of the history of the Bambrzy, 

but rarely added new information. The exception was Albert von Boguslawski, who 

provided first-hand accounts of Poznania and the Bambrzy during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, while living in Poznan.11 Of even greater value to our study of the 

Poznanian Bambergers has been the work of Polish historian Maria Paradowska, who not 

only wrote a monograph on the Bambrzy (first published in 1975), but was instrumental 

to their continued relevance in Poznanian folk culture and social life, including the 

                                                           
10 Here anational is defined as lacking national identity. By combining theoretical frameworks on the 
development of nationalism with a critical reading of nationalist primary sources, this project seeks to 
develop a more nuanced understanding of the history of the Bambergers and the development of German 
nationalist discourse on Poznania.  
11 Albert von Boguslawski, Fünfundachtzig Jahre Preussischer Regierungspolitik in Posen und 
Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900 (Berlin: Gose and Tetzlaff, 1901). 
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construction of a museum.12 Despite the fact that Paradowska rarely applied a critical lens 

to national categories, her research has been indispensable to this project, particularly her 

use of Polish language primary sources on the cultural and social history of Poznan and 

the Bambrzy villages. 

 

Historiography - Nationalism 

The history of the Poznanian Bambergers and the development of the Bamberger 

Myth relies heavily on theories of nationalism. This work is indebted to a tremendous 

amount of research and theory on the construction of national identity and nationalism 

from many historians and theorists of other disciplines. These theoretical frameworks are 

vital to untangling the complex nature of national ideology and thought surrounding the 

Bambrzy, both to better understand who the Bambergers were and how they identified, as 

well as the ways that German nationalists worked to build and shape national identity in 

Poznania, the Prussian East, and throughout the world to their desired ends. 

While the nationalists of the long nineteenth century viewed nation as a historical 

and innate category, theorists have since shown that nationalism is a rather recent 

constructed identity. Usually posited as developing around the time of the French 

Revolution, nationalists grouped millions of people together into ‘nations,’ that they then 

declared should be independent and autonomous. These categorizes are, to this day, taken 

as historical and innate by hundreds of millions, if not billions of people, and used to 

divide the political authority of the world. 

The traditional view of nationalization emphasized the center imposing 

                                                           
12 Maria Paradowska, Die Bamberger im Posener Land, trans. Klaus Guth (Bamberg: Bamberger Beiträge 
zur Volkskunde, 1994). Originally published in Polish in 1975. 
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nationalism onto the periphery.13 Benedict Anderson posited this model, that saw 

modernization, industrialization and the rise of mass politics as the primary causes of 

nationalization.14 These technologies allowed for the mass movement of people, ideas, 

the written word, among other factors, that led to the construction of national identity. 

Modernization and industrialization drove this process, leading to the centralization of 

education, and education in a ‘national’ language, rather than regional dialects, as well as 

a transportation revolution that substantially increased the mobility of European 

populations. Moreover, the introduction of universal of military service forced peasants 

out of their small communal lives and into the broader world. This model represented the 

role of the German and Prussian governments in the nationalization efforts towards 

Poznania, and the other eastern provinces of Prussia, as well as national activists working 

to create national identity on the ground.  

However, the center to periphery model is too simplistic to fully understand the 

picture of national development, as it ignores the agency of those who resisted and 

modified nationalism for their own motivations and needs.15 National identity is fluid and 

ever-changing. Looking at how the Bambrzy mediated and influenced nationalization 

efforts is a key aspect of this project, both through their individual and communal agency, 

                                                           
13 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1991). Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism and the Mind (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006). Ernest 
Gellner, “Nationalism and Modernization,” in Nationalism, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith, 
55-63. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). Eric Hobsbawm. Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
14 According to Anderson, nationalisms formed first in the eighteenth-century Americas. In the western 
hemisphere, the communication distance from Europe led to societies in the Americas constructing national 
identities. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991). 
15 Caroline Ford stressed this in her seminal work Creating the Nation in Provincial France, arguing 
instead that national identity was a continuing process through which individuals and groups define and 
redefine themselves. Caroline Ford, Creating the Nation in Provincial France (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 5. 
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in addition to how nationalists in turn responded to them. 

Many have viewed, and continue to view, the development of nationalism through 

a Eurocentric lens, as a reflection of previous European nationalist movements. This 

privileged the European and Western European models of development, and as we will 

see, continues to privilege Western notions of ‘civilization,’ ‘modernization,’ and 

‘development,’ just as German nationalists criticized Polish-speakers and Polish 

nationalism as being backwards. Partha Chatterjee, in The Nation and its Fragments, 

objected to Anderson’s formulation of nationalism arising from a specific path of 

(European) modernization.16 Chatterjee criticized the Eurocentric model of national 

development, maintaining that it was a post-colonial legacy that constricted the organic 

development of identity throughout the world.  

The nationalisms of Central Europe formed through a huge range of processes, 

including governmental policy, ideological theorizing, the intense work of national 

activists on the ground, and those resisting and modifying the centralizing tendencies of 

the center on the periphery, such as the Poznanian Bambergers. Studies of a wide range 

of groups and peoples throughout Central and Eastern Europe have not just shown 

constructed nature of identity, but the focused work of national activists and governments 

to create nationalism, and the ways that those on the national peripheries modified and 

                                                           
16 Chatterjee criticized the Eurocentric model of national development, arguing that it was a post-colonial 
legacy that constricted the organic development of identity throughout the world. "If nationalism in the rest 
of the world have to choose their imagined community from certain 'modular' forms already made available 
to them by Europe and the Americas, what do they have left to imagine? History, it would seem, has 
decreed that the we in the postcolonial world shall only be perpetual consumers of modernity. Europe and 
the Americas, the only true subjects of history, have thought out on our behalf not only the script of 
colonial enlightenment and exploitation, but also that of our anticolonial resistance and postcolonial misery. 
Even our imaginations must remain forever colonized.” Chatterjee, Partha. The Nation and Its Fragments: 
Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton Studies in Culture/Power/History. (Princeton, N.J: 
Princeton University Press, 1993), 5. 
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complicated these processes.17 

The development of German nationalism began as both a political and cultural 

movement. Nationalist activists, such as the Grimm siblings, worked to create a unified 

national language and culture through print media. As a political movement, German 

nationalism was in part a reaction against the French Revolution and French conquests 

during the Napoleonic Wars that saw Prussia suffer severe military defeats, occupation, 

and the loss of its part of partitioned Poland, before eventual coalition victory. This 

triggered a liberal reaction that reached the Prussian cabinet, through reformers like Stein 

and Hardenberg, who stressed the need for a more cohesive Prussian or German identity 

that could stand against the mass politics of France and levee en masse of the French 

Army. If Prussia hoped to defeat France, nationalist reformers argued, then it needed its 

citizens devoted to the cause.  

During the Revolutions of 1848, when liberal, nationalist, and socialist forces 

rebelled throughout Europe, a significant shift in German national identity occurred. 

First, 1848 marked the development of a substantial mass movement for national 

independence and unification among many in the German States, as liberals sought to 

form a cohesive, unified German state from the disparate feudal remnants, and other 

                                                           
17 See: James Bjork, Neither German nor Pole: Catholicism and National Indifference in a Central 
European Borderland (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008). Richard Blanke, Polish-Speaking 
Germans? Language and National Identity among the Masurians since 1871 (Cologne: Böhlau, 2001). 
Mark Tilse, Transnationalism in the Prussian East: From National Conflict to Synthesis. 1871-1914 (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). Tara Zahra, Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for 
Children in the Bohemian Lands, 1900-1948 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008). Tara Zahra, The 
Lost Children (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011). Chad Carl Bryant, Prague in Black: Nazi 
Rule and Czech Nationalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). Gary Cohen, The Politics 
of Ethnic Survival: Germans in Prague, 1861-1914 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981). 
Pieter M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). Jeremy King, Budweisers into Czechs and Germans: A 
Local History of Bohemian Politics, 1848-1948 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002). Nancy 
M. Wingfield, Flag Wars and Stone Saints: How the Bohemian Lands Became Czech (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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states, of the Holy Roman Empire. Yet, this region was hopelessly linguistically, 

ethnically, religiously, and culturally mixed, especially along its borders, with significant 

populations speaking German, Polish, French, Danish, Italian, Czech, Slovenian, 

Croatian, Yiddish, among many other languages, and dozens upon dozens of dialects. In 

1848, German nationalists debated which of these areas they would include in a future 

unified German state at the Frankfurt Assembly.  

The issue was complex, concerning not just Prussia and the Habsburg Empire, but 

the many smaller German states. On the issue of the ‘Polish Question,’ the nationalists of 

the Frankfurt Assembly decided that all of Prussia would be included in a unified 

Germany, which meant the inclusion of millions of Polish-speakers.18 This played a 

significant role in German and Polish nationalism growing ever more at odds, as both 

sought to include much of the territory of Prussia’s eastern provinces into their plans for 

independent nation-states. After 1848, and particularly post-Unification in 1871, German 

nationalism increasingly viewed Polish nationalism as an ‘other’ against which to define 

itself. Furthermore, as we will see, this national dichotomy began to rapidly attain 

colonial aspects as German nationalists defined Germandom in opposition to the ‘un-

civilization’ of Poles, other Slavs, and many other peoples throughout the world.19  

Like German nationalism, Polish nationalism saw a transformation from an elite 

                                                           
18 The ‘Polish Question’ or Die ‘Polenfrage’ was a discourse in European and international politics that 
began during the Partitions of Poland at the end of the eighteenth century, which had ended Poland’s status 
as an independent state, annexed by Prussia, Russia, and the Habsburg Empire. The ‘Polish Question’ 
concerned an expansive array of questions about what to do with Polish territory, Polish-speaking peoples, 
and Polish nationalism.  
19 Specifics of this development will be seen in Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. Also, see: Kristin 
Kopp, Germany's Wild East (Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, 2012). Robert L. Nelson, German 
Soldier Newspapers of the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). Vejas Gabriel 
Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). Vejas Gabriel 
Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity and German Occupation in World 
War (New York: Cambridge University Press. 2000).  
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movement to a mass one during the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, Polish nationalism was mostly an ideology of the nobility, 

connected to the Polish-Lithuanian commonwealth and the aristocratic privileges that 

they enjoyed within it. In response to the Partitions, Polish nationalism focused on the 

reconstitution of an independent Polish state along the same lines it previously had. This 

nationalism was utopian in many ways, able to define anyone as Polish who believed in 

the liberal ideals of freedom, equality, and the independent Polish state. This early form 

of Polish nationalism sought to use military and political revolt to achieve its ends. In 

response to the Second Partition, Tadeusz Kościuszko led an uprising in 1794. After the 

subsequent Third Partition, Prussia, Russia, and the Habsburg Empire removed Poland-

Lithuanian from the map of Europe. Polish political and military agitation continued with 

the November Uprising of 1830, the Greater Poland Uprising during the Revolutions of 

1848, and the January Uprising of 1863. Supported and led by nobles such as Ludwik 

Mierosławski, the uprisings failed to bring about the political change that the Polish 

nationalists desired, and led to a shift to a policy of organic work, which saw the 

development of nationalist Organizations such as the Marcinkowski Association and the 

Straż. 

After 1863, Polish nationalism shifted from a focus on political independence to 

the idea of organic work. Polish nationalists ceased concentrating on military or political 

means to secure an independent Poland; instead, they put their efforts into the 

development and inculcation of nationalist identity and enthusiasm in the lower-classes, 

as well as the development of a Polish middle-class. Through organic work, Polish 

nationalists created community by providing tangible benefits and material aid to those 



 

13 
 

belonging to it. Organic work consisted of a vast array of nationally-minded institutions, 

organizations, and efforts. Polish nationalists built libraries, published newspapers and 

books, founded banks to provide loans for Poles, provided Polish language tutoring, and 

developed social and cultural organizations. As this shift was occurring, Polish 

nationalism began to develop more exclusionist ideology, focusing on language as the 

marker of Polishness.  

The Poznanian Bambergers found themselves caught between these two 

nationalisms as they grew increasingly antagonistic towards one another. Yet, it is 

important not to reduce the Poznanian Bamberger experience to their interactions with 

German and Polish nationalism. It is essential to see nationalism as one form of identity, 

one aspect of the multiplicitous and rich cultural and social history of Central Europe. In 

many ways, nationalism remains the default mode of analysis for nineteenth-century 

Europe, despite the fact the fact that so many contemporary people did not view 

themselves as national, or saw themselves as national in a far less totalizing way.  

 

Historiography – Amphibianism and National Indifference in Central Europe 

The Poznanian Bambergers represent the absurdity of reducing the vastly 

complex communal and individual identities of people to one nationality. This project 

owes a tremendous debt to the work of many recent historians of nationalism in Central 

and Eastern Europe, who, since the early 1990s, have opened up new ways of looking at 

nationalism not as a binary phenomenon, national or anational, German or Pole (in the 

case of this project), but as a much more fluid identity, as well as emphasizing its position 
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as one identity among many.20 This understanding of nationalism is indispensable to the 

study of the Poznanian Bambergers and the Bamberger Myth undertaken in this project, 

as well as its critique of German nationalist writing on Poznania. Over the past decades, 

historians and social scientists of Central Europe have emphasized the issue of studying 

nationalism without falling victim to uncritically using nationalists’ own categories as the 

fundamental lenses of analysis.21  

In addition to a number of conceptual frameworks and important points of 

comparison on the development of nationalism, these works provided this project with 

specific ways to analyze nationality both as a spectrum of identity, and as part of a wider 

constellation of, at times conflicting, and often changing, identities. Of particular 

importance are two terms employed by historians of the Habsburg Empire to understand 

the tangled nature of nationalism in Central Europe: national amphibiousness and 

national indifference. Chad Bryant borrowed the term “amphibian” from nineteenth-

century national activists, who applied the term “to people who could switch public 

nationalities or to people whose nationality was unclear.”22 This project will use the term 

amphibian and national amphibanism to indicate when people and places evidenced 

characteristics that nationalists could not fit into the national binaries they were 

                                                           
20 Anationality is defined here as lacking a national identity. 
21 Tara Zahra, Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian Lands, 
1900-1948 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008). Chad Carl Bryant, Prague in Black: Nazi Rule 
and Czech Nationalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). Gary Cohen, The Politics of 
Ethnic Survival: Germans in Prague, 1861-1914 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981). Pieter 
M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). Sebastian Conrad, German Colonialism: A Short History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: Booker T. 
Washington, The German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2010). 
22 Chad Carl Bryant, Prague in Black: Nazi Rule and Czech Nationalism (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 3. 
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attempting to construct.23 Amphibious behavior blurred the lines of nationality and 

showed the myriad ways that nationality was not a binary, but one aspect of identity that 

often meant very different things to different people. The term national indifference 

reflects similar arguments about the constructed, fluid, and complex nature of identity, 

but Tara Zahra employed it in several different ways.24 First, it indicated people who did 

not consider themselves to have a national identity, thus it is a synonym for anationality. 

However, it also indicated people who identified as national, but rejected certain 

behaviors and ideas of the nationalizing project. As we will emphasize in this project, 

nationalists demanded certain ‘national’ behaviors that amounted to the complete 

separation of commercial, social, and cultural life between nations. Groups such as the 

Poznanian Bambergers were both nationally amphibious because they showed 

characteristics of two nationalities in national activist eyes (German and Polish), but also 

nationally indifferent because they behaved in ways that were anational or showed 

significant ambiguity, as well as acting in ways that pointed to their ambivalence towards 

national identity. 

Catholicism played a fundamental role in the development Poznanian Bamberger 

identity. Catholicism provided a basis for communal, social, and religious life for the 

Bambrzy. In Poznania, this meant a largely Polish-speaking community. Thus, Polish 

speakers heavily influenced the Bamberger social and cultural milieu from the beginning. 

These connections created community, and led to acculturation of the Poznanian 

Bambergers with their Polish neighbors from the early eighteenth century through the 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 
24 Tara Zahra, Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian Lands, 
1900-1948 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008), 4-5. 
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First World War.25 Bär ignored these nuances, instead proclaiming the continued 

Germanness of the Bambergers into the 1860s. This misunderstanding of Bambrzy 

identity, especially their amphibiousness, permeated the Bamberger Myth, because 

amphibiousness and national indifference did not fit into a nationalist binary worldview, 

nor did it further nationalist political arguments. Historians such as Pieter Judson have 

emphasized that despite the claims of national activists, nationalism was not a monolithic 

identity, but one with significant regional variation. “Considering oneself to be a German 

in one part of Eastern Europe, for example, might involve a completely different set of 

shared or imagined qualities than it did in another part of Eastern Europe.”26 Identifying 

as German or Polish was a specific individual choice, and denoted specific connotations 

in different areas. The Poznanian Bambergers identification with German or Polish 

nationalism was unique to their local circumstances.  

Another theoretical framework that will be instrumental in our understanding of 

Poznanian Bamberger identity and identity transition is Michel Foucault’s theory of 

governmentality, articulated in Discipline and Punish, The History of Sexuality and more 

fully formulated in a series of lectures published as Society Must be Defended.27 

Governmentality posits a specific conception of identity formation and the relationship 

between the state and the individuals and communities within it. According to Foucault, 

power permeates society as a web of relationships, exerted upon, but also created by, 

                                                           
25 Maria Paradowska, Die Bamberger im Posener Land, trans. Klaus Guth (Bamberg: Bamberger Beiträge 
zur Volkskunde, 1994). 
26 Pieter M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 110. 
27 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 
Vintage, 1995). Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 
1990). Michel Foucault, Society Must be Defended: Lectures at the College de France, 1975-76, trans. 
David Macey, eds. Mauro Bertani and Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 2003). 
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every individual. Power can be restrictive (and authority structures such as prisons, the 

police, or the state often do exert and create power oppressively), but fundamentally it is 

productive. Power is productive in a multitude of ways, but most saliently for this project, 

power functions to normalize behavior.  

The concept of governmentality combines Foucault’s notions of discipline and 

biopolitics. Foucault understood discipline to mean an entire array of structures (schools, 

prisons, hospitals) that normalize behavior on the individual level. Biopolitics deals with 

society on the macro-level, its goal being to increase the overall ‘health’ of society 

through policies that normalize and exert control of the body, fundamentally by 

increasing the birthrate, decreasing the death rate, and extracting value from the 

individuals within a society. Furthermore, biopolitical policies seek to inculcate loyalty 

by dividing the population between groups of people who are considered ‘within’ and 

those who viewed as ‘outside’ of the identity of the state. Those ‘outside’ society are 

repressed and denied the benefits of membership in this biopolitical identity. By 

understanding German governmental policies such as the Kulturkampf and 

Germanization policies through this lens, this project seeks to understand the intersection 

of biopolitical power and national identity development. These policies were heavily 

biopolitical in nature, as we will further see, because they sought to control the social 

body of the nation, through both exclusionist and assimilationist means towards such 

groups as German-speaking Catholics, Polish-speakers, Social Democrats, and non-

Europeans. We will further see how the solidification of the biopolitical identity of the 

Kaiserreich as a loyalist Protestant notion of German nationalism played an instrumental 

role in the transformation of Poznanian Bamberger identity. After 1871, German 
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unification and the Kulturkampf began to place German-speaking Catholics outside of the 

biopolitical identity of the state, leading to increasingly anti-Catholic policies, that led 

many Bambrzy to identify as nationally Polish to take part in the benefits and protections 

of a Polish Catholic community. 

 

Historiography – Imperialism 

During the course of the nineteenth century, German nationalist thought about, as 

well as Prussian and German governmental policy towards, the Ostmark began to take on 

an increasingly overt colonialist character.28 The eastern provinces of Prussia began to be 

viewed more and more in a colonial context; this continued into the Weimar and Nazi 

periods. It is important to highlight that the Ostmark differed from many colonial 

contexts in several ways. Particularly, the Ostmark was territory within Germany, not 

without, lacking an ocean barrier between, and involving European peoples. Despite 

racialized language towards the Poles, nineteenth-century German nationalists deemed 

the ‘civilizational’ difference between Germans and Poles smaller than the difference 

between Germans and Africans. Despite holding less virulent racism against Poles, 

German nationalist thought and action towards Polish-speaking peoples and the Ostmark 

evinced many similarities to their ideas about, and policies towards, overseas colonies. 

Overall, the German liberal bourgeoisie demonstrated many similarities in their thought 

on, and actions towards, those they considered their inferiors: the German lower-classes, 

internal ethnic minorities, and colonial subjects. Thus, the German bourgeoisie developed 

                                                           
28 The ‘Ostmark’ was a term used by German nationalists to refer to Prussia’s four easternmost provinces: 
East Prussia, West Prussia, Silesia, and Posen. We will use it interchangeably with the phrase “the eastern 
provinces of Prussia” in this dissertation. 



 

19 
 

a ‘civilizing mission’ not only towards overseas colonies, but within Germany as well. 

The importance of German imperialism has often been deemphasized and 

overlooked as unimportant by historians. In recent decades, this trend has shifted, with 

many historians calling these notions into question, pointing to the incredible political, 

economic, cultural, and social implications of German imperialism.29 Moreover, in 

reframing German policy towards its eastern provinces as part of a wider project of inner 

colonization, historians have shown the ways that Germany’s policies towards, and 

German nationalist ideas about,  the Ostmark were significantly colonial.30 Seen through 

this lens, the history of imperialism can be expanded to include European space, 

including the Ostmark, but also, for example, British policy towards Ireland, and Russian 

continental imperialism as it expanded towards the Pacific Ocean.  

Even before the introduction of official German colonialism after German 

Unification in 1871, millions of Germans had left Germany for the Americas, Africa, and 

Australia, colonizing, settling territory, and developing colonialist ideology. Both 

Suzanne Zantop and Kristin Kopp have stressed the importance of these pre-Unification 

ideas about colonialism in their work.31 Often disregarded or dismissed as unimportant 

                                                           
29 Susanne Zantop, Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770-1870 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: Booker T. 
Washington, The German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2010). Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
30 Kristin Kopp, Germany's Wild East (Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, 2012). Robert L. Nelson, 
German Soldier Newspapers of the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). Vejas 
Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity and German Occupation in 
World War (New York: Cambridge University Press. 2000). Elizabeth A. Drummond, “From ‘verloren 
gehen’ to ‘verloren bleiben:’ Changing German Discourses on Nation and Nationalism in Poznania,” in The 
Germans and the East, eds. Charles W. Ingrao and Franz Szabo (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 
2008). 
31 Susanne Zantop, Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770-1870 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). Kristin Kopp, Germany's Wild East (Ann Arbor: Michigan 
University Press, 2012). 
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because of its short duration, Zantop showed the lasting impact of colonialism on the 

German mindset, through the study of colonial literature and other writings. For Zantop 

fantasies spurred “the drive for colonial possession” and pushed Germany towards the 

undertaking of a governmental colonial policy after 1871.  

Liberalism itself was intimately connected to colonialism, imperialism, and 

authoritarianism. When comparing the imperial, political, and social histories of 

Germany to its rivals France, Britain, Russia, and the United States, this becomes clear. 

The labor conditions for the working-class throughout Europe and North America were 

egregious, with minimal safety standards, inadequate healthcare, child labor, and low 

wages. Women and minority groups were denied basic rights as human beings. 

Liberalism trumpeted the ‘civilizing mission’ and Social Darwinism to defend their 

dehumanization and oppression of the lower-classes, women, minorities, and people of 

color. The ideologies of nationalism, liberalism, imperialism, and racism developed in a 

global transnational dialogue, between imperial powers such as Britain, France, the 

United States, Russia, Germany, and Japan, but also colonized regions, and those 

resisting colonialism and imperialism. Both Andrew Zimmerman and Sebastian Conrad 

have written works emphasizing the development of these transnational dialogues of 

liberalism, nationalism, colonialism, and racism.32 In Alabama in Africa, Zimmerman 

analyzed the transnational connections between American and German liberal policy and 

ideas, through a study of the German Ostmark, the American South, and the German 

colony of Togo. In Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany, Conrad 

                                                           
32 Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: Booker T. Washington, The German Empire, and the 
Globalization of the New South (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010). Sebastian Conrad, 
Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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investigated the development of these ideologies globally, including the history of 

German emigrants in South America, Chinese laborers in the Kaiserreich, and the ‘Polish 

Question’ in the Ostmark. Both historians emphasized the ways in which the ideologies 

of nationalism, imperialism, racism, and liberalism developed through transnational 

discourse. 

The development of these ideologies in regards to Imperial Germany’s eastern 

provinces inevitably evokes the history of Nazism and Nazi exterminatory colonial policy 

towards Eastern Europe during World War II and the Holocaust. This is unavoidable 

given both the temporal and ideological relevance of this study to the Second World War 

and the ideology of Nazism, that took as a basis many ideas of nineteenth-century 

German nationalists. While it must be stressed that German imperialism did not 

inevitably lead to the Holocaust, colonialism provided an ideological basis for Nazism 

regarding race, population movement, and space, as well as a wide range of policies for 

dealing with peoples that the Nazis oppressed and murdered, and the implementation of 

control.33 In the crucible of Nazi hatred, these colonial policies developed into the 

Einsatzgruppen and death camps of the Holocaust. As has been underscored, the 

colonialist ideas and ideologies that Nazism found significant influence from were not 

unique to Germany, but developed among all the European and North American imperial 

powers over centuries. 

Some social scientists have postulated that a key difference between German 

                                                           
33 Robert L. Nelson, “Introduction: Colonialism in Europe? The Case Against Salt Water,” in Germans, 
Poland, and Colonial Expansion to the East: 1850 Through the Present, ed. Robert L. Nelson (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 1-9. Eley, “Empire by Land or Sea? Germany’s Imperial Imaginary, 1840-
1945,” in German Colonialism in a Global Age, eds. Bradley Naranch and Geoff Eley (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2014), 19-45. 
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imperialism and those of its rivals were their differing experiences of decolonization. 

While Britain, France, and the United States experienced the loss of their colonies more 

gradually, a process over decades, Germany’s was abrupt.34 Elizabeth Drummond also 

connected the loss of German colonies after the Treaty of Versailles, and the loss of 

German colonial territory in the East.35 The sudden reversal of German power in the 

Ostmark left German nationalists, once so arrogant in their perceived superiority, in a 

state of intense anxiety and confusion. Many responded by growing increasingly 

reactionary and hateful in their politics towards they perceived as different from 

themselves.  

Important in this development were the experiences of millions of German 

soldiers during the First World War.36 Colonialist ideas about the East were further 

developed and radicalized during World war One through German soldiers' interactions 

with the war-torn space of Eastern Europe.37 Gabriel Liulevicius connected the use of 

employment of violence to the idea of German Wirtschaft (work) in his study of the 

German military administration of areas of Eastern Europe (known as Ober Ost). In Ober 

Ost, the German military strove for productivity and efficiency above all else, no matter 

the human cost. Created in 1914, Ober Ost would eventually cover vast swaths of Central 

                                                           
34 Elizabeth A. Drummond, “From ‘verloren gehen’ to ‘verloren bleiben:’ Changing German Discourses on 
Nation and Nationalism in Poznania,” in The Germans and the East, eds. Charles W. Ingrao and Franz 
Szabo (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2008). 
35 Elizabeth A. Drummond, “From ‘verloren gehen’ to ‘verloren bleiben:’ Changing German Discourses on 
Nation and Nationalism in Poznania,” in The Germans and the East, eds. Charles W. Ingrao and Franz 
Szabo (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 2008), 236. For a fuller look at these developments see: 
Richard Blanke, Orphans of Versailles: The Germans in Western Poland, 1918-1939 (Lexington, KY: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1993). 
36 Robert L. Nelson, German Soldier Newspapers of the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011). Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National 
Identity and German Occupation in World War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
37 Ibid. 
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European and Baltic territory, some 62,500 square miles.38 During the First World War, 

Ober Ost implemented colonial policies of movement control, and developed plans for 

the massive transfer of populations and resettlement of the region by Germans. After the 

war, German troops formed nationalist paramilitary units, known as the Freikorps, and 

continued to fight in the Baltic States, both against Bolshevik forces of the Soviet Union, 

and the Baltic inhabitants of the region. 

The visions of colonization and transformation that developed out of the Ober Ost 

administration and Freikorps, were instrumental in the opening of the ideological space 

for massive population transfers and the Germanization of the East that Nazism 

undertook in an even more brutal and genocidal form during the Second World War. 

Nineteenth-century nationalist ideas about Poznania as colonial space were clearly 

influential even as late as 1946. At the Nuremburg Trials after the Second World War, 

where Nazi officials were tried for the Holocaust and other war crimes, the Bamberger 

Myth was used by the defense as evidence of a “silent war” that Polish nationalism, 

supported by “the Polish Catholic clergy,” had waged against Germandom.39 German 

nationalists continued to utilize The Bamberger Myth for their political goals.  

 

Argument 

One can only understand the Bamberger Myth in the context of the national, 

economic, societal, cultural, and colonial developments of Poznania, Central Europe, and 

                                                           
38 Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity and German 
Occupation in World War (New York: Cambridge University Press. 2000), 89. 
39 U.S. Library of Congress, Trials of War Criminals before the Nuremberg Military Tribunal: Green 
Series, vol. V (=LOC/NMT), 6-10: Schwalm Defense Doc. 126 - Excerpts from Herbert Kranz, “Testimony 
of the Times: Archives, Documents, and Memoirs from the History of the East” (English transcript), 8. 
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more broadly, the world. The Bamberger Myth, Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen, 

and the nationalist writings the myth influenced, constitute part of a much broader 

category of German writing about the Ostmark, colonial and national space, and Polish-

speakers. This project utilizes a close reading of the Bamberger Myth to understand the 

ways that it simplified the life of the Poznanian Bambergers, and how it influenced the 

development of German nationalist thought on Poznania. In doing so, this project seeks 

to better understand the nature of the development of national identity, and the ways that 

nationalists of the long nineteenth century occluded and simplified history to support 

national political arguments; a tendency that continues unabated to this day. Only through 

understanding the ways nationalists manipulated the social sciences for nationalist aims, 

can one begin to untangle the complex history of the Bambrzy and their identity. 

The Bamberger Myth claimed that a large group of German Catholics were 

‘Polonized’ through Polish language education in the Prussian Volksschulen and through 

the machinations of Polish Catholic clergy. This was a vast oversimplification of the 

complex identity shifts occurring among the Bambrzy, as well as throughout Poznania, 

but had weight because Max Bär was a historian and state archivist in Poznan. As a 

result, the Bamberger Myth influenced a significant number of German nationalists and 

their writings on Poznania, the Ostmark, and the ‘Polish Question.’ While there was 

variation in the ways that German nationalists utilized the myth, they continually pointed 

to the need for a more stringent, and anti-Polish, Germanization policy to combat the rise 

of Polish nationalism, in part influenced by Bär and the Bamberger Myth. However, a 

harsh Germanization policy was one of the most important factors in the increased power 

and numbers of the Polish national movement in the Ostmark to begin with. In 
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misunderstanding why many Poznanian Bambergers chose to identify as Polish, 

nationalists continued to advocate for policies that would further inflame national 

tensions in Poznania. 

Most of the German-speaking Catholics of the Ostmark who eventually identified 

with Polish nationalism did so without a story; they were census data. Unlike the 

Bambergers, the details of other ‘Polonizations’ were not discussed. Instead, German 

nationalists studied census data to point to worrisome demographic trends. The Bambrzy 

represented something else, a large group of German-speakers who had a narration to 

their ‘Polonization.” As such, the Bamberger Myth became a symbol to represent the 

perhaps 200,000 German-speaking Catholics of the Ostmark who had begun to identify 

as Polish by the turn of the twentieth century.40 To German nationalists, the Bambrzy 

were a symbol both of the ‘Polonization’ of German Catholics as a whole, and the 

potential assimilation of future German Catholics to Polish nationalism. The Bamberger 

Myth was important because it served an integral role in the development of German 

nationalism, and German nationalist thought about Poznania and the East.  

The Bamberger Myth influenced a significant number of nationalist writings on 

Poznania, the Ostmark, and the ‘Polish Question.’ Written in 1882, Max Bär’s Die 

Bamberger bei Posen was among the first wave of books to address the demographic 

situation in the eastern provinces of Prussia, where German-speaking populations were 

declining relative to Polish. It was cited by historians, and other social scientific works, 

by nationalists organizations such as the Ostmarkenverein, and in more popular works 

                                                           
40 Helmut Walser Smith, German Nationalism and Religious Conflict: Culture, Ideology, Politics,1870-
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such as travel guides.41 The Bamberger Myth endured into the middle of the twentieth 

century, not just at the Nuremburg Trials, but in historical writing, such as when in 1941 

historian Richard Wonser Tims used it as his sole source of Bambrzy history in his work, 

Germanizing Prussian Poland. Citing Max Bär and a speech given by a member of the 

Ostmarkenverein named Sattler to the Prussian Diet, Tims wrote that “a group of 

pioneers from Bamberg” were “completely Polonized, partly because their Polish 

neighbors forced them to speak Polish in the school and in the church.”42 It is important 

to untangle and analyze nationalist myth precisely because they endure. This project 

seeks to explore both a fuller history of the Poznanian Bambergers, analyzing their 

history through nationally critical lenses, and stressing their amphibiousness and national 

indifference throughout much of the nineteenth century. Furthermore, it will emphasize 

the influence of the Bamberger Myth on the development of a range of German 

nationalist thought on Poznania and its connection to the development of other nationalist 

myths. 
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Deutschen mit den Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Jolowicz, 1903). Wilhelm Wendorff, Der Kampf 
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Chapter Summaries 

In Chapter 2, we will give a brief overview of the history of the Poznanian 

Bambergers before focusing on the development of the Bamberger Myth through an 

analysis of Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen (1882). The Bamberger Myth reduced 

the multifaceted identity, history, and lives of the Poznania Bambergers into a warning 

about the potential for Polonization among the Germans of the Ostmark, particularly 

German Catholics. German nationalists used it repeatedly to argue for Germanization of 

the land and people of Poznania, usually in particularly anti-Polish, anti-Catholic, and 

authoritarian ways. By oversimplifying Bambrzy history and lives, German nationalists 

created a myth that they could then wield as a weapon against Polish nationalism. 

In Chapter 3 this project will look more in depth at the ways that Max Bär’s 

Bamberger Myth fundamentally misrepresented the history, lives, and identity of the 

Poznania Bambergers. As we will explore, Poznanian Bamberger identity was nationally 

indifferent and amphibious for most of eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the 1880s, 

as life in the province of Posen began to constrict and nationalize in many ways, the 

Poznanian Bambergers began to make decisions that more clearly aligned with national 

identity, such as joining community and nationalist organizations, and writing of letters to 

request more Polish language education for their children. Furthermore, some Poznanian 

Bambergers did choose to identify as German, joining German nationalist organizations, 

and many maintained German as their primary language, particularly the older 

generations. It must be underscored that the Poznania Bambergers, and Poznania itself, 

remained strikingly amphibious and nationally indifferent at a time when nationalists 

were ardently claiming the opposite. 
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Additionally, I will assert that the Bamberger Myth fundamentally misunderstood 

the development of Poznanian Bamberger identity. First, the Volksschulen (elementary 

schools) of Poznania, with their massive class sizes, underfunding, and lack of teachers 

trained in language education, were wholly inadequate to ‘Polonize’ the Poznanian 

Bambergers. Education in Polish through the Volksschulen, certainly aided in the 

Poznanian Bamberger ability to perform amphibiously and interact with their Polish-

speaking neighbors, but was far from the only reason that led many Bambrzy to 

eventually identify as Polish. Overlooked by Bär, the Kulturkampf was vitally important 

to the shift of many Bambrzy to Polish national identity. During the Kulturkampf, the 

biopolitical identity of the Kaiserreich emphasized a loyalist Protestant form of German 

nationalism, and sought to bring German-speaking Catholics into this identity through the 

blunting of Church power through anti-Catholic political measures and rhetoric. By 

defining the Bambergers as outside of the identity of the Kaiserreich, by othering them, 

the Kulturkampf led many Poznanian Bambergers to find, and identify with, an alternate 

public sphere and identity: Polish Catholicism. Furthermore, the Poznanian Bambergers 

had been interacting with their Polish-speaking neighbors socially, culturally, 

economically, and religiously for over a century. They had significant contact with 

Polish-speakers daily, because their Catholic parishes were majority Polish-speakers, as 

were a substantial percentage of the population of the city of Poznan and its neighboring 

villages. Poznanian Bambergers were able to identify as Polish because of lifetimes of 

interacting with, and belonging to, a heavily Polish-speaking community, not because of 

Polish language instruction in the terribly underfunded Volksschulen of Wilda and Ratai. 

In Chapters 4 and 5 we will focus on the impact of the Bamberger Myth on 



 

29 
 

German nationalist thought, writing, and policy towards Poznania specifically, and at 

times the eastern provinces of Prussia in general. Many German nationalists cited the 

Bamberger Myth to support specific arguments about how best to accomplish the 

Germanization of the East, as well as how to maintain German political, economic, 

social, and cultural dominance and hegemony in the Ostmark. In Chapter 4, we will 

analyze the colonial nature of German nationalist thought towards the Bamberger Myth 

and Poznania as a whole. German nationalists connected fears of Polonization to the idea 

of diffusionism, which defined the West as the source of ‘knowledge’ and ‘civilization’ 

that then diffused to the rest of the world. The Bamberger Myth provided a powerful 

example of reverse diffusionism; Germans becoming Poles meant that the usual 

civilizational flow had reversed. This led to intense anxieties about German national 

power, Kultur, and stability.  

We will explore the colonial and national ideas about Poznania through the lenses 

of three nationalist ideologies: assimilationism, exclusionism, and cultural hegemonism. 

The first sought to Germanize Poznania’s people and land; the second focused on the 

Germanization of land and the separation of people along national lines, discriminating 

against the Poles; while the third looked to secure German cultural, social, economic, and 

political hegemony in the Ostmark, but allowed room for the development of non-

German forms of nationalism. We will also look at the ways that German nationalism 

othered, stereotyped, and discriminated against Polish-speakers, and other Slavic peoples. 

Lastly, we will explore some specific ways that German nationalists criticized the 

Volksschulen and the Catholic Church for what they viewed as their role in Polonization.  

In Chapter 5, we will expand our discussion of German nationalist ideology to 
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look at three major areas of nationalist tropes about Poznania and the Prussian East: 

spatial identity and history, ‘the Polish Question,’ and international concerns. In the first 

section we will look at the ways that German nationalists created myth out of ancient, 

medieval, and early modern history to prove German nationalism’s historicity and 

innateness, as well as defend their control of Poznania and the Ostmark. The Bamberger 

Myth was part of a larger project of mythologization undertaken by nationalist historians 

of the Kaiserreich, wherein they reconceptualized ancient and medieval Central European 

history as a struggle of nationalism.43  In the case of Poznania, historians such as Adolf 

Warschauer, Dietrich Schäfer, and Hans Delbrück used this mythologized nationalist 

history to make claims to the ‘right’ of German nationalism to the Ostmark. The 

Bamberger Myth was both part of this project, portraying the nineteenth-century 

Bambergers as heroic colonizers, but also a warning of the dangers of ‘Polonization,’ and 

a call for a more strenuous and anti-Polish Germanization in Poznania. Furthermore, we 

will look at the ways German nationalists viewed Poznania through a colonial nationalist 

lens, particularly seeing a German ‘civilizing mission’ and Slavic backwardness and 

mismanagement.  

In the second section we will explore German nationalist thought on the ‘Polish 

Question’ in Poznania, which was overwhelmingly colonial in its views, thoughts, and 

tropes by the 1880s. Poznania and Prussia’s other eastern territories were treated as 

colonial space in many ways, though the inner colonization of the Ostmark differed in 

many significant ways from that of overseas colonization. We will pay attention to 

colonialist ideas about ‘civilizing’ Poznania, governmental policies that were colonial in 

                                                           
43  Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 12. 
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nature (such as the Settlement Commission), and demographic concerns tied to 

immigration, miscegenation, and birth rates. Lastly, we will look at the ways that German 

national thought on the Prussian East was part of a wider constellation of German 

nationalist, imperialist, political, geopolitical, and military concerns. We will continue 

this discussion through the First World War to address some of the ways the war most 

significantly altered the development of German nationalist ideology, policy, and 

aspirations, as well as how those further radicalized as the war was lost and significant 

parts of the Ostmark were placed in a newly independent Poland after the Treaty of 

Versailles. 
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Chapter 2: The Mythmaking of Max Bär 
 

In 1719, a group of 120 settlers migrated from the city of Bamberg in Upper 

Franconia to the environs of Poznan, Poland.44 These people traveled hundreds of miles 

on foot and by cart to reach a new home in a foreign land. Over the course of the century, 

they were joined by other immigrants from many regions throughout Central Europe. 

Collectively, they became known as Poznanian Bambergers, after the place of origin of 

the original settlers. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, generations of 

Bambergers grew up in a heavily Polish-speaking, and heavily Catholic region, 

overlooked as unimportant by the historical record. Despite their proximity to the city of 

Poznan, the Bambrzy and their villages remained in relative obscurity. They interacted 

with one another, and with their neighbors, and slowly developed an identity specific to 

their time, place, and circumstances. A constellation of a German dialect as their mother 

tongue and Catholicism as their religion set them apart from the populations of Polish-

speaking Catholics, German-speaking Protestants, and Jewish people that made up most 

of the rest of the population of Poznania. Yet, to reduce them to these two characteristics 

does them a disservice. It is important to emphasize that the Poznanian Bamberger 

identity, like all identities, encompassed more aspects of life: class, economic 

considerations, community, family, and geography, among many others. Moreover, it 

must be stressed that across time, and between individuals, identities differed and 

fluctuated. 

The Bambrzy’s historical anonymity changed drastically after 1882 with the 

publication of Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen. Because their national indifferences 

                                                           
44 Upper Franconia was a historical region of Germany, and remains an administrative region in the 
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and amphibious identity, the Bambergers did not fit neatly into the monolithic framework 

of nationalist rhetoric of the late nineteenth century, Bär simplified their identity in his 

account. Bär, and the German nationalist writers who referenced the Bamberger Myth 

after him, overlooked the nuances of Bamberger identity and placed them on a 

German/Polish national binary. Looking through this nationalist lens, Bär maintained that 

the Bambrzy had been nationally German until the 1860s, when increased Polish 

instruction in the Volksschulen of Ratai and Wilda (advanced by Catholic clergy) caused 

the youth to identify, and in the decades afterward, raise their children as Polish. This 

“Polonization” of the Poznanian Bambergers became an influential part of German 

national thought on Poznania. 

Die Bamberger bei Posen constricted the history of the Bambergers into a 

narrative about the potential dangers of Polonization for Germans in the East, particularly 

German Catholics. This myth of Bambrzy Polonization would become, in the decades 

leading up to the First World War, a frequent touchstone in German nationalist writings 

on Poznania.45 It was continually referenced in such works because it was one of the few 

concrete, historicized examples of a group of German-speakers being Polonized. The 

Bamberger Myth was frequently deployed as a cautionary fable to promote a whole slew 

                                                           
45 Albert von Boguslawski, Fünfundachtzig Jahre Preussischer Regierungspolitik in Posen und 
Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900 (Berlin: Gose and Tetzlaff, 1901). Waldemar Hoffmann, Wie die 
“Bamberger” bei Posen zu Polen wurden (Schlawe: Moldenhauer and Sohn, 1906). Moritz Gehre, Die 
neue deutsche Kolonisation in Posen und Westpreussen (Grossenhain: Kommissionersverlag, 1899). Paul 
Krische, Die Provinz Posen (Stassfurt: R. Weicke, 1907). Leo Wegener, Der Wirtschaftliche Kampf der 
Deutschen mit den Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Jolowicz, 1903). Wilhelm Wendorff, Der Kampf 
der Deutsche und Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Verlag von Friedrich Ebbecke, 1904). Hermann 
Schütze, Landeskunde der Provinz Posen (Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1914). G.W. Schiele, Briefe über 
Landflucht und Polenfrage (Leipzig: Fr. Wilh. Grunow, 1908). Hans Delbrück, Die Polenfrage (Berlin: 
Verlag von Hermann Walther, 1894). H. Werner, Provinz Posen. Das Land und seine Bewohner (Breslau: 
Ferdinand Hirt, 1888). Müller, Will Deutschland die Ostmarken Behaupten oder nicht? (Berlin, Gose & 
Tetzlaff, 1900). All-Deutschen Verbandes. Die Deutsche Ostmark (Berlin: M. Priber, 1894). 
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of Germanization policies, including the limiting of Polish instruction in schools, the 

Prussian Settlement Commission, as well as many other anti-Polish measures. The 

Bamberger Myth became so influential in part because it gave life to the worst fears 

German nationalists had about the Prussian East. Furthermore, the continued use of the 

Bamberger Myth in lieu of critical analysis of German national educational policy and 

policy towards the Catholic Church, led to the repeated demand for a harsher 

Germanization policy. This increasingly led to conflict between German and Polish 

nationalisms, and a resulting large upswell in nationalist rhetoric, activity, and feeling, as 

well as increasing numbers of Poznanians identifying as nationally Polish and 

participating in nationalist politics during the fin de siècle.  

Bär, along with other nationalist writers, oversimplified the true nature of 

Bamberger identity and the ways that it changed over time. They posited a simple 

chronology of German until the 1860s and Polish afterward. In actuality, Bambrzy 

identity was complicated and multifaceted, as identities always are. The early identity of 

the Bambergers is, to a great extent, uncertain. We do know that they practiced 

Catholicism, and that for the most part they spoke dialects of German. However, records 

show us little else about how they saw themselves, or how they self-identified. It remains 

unclear how exactly they came to identify as Poznanian Bambergers. It may have been a 

self-designated title, or one given to them by their Polish neighbors, needing a word to 

describe this specific group. In any case, the name gained widespread usage outside of 

Poznania because of the work of Max Bär, and has continued to be an identity used by 

citizens of Poznan to this day. Maria Paradowska concluded that the Poznanian 

Bambergers had acculturated in the Polish-speaking Catholic community they were 
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surrounded by to a significant extent in the first few decades of settlement.46 This was 

likely, particularly given early Bambrzy requests in Wilda and Ratai for the Volksschulen 

to provide bilingual education in German and Polish, so that their children could improve 

their skills in both languages.47 The Bambergers lived among Polish-speaking Catholics 

as neighbors, intermarried, socialized, conducted business, and went to Church together 

for generations. And, importantly, they were anational and nationally indifferent. When 

the first Poznanian Bambergers migrated into the region, nationalism as a concept had not 

even formed. Even after the French Revolution, the first half of the nineteenth century 

was extremely anational for most of the population of Poznania, and Central Europe. 

Only after 1848, German Unification in 1871, and the Kulturkampf did nationalism begin 

to rapidly change the daily lives of the Bambrzy and Poznania as a whole. 

The exact definition of Poznanian Bamberger has been in flux over the past three 

hundred years. The manner that Bär wrote about the term Bamberger implied generations 

of use, and that it applied to a clearly delineated community; the German nationalists 

following Bär continued with this trend. Still, not all the people who identified as 

Bambergers came from the city of Bamberg ancestrally or culturally, with significant 

numbers coming from across Central Europe. Moreover, when they utilized the term 

Bamberger, it was universally in the context of Polonization, and made no mention of any 

Bambergers with German identities. Thus, by equating Bambergers to Polonization, the 

Bamberger Myth, in some ways, stole the Bamberger identity from those Poznanian 

Bambergers who remained primarily German-speakers or identified nationally as 

                                                           
46 Maria Paradowska, Die Bamberger im Posener Land, trans. Klaus Guth (Bamberg: Bamberger Beiträge 
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47 Max Bär, Die “Bamberger” bei Posen (Posen: Joseph Jolowicz, 1882), 35-46. 
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German. Prior to the 1880s, it referenced groups of German-speaking Catholics who 

lived in nine villages surrounding Poznan. Reflecting a more modern Polish perspective, 

the historian Maria Paradowska referred to the Bambergers as an ethnic group.48 Today, 

the identity connects modern day Poles to their German-speaking ancestors.  

However, with extremely little firsthand information from the Bambrzy 

themselves, it remains difficult to parse out just how they identified. For instance, it is 

unclear when the Poznanian Bambergers developed a communal identity that connected 

across the various villages. The villages were all in relative proximity to Poznan, but not 

exactly close to one another: Winiary and Jezyce were in the north, Wilda and Ratai 

directly south of the city center (but on opposite sides of the Warta River), and Luban, 

Czapury and Wiorek further south still. With the villages so spread out, it is likely that for 

most Bambergers, there was little day-to-day interaction with more than a few residents 

of other Bamberger villages. This is especially true given that they were members of 

several different Catholic parishes. Nevertheless, it is clear that Poznanian Bamberger 

identity did develop during this period, and played a unique role in this nascently national 

world of eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Poznania, where it signified a German-

speaking Catholic population that was distinct from the Polish-speaking Catholics, the 

German-speaking Protestants, and the Jewish people of the region. It was in this niche 

that a communal identity sprouted, with clear room to grow, separate from the other 

populations surrounding them. 

There is very little evidence for a national identity for the Bambrzy before the 

1880s, despite what Max Bär argued. National identity in the region stayed weak among 
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German-speakers compared to other regions of Germany, and the sparse evidence 

available points to a much more ambiguous relationship with nationalism. The 

Bambergers were nationally indifferent to a significant extent, with their amphibianism 

deriving from a slow amalgamation of culture from the various German-speaking regions 

they and their ancestors came from, and the culture of the environs of Poznan where they 

settled. 

In some sense, Bär nationalized the Poznanian Bambergers. Bär transformed the 

Bamberger identity into a national one, by problematizing and popularizing it. For Bär, 

the Bambrzy were simultaneously Germans and Poles: on a fundamental level they 

remained Germans, because ‘Polonization’ could not so easily erase their Germanness. 

This schema reduced individual and communal agency to only a tiny part of identity. Bär, 

and other German nationalists, only cared about the markers of German Kultur and one’s 

ancestry, going back to an imagined prehistoric time before Proto-Germanic peoples 

developed a sedentary, agricultural society. Thus, it was not the individual who defined 

their own identity, but the nationalist, or the academic. Despite their innate Germanness, 

German nationalists declared that the Bambergers changed their identities, not through 

individual choice and free will, but because of the machinations of Polish nationalists and 

the Catholic Church. As we shall see, the intensification of the competition between 

German and Polish nationalisms also played an important role in the Bambrzy’s 

nationalization. The competition systematically narrowed the options and space for 

nationally indifferent and amphibious individuals as the public sphere became 

increasingly nationalist, eventually leading the Poznanian Bambergers to identify as 

either Polish or German, though much less neatly than Bär would allege. This account 
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does not seek to trace the evolution of Bamberger identity completely, but it will point to 

ways that the Bambrzy continued to behave in nationally indifferent, amphibious, and 

multinational ways into the 1900s. 

This study is an exploration of Poznanian Bamberger history, identity, and 

impact, but also an examination of the influence that Max Bär’s story of Bamberger 

Polonization had on the wider German nationalist discourse on Poznania. To differentiate 

these two narratives, I will label the latter the “Bamberger Myth.” The Bambrzy lived in 

the area around Poznan for over a century before the Bamberger Myth. To much of the 

world outside of Poznania, the Poznanian Bambergers were the Bamberger Myth; any 

other aspects of their identities were obfuscated. Bär’s account simultaneously created the 

Bambergers as nationally German and nationally Polish, claiming them retroactively as 

German because of aspects of German culture, their German dialect, and familial ties of a 

portion of the original settlers, while also professing that they had been Polonized: 

corrupted and turned into Poles. Thus, Bär’s created a stilted, simplified history of the 

Poznanian Bambergers. He did not truly write about the Bambrzy themselves, as humans, 

as individuals, as a community with a rich past and dynamic future, but told the 

Bamberger Myth, the story of their ‘Polonization.’49 This was a common technique 

employed by nineteenth-century nationalists and colonialists who, Partha Chatterjee 

argued viewed “the peasantry as an object of their strategies, to be acted upon, controlled, 

and appropriated within their respective structures of state power." By looking at Max 

Bär’s analysis of Poznanian Bamberger history and his construction of the Bamberger 

Myth through this lens, it is clear that Bär wrote his account with nationalist political 
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motivations, and thus simplified the process of Poznanian Bamberger identity 

transformation to provide evidence for his desired Germanization policies. 

One of the most pervasive and alarmist fears of German nationalists was that of 

‘Polonization:’ the national transformation of a ‘German’ into a ‘Pole.’ This idea 

fundamentally rested on the notion that national identity was malleable. Yet, many 

German nationalists simultaneously stressed the permanence of nationality. Though some 

Germans could easily be transformed into Poles, to German nationalists, these individuals 

and their ancestors would forever remain German in some fundamental way. This 

dichotomy created intense anxiety in the minds of many German nationalists, who saw 

the position of German influence and control in the East as fundamentally threatened. In 

the German nationalist discourse about Poznan, the Bambergers existed as ghostly 

specters, brought up repeatedly to warn against the dangers of Polonization.  

In this chapter, we shall analyze Max Bär’s account of the Bamberger Myth by 

reading the text against the grain. Through a historiographical study of the history of the 

region during this time, as well as an understanding of the ways that Bär’s virulent 

German nationalism informed and clouded his perception of both the Poznanian 

Bambergers and Poznania as a whole, we can come to a fuller understanding of how the 

Bamberger Myth became so influential, and how it fundamentally misunderstood the 

slow transformation of Bambrzy identity over the decades. Moreover, by analyzing the 

primary sources that referenced the Bambergers, we can more fully elucidate who the 

Bambrzy were, their history and experiences in Poznania, and glean a deeper 

understanding of the complexity of their identities.  

In this chapter, we will address three major areas of Bär’s work: the foundings of 
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the Poznanian Bamberger villages in the eighteenth century, the time and effort Bär 

expended to underscore the Germanness of the Bambergers, and the educational situation 

in Wilda and Ratai, particularly what it meant for the changing identity of the Bambrzy in 

a rapidly nationalizing period. Finally, we will look at the account of the Bamberger 

Myth as written by August von Boguslawski in his book Fünfundachtzig Jahre 

Preussischer Regierungspolitik in Posen und Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900, that both 

cited and corroborated Bär’s story with his own first-hand account of the Bambergers and 

their villages.50 In Chapter 3, we will explore the nuances of Bambrzy identity and 

explore the history of the ways that the nationalization of Poznania influenced and 

changed their lives. 

 

Early History of the Poznanian Bambergers 

The first Bambrzy arrived in Poznania in 1719, beginning a wave of immigration 

that led to a significant population of Catholic German-speakers in the villages around 

Poznan. In the first half of the eighteenth century, thousands of German-speaking 

Catholic migrants migrated into Poznania, settling in several villages around the city of 

Poznan, at the time an important city in the Kingdom of Poland. In 1719, the first of these 

settlers came from the city of Bamberg, eventually receiving the sobriquet Bamberger. 

By the eighteenth century, Poznan was already an old city, with a long history and 

importance to the Kingdom of Poland and Polish national identity. While the historical 

record is rather hazy on the subject, many regarded Poznan as the birthplace of the Polish 
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41 
 

state and its first capital.51 Poznan was likely the seat for many of the early Piast kings. 

This connection to the earliest conceptions of Poland gave the city immense importance 

to the Polish nationalists of the nineteenth century.  

From 1569, Poznan became part of a dual-state ruled by a dual monarchy known 

as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, which covered much of the area of modern-day 

Poland, Belarus, the Ukraine, and the Baltic States. The Commonwealth was one of the 

largest and most populous states in Europe. By the eighteenth century, the power of the 

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had waned. While many of the other states of Europe 

were centralizing, enabling them to exert more power and influence, the Commonwealth 

remained significantly decentralized. This was in large part due to one of the fundamental 

principles of the state: The Golden Liberty. Under it, the nobility elected the monarch, 

and the Sejm (a parliamentary body of nobles) held most of the power. Furthermore, the 

presence of the liberum veto made legislating extremely difficult, as it allowed any 

member of the Sejm to veto any piece of legislation. The decentralization of the 

Commonwealth and parliamentary deadlock weakened it relative to its neighbors: Russia, 

Prussia, the Habsburg Empire, and Sweden, that were all implementing increasing 

centralization and professionalization of their armies in this period. 

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Sweden became a great power, 

expanding its territory and influence throughout the Baltic region, in large part due to a 

small, but well-trained army. Beginning with King Gustavus Adolphus’ conquests during 

the 30 Years War, Sweden became a powerful political and military force in Northern 

Europe. In 1700, a coalition of Sweden’s neighbors came together to contest Sweden’s 
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hegemony over Northeastern Europe. During the Great Northern War, a coalition of 

Russia under Peter the Great, Poland-Lithuania, and Denmark-Norway contested the 

power of Sweden over Northeastern Europe. The early phase of the war saw significant 

Swedish victories, leading to Poland-Lithuania sue for peace in 1706. In 1709, Poland-

Lithuania rejoined the alliance and the coalition was victorious at the Battle of Poltava. 

This major turning point saw the decline of Sweden and the rise of Russia; its power and 

influence over the region greatly increased. Poland-Lithuania, in contrast, suffered 

economic downturn in the Poznan region, and a diminishing of power as the decades 

wore on. 

Poznan remained an important city throughout the medieval and early modern 

periods, known for its industry and a multilingual and multi-religious population of 

Polish-speakers, German-speakers, and Jews. However, in the early nineteenth century, 

the Great Northern War and plagues led to depopulation and an economic downturn. 

After the Partitions of Poland in the late eighteenth century, Poznan’s importance 

transitioned. Once a major city within the Commonwealth, its place was more peripheral 

in Prussia. Nonetheless, it remained a significant site of linguistic and cultural 

intermixing, and into the nineteenth century, as a place of nationalist conflict. 

In the early eighteenth century, the future Poznanian Bamberger villages (Ratai, 

Demsen, Luban, Wilda, Jezyce, Winiary, Czapury, Gurczyn and Wiorek), and the city of 

Poznan itself, were depopulated by the Great Northern War and subsequent plagues to 

such a degree that Poznan put out a call for settlers to repopulate the villages. In 1719, the 

first Bambergers, one hundred-twenty people total, made the journey of hundreds of 

miles from Upper Franconia to Poznan, where they settled in the villages of Luban 
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(Lubon) and Demsen (Debiec), south of Poznan.52  Fifty-seven of the Bambrzy settled in 

Lubon, while the other sixty-six settled in the village of Demsen. There was some 

uncertainty over the Demsen settlement date, because its settlement contract was from 

1737, quite a bit after the settlement itself. Moreover, given the fact that records remain 

for less than half of the original Bambergers in Luban, they must have settled 

elsewhere.53 The villages immediately became almost entirely German-speaking, as 

Demsen had been completely depopulated and Luban’s entire population had consisted of 

two people prior to the Poznanian Bambergers’ arrival.54 

Polish sources of the period corroborate the settlement of the Bambergers in 

Poznania, as well as the settlement contracts that established the Bambrzy villages, but 

details remain sparse. In large part, history forces us to rely on Max Bär’s Die Bamberger 

bei Posen for specifics, as well as extrapolating from more generalized history of the 

region. Bär wrote of two traditional explanations of what led the Bambergers to emigrate. 

The first was a story of a merchant’s assistant visiting Bamberg; the other of a priest. 

Traveling to Bamberg on business, the merchant’s assistant was said to have noted the 

“hardworking, diligent and good Catholic” inhabitants of the city.55 On his return to 

Poznan, this description made it to the Magistrate, who wrote to Bamberg that Poznan 

was looking for immigrants. The second story involves the Bishop of Poznan (either 

Bartlomiej Tarlo or Krysztof Szembek given the period). The Bishop visited Bamberg, 

and upon seeing the “prosperous countryside and populated villages,” invited the people 
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44 
 

of Bamberg to settle in Poznan. Both these tales emphasized the tropes of industriousness 

and economic prosperity that were integral to late nineteenth-century German national 

self-identity. Additionally, the Poznanian Bamberger’s Catholicism was important for 

Poznan in the post-Reformation period. While there was no direct, negative portrayal of 

Poles in this section, Bär created a dichotomy: Bamberg was thriving, while Poznan 

languished, having suffered population loss and devastation due to plague and war. He 

placed the Bambergers in the role of the savior, moving from a land of prosperity to one 

of lack, in order to lift it up through their hard work, intelligence and Germanness. This 

repeats the common trope of Germans as the bearers of civilization in the east. It also 

links the Bambrzy to another common German nationalist trope of the era: that in the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, when the Polish kingdom was in its infancy, it was 

German advisors and settlers who were integral to the kingdom’s development and 

success.56 From the first arrival of the Bambergers on the historical scene, Bär cloaked 

them in German nationalist language, marking them as bearers of German Kultur in the 

East. 

Undermining Max Bär’s portrayal of the Bambergers as heroic German colonizers 

arriving in a Slavic land to civilize it, Maria Paradowska wrote that the likely reason for 

the Bambrzy migration was overcrowding in Bamberg, pointing to a line in the Lubon 

settlement contract that spoke of German settlers who came from a land suffering from 

famine.57 This portrayal of Bamberg starkly contrasted with Bär’s account, where he 

painted an idyllic portrait of life in Bamberg, one of industriousness and prosperity. The 
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Poznanian Bambergers did not leave Germany because of its prosperity, but because of 

desperate circumstances. The Bambrzy uprooted their lives and travelled hundreds of 

miles to live in a foreign land, because they felt they had to survive. Of course, Bär did 

not portray events in this light, as it would have undermined his views about the 

superiority of German Kultur. In order to make his arguments about German economic 

superiority in contrast to ‘polnische Wirtschaft,’ Bär needed the Bambergers to come 

from a land of prosperity, so he claimed they did.58  

The settlers of 1719 were soon joined by more German-speaking Catholics from 

Bamberg and elsewhere throughout the German States, settling in Ratai, Wilda, Demsen, 

Luban, Jezyce, Winiary, Gurczyn, Czapury and Wiorek.59 One woman, who died in Ratai 

in 1847, often told a story of how she made the journey from Bamberg in a 

wheelbarrow.60 Wilda and Ratai, which would eventually become the largest of the 

Bambrzy villages, were settled in 1745. For generations, the Bambergers lived their lives 

in these villages, undisturbed by the gaze of history, until the Bamberger Myth made 

them a symbol of German nationalist fears. 
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Poznanian Bamberger Village Settlement Dates61 

 

 

Max Bär 

Max Bär was himself a child of the German East, born in 1855 in the village of 

Groß-Tzschacksdorf in Lower Lusatia. His father, Anton Gottlieb Bär, was a preacher, 

from a family of foresters, and his mother, Dorothea Bär nee Bernstorff, came from a 

family of sheriffs. Anton Gottlieb Bär died when the future archivist was nine, and 

subsequently Max Bär and his mother moved to Cottbus. After studying philology and 

history at Leipzig, he gained his doctorate from the University of Jena in 1880, under the 

supervision of Dietrich Schäfer, an influential German nationalist historian who also 

wrote on the topics of Poznania and the ‘Polish Question.’ In the same year, he secured a 

post as an archivist at the Prussian State Archives in Poznan. Bär spent only three years 

in Poznan, but they would prove momentous ones for German nationalist thought on 

Poznania, as well as the Bambrzy themselves. 

Bär spent his career as a state archivist and historian with significant German 
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Village First Poznanian Bamberger Settlers 

(approx.) 

Luban (Lubon, Lubonia) 1719 
Demsen (Debiec, Dembica, Dąbiec) 1719 

Winiary 1728 
Jerzyc (Jezyce, Jersitz) 1729 

Wilda 1745-1749 
Ratai (Rataj) 1746 (permanent) 

Czapury 1747 
Gurczyn (Górcyn) 1748 

Wiorek 1754 
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nationalist leanings. After leaving Poznan in 1883, over a fourteen-year span he moved 

from Koblenz to Stettin, and then on to Hannover, while maintaining similar positions to 

the one he had held in Poznan. In 1897, he relocated to Osnabrück, where he would 

eventually become Head of the State Archives there. In 1901, he took a parallel position 

at the newly founded State Archives in Danzig. In 1912, he moved back to Koblenz to 

take the position of Head of the State Archives in Koblenz, where he would remain until 

his death in 1928. Today, Max-Bär-Straße in Koblenz’s Wallersheim district honors him. 

Throughout his life, Bär wrote on a variety of topics, including histories of the 

state archives of Hannover and Danzig, West Prussia under Frederick the Great, and 

Pomerania during the Thirty Years’ War. His most significant work for the German 

national cause was “Die ‘Bamberger’ bei Posen,”62 first published in the third book of the 

first volume of the journal Zeitschrift für Landeskunde and Geschichte der Provinz 

Posen, and then and as a standalone book.63  

The Zeitschrift was rather short-lived, with three volumes published between 

1882 and 1884. However, it did attract several notable nationalist writers, including 

Adolf Warschauer. Moreover, it was important because it contained some of the earliest 

nationalist writings to focus on Poznania in the post-1848 period. Edited and self-

published by Christian Meyer (also a state archivist) showed the close connection 

between academia, government, and nationalism in fin de siècle Poznania. 

Max Bär’s position as a historian and state archivist in Poznan gave him 

considerable influence to affect the development of the German nationalist movement. 
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He, like many other nationalist social scientists of the nineteenth century, used his 

position to create national myths about the innateness of nationalism, and the inevitably 

continued conflict between Germans and Slavs. The Bamberger Myth played an 

instrumental role in this development, referenced repeatedly to argue for the continued 

use of monolingual German education in the Ostmark, and strict Germanization in 

general. 

 

The ‘Germanness’ of the Poznanian Bambergers 

The ‘Germanness’ of the Bambergers was of the utmost importance to Bär 

throughout his work. He took great pains to establish their German identity, in part 

because his argument for their abrupt Polonization relied upon the maintenance of their 

Germanness into the 1860s. Bär’s definition of Germanness and German nationalism is 

somewhat vaguely defined. He was mostly exclusionist in policy, seemingly derived in 

part because of an ethnic or racial understanding of nationalism. To Bär there was 

something innate about Germanness, whether racially or culturally, that set Germans 

apart from others, particularly the Poles. For Bär, this Germanness did not vanish even 

after Polonization. 

What it meant to be German varied across time, geography, class, religion, and 

wide variety of other factors. Throughout the medieval and early modern periods, 

German-speakers spread throughout Central and Eastern Europe, throughout the 

Americas, Africa, and elsewhere. These widely disparate people often had conflicting 

definitions of what it meant to be German.64 Instead, thousands of committed nationalist 
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activists worked tirelessly to produce as cohesive a national identity as they could, in part 

through claims of its historical significance and innateness.65  

German national activists had varying definitions for what German meant, and 

who to include within it. Many relied on Herderian categories of language, ethnicity, and 

culture to understand nation. Yet within these were different constellations of importance 

that had large political consequences. If nationalists deemed learnable categories such as 

language, culture, or ideology most important, then assimilation was possible. If 

ethnicity, or as some took it, race, were essential, assimilation was either seen as more 

difficult or impossible, and nationalists tended to advocate more exclusionist policies. 

Elizabeth Drummond pointed to the tension between differing ideas of Germanness and 

German nationality. For the Ostmarkenverein (Eastern Marches League), the entry into 

the German nation was rather amorphous, able to be given to anyone who exhibited 

“German behavior and German self-consciousness.”66 Broadly, the members of the  

Ostmarkenverein (colloquially known as Hakatists after the last initials of the 

organization’s founders: H, K, and T) defined Germanness as a constellation of positive 

traits such as “order, control, honesty, industriousness, culture, rationality, the rule of 

law, masculinity,” among others.67  Despite this, the Ostmarkenverein tended to promote 

                                                           

contexts, Germanness could vary widely. In Tyrol, Germanness was connected to Catholicism, while in 
Styria it often represented a “skepticism towards the Catholic hierarchy.” Judson also stressed that in many 
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exclusionist policy, because their ideology was permeated with racial exclusionist 

thought of Poles and other Slavic peoples as backwards, uncivilized, and dirty. Max Bär’s 

understanding of nationalism was racial in many aspects. While, as we will see, language 

was his primary evidence for Bamberger ‘Polonization,’ his policy proposals point to a 

more racial understanding.68 

Bär’s idea of Germanness and German nationalism are essential to understanding 

how he analyzed the Poznanian Bambergers, and how and why he constructed the 

Bamberger Myth. Bär spent significant time dispelling any notion that the Bambrzy had 

Polish heritage. He devoted several pages to discussing some of the second-wave 

Bamberger Settlers who settled in Ratai and Wilda who had Polish or bilingual names. 

Two of these men appear in the Ratai settlement contract of 1745: Andreas Koszycki and 

Jakob Rosmali. Because they had Polish family names, Bär was careful to stress their 

Germanness and explain how they might have acquired non-German names. He 

emphasized that the contract stated that all the settlers were “German people” of 

“Catholic religion.69” Bär meandered through some possibilities for why Koszycki had a 

Polish name, including that he was the son of a Polish mother and German father, but 

dismissed this notion. Instead, settling on the idea that Koszycki had been living in the 

area for some time before settling in Ratai and had adopted a Polish name as a gesture of 

camaraderie with his Polish neighbors. He asserted that since the settlement contract 

indicated his ability to speak Polish, it meant that he was German, as the contract would 
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not have underscored a Pole’s Polish-speaking ability, as it would be a given. Of course, 

this overlooked the possibility that he spoke Polish because he came from a Polish-

speaking family, and the contract indicated it to clarify his bilingualism. Rosmali, Bär 

argued, was most likely a corruption of the southern German name Russmaul. Another 

possibility given by Bär was that because Rosmal means rough skin and thick hair in 

Polish, it could be a nickname for a shaggy man.70 According to Bär, the only Polish 

name in the original settlement contracts was a Jan Pacz z Czaper.71 Bär viewed the 

Bambrzy as innately German in some difficult-to-articulate way, even after 

‘Polonization.’ They remained German because of their German characteristics, even if 

their language and how they identified had changed. 

Through these three individuals, Bär provided a strong example of peaceful 

integration and acculturation of German-speaking settlers into a heavily Polish-speaking 

area, though he, of course, does not acknowledge this. Focused as he was on providing 

evidence that the Bambergers were undoubtedly German, he ignored how the adoption of 

Polish names by three German-speakers in the 1700s hurt his argument about abrupt 

Polonization in the 1860s. Bär concentrated solely on the Catholic Church and the 

Schools imposing Polish culture and language upon German-speaking children in the 

1860s and by doing so, creating Poles. He ignored the fluidity of identity, how 

acculturation could be slower and more organic, and the role individuals played in such 

transformations. Individual choice was vital in the immigration of German-speakers to 

the region, learning Polish, developing an amphibious identity, and eventually, after 

generations, identifying as nationally Polish. This point is further emphasized by the 
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prevalence of bilingual names among the Poznanian Bambergers.72 

Maria Paradowska wrote that from the early eighteenth century, the Bambrzy and 

the Polish-speakers of the region developed “lively reciprocal relationships,” bringing the 

communities together.73 This often took the form of “mixed-marriages” between the 

Polish-speakers and Bambergers, further tying the communities together. These 

marriages and other cultural interactions between the two groups brought about a 

situation where by the first half of the nineteenth century, the Poznanian Bamberger 

villages were home to many individuals with linguistically bilingual names: Andrzej 

Wagner, Karol Hoppel, Jerzy Handschuch, Wawrzyn Hirsch in Jezyce; Katarzyna Gesler, 

Teresa Sznayder-Deyerlingowa, Franciszek Aumueller in Winiary; and Michał Hirsch, 

Jozef Tritt and Michał Weinreuter in Lubon, to give a few examples. In addition, 

Paradowska’s Die Bamberger im Posener Land contained several Bambrzy family trees 

with many bilingual names, and “mixed” marriages between Poznanian Bambergers and 

Polish-speakers, some from the early eighteenth century. To give one example, 

Adalbertus Handschuch (born in Bamberg in 1717) married a Małgorzata z Rataj, while 

their son Laurentius married a Małgorzata Sznajder. Laurentius and Małgorzata named 

their children Anna, Szymon, Jan and a second Szymon; Anna was a common name in 

both languages, while the latter three were all Polish. Both Anna and the first Szymon 

married people with bilingual names: Andrzej Heygelmann and Małgorzata Blumreder 

respectively. The ubiquity of bilingual names did not stop with the Bambrzy, as we will 

see in Chapter 3. 
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Bär mostly ignored these nuances, instead fixating on evidence that could ‘prove’ 

the Germanness of the Bambergers. However, he did warn against the dangers of mixed 

marriages, asserting that while normally a mixed-marriage would lead to the children 

adopting the religion of the mother, in the case of the Poznanian Bambergers, any mixed-

marriages led to children adopting Polish culture, because the Catholic Church in the 

region was predominantly Polish and the children would be heavily influenced by that 

milieu.74 This was a common refrain among German nationalists. 

Another tactic Bär employed to argue for the Germanness of the Bambrzy into the 

mid nineteenth century was the use of material culture. He characterized the Bamberger 

villages as friendly, orderly, and clean.75 Without delving into specifics, he contrasted 

them to the Polish villages of the region, writing that these characteristics separated the 

Bambrzy villages “essentially” from the Polish. Bär employed the trope of ‘polnische 

Wirtschaft’ here, claiming that the Bamberger villages were ordered, while the Polish 

were fundamentally disordered. Boguslawski used similar arguments in his discussions of 

the Bambrzy. In several places he emphasized the Poznanian Bambergers’ German 

economic prowess, “with German industriousness almost all of their economic activities 

are in flourishing condition.”76 By defining Germans and Poles in such a way, Bär and 

Boguslawski create a stark division between the nationalities, as well as highlight 

Bamberger Germanness and superiority. 

Of specific note was Bär’s note that almost all the Poznanian Bamberger 

households had a reproduction of the painting Maria of Częstochowa, also known as the 
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“Black Madonna of Częstochowa” and “Our Lady of Częstochowa.” This religious 

painting was a Catholic icon, housed at the Jasna Góra Monastery in Częstochowa in the 

Congress Kingdom. The monastery was an important pilgrimage site and the painting one 

of its most important relics.77 To this day, the Black Madonna remains an important 

symbol of Polish nationalism. Bär chose not to address the national character of the 

painting, though it seems hard to imagine that he would have not known of this 

association. This was conspicuous in a section where he emphasized the German 

character of the Bambrzy. 

The attire of the Bambergers was an important aspect of their Germanness for 

Bär, and would remain one of the most enduring symbols of Poznanian Bamberger 

identity. Upon their arrival to Poznania in the eighteenth century, the Bambrzy stood out 

from their Polish neighbors because of their attire that, as was common at the time, was 

heavily gendered. The men wore “the Woloschke, a long skirt with long tails and many 

folds, a coat with a large collar, in addition to a tall cylindrical hat.” The Bambrzy 

women’s clothing was even more ostentatious. Notably, they wore “bright colorful, and 

stiff skirts with broad aprons” that were as wide on the hips as was “possible and 

conceivable,” and a wrapped headscarf.78 By the late nineteenth century, the men’s garb 

had changed until it was little different than that of the Polish peasantry. Yet, Bär fails to 

mention how different the attire of a Polish peasant was from peasant attire throughout 

the German states.  

The women’s clothing, at least their formal clothing, remained distinct. In fact, 
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Bär argued that the reason the Bambergers were well-known was solely because of the 

women’s dress. Maria Paradowska challenged the assertion that the Bambrzy clothing 

was so unique, maintaining that it was similar to past Polish fashions. Moreover, she 

asserted that the Poznanian Bamberger dress had changed due to influences from the 

style of city dress in Poznan.79 Nonetheless, the colorful Bambrzy dress was influential, 

not only because it helped mark the Bambergers as a distinct group, but also because it 

was influential among Poznanians. Others in the region adopted it, including Polish-

speakers. 

His views on Catholicism heavily influenced Bär’s anxieties over Polonization 

and national miscegenation. Because the Poznanian Bambergers were Catholic, they were 

at a much greater risk of Polonization than Protestant German-speakers. Given the 

importance of religion to the vast majority of the period, the role of Church as a central 

social gathering point, and its centrality in the worldviews of its adherents, German-

speaking Catholics were likely to have more interactions with their Polish-speaking 

neighbors and a closer feeling of affinity towards them than Protestants. Yet, Bär took his 

attack on Catholicism further. Influenced by the Kulturkampf and, more specifically, the 

idea that Catholicism was at odds with the project of liberalizing, modernizing, and 

forging a cohesive German nation-state, Bär emphasized not only the danger Catholicism 

posed to the German state, but its illiberality and backwardness. Bär consistently attacked 

the Catholic Church and its clergy, going as far as to claim they were running an 

ultramontane plot to ‘Polonize’ German youths.80 
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These matters were all the more complicated because of a pervasive idea among 

many in the eastern provinces that Catholicism and Polishness were synonymous.81 This 

was an extremely precarious state for German nationalism, because it not only reinforced 

the Kulturkampf by separating German Catholics from Germanness, it placed significant 

barriers in the way of a German national appeal to Catholics. Bär argued that Polish 

nationalists equated Catholicism with Polishness and Protestantism with Germanness. 

Furthermore, “among the common people” there was a common belief that “the Pope is a 

Pole, the Virgin Mary is a Pole and the Catholic religion is particularly Polish.”82 Much 

of early nineteenth-century Polish nationalist thought was universalist in ideal, based 

around abstract notions of freedom and liberation, that could theoretically include 

anyone.83  Thus, Ukrainians, Lithuanians and Jews could all be incorporated, as well as 

the Pope, and Mary. They were Poles to Polish nationalists because they embodied Polish 

nationalist conceptions of Polishness. These ideas were nonsensical to Bär and other 

German nationalists because they did not fit the German nationalist definition of a 

linguistic, ethnic, and culturally based nationalism.  

As nationalism became more contested the German/Polish national binary 

hardened in the latter half of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth century, this 

universalist conception of Polish nationality began to narrow. Polish national identity 

became more ethnically centered as it grew into a more mass movement and became 

more moored in reality rather than in ideals. Polish nationalists continued to equate 

anational or extranational Catholic figures with Polishness, but also narrowed the 
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conceptual frontiers of Polishness: it had become more exclusively Catholic and had less 

room for Orthodox Lithuanians, Ukrainians, or Jews. 

German nationalists reinforced ideas about Catholics being Polish and Protestants 

Germans in the Ostmark, despite often simultaneously complaining about the issue. In 

particular, they used religion as a substitute for nationality in statistical analysis, because 

nationality was not a category on the census, and they often ignored bilingualism. This 

led many German nationalists’ writers to equate Protestant religion with German 

nationality and Catholicism with Polish in their statistical analyses.  

Furthermore, Bär, and other German nationalists, discussed the Poznanian 

Bamberger villages as if they were a clear unit, containing a German-speaking 

Bamberger population separate from Polish-speakers. This was problematic for a variety 

of reasons. Firstly, the villages were spread throughout the environs of Poznan, miles 

apart, positioned around the city of Poznan in three cardinal directions (north, south, and 

west), with the city itself lying between those to the north and south. Moreover, the 

composition of the Bambrzy villages of the mid eighteenth century showed the mixing of 

German and Polish speakers that had been taking place for centuries. While German 

nationalists attempted to make a clear delineation between Bamberger and Pole in their 

writing of the “Bamberger villages,” such a distinction was historically false. In Jezyce in 

1841, there were twenty-five Bamberger household ‘heads’ out of fifty-one.84 In Winiary 

in 1828, there were ten Bambrzy families out of thirty-nine total. In Demsen the numbers 

were more in the Bamberger’s favor, but even in this earliest place of Bamberger 

settlement, two out of twenty-two families were Polish-speaking. As we will explore 
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further in the next section, Ratai and Wilda too, were multilingual, with Volksschulen 

containing a mixture of German and Polish speakers, all receiving a multilingual, if 

extremely crowded and inefficient, education.  

The Germanness of the Bambrzy was of paramount importance to Bär, not only 

because it was the foundation of his argument for their Polonization in the 1860s, but 

because it was foundational to his worldview. For him, Germanness was something 

innate, biological, and eternal. The Bambergers had been ‘Polonized,’ but they remained 

Germans at some vague, fundamental level. This was evident in his suggestion that all 

Polish-speaking children whose parents had German names should be taught solely in 

German. In his ideology, rigorous enough re-nationalization could return the German 

national identity to the Poznanian Bambergers. This conception of nationality bled into 

his argumentation on the Germanization policy. Bär’s ideas tended to be exclusionist in 

nature. His goal was to Germanize Poznania, not Polish people; his attention was on 

dividing the nationalities, not on assimilation. 

Not only did Bär emphasize the Germanness of the Bambrzy, but he claimed a 

history of conflict between them and their Polish neighbors. While the city of Poznan 

welcomed the Bambergers, Bär alleged there was jealousy and tension between them and 

their Polish-speaking neighbors. “National differences, envy of the better situated 

immigrants,” and other factors may have led to the difficulties.85  His evidence for this 

consisted of a line in the Czapury settlement contract that stated that the Bambergers 

“live among our polish farmers peacefully and without quarrel.” Yet, this would appear 

to be a rather normal stipulation: wanting the new settlers to peacefully coexist with the 
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old, and in no way proved that there was violence or conflict between Bambrzy and their 

Polish-speaking neighbors. Furthermore, Maria Paradowska’s study of nineteenth-

century Polish sources underscored the extent that the Poznanian Bambergers and their 

neighbors developed friendly relationships from their first years in Poznania.86 

 

The ‘Polonization’ of the Poznanian Bambergers 

The Bamberger Myth told in Die Bamberger bei Posen claimed to be a universal 

history of Bambrzy Polonization in all of Poznania. In actuality, it was the story of the 

Polonization of the children of Ratai and Wilda through Polish instruction at the 

Volksschulen. This was a much more specific history than Bär, and the nationalist writers 

who later reference The Bamberger Myth, acknowledged. Bär continually worded his 

arguments to indicate that the Bambrzy were fully Polonized during this period. Bär 

always wrote of the Bambergers holistically when describing their ‘Polonization.” Yet, 

he provided almost no evidence for the other Poznanian Bamberger villages, analyzing 

only on Ratai and Wilda, with little explanation for what occurred in the other seven 

villages. The only piece of evidence we have is Bär’s assertion that in the 1880s, that the 

younger generation was not identifying as German in any of the villages, with the 

exception of some in Demsen.87 By the 1790s, these six villages had grown in size and 

importance, with Polish-speakers becoming more influential in Winiary and Zegrze, 

while German-speakers were dominant in Wilda, Debiec (Demsen) and Rataje (Ratai).  

Despite the national dichotomy that Bär and others used to describe the 
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inhabitants of the Poznanian Bamberger villages, their identities were heavily nationally 

indifference or amphibious throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

In the case of the Poznanian Bamberger, this meant that they had the ability to be 

considered part of either German or Polish nationalism, and it was the Kulturkampf and 

the increasing nationalization of the public sphere in Poznania in the decades leading to 

the First World War that began to force the Bambergers to make a choice between 

German and Polish nationalism, which both gave specific benefits, German the trappings 

of Kultur and Bildung (education), the Polish a place in a community that would not 

oppress them for their Catholicism, and a connection to the Catholic community they had 

been part of for generations. Both offered a wide array of educational, economic, social, 

and cultural benefits and drawbacks. 

Bär provided no answer for why he chose to focus exclusively on Ratai and 

Wilda. It is possible that Bär felt his argument was adequately strong, especially as 

propaganda for a nationalist audience, so he only spent time on two villages. Possibly the 

other villages had become slowly integrated into the Polish community, and Bär believed 

delving into the nuances of such an amphibious identity would have weakened his claims 

of more abrupt Polonization. At the very least, a comparison between events in Ratai and 

Wilda to those in Demsen would have shed light on what differed between the villages 

and why some in Demsen maintained a German identity. Perhaps Bär chose Ratai and 

Wilda as his subjects because they were the two largest Bambrzy villages by this period. 

Alternatively, it was quite possible that the other Bamberger villages lacked any written 

protests regarding school instruction, and thus gave no documentation as evidence. As 

Bär showed little ambition to speak directly with the Bambrzy or those involved with 
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Bamberger education, this could explain the focus on only two villages. His failure to 

adequately address his methodology here provides further uncertainty to his argument. 

The Bamberger Myth fundamentally misrepresented how Bambrzy identity 

shifted over time. Bär posited a very simple progression: the Bambergers were German 

until in the 1860s, when the children were increasingly taught Polish in school, which led 

them to identify as Polish. This argument was overly simplistic, ignoring the complex 

nature of identity and nationalism, and the countless ways that the Bambrzy had already 

begun acculturating and integrating into Poznanian society over the almost two centuries 

of their habitation in the region. It also ignored the largest context of education in the 

province of Posen and the Prussian East as a whole, where the education policy vacillated 

and fluctuated widely between 1815 and 1918, with varying laws on the amount of 

instruction in German and Polish required in certain areas, and regulations that were 

inconsistently applied and often changed throughout the long nineteenth century.  

The abruptness of the Poznanian Bamberger identity shift stayed important to Bär 

and other German nationalists, because the myth constructed through The Bamberger 

Myth relied on a specific idea of Germanness, and a specific understanding of who the 

Bambrzy were. In this nationalist worldview, the Bambergers were heroic colonizers, 

surrounded by barbarism and Slavdom, keeping their culture and identity strong as they 

did the work of civilizing this backwards land. It was only a concerted nationalization 

effort (and a lack of a concomitant German one) that Polonized the Bambrzy. This 

mythologization willfully ignored the ways that the Bambergers had interacted with those 

around them and grown familiar and comfortable with their Polish-speaking neighbors. 

Acknowledging this would have undermined the Germanness of the Bambergers and 
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their status as bearers of German civilization. Moreover, acknowledging Bambrzy agency 

would have undermined German nationalism itself; if Polish identity was a choice, it 

brought up a plethora of fears about the true strength of the German nation. 

A final point needs to be made before continuing with Bär’s argument: he 

drastically oversimplified the role that the Catholic Church played in the evolving 

identity of the Bambergers. Catholicism was central to Bamberger identity, and given that 

the Catholic community of Poznania was almost universally Polish-speaking, the 

Bambrzy ingrained themselves in a Polish-speaking milieu almost from their arrival. Bär 

did vaguely acknowledge the importance of the Church for Catholics, but dismissed its 

impact when he claims that the Bambergers were purely German until the 1860s, and 

fails to acknowledge in any critical way the legitimate appeal of the Church to the 

Bambrzy. Instead, he argued that there was an ultramontane plot by the clergy to 

introduce increasingly Polish language education in the schools, leading to Polonization. 

Bär’s evidence fixated almost exclusively on the role of the Volksschulen in the 

Poznanian Bamberger’s ‘Polonization.’ While he placed significant blame on the Polish 

clergy and Catholic Church for their role in the Polonization, his arguments almost 

exclusively focus on the role of the Church as the administrator of the Volksschulen and 

priests as school inspectors. There was no engagement with the role of the Catholic 

Church as a place of community and what role that played in the Bamberger 

Polonization. He completely overlooked the genuine feelings of community that the 

Bambrzy felt for their religion. Oddly, he titled the section of the book dealing with 

Bamberger Polonization “The De-Germanization through Church and School,” yet spent 
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no time critically examining the role of the religious community in this development.88 

The Church was the most important cultural pillar of rural life in this period, but Bär’s 

argument and evidence focused almost exclusively on the idea of a Machiavellian plot by 

the Church to teach the Bambrzy children Polish. He spent astonishingly little time 

discussing what life was like at the churches the Bambergers attended. 

Bär’s evidence for Polonization was almost exclusively the reports of school 

inspectors on the Wilda and Ratai Volksschulen, and letters of complaint from parents. 

This was even more galling because the subjects of this history were alive during this 

time. As far as can be discerned from Die Bamberger bei Posen, he spoke to the Bambrzy 

only superficially, as an expert who knew better than his subjects. Instead of conducting 

interviews asking them about their shifting identities (about why they had begun to speak 

more Polish and identify more as Polish), he obtained the information that suited his 

superficial argument and then went no further. This was a theme throughout his work, 

which denied more than the more surface agency to the Poznanian Bambergers. 

 

The Wilda and Ratai Volksschulen 

The Volksschulen (elementary schools) of Prussia and the German Empire, 

particularly those in Poznania, where the funding and teacher-to-student ratio was often 

the worst in the Reich, differed starkly from the ideals of educational efficiency and 

progress that many picture when thinking of Germany.89 The funding also unfairly 

prioritized Protestant schools, because of fears that educating Poles would increase their 
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national power.90 In the early nineteenth century, schooling was even more 

rudimentary.91 

The Volksschule in Wilda was founded in 1830, followed three years later by the 

school in Ratai. Volkschulen were the German equivalent of one room schoolhouses. 

They featured seven grade levels split between lower, middle, and upper sections, and 

often made due with a single teacher for all grade levels, which could include more than 

one hundred students. The Volksschulen throughout Prussia and the other German States 

were confessionally divided, so the Bamberger schools were Catholic. Despite reform 

attempts to liberalize and nationalize Prussian schools over the course of the nineteenth 

century, the Volksschulen would remain confessionally divided into the Weimar period. 

According to Bär, the language of instruction in the Wilda and Ratai Volksschulen was an 

important consideration from the beginning. The first teacher for the Wilda Volksschule 

was chosen because he knew German well, while another candidate had been rejected 

because he spoke too little German.92 Similarly in Ratai, the Schulgemeinde (school 

community) rejected a Lehrer (teacher) identified as “N.” because his command of 

German was not fully fluent.93 Bär asserted German national claims on Ratai too: “the 

village was fully German, the inhabitants feel that they are Germans.” Yet, as early as 

1835, the school taught Polish students, if relatively few. 

The Volksschulen throughout Prussia and the rest of the German States were 

closely connected to the Protestant and Catholic churches. Particularly, they were run and 
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overseen by church authorities. In the case of both confessions, clergymen largely held 

school inspection offices. In Wilda, Maximilian Kamienski, the Provost of St. Martin’s, 

was inspector, while Provost Pawlowski and his successors Wieruszewski and 

Pluszczewski inspected the Ratai school.94 

In 1835, there remained some conflicting views about curriculum and language of 

instruction in the Wilda and Ratai schools. Provost Pawlowski stated that since the 

students of Ratai were predominantly German (forty-two out of forty-four), the language 

of instruction would be German. However, the Schulgemeinde recommended that 

instruction be in both German and Polish. This emphasized the national indifference and 

amphibianism of the Bambrzy. They wanted a bilingual education for their children, 

because they lived in a bilingual region and bilingualism would aid their children in 

interacting and cohabitating with their Polish-speaking neighbors. Desires for 

multilingual education were common for amphibians, as Tara Zahra has shown in her 

work on the development of nationalism in Bohemia.95 In a report from 1836, the 

Schulgemeinde of Ratai praised Lehrer Kaliski’s efforts in teaching Polish, to such a 

degree that they could now understand and speak adequately, and additionally had 

learned some reading and writing skills.96 

Wilda had a majority German-speakers, but with a significant population of 

Polish-speakers. In 1836, the report of the Provost of St. Martin, Maximilian Kamienski 
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reported that of the 65 children, only nine of them were "nationally Polish.97” As Bär 

paraphrased Kamienski here, he was unclear whether he used national identity to label 

the children or just language, with Bär reading it as national. Furthermore, Kamienski 

noted that the children’s reading skills in Polish was greater than their speaking, because 

Polish pronunciation was difficult for children with a “mother tongue” of German.98  

The next report did not arrive until 1841, when Kamienski wrote that the students 

had made little progress in the reading of Polish, and that the students were “completely 

ignorant” in regards to speaking Polish. The total children of the school had increased to 

108, of which ninety-nine were German-speaking. While it goes unstated, one can 

assume the other nine students were Polish-speakers. Bär left unmentioned whether 

Kamienski was making regular visits to the school or not. A five-year gap is quite 

problematic to assess the school, particularly given that many of the students would have 

changed in that period. He also gave no indication of when during the school year these 

visits occurred, thus making it quite difficult to assess the progress of the students. As 

Bär briefly summarized the school reports, which were undoubtedly much longer and 

focused on other subjects than simply language, it is quite possible that he omitted 

several reports for brevity. In the next ten years, Kamienski visited the school four times 

(or Bär only mentions four of the visits), each time writing that the school was German, 

and giving no mention of the Polish language. Rather, in 1845, he wrote that the small 

number of Polish-speaking children were speaking German well. 

In contrast to Kamienski’s reports, the Ratai reports (made by Provost Pawlowski 

and his successors Wieruszewski and Pluszczewski) regularly included information on 

                                                           
97 Ibid, 36.  
98 Ibid. 



 

67 
 

the Bambrzy children’s efficacy in speaking both German and Polish. Starting in 1841, 

where the report stated that Polish was “little practiced” and continuing until 1847, when 

the report read that “the school is fully German and in the Polish language also fluent.” 

The children of Ratai were making clear and definite progress in their Polish-speaking 

abilities. Strangely, the quotes from the reports from 1850 and 1851 do not mention 

Polish, stating simply that “the local school is German.” The Ratai school placed a 

greater emphasis on bilingualism early on. While both schools wanted to ensure their 

teachers had an adequate command of German, in Ratai there was an effort by the 

Schulgemeinde to find someone who was bilingual, hence the appointment of Kaliski as 

teacher.  

Beginning in the 1850s, there was an increased emphasis on Polish instruction in 

both the Wilda and Ratai Volksschulen. While the Ratai children had been making strides 

in Polish throughout the previous decade, it is unclear if the Wilda school was teaching it 

at all, despite a higher number of Polish-speakers there. In 1851, Kamienski appointed 

Mathias von Ciszewski as the teacher in Wilda. By 1852, some residents of Wilda 

already worried about his appointment. Several parents wrote to Kamienski expressing 

their concerns about Polish instruction, arguing that it should only be taught at a basic 

level, rather than in religion class.99 They wanted their children to have a basic 

understanding of Polish so they could use it in their daily lives, but religion should be 

taught in the mother tongue. They followed this with another letter in 1858, complaining 

that “six years ago we filed a complaint with Ew. Hochwuerden against our teacher” 

implying that nothing had been done to change the previous situation, stating their desire 
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for instruction in Polish to be at a basic level. Throughout the book, Bär often failed to 

provide the names and number of signatories. For the first letter, Bär stated that “diverse 

residents” had written, while there providing the information that there were twenty-three 

signees of the second.100 The second letter implied continuity with the first, yet it was 

unlikely that all the same signatories were writing six years later, though there was likely 

some overlap. 

Bär criticized both the appointment of Ciszewski and the pedagogical change. For 

Bär, Polish instruction was problematic because it equalized the nationalities, when 

German should be given a privileged place, not just because these children were German, 

but because it was the language of ‘civilization.’ Moreover, there was a religious 

significance to the issue that cannot be overlooked. Many during this time saw religion as 

both a personal and communal experience; it was close to the heart and the very basic 

being of a person. For German nationalists, teaching religion in Polish tainted the 

religious education of Germans, making that part of the person somehow unsound, and 

lead to much greater potential for Polonization. It was bad enough that the Poznanian 

Bamberger’s were part of a religious community that was Polish-speaking, but to have 

religion taught in Polish, made matters even worse. Nonetheless, perhaps this sheds some 

light on Kamienski and Kaliski’s thought process: if the Bambrzy attended Polish-

speaking churches, it was logical to have their religious instruction in school also in 

Polish. 

As we have seen, Bär’s centered his argument almost solely on the language of 

religious instruction. While religion was an important part of instruction in Volksschulen, 
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the schools also taught other subjects, particularly reading and arithmetic. Thus, a 

significant portion of schooling remained in German. Yet, Bär chose not to focus on the 

other subjects both because he saw religious instruction as important for protection 

against Polonization, and spending time writing about German instruction did not suit his 

argument. Oddly, Bär spent little time directly making this religious argument for the 

importance of German instruction in religion. Instead, he highlighted the letters of 

complaint from parents asking for decreased Polish instruction, and arguments about their 

dialect. He asserted that given their use of the Bamberger dialect, they were hardly 

capable of communicating in High German, much less had the ability to understand 

Polish.  

The Poznanian Bamberger dialect Bambergsch was a strong one, likely because it 

had developed in relative isolation for a century while the area around Poznan was in the 

Kingdom of Poland. Government reports about the school mentions the importance of 

differentiating between “loud G and K and the correct pronunciation of last syllables.101” 

They also noted that the Bambrzy children often wrote “Kugel” as “Gugel,” again 

emphasizing a Bamberger tendency to replace the letter K with the letter G. According to 

one report, the Poznanian Bamberger dialect was similar to the Saxon dialect. Through 

Bär’s eyes, it was simply a project of teaching backward people their heritage. The 

Bambrzy may have been citizens of the Kingdom of Poland for almost a century, lived 

among Polish speakers all their lives and belonged to Polish-speaking Catholic 

congregations, but they were Germans and carried the fundamental characteristics of 

such: they were industrious, clean, spoke a dialect of German, and had countless other 
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markers of ‘civilization.’ They simply needed to be educated so that they could become 

fully national and civilized Germans. However, this was a mythologization of identity. 

The Bambergers were not quintessentially German, just as the residents of Bamberg or 

Cologne were not. The need to teach them High German starkly emphasizes that these 

schools were nationalizing projects no matter whether they taught German or Polish.102  

Through a project of teaching a unified national language, teaching a national 

history and national ethics, populations nationalists hoped to prod populations in a 

nationalized direction. The schools in Wilda and Ratai were teaching High German, a 

dialect more similar to their mother tongue of Bambergsch than Polish, to be sure, but 

also significantly different. But there was no fundamental difference between a 

Germanizing and a Polonizing program: they both sought to instill national identity in a 

population. 

 

The First Complaint Letters 

The 1850s saw increasing Polish instruction in the Ratai school. In 1851, the 

school inspector wrote that the school was German, but in the years following teacher 

Kaliski began to place more emphasis on Polish. According to Bär, parental opinions on 

Polish instruction had changed by the 1850s, when a series of complaint letters from 

parents about language of instruction in both Wilda and Ratai began. A letter of 

complaint in 1854 asked for more instruction in German at the Ratai school, and by 1856, 
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a protest letter claimed that lessons were “only in Polish,” putting special emphasis on the 

fact that religion instruction was not in German. The letter continued with the parents 

stating that they “are very agreeable that our children are taught the Polish language in 

school,” but the teacher does not speak “the best German” himself and they worried their 

children would be Polonized because of this and the teacher’s “special interests.” Yet, 

they ended the letter by writing that they want their children taught exclusively in 

German.103  

No response was forthcoming; Catholic Schulrat (school advisor) Brettner did not 

respond to the Ratai fathers’ complaints until 1858. Not only did it take years for a 

response, but the answer was likely not what the complainants were hoping for. He 

replied to the fathers that the German children were more capable in religious instruction 

in Polish than German, nonetheless Kaliski would take greater care in the future to ensure 

that he gave equal time to both languages. The phrase turned on its head the normal 

nationalist discourse about language use: the students know the subject better in Polish, 

so the school should teach it in Polish. In contrast, the nationalist argument had little to 

do with language of use, instead it focused on teaching the correct national language.  

In Wilda, some Bamberger parents followed their complaint letter in 1852 was 

with another in 1858. The second time, they received a response. Schulrat Brettner issued 

a statement on May 28, 1858 that the school in Wilda was teaching Polish reading in the 

lower and middle sections, and not teaching German reading until the upper sections, 

even though the students were German-speakers. He declared that because all but ten 

students in the Wilda school were German, it was a German school, and thus instruction 
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should be in German. On July 9, the government issued a statement that since the 

students in Wilda were German-speakers, German would be the language of instruction 

in all three sections, while Polish lessons would begin in the middle section and continue 

in the upper. In 1858 and 1861, Kamienski’s school reports stated that the students in 

Wilda were German and the school was German. It is difficult to know how influential 

the 1858 letter of complaint was in affecting school policy as it was dated several weeks 

after Brettner’s report.  

As was the case in Ratai, there had been a dramatic increase in the percentage of 

instruction done in Polish at the Wilda school. Between 1851, when Ciszewski became 

teacher, and 1858, Polish instruction had taken up increasingly more of the school day. 

While initially Polish was supposed to be the language of instruction only in religion, by 

1858, Brettner wrote that the school did was not begin teaching German reading until the 

upper section. However, he did not clarify the percentage of instruction in each language. 

Still, he did indicate it was a large increase in just six years’ time. Noteworthy is the fact 

that there were only two letters of protest from each of the villages during this period. In 

Wilda, the initial letter upon Ciszewski’s appointment was understandable, but that it 

took six more years for another to materialize perhaps indicated a lack of urgency in the 

matter among the Bamberger parents.  

The language situation took on an even more official character in Ratai. In 1860, 

some Bamberger parents brought the matter of the language of instruction in the Ratai 

Volksschule to the provincial Landratsamt (District Office), which decided that the main 

language of instruction would be German. Yet, the Landratamt’s decision was vague, at 

least as Bär reported it. It was unclear what “main language of instruction” meant from a 
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practical standpoint. It could be interpreted in a variety of ways, ranging from exclusive 

instruction in German, to a significant portion of instruction in Polish. Kaliski and 

Brettner responded to this ambiguity by stating that instruction would be equally German 

and Polish. Bär criticized this decision, pointing out that the fathers waited four years for 

any action on their complaints and still failed to see the change they requested. 

Furthermore, a truly equal German and Polish division of instruction seems like the 

correct choice for the Ratai school, which was one quarter Polish-speaking to begin with, 

and where Polish was an important language of daily life in the region. Of course, by 

deciding to split instruction evenly between the two languages, Kaliski and Brettner 

defied the decision of the Landratsamt, or at least bent its vagueness to suit their needs. 

How effective this ruling was in instigating a more equal division of instruction 

between the languages remains unclear, though it certainly did not have the desired effect 

of improving the Poznanian Bamberger fluency in German. In 1867, school inspector 

Kessler wrote that even the children of German mothers had terrible German fluency in 

Ratai. Meanwhile, Provost Migdalski reported that all was good at the school, perhaps 

pointing to the national motivations of both men. Bär snidely emphasized what he 

believed to be Migdalski’s nationalist biases, by stating that “naturally he found 

everything “dobrze,’” using the Polish word for good.104 While this was almost certainly 

a quote from Migdalski, it was unlikely a coincidence that Bär chose to accentuate the 

man’s Polishness here, as he rarely used Polish in his writing. 

In August 1867, a group of fathers in Wilda penned another letter of protest, this 

time complaining that the new candidate for teacher did not have sufficient knowledge of 
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German. They pointed out that he previously had been removed as the teacher in Jezyce 

for similar reasons. According to Bär, this teacher (referred to as “N”) had been 

appointed by provincial Oberpräsident (High President) Karl von Horn. Bär was mum on 

the fate of the teacher candidate, but given that he switched quickly to writing about the 

present-day situation in Wilda, and the Polonization that had occurred, it seems safe to 

assume that the level of Polish instruction in Wilda increased after 1867, regardless of 

this particular decision. Here Bär mentioned Jezyce only in passing, again hinting at 

events in the other Bamberger villages, but never providing more than the slightest detail, 

and then, only rarely. 

 

The Shift to Polish Identity 

In 1871, following the Franco-Prussian War, Prussia united the disparate German 

states of Central Europe (sans the Habsburg lands and Switzerland) into the German 

Empire, creating a fundamental shift in the political situation of the Kingdom of Prussia 

and the province of Posen. Beginning in 1872, the state began a more centralized push for 

German instruction throughout the eastern provinces. Part of the Kulturkampf, the 

German government began to appoint school inspectors, instead of having local clergy 

perform the duty, to limit the influence of the Catholic Church over education. That same 

year, an “official revised report” noted the Poznanian Bambergers: “It is unfortunate that 

the children of this school are so little developed, especially in German,” particularly 

because their parents were Bambrzy.105 Additionally, the report stated that it, “firmly 

believes that the influence of the” school inspector provost and teacher had led to 
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Polonization. The report noted that “entire community” was “very disadvantageous” to 

the development of German language, which “most children hear only in their parents’ 

house.” The author of the report also noted the Poznanian Bamberger dialect 

Bambergsch, labeling it a “foreign dialect.” Finally, the report claimed that Bamberger 

villagers spoke German “only secretly,” and that the school was ‘Polonizing’ children. 

The language of official school inspector reports fundamentally shifted in the 1872 

report, compared to the reports of the Catholic clergy in previous decades. The 1872 

report was much more nationalist in language, particularly with its use of the term 

“Polonization” and writing that the Bambrzy dialect was “foreign.” Given the latter, it 

was likely the author was a Prussian official from elsewhere in the Kaiserreich.  

The Kulturkampf of the 1870s led to increased nationalization of life in Poznania 

as well as the implementation of more stringent Germanization and anti-Catholic policies 

from the Prussian government. In 1872 and 1876, two ‘Germanization Laws’ 

significantly decreased the amount Polish taught in the elementary and secondary schools 

of the Ostmark.106 The government also declared German the sole official language of 

Poznania, whereas they had previously Polish some recognition. These laws, referred to 

collectively as the ‘language laws’ in our context, met with complaints from the 

Poznanian Bambergers. 

By 1880, Bär argued, the Bambrzy had been almost completely Polonized. While 

there were a few holdouts in Demsen, and the older generation maintained their 

Germanness, those in their twenties and thirties, as well as their children, identified as 

Polish. In 1880, a group of thirty Wilda parents wrote a petition to the district school 
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inspector. Yet, this time they were not complaining about a lack of German instruction, 

but the fact that the school was teaching Polish children in the German section. They 

began their letter by lamenting that “with deep pain and indescribable woefulness” they 

had learned that “in addition to the earlier five, another twenty-seven polish children with 

German names” were being taught religion in German. Instead, they requested that the 

school teach these children religion in Polish. The response of the district school 

inspector was unclear, as he stated that of the thirty-two children listed, nineteen were not 

the children of the signatories. Moreover, he wrote that of the thirteen whose parents had 

signed the letter, eight were the parents of children to whom the “regulation did not 

apply.”  

Parallel events were happening in Ratai. On April, 24 1882, a group of sixteen 

fathers whose children attended the Ratai school sent a letter complaining about 

curriculum yet again. However, this time, just as in Wilda, it was to complain about 

insufficient Polish instruction. In the letter, these Bambrzy identified themselves as 

“catholic religion and Polish nationality.107” While they did not demand the cessation of 

German instruction, their identification as Poles was the most important piece of 

evidence in Bär’s argument. In addition, the signatories of this letter had many of the 

same family names as the letter of protest from 1856 that sought more German 

instruction. In a generation, there had been a shift from complaints of inadequate German 

instruction, to complaints of inadequate Polish instruction. This shift also coincided with 

the Prussian state instituting the Language Laws limiting Polish instruction in the 

Volksschulen, with religion being the only exemption. Throughout, the letters asked not 
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for complete instruction in a single language, but increased instruction in either German 

or Polish, with continued multilingual education. This pointed to the continuation of 

Poznanian Bamberger national indifference and amphibiousness into the 1880s. 

According to Bär, a generational rift occurred between the parents writing 

complaint letters in the 1860s and those of the 1880s. The children whose parents had 

been complaining about insufficient German instruction in the 1860s, had grown and 

were now complaining that the school was teaching their own children too much German. 

Bär argued that this shift was universal, affecting all the Bambrzy. Yet, as we have seen, 

the universality of this shift was extremely questionable. First, there was no evidence 

given for any of the other Bambrzy villages besides Ratai and Wilda. Secondly, Bär only 

gave the number and names of the signatories of one complaint letter during the 1850s 

and 1860s. Either the letters were unsigned, or Bär did not give them because they were 

too small to suit his argument. The former was unlikely, as a letter of complaint lacking 

signatures would have little power of persuasion. Thirdly, the letters of complaint were 

relatively rare; four in the span of a decade across two different villages equated to a 

minor grievance, not a massive protest. Thus, we are left with some unspecified 

percentage of parents in two of the nine Bambrzy villages who wrote a few letters of 

complaint about insufficient German instruction, which was hardly the smoking gun that 

Bär made it out to be. This was augmented even further by the fact that most of the 

complaint letters only ask for increased German instruction, not the end of Polish. 

Moreover, in both letters of complaint from the 1880s, most names given were 

bilingual, with Polish first names and German last names. In the case of the Wilda letter, 

the names given were the students, while in Ratai it was the parents. Bär implied this was 
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further evidence of a shift in Bamberger identity over this stretch of time. As Paradowska 

has shown, this was a pattern among the Bambrzy since the earliest decades of their 

settlement in Poznania, and common since the early eighteenth century, if not sooner. 

Many of the bilingual names referenced by Paradowska have the same last names as 

those in the letters of complaint: Hoppel, Gensler, Pflaum, Mager, Leitgeber, Roth, 

Wagner, and Schneider. While the latter two were very common names, they were also 

the family names of several of the original Poznanian Bamberger settlers, thus making a 

familial connection likely. Furthermore, it is unclear how the 1880s signatories acquired 

their bilingual names. Given how common bilingual names were for Bambrzy throughout 

the century, it was possible that they had Polish names from birth. It was even possible 

that some of the signatories of the 1850s and 1860s had bilingual names as Bär often did 

not list the names of signatories. 

Bär’s evidence for the Polonization of the Poznanian Bambergers consisted 

almost wholly of evidence from Ratai and Wilda, despite asserting that Polonization of 

the younger generation was almost complete, except in Demsen, “down to the smallest 

children.”108 Unfortunately, he gave no explanation for why the situation in Demsen 

differed from the other villages. Bär appeared to have spent little time directly interacting 

with the Poznanian Bambergers. As we have seen, he recounted one encounter with a 

Bamberger boy named Giermann, and additionally Bär claimed that several of the 

Poznanian Bamberger fathers confided in him that they worried about the Polonization of 

their households, but did not have the power to overcome the use of Polish language by 

the rest of their family.109 This may indicate some increasing national feeling among the 
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older generation, but the evidence was sparse and filtered through Bär’s nationalist lens. 

There was likely no dramatic shift that occurred in the 1860s that Polonized the 

Poznanian Bamberger children. Much more likely that, the Bambrzy experienced slow 

acculturation into a heavily Catholic and heavily Polish-speaking milieu in the environs 

of Poznan, with bilingual instruction in school, and a mixing of culture over time that 

became nationalized in the volatile nationalist period post-Unification.110 It was only post 

1871 when the Unification of Germany shifted the biopolitical identity of the state to a 

Protestant vision of German nationalism, and the Kulturkampf that followed, that the 

Catholic Poznanian Bambergers were outside of the biopolitical identity of the state. As 

Catholics in a heavily Polish-speaking Catholic region, the alternative public sphere for 

the Bambergers was Polish Catholicism, which by this period was becoming heavily tied 

to Polish nationalism. Many Bambrzy began to speak more Polish and identify as Polish, 

likely because it gave them entrance into a supportive community, as well as the products 

of Polish national organic work, while the Prussian and German states discriminated 

against them for their religion. By the 1880s, it became clear that many of the Bambrzy 

began identifying as Polish much more significantly. Nevertheless, it was not an abrupt 

change from German to Polish, but a shift from a nationally indifferent or amphibious 

identity to an identification with Polish nationality. This shift of a significant number of 

Bambergers to firmer identification with Polish nationalism, was likely due to the 

Kulturkampf, which placed them outside of the biopolitical identity of the nascent 

German nation-state as Catholic Germans.  

Bär’s account avoided the nuances inherent in the dichotomy between the 
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complaint letters of the 1860s and 1880s. Bär’s myth was cut and dry: despite the protests 

of parents in the 1860s, an entire generation of Bambrzy children were Polonized by 

Polish instruction in school. By the 1880s, these children had become parents, and were 

now complaining about their own children’s education, but this time, a lack of Polish, 

instead of an overabundance. Through Bär’s account, the reader was left to wonder how 

the Bamberger children of the 1860s were so thoroughly Polonized if it was 

fundamentally against the wishes of their parents. Bär’s answer was that he spoke to a 

father who claimed “they themselves are too weak” to counterbalance the Polonization, 

because they feared openly declaring themselves German.111 Bär portrayed the Poznanian 

Bamberger situation as monolithic, which offered no variance or nuance among 

individuals, families, schools, villages. Bär asserted that the schools were so influential 

that a German home life could not counterbalance them. Yet, we have a relevant study 

for comparison: the attempt to Germanize Polish children through language instruction in 

Eastern provinces, particularly after the turn of the century. That policy resulted in 

widespread dissatisfaction, a significant protest movement, and the solidifying of Polish 

nationalism. The Bambrzy chose to learn Polish and identify as Polish, because they 

desired to, and had the ability to. It gave them membership in a national community that 

welcomed them at the same time as the Protestant German national identity of the state 

excluded them.  

The Poznanian Bamberger villages experienced upheaval from 1860-1890. 

Nationalism was on the rise, and for a population that had been nationally indifferent, 

multilingual, and amphibious for decades, this led to the restructuring of Bambrzy 
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identity. Some of the Bambergers identified as nationally German in certain ways: the 

letters of complaint did indicate that. However, to argue that the pre-1860s Bambrzy were 

wholly German misunderstands their identity completely. They were Catholic German-

speakers, who also had become integrated into the Polish Catholic community of 

Poznania to at least some extent. Bär’s own work supports this, as seen by the desire of 

the Ratai school community for bilingual education from almost the very beginning, and 

most of the complaint letters that asked for equal representation of German and Polish 

instruction. Paradowska maintained this even more strongly, citing the amalgamation of 

Poznanian Bamberger and Polish material culture (houses, clothing, farming 

implements), and the joint Polish and Bambrzy religious communities that quickly 

formed.112 According to Paradowska, the process of Bamberger assimilation started in the 

first years of Bambrzy settlement in Poznania, and continually slowly over the decades. 

 

Influences of the Bamberger Myth 

The Bamberger Myth was highly influential to the development of German 

nationalist ideology and thought on Poznania. Following the publication of Bär’s 

monograph on the Poznanian Bambergers in 1882, references to the Bamberger Myth 

became very common in German nationalist writings on Poznania.113 The myth was cited 
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in a wide variety of texts as a warning of the potential dangers of Polonization in the East, 

to promote specific definitions of German nationalism, and to argue for particular 

nationalist policies. Nationalist historians and social scientists, organizations such as the 

Ostmarkenverein and the Pan-German League, travel guides, and newspapers all included 

references to the Bamberger Myth and called for a more stringent nationalization policy 

to combat such occurrences. Exclusionist writers tended to cite the myth to show the need 

for more separation between the German and Polish speaking communities, particularly 

in religious matters. They saw the situation of the influence the Catholic Church had over 

German Catholics as problematic, and one compounded in the East by the domination of 

the clergy in Poznania by Polish-speakers, and the majority in most Catholic parishes 

being Polish-speaking. Assimilationists tended to see the Polonization of the Bambrzy as 

a warning that German nationalism was doing a poor job at its assimilation efforts, and 

that these efforts needed to be intensified, often doubling down on a German-only 

education policy. A few more moderate voices called for normalizing relationships 

between both the government and Polish nationalism, as well as between German and 

Polish nationalism to reconcile the two nationalities and relieve national tension in the 

region. In all cases, these writers rarely delved into the nuances of the Poznanian 

Bamberger issue, instead citing the Bamberger Myth to suit the requirements of their 

political and ideological goals.  

The only German nationalist writer to significantly add to the Bamberger Myth 

during this period was Albert von Boguslawski in 1901. In his study of Prussian 
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governmental policy in the nineteenth century, Boguslawski provided another first-hand 

account of the Bambergers themselves. Boguslawski was a former Lieutenant General in 

the Prussian Army, having fought in the Dano-Prussian, Austro-Prussian, and Franco-

Prussian Wars. He authored several books on military tactics and history, as well as a 

handbook on the art of dueling. He even published novels with German nationalist 

themes under the pseudonym Friedrich Wernau. Boguslawski lived in Poznan 

intermittently between the years 1855 and 1883, for over twenty years total.  

Like Bär, Boguslawski alleged that the Polonization of the Bambrzy occurred 

because of an alliance between the Catholic Church and schools, that taught the 

Bambergers to be Poles. Central to this conception for Boguslawski was the idea of 

Catholicism as an institution that bred and insisted upon the most stringent of loyalty: 

“the Church keeps the sharpest discipline.” The General saw the world through a lens of 

militaristic discipline, and the great deficiency of Germany was its failure to compel the 

loyalty of the Catholic Church and the Polish-speaking clergy.  

Boguslawski’s account of the Bambrzy heavily cited Bär, but corroborated it with 

his own first-hand experience and showed the continued concern over Polonization into 

the twentieth century. Boguslawski was stationed in Poznania intermittently over a period 

of thirty years. In 1855, in his first experiences with the peasants of the Bamberger 

villages, the Bambrzy all spoke clear High German, as well as the “southern German 

dialect of their fathers.”114 He left the province in 1860, and upon his return to Poznania 

in 1866, the youth were frequently speaking Polish, while the older generations continued 
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to use German.115 This corresponded well with Bär’s take on the matter: the youth were 

being taught more and more Polish in school, and thus were becoming more comfortable 

using the Polish language.  

At the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War, Boguslawski departed the province 

once again, returning in 1875. By 1883, he noted a major change: when speaking to the 

Bambergers in German, almost everyone replied to him in Polish, with only the oldest 

residents speaking German. “Now at the end of the century, Polonization has been carried 

out, and no one speaks German” in the Bambrzy villages “speaks more than a word in 

German.” He further lamented the situation, “the Polonization of more than a thousand 

Germans  happened before the gates of the capital of the province, the fortress Posen, 

under the eyes of the highest school officials and school authorities.”116 Like Bär, he 

concluded that the machinations of the Catholic Church had led to increased Polish 

instruction in school, that had polonized the Bambergers. This resulted from a lack of 

stringency in the government’s Germanization efforts and its efforts to reduce the power 

of the Catholic Church. Moreover, governmental policy had vacillated and changed too 

much over the course of the century, resulting primarily in “idleness and inconsistency.117 

The Poznanian Bambergers certainly had learned Polish to a significant level and 

begun to identify nationally as Polish to some extent. Neither Bär nor Boguslawski 

offered any convincing explanation for why the Bambrzy responded to Boguslawski’s 

German in Polish. Throughout this period, the Bambergers village schools were teaching 

both German and Polish, and after Unification the focus on German increased. Yes, they 
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were using Polish among themselves, but they still could speak German, at least at a 

basic level. The Bambrzy were making a political statement by refusing to speak German 

to Boguslawski, a man that represented the oppressive policies of the Kulturkampf and 

German government. Poznanian Bamberger children speaking Polish was a direct assault 

upon the German nationalist worldview. It represented their worst reverse diffusionist 

anxieties given reality: German children learning a Slavic language and beginning to 

identify with a Slavic nationality to such a degree that they refuse to speak German to a 

German general.  

Boguslawski’s explanation of the Polonization, unlike Bär’s, extended his 

argument over the longer term, pointing to perceived administrative errors over the 

course of the nineteenth century. He argued that the Germanization policies of Poznanian 

Oberpräsident (High President) Eduard Flottwell were correct, and would have led to the 

strengthening of German national power in the region and the weakening of Polish.118  

Outside of the decade of Flottwell’s rule, the vacillations of the Prussian authorities led to 

a strengthening of Polish national feeling, influence, and power.  Boguslawski viewed 

oppression as the only way to deal with Polish nationality, the power of the Polish 

nobility and the Catholic Church. By implementing policies that hindered and limited 

these groups, their power would wane and allow for Germanization. Boguslawski 

particularly criticized Friedrich Wilhelm IV and the concessions he made to the Catholic 

Church.119 Boguslawski was especially disparaging of the concessions made by Friedrich 

Wilhelm IV on the subject of Polish instruction in the schools. After 1842, the provincial 
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government re-implemented the instruction in Polish, with Polish used almost exclusively 

in the lower grades, while the middle and upper grades were partly German and partly 

Polish.120 

 

Conclusion 

Die Bamberger bei Posen by Max Bär was a fundamentally nationalist work. 

Furthermore, it defined Poznania and the Ostmark as a colonial space, to be Germanized 

and civilized. German nationalists gave the Poznanian Bambergers an array of qualities 

of German Kultur: hard-working, intelligent, and clean. In contrast, they defined the 

Poles were defined as ‘backwards.’ They heavily tied Bambrzy ‘Polonization’ to tropes 

of German nationalist and colonialist writing from the period: fears of miscegenation, 

fears of the Slavic flood engulfing Germany, and fears of German national weakness and 

decay. Bär wrote the Bamberger Myth to promote a specific Germanization policy that he 

saw as necessary to stem the ‘Polonization’ of German-speaking Catholics, and truly 

‘Germanize’ the Prussian East. In response, other German nationalists referenced the 

Bamberger Myth to propose more extensive Germanization measures and the increased 

conflict between German and Polish nationalisms. As an expert in the field, Bär’s 

analysis of the situation in Poznania held significant weight, leading most who used the 

myth to take his account at face value, which severely oversimplified the complexity of 

the educational, religious, and national issues at play in the Ostmark. 

According to Bär, the Polonization of the Poznanian Bambergers was abrupt and 

generational. The post 1848-generation (those in their twenties and thirties in 1882 and 
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who grew up after or were too young to remember much about ‘48) were Polonized, 

while the older generation remained German.121 This younger generation tended to speak 

Polish amongst themselves, though they still knew German. The older generation spoke 

German amongst themselves. The third generation (those who were children in the 

1880s) spoke Polish, and only used German rarely. By portraying the Bamberger 

‘Polonization’ as abrupt, Bär bolstered his argument for the need of stringent 

Germanization. If the ‘Polonization’ had been recent, rather than part of a decades-long 

process, then it could be more easily reversed. Counteracting a slow acculturation over 

generations was a much more complex task. 

Bär ignored the agency of the Bambrzy throughout Die Bamberger bei Posen, 

either praising them for behaving like ‘true Germans’ when they performed in his desired 

manner (such as writing letters of protest about Polish instruction), or lamenting their 

Polonization. In such a formulation, the Bambergers disappear as historical actors 

entirely. They either acted in the ways German nationalists believed that they should, or 

nationalists labeled them as the victims of an Ultramontane-Polish plot that had erased 

their rightful identities.  

This was a vast oversimplification of the complex identities of the Poznanian 

Bambergers and their evolution over almost two centuries living in Poznania. From the 

earliest days of their settlement in the region, the German-speaking, Catholic Bambrzy 

interacted with their Polish neighbors and began a process of cultural mixing with Polish 

society around them: being changed by and changing it in the process.122 For much of the 
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eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Poznanian Bambergers were nationally 

indifferent, and amphibious (speaking both Polish and German to some extent, were 

Catholics attending heavily Polish-speaking parishes, and inter-marrying with native 

Polish-speakers). With German Unification in 1871, the rise of the Kulturkampf, and the 

increasing nationalization of life in the Ostmark, the biopolitical identity of the state 

became a loyalist Protestant form of German nationalism. This led many Poznanian 

Bambergers to identify as Polish, because it offered them an alternate community and 

benefits that they were welcome into. 

Bär's recommendation for how to stem and reverse the tide of Polonization among 

the Bambergers and German Catholics in the eastern provinces in general, also ignored 

any individual agency. He argued for an aggressive policy of Germanization through the 

exact same means that he believed the Polonized Bambergers were Polonized: a 

centralized push for education in only German and separate German churches.123 These 

schools would be completely German, with German instruction in all subjects and a 

teacher who was German. Moreover, he declared that German schools should teach 

German to all children whose parents had German names, no matter how long ago the 

parents identified as Polish. In his advocating for this forced educational segregation of 

German and Polish populations, the radicalism of Bär’s nationalism was clear. Proposals 

for national schools to teach children in linguistically mixed regions were common, both 

in the Kaiserreich and the Habsburg Empire, but the segregation of the population based 

on ancestry would have been a significant move towards an even starker colonial policy 

in the Ostmark. 
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The Bamberger Myth became extremely influential in German nationalist circles 

focused on Poznania, cited regularly by nationalist works on Poznania, the Ostmark, and 

the ‘Polish Question.’124 The Bamberger Myth was also malleable, used as evidence to 

support a variety of different policies, ideas, and attitudes towards the ‘Polish Question.’ 

The Bambrzy provide concrete evidence to such nationalists that their worst fears and 

anxieties about Germanness, Polish nationalism and their civilizing mission in the East 

could come true. German nationalists claimed somewhere between 40,000 and 70,000 

German Catholics were Polonized in the decades prior to the First World War. The 

Prussian ministry of Culture estimated that number was as high as 200,000 total.125 The 

Bamberger Myth became the representative example of Polonization in Poznania, 

because the myth provided an example of a large group of German-speakers with a 

distinct name and regional identity who were ‘Polonized,’ while many of the other cases 

of ‘Polonization’ were of small groups or individuals.  That so many German-speakers 

could come to identity with the Poles made the account even more startling. Furthermore, 

as a state archivist and historian, Bär was an expert in the field, providing weight to the 

myth, and a platform to spread it. Bär’s account was the definitive account of the 

Poznanian Bambergers.  

In the following chapter, we will delve further into what Poznanian Bamberger 

identity meant for the Bambrzy themselves and the role that the Kulturkampf and 

education played in the shift of many to a more nationally Polish identity. Additionally, 

we will more fully explore the daily life of the Bambergers, with particular attention 
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given to education and Catholicism, as well as how the nationalization, modernization, 

and industrialization of Poznania transformed Poznanian Bamberger life and constricted 

their ability to display national indifference or identify nationally amphibious ways. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

91 
 

Chapter 3: Life in the Poznanian Bamberger Villages 
 

The history of the Poznanian Bamberger villages during the two centuries 

between 1719 and 1918 is one that remains occluded in many frustrating ways. The 

extent that common people entered the historical record during this period was 

frustratingly small. Historians often must filter their knowledge about, and understanding 

of, the lower-classes through the words of contemporary academics, officials, and others 

with more power, influence, and presence in the historical record. While primary sources 

produced directly by the lower-classes and other marginalized groups function much 

more neatly for historical study, to ignore those peoples with little or no voice in the 

historical record leaves them worse than silent: spoken for only by those in positions of 

power over them. One method of addressing this problem is by reading against the grain. 

By critically analyzing the primary sources produced by those with greater power, and 

the power structures within which the sources were produced, as well as through an 

understanding of the ideological biases and prejudices, motivations and aims, of the 

source authors, it is possible to develop more nuanced understandings of those whom 

power structures have obfuscated from the historical record.  

The Bamberger Myth revealed many of the ways that Max Bär ignored the 

perspectives of those he studied, because he believed he knew better their identity than 

they did given his position as a nationalist archivist, education, and class. Despite having 

direct access to the Bambrzy themselves (speaking firsthand with parents, students, and 

the teachers of the Volksschulen in Wilda and Ratai) his account contained incredibly 

little insight into their thoughts, feelings, or beliefs. Nevertheless, Die Bamberger bei 

Posen remains an important source, through which we can extrapolate information about 
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the lives of the Bambrzy. Reading Bär’s account in conjunction with other primary 

sources of the period, and recent historiographical work on nationalism in Central and 

Eastern Europe, a much more nuanced picture of Poznanian Bamberger life emerges.126 

This is further aided by a tremendous amount of research done by Maria 

Paradowska on the Bambrzy.127 Paradowska’s work has been invaluable to this study, 

because it provided not only a look at the contemporary Polish perspective on the 

Bambergers and Poznania, but also continued their history into the twentieth century. 

Paradowska’s work does not often critically examine national categories, but it 

nonetheless provides the best and most comprehensive look at the history of the 

Bambergers currently available, particularly that of their domestic life. Through her 

writings, a fuller picture of the history, traditions, and daily lives of the Bambrzy is 

possible.  

Lastly, through a study of the archival documents that show the lives of the 

Bambergers themselves, we can see that the Polonization of the Bambrzy was a long, 

complicated, and ambiguous process. As has been stressed, and as we will further see in 

this chapter, the Bamberger Myth was a severe oversimplification of the evolution of 
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Beiträge zur Volkskunde, 1994). 



 

93 
 

Bambrzy identity, which denied the agency of the Bambergers. As Maria Paradowska 

emphasized, the acculturation of the Poznanian Bambergers was a process that began as 

early as their settlement in Poznania in 1719, and continued throughout the entire period 

of this study. From the first weeks in their new homes, the Bambrzy began to interact 

with the Polish-speaking inhabitants of the region, slowly taking on aspects of that 

culture. They became part of a joint religious and social community that encouraged the 

Bambergers to become multilingual. In turn, they affected the Polish-speakers around 

them. As we will explore, the local parish communities were of paramount importance to 

life in Poznania in the eighteenth century, and remained important into the nineteenth 

century, even as urbanization and modernization increased the social and communal 

possibilities for the citizens in and around Poznan with the explosion of social, 

educational, and economic clubs and associations.  

In this chapter, we will attempt to transition from an understanding of the 

Bambrzy based on a critical reading of Max Bär’s Die Bamberger bei Posen to a more 

nuanced understanding of who they were, how and why they identified, and how they 

lived their lives, particularly in the context of the nationalization during the period of 

1880-1914. We will begin the chapter by giving an overview of the Bamberger villages 

from their settlements until the early twentieth century. Next, we will look at the 

complexity of Poznanian Bamberger identity, and show how nationalists often occluded 

its nuances. This exploration of Bambrzy identity will then examine education, religion, 

and social and communal life both to underline not only the amphibiousness and national 

indifference of the Bambergers, but also the nationalization of the social and economic 

spheres in Poznania that slowly constricted their identity options. The Bamberger Myth 
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itself was influential in this nationalization, as German nationalists repeatedly employed 

it to argue for increased Germanization and anti-Polish policies, and to advocate for the 

increasing separation of life in Poznania along national lines. Thus, in some ways, the 

Bamberger Myth nationalized the Bambrzy twice, firstly by reducing their identity to 

their ‘Polonization’ status in Bär’s book, and secondly, by providing evidence for the 

need for the further nationalization of life in Poznania, which German nationalists 

pursued vigorously. Lastly, we will look at the continuing importance of the Poznanian 

Bambergers into the Interwar period and throughout the twentieth century.  

The Poznanian Bambergers must be understood as amphibious, and at times 

nationally indifferent, people who encountered an increasingly complex world in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century through processes such as industrialization, 

modernization, nationalism. They responded to these developments in local ways and in 

ways that fit them as individuals and communities. For the Bambrzy, life in Poznania had 

always been multilingual, multicultural, and multireligious. While nationalists pointed to 

this amphibiousness as unusual or irregular, there was nothing uncommon about it in the 

history of Central Europe. As Pieter Judson has underscored in his studies on nationalism 

in the Habsburg Empire, what was unusual was the spread of nationalizing forces 

throughout Central Europe during the late nineteenth century.128  This “intrusion in their 

world of outsiders,” the bureaucrats, teachers, railroads, new forms of media, political 

parties, national organizations was new and different, and fundamentally focused on 

nationalizing life. These nationalizing forces attempted to constrict Central European 

identity into hierarchized national identities, separating and categorizing the population. 
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As nationalism increasingly engulfed the life of the Bambrzy, it began to affect 

their lives in a myriad of ways. They operated in a liminal space between German and 

Pole, and as such, national developments affected them significantly. When viewed 

through the lenses of amphibianism and national indifference, we can better understand 

both how the Bambergers lived and identified, and the Poznania where they lived.129 As 

we will delve further into in Chapter 5, in German nationalist discourse, Poznania itself 

was, in many ways, a liminal, amphibious subject, simultaneously German, Pole, and 

neither.  

Ultimately, I maintain that the Bambrzy were mostly amphibious and nationally 

indifferent throughout the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.130 They were 

German-speaking Catholics, many of whom also spoke Polish, and lived their lives in a 

bilingual and multiethnic world. They intermarried with Polish speakers, worshiped with 

them, went to school with them, attended social events with them, and interacted through 

commerce and business. This multiethnic, multilingual, cooperative world was one that 

allowed them to exist peacefully with one another without any need to create artificial 

barriers between people, i.e. nationalism. Yet, after German Unification, this relationship 

of amphibious coexistence came under attack. After 1871, through a one-two punch of 
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the Kulturkampf and the nationalization of daily life, the Bamberger’s liminal status 

became increasingly fraught and difficult to navigate. These two factors led to the 

eventual national identification for the majority of the Bambrzy. The Kulturkampf was an 

attack not just on the Catholic Church, but the Poznanian Bambergers themselves, who 

identified strongly as Catholic. These policies accentuated the Bambergers exclusion 

from the German national social sphere, and made the alternative Polish Catholic sphere 

even more enticing. As Ernest Gellner has underscored, most people become nationalists 

because of “practical necessity.”131 The path of least resistance was to nationally 

conform. Nonetheless, that was not always possible, or the most practical solution. In the 

Bambrzy case, their Catholicism made identifying as German problematic. They did not 

fit into the biopolitical identity of the German state.  

The divisions between Protestant and Catholic German-speaking populations 

were long-standing and continued to endure for decades after attempts to bridge that gap 

began. Helmut Walser Smith emphasized the ways divisions between Protestants and 

Catholics affected daily life, and how these differences stemmed from old 

Protestant/Catholic conflict dating back to the Protestant Reformation and the Thirty 

Years War. For much of the modern period, religion had “constricted contact between 

groups,” limiting cultural and social contact such as marriage, economic pursuits, and 

reading material, and political issues.132 Fundamentally, German Catholics defined the 

national state and nationalism differently than German Protestants. In response to these 

differences German liberal nationalists sought to create a cohesive national community 
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through the repressive anti-Catholic measures of the Kulturkampf. Ultimately, German 

nationalism did take hold among most Catholics, their understanding of Germanness and 

the nation-state remained different from their Protestant co-linguals.133  

While German Catholics and Protestant relations were improving in the 1880s 

and 1890s, those between the Polish Catholic community and the German Protestant 

deteriorated further. The nationalization and religious tension of daily life made it 

increasingly difficult to navigate Poznanian society as a nationally indifferent, 

amphibious, bilingual individual. Everything was becoming nationalized: newspapers, 

stores, church, school, social organizations. Meanwhile, nationalists were increasingly 

emphasizing that anationality and amphibianism did not exist: one was either Pole or 

German, one could not be anational or both. These mounting pressures led to the majority 

of the Bambrzy choosing to identify nationally by the late nineteenth century. The 

majority chose to identify as Polish nationally (as shown by Bär and Paradowska’s work), 

though some did choose German. Class appears to have played a large role in this 

decision, with more working-class Bambergers choosing Polish, while those who choose 

German being much more likely to be middle-class. 

In this chapter, we seek to expand our understanding of what the Bambrzy 

experience entailed through the introduction of primary sources and Maria Paradowska’s 

work on the Bambergers. While relying on Max Bär for much of her work on the specific 

history of the Bambrzy, she significantly augmented that research with primary source 

research of her own, particularly through Polish sources. She heavily cited O. Kolberg’s 

Lud. Wielkie Księstwo Poznanskie (People. The Grand Duchy of Poznania), written in 
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1875, and J. Łukascewicz’s 1835 work Obraz historyczno-statystyczny miasta Poznania 

w dawniejzcych czasach (Historical-statistical Picture of the City of Poznan in Earlier 

Times). Much of her knowledge of Bambrzy clothing comes from W. Cichowicz’s Strój 

bamberski (Poznanian Bamberger Attire), published in 1937. Paradowska was born in 

Poznan in 1932 and studied ethnography at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan 

before researching her doctorate. She was instrumental in the development of a folk 

museum for the Poznanian Bambergers in Poznan, the Towarzystwo Bambrów 

Poznańskich and published both a children’s book and cookbook about the Bambrzy.  

We begin by analyzing the Bambrzy villages themselves and their development, 

looking at how the villages and the Bambergers changed during the period of 1719-1918. 

As has been stressed, we will argue that the Kulturkampf and decades acculturation into a 

Polish-speaking community led many Bambergers to identify as nationally Polish by the 

turn of the twentieth century. 

 

Overview of Poznanian Bamberger Villages 

In 1719, the first settlers from Bamberg arrived in the villages of Luban (Luboń) 

and Demsen (Debięc), to the south of the city of Poznan along the Warta River. Demsen 

was located about six kilometers south of the city center, with Luban further south still at 

eight kilometers distant. The region was rural, but its proximity to the city-center made 

Poznan a hub of regional life. In the decades after the settlement of the first two villages, 

more German-speaking migrants followed, settling Jersitz (Jezyce) and Winiary in the 

1720s, followed by Wilda, Ratai, Gurczyn, Czapury and Wiorek in the 1740s and 50s. 

Most of the Bamberger villages were arrayed along the Warta to the south of the city, 
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while Winiary and Jersitz were north and west respectively. While the original Bambrzy 

came from the city that gave them their name, later settlers arrived from throughout the 

German States, particularly from other areas in the East, such as Silesia and West Prussia. 

Historically, the identity of these villages as Bamberger was significant, but fleeting, 

lasting for two centuries before nationalization made the Bambrzy identity a less 

prominent aspect of daily life. The villages had a long history before the Bambergers 

arrived, having been founded mainly during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.134 By 

the twentieth century, some of the villages were absorbed by Poznan as neighborhoods, 

while became more suburban. Yet, their two centuries as Poznanian Bamberger villages 

were vitally important to the history of the region: they were an ideological battleground 

where German and Polish nationalists fought for the minds of the people, while the 

Poznanian Bambergers attempted to live their lives.  

Before the eighteenth century, most of the migrations into the Kingdom of Poland 

from the German States were by Protestants, who sought religious toleration. During this 

period, the Kingdom of Poland was happy to have the settlers. However, by the 

seventeenth century, the Jesuit Order had gained significant influence in Poland and the 

situation was much less friendly to Protestants.135 This factor was even more pronounced 

during the early eighteenth century, because of Protestant Sweden fought against Poland-

Lithuania during the Great Northern War. Thus, when Poznan put out a call for settlers 

after war and plague had depopulated the region in the early eighteenth century, Poznan 

was specific in its requests for more settlers: they were to be Catholic. This, as we have 
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seen, put the Bambrzy in a unique position: They were German-speakers in a region 

where most German-speakers were Protestant, and Catholics in a region where the vast 

majority of Catholics were Polish-speakers. Thus, they had a specific constellation of 

identity (German-speaking and Catholic) that grouped them together under the identity 

that came to be known as Bamberger. 

The environs of Poznan had suffered greatly during the Great Northern War 

against Sweden, when Sweden invaded Poznania invaded in 1703, and in 1704 besieged 

the city for a month.136 Many of the residents of Poznan and its environs were conscripted 

into the army, while others fled south to Silesia or to other villages further from the city 

itself. Those who remained faced starvation, and a plague in 1709 that killed some 9,000 

people. By 1710, the future Bambrzy villages were almost wholly depopulated. The city 

of Poznan owned most of the villages. During this period, it was common practice to 

send out announcements calling for settlers, which likely occurred in the case of these 

villages.137 The villagers signed collective Settlement Contracts, though only those for 

Luban, Demsen and Ratai were then extant.138 Poznan’s ownership of the Bamberger 

Villages was not uncommon, in fact the city owned most of the villages nearby.  

Unlike the serfs who rebuilt the villages, the Bambrzy settlers were free farmers. 

The city of Poznan retained ownership of the land, but the rights to work it, build upon it, 

and use it belonged to the Bamberger peasants. In most of the villages, these rights were 

hereditary, going to the eldest son. In contrast, in Ratai, the land could be split according 

to the deceased’s wishes, pending approval by the city treasurer. In Luboń and Debięc, 
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the eldest son inherited the land, while the movable goods were split with half going to 

the eldest son, and the other half divided equally among the other children. The Bambrzy 

owed taxes to the city, both a property tax and a head tax.139 They were free to make 

changes and improvements to their land, and Paradowska stated that the city only 

obligated them to manage the property in an “orderly” fashion. However, the contracts 

forbade them from selling or surrendering their land without permission. Additionally, 

they could not take loans, particularly from nobles or the Catholic Church, or give away 

their land as a gift. These provisions ensured that the city of Poznan retained control over 

the land, its use, and its inhabitants. 

The settlement of the largest Bamberger villages would follow in the decades 

after the 1710s. First, in 1732, the city of Poznan took possession of the village of Ratai 

and began work on rebuilding it.140 Using feudal labor, they rebuilt the village and farms. 

Poznanian Bambergers officially settled in Ratai in 1745. The Bambergers settled Wilda 

sometime between 1745 and 1749. By the 1880s, Wilda was the largest of the nine 

Bambrzy villages, and the focal point of much of Bamberger community life.141 The 

layout of the Poznanian Bamberger villages saw houses relatively close together along 

just a few streets. For example, in Ratai, the houses were packed densely together along 

three streets. This tight city layout reinforced the close-knit ties of the community. 

In their first decades in Poland, the Bambrzy primarily remained smallhold 

farmers. They worked their fields along with their families, and perhaps the help of a few 

farmhands. They grew rye, barley, and wheat, and also raised cows, horses, pigs, sheep 
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and various fowl.142 Paradowska noted that many of the Bambrzy had gained significant 

prosperity through their agricultural activities.143 Their proximity to the city of Poznan 

provided a ready local marketplace for the sale of farm products, and allowed the 

Bambergers to adjust their production to meet the demands of the city. By the latter 

decades of the nineteenth century, however, the occupations of the Bambrzy were much 

more diverse, with Wilda, Jezyce, and Gurczyn particularly beginning to resemble 

suburbs.  

The material culture of the Bambergers was extremely important to Max Bär’s 

argument about the essential difference between the Bambrzy and their Polish neighbors. 

He asserted that there existed a fundamental difference between Bamberger and Polish 

dwellings that underlined a belief in German superiority. Bambrzy houses were in good 

shape, clean, modern, and well-organized. The Polish abodes did not live up to these 

standards. Paradowska asserted, on the other hand, that Poznanian Bamberger dwellings 

were “characteristic of the construction of Poznanian villages at their time,” while 

describing them in significant detail.144 Typical Bambrzy farms were built around a 

square courtyard with a Wohnhaus (residential dwelling) on one side and the farm 

buildings on the other. The side facing the street was usually left undeveloped. Common 

buildings included stables, barns, sheds, horse, sheep, cow, and pig stalls. Most Bambrzy 

farms also contained a garden.  

During the early years of Bamberger settlements, their houses tended to be 

modest, containing a Wohnstube (living room) and two or three other rooms.145 Most of 
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the early Bambrzy houses were frame houses, consisting of a frame of wooden beams 

with the gaps filled with a loam-straw mixture. Occasionally, instead of loam, the 

Bambrzy used bricks to fill the gaps in the wooden frame, known as Fachwerkhäuser 

(half-timbered houses). Some built their houses without wood, using only a loam-straw 

mixture to create the walls. Most of the Bamberger houses used thatched roofs, though 

wealthier farmers would often roof with shingles or bricks. The normal layout of 

Bambrzy houses consisted of a long corridor dividing the home in half. On one side of 

this hallway was the living room and second smaller room. The living room usually 

contained two beds. The opposite side of the corridor contained several smaller rooms.  

Into the mid nineteenth century, the Poznanian Bambergers began to construct 

their houses out of brick, with wooden roofs and gables. These layouts focused on a 

central kitchen, with a parlor in the rear, and rooms coming off a central corridor. The 

Bambrzy Museum in Poznan houses exhibits recreating Poznanian Bambergers rooms. 

The Bambrzy typically furnished their Wohstube (living room) with: “marriage and 

children’s beds, chests, tables with drawers, cupboards, stools and benches.”146  

By 1754, the Bambrzy had settled nine villages arrayed around the city of Poznan. 

In the decades that followed these German-speaking Catholic settlers became a 

significant part of life in the environs of the city of Poznan. They attended church in the 

city, and sold their goods in its markets. The villages grew, and by 1880, Wilda had a 

population of 1,639.147  During their plans to fortify the city of Poznan in the 1830s, 

Prussia chose Winiary for one of the most important fortress sites. To construct these 
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military fortifications, the Prussian government moved the inhabitants of the village 

southwest to Neu Winiary, which is now a neighborhood in the city of Poznan. The 

remains of Fort Winiary are now a park near Poznan’s Stare Miasto (Old City). 

 

The Modernization of Poznan and the Poznanian Bamberger Villages 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Bambrzy settlements nearest Poznan 

transformed from small farming villages to developing towns, integrated into the wide 

variety of economic activity taking place in an industrializing, rapidly expanding Poznan. 

The city was in the midst of transforming from an early modern city into a modern 

industrial one, a center of economic, cultural, and social life in the region. By 1905, 

Poznan boasted two train stations, an electric streetcar system, three theaters, three 

hospitals, twelve hotels, over a dozen churches and synagogues, and a plethora of 

restaurants and cafes.148  

The German Theater and Polish Theater were, as their names imply, national 

theaters, while the third, the Apollotheater showed “variety and summer theater.” Other 

cultural institutions included the Kaiser Wilhelm Bibliothek (opened on November 14, 

1902 to provide for a more staunchly Prussian and German nationalist library), and the 

Kaiser Friedrich-Museum, which housed a wide variety of scientific and artistic exhibits, 

including exhibitions of Poznanian “minerals, fauna and flora.149” The museum also 

contained portraits, paintings, and sculpture. Opened on February 22, 1829, as a gift to 

the city of Poznan from Duke-Governor Antoni Raczynski and his family, the Raczynski 
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Library housed over 20,000 books, with a notable collection of “Polish history and 

literature.” As Poznan modernized, it became home to a plethora of statues, monuments, 

and memorials. These often took on a national character, as with monuments to the Polish 

poet Adam Mickiewicz, Prussian King Frederick the Great, and Chancellor Otto von 

Bismarck. One such monument, “the Bamberka,” portraying a peasant woman carrying 

two buckets of water over her back with a yolk, memorialized the Poznanian Bambergers 

and remains on public display in Poznan’s Stare Miasto (Old City) to this day. 

As the city of Poznan and the Poznanian Bamberger villages grew, modernized, 

and industrialized, Bambrzy vocations diversified. The Bambergers of the eighteenth 

century were primarily farmers. By the 1880s, this had changed dramatically, with 

Poznanian Bambergers holding a wide array of jobs in an industrialized, urban 

environment. Records of Bamberger members of the Wilda Sokol (gymnastics society) 

listed jobs including, glazier, mason, barber, metalworker, potter, and the generic 

“owner/proprietor.”150 Furthermore, the membership lists of the Deutscher Bürgervereins 

Wilda (the German Burgher’s Association Wilda) listed member occupations such as: 

locksmith, carpenter, conductor, landlord, doctor, head-teacher, salesman, restaurateur, 

and railroad secretary.151 These occupations reflected the changes that occurred in the 

Bambrzy villages over the course of the nineteenth century, as they transformed from 

small farming villages into towns with diverse commercial activities, and connections to 
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Poznan. No longer just smallhold farmers, the Poznanian Bambergers inhabited a wide 

variety of occupational niches in a modern industrial society. While the membership lists 

did not provide enough data to make any conclusions about the relationship between the 

class and nationality for the Bambergers, some tentative theories can be given. The 

Bambrzy members of the Polish-speaking gymnastics Sokol more often had working-

class occupations, while the Bamberger members of the Bürgerverein were more often 

middle-class. This fits the demographic trends of the region, and the ways that 

nationalists defined and politically positioned themselves. Moreover, it emphasized the 

economic considerations involved in choosing between German and Polish nationality for 

the Bambrzy. In many ways, national identity choice was not simply a cultural, social, or 

religious issue, but an economic one. We will delve deeper into this in the section on 

Bambergers in Community Organizations later in the chapter. 

 

Poznanian Bamberger Villages by Population152* 

                                         Household ‘Heads’                              Total Population 

*The first four columns count ‘heads’ of household; the latter two total population. 

 

The population of the Bambrzy villages grew steadily in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, but Wilda experienced a population explosion, going from a village 
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Village 1720 1748 1780 1835 1861 1880 

Demsen 16 14 20 23 241 329 
Luban 13 10 11 12 200 255 
Ratai - 13 19 27 343 No Data 
Wilda - 15 29 62 772 1639 
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of a few hundred at the most in 1780, to one of over 1,600 inhabitants in 1880. This was a 

significant number of people, with the city of Poznan itself containing a little less than 

70,000 people in 1890. Concurrently, the villages, Wilda, Gurczyn, and Jersitz in 

particular, were becoming increasingly integrated into the city of Poznan itself, with the 

aforementioned three each housing a stop along the electric streetcar lines that connected 

the city.153 Wilda, to the south of the city, had its own fire station, and also headquartered 

its own chapter of the Deutscherverein (German Association), encompassing Wilda and 

Jersitz.154 Jersitz, to the west of Poznan), also housed its own chapter of the 

Verschönerungsverein (Beautification Society), and contained a chemical factory and a 

Zoological Garden. These three former villages had developed into urbanized locations 

that Poznan would absorb and transform into city neighborhoods in the years following 

the First World War. 

To the east of Wilda was the Eichenwald, a forest that was a popular destination 

for bicyclers and hikers, and even housed several restaurants.155 Today, the Eichenwald is 

home to several parks, including ones named after Pope John Paul II and Tadeusz 

Kosciuszko, as well as the stadium of the Polish soccer team Warta Poznan. The 

Historical Society for the Province of Poznania’s guidebook Führer durch Posen (Guide 

through Poznania) noted Wilda for its “numerous restaurant gardens.”156 

Another sign of the increasing nationalization of daily life in the Bamberger 

villages was the nationalization of street names throughout Poznan and its environs by 
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the late nineteenth century. Wilda with its Caprivi, Bülow, Hohenlohe, Blücher, 

Flottwell, and Kronprinzen Strassen (streets), and Bismarck Platz and Jersitz with its 

Berliner, Kaiser Wilhelm, Kaiser Friedrich, and Moltke Strassen were no exception. With 

these changes, the Bambrzy’s personal geography was becoming significantly more 

nationalized. As nationalization filled the mental and physical geography of Poznan, and 

the Bambergers’ lives, so too did religion. The streets themselves were a reminder of this 

division, with the aforementioned streets all named for Protestants, while others, such as 

Klosterstrasse, Karmelitergasse, and Marienstrasse reflected the Catholicism of the city. 

Poznan, with its many churches, synagogues and other religious buildings and 

organizations, was a city with constant reminders of the confessional divides: 

Catholicism, Protestantism, Judaism. Furthermore, South of the Wilda village center was 

the Catholic cloister Sacre Coeur, emphasizing the proximity and centrality of 

Catholicism in the Poznanian Bamberger’s lives.  

Nationalism, modernization, and industrialization transformed life in Poznan and 

its surroundings. Compared to the Bambergers of the late nineteenth century, many of 

their ancestor’s lives had centered more narrowly on family, farming, religion, and 

simple community activities. As the twentieth century approached, life was becoming 

increasingly complicated in a myriad of ways 

 

Identity 

Bambrzy identity was complex and difficult to pin down due to a severe lack of 

primary sources giving insight into their thought processes. However, we can glean much 

from a careful reading of the sources available and theoretical frameworks. The 
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Bambergers were Catholic and their ancestors spoke a dialect of German, which they 

retained a semblance of into the nineteenth century, despite their rising bilingualism. 

Furthermore, they were nationally indifferent throughout the eighteenth century, and 

most likely for a considerable portion of the nineteenth. The original Bambrzy were 

primarily independent peasants, and farming continued to be an important economic 

focus of their villages into the late nineteenth century. Historically, the peasantry was 

usually one of the last groups to begin to identify nationally. They tended to be more 

conservative and backward-looking than urban populations, and in general, had less 

exposure to the main arteries of communication and modernity that spread nationalism. 

This was less true for the Poznanian Bambergers than other peasants, given their 

proximity to Poznan and its centrality in the German/Polish national struggle. We have 

seen an aspect of this when showing how Bambrzy occupations had begun to diversify by 

the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

When the first Bamberger arrived in Poznania in 1719 nationalism had barely 

started to make an appearance on the historical scene, and would not become any kind of 

cultural driving force until the French Revolution at the end of the century. During the 

eighteenth century, nationalism was the purview of the Polish nobility in Poznania, and 

for much of this period was still in a very nascent state. The Partitions of Poland were 

instrumental in the development Polish nationalism, as evidenced by the Polish resistance 

to the Partitions and Kościuszko’s Rebellion, as well as the enthusiasm for Napoleon and 

his establishment of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw. The Partitions and the establishment of 

the Grand Duchy significantly contributed to the spread national sentiment among 
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segments of the population who had heretofore had little interaction with nationalism.157 

In addition to spreading the nationalist enthusiasm that dominated the French Revolution 

throughout Europe, Napoleon did away with many of the old privileges that had divided 

Polish society, leading to the beginning of a more expansive Polish national 

movement.158 While the extent that the Bambrzy identified as nationally Polish during 

this period was likely small, it opened the way for the mass nationalism of the latter half 

of the nineteenth century, a movement they joined. 

Early Bamberger identity centered on Catholicism, the German language, and the 

Bambrzy’s status as recent immigrants. This last constituent part would shift over the 

course of the century, to an idea of their forebears having been immigrants from 

throughout the German States. The constellation of these three identifiers marked the 

Bambrzy as different from their Polish-speaking Catholic, German-speaking Protestant, 

and Jewish neighbors. Their social class as peasants was also certainly important to their 

identity, but was not much of a distinguishing characteristic in the eighteenth century, 

when most of the population in Poznania would have identified as such. 

Thus, Poznanian Bamberger became a separate and specific communal identity 

that encompassed the German-speaking Catholic population in the environs of Poznan. 

Even as more German-speaking settlers arrived from other regions of Central Europe, the 

Bambrzy nomenclature endured, though their collective identification with the perceived 

home of their ancestors likely waned somewhat. Still, many of the newer settlers likely 

married descendants of the original Bambergers, keeping that connection to Bamberg in 
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place over the generations. 

Throughout this period, their Catholicism drew them closer and closer to the 

Polish community that dominated the Catholic milieu of Poznania. Participation in this 

community, and the state apparatus of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

necessitated that some portion of the Bambrzy possess conversational Polish, and thus 

pushed the Bambergers into a more amphibious identity. For social and economic 

reasons, some ability in Polish would have been a necessity for many. This was 

particularly true given the distance of the Bambrzy villages from one another. Many were 

miles apart, several separated from each other by the city itself. During most of the 

eighteenth century, this meant that most of the interactions the Bambergers had would not 

have been with the other Bambrzy villages, but with the people in their own villages, 

including Polish-speakers. Richard Alvis illustrated the phenomenon of widening 

geographic connections, while reinforcing that most of the inhabitants of Poznan and its 

surrounding villages. 

After the Partitions of Poland in the late 1700s, the role that Germanness played 

in the Poznanian Bamberger identity changed. Suddenly, the Bambrzy were no longer the 

German-speaking minority of the Kingdom of Poland, but part of the majority within the 

Kingdom of Prussia, if still the minority in Poznania itself. Thus, their Germanness 

became a less unique part of their identity, and in fact, given their bilingualism, 

especially compared to the growing German Protestant population in the region, 

emphasized their amphibianism further. National identity in Poznania remained, as 

historian Tara Zahra phrased it, “spotty and fluid” throughout the long nineteenth 
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century.159 

The extent of Bambrzy amphibiousness was a point of contention between Bär 

and Paradowska, as the former argued that the Bambergers retained their Germanness 

into the 1860s, while the latter maintained that the Bambrzy acculturated into Polish 

society quite quickly after their arrival. While these arguments seem contradictory, when 

seen through a nationalist lens, they were not necessarily mutually exclusive. The 

Bambergers were clearly bilingual to some extent during the nineteenth century, and 

maintained cultural aspects distinct from their Polish-speaking neighbors. As a German 

nationalist in the 1880s, Bär’s worldview centered on a dichotomy between German and 

Pole. Any amphibianism or national indifference was, to him, simply a transitional period 

in the Bambrzy Polonization. As a result, he highlighted their early Germanness and the 

historical moment in the 1860s where he alleged increasing Polish instruction in school 

was the cause of their Polonization. Paradowska, on the other hand, wrote from the 

prospective of a Polish social historian of the 1970s. Her focus centered on the social life 

of the Bambergers, portraying a much slower and organic transition from German to 

Polish identity. She saw them as having developed into a separate ethnic group, and 

eventually identifying as Polish as they grew closer and closer to the Polish community in 

Poznania. 

The Poznanian Bambergers were nationally indifferent and amphibious for much 

of their time in Poznania, retaining cultural and social traits that mixed aspects of the 

culture of their German-speaking ancestors with that of Poznania. By the 1870s and 

1880s there was another shift in Bambrzy identity, as the Kulturkampf began repressing 
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Catholics throughout the Kaiserreich. Many bilingual Bambergers began to see Polish 

identity as an alternative community that would provide some level of protection to them, 

and many of them began to identify as Polish. Others saw identifying with the dominant 

German nationalism of the state as the best course of action for themselves. This 

hardening of nationalism and increasing division of the community into two national 

camps made it harder and harder for individuals to live nationally indifferent or 

amphibious lives. In the following sections, we will see the roles that education, religion, 

and social life had on this process and the ways that it was much messier than either Bär 

of Paradowska argued. 

 

Poznanian Bamberger Schools 

Despite Max Bär’s arguments to the contrary, the Volksschulen of Wilda and 

Ratai were wholly incapable of indoctrinating their Poznanian Bamberger students with 

Polish nationalism to the point of changing their identities without a plethora of other 

factors that led to Bambrzy identifying as nationally Polish. They were simply too 

inefficient, underfunded, overcrowded, and pedagogically ineffective. While they did 

provide some opportunities for language learning, the Bamberger identity shift required 

immersion in a Polish speaking community, and a genuine motivation and desire to 

identify nationally. 

Through the first century of their residence in Poznania, many of the Bamberger 

children learned from their parents in the home, as there was no governmentally funded 

school system for these rural areas. The decentralized nature of the Polish-Lithuanian 



 

114 
 

Commonwealth led to a lack of a cohesive, statewide school system.160 There were 

schools in Poznan and its environs during the nineteenth century, but no comprehensive 

system existed. During the reform attempts of King Stanisław August in the late 

eighteenth century, the Commission of National Education created a national education 

system, “which coordinated existing Catholic institutions into a unified structure based on 

common standards.”161 Even with a more systematic educational system during the latter 

years of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and in post-Napoleonic Prussia, school 

attendance was low. As peasants, many Bambrzy parents in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, likely would have felt a strong necessity to keep their children at 

home for a significant portion of the school year in order for them to work on the family's 

farm. Even in the city of Poznan itself, by 1805 less than half of the population attended 

elementary school.162 As the nineteenth century progressed, the Prussian government 

took efforts to create a more systematic and wide-ranging educational system that would 

reach the entire population. They were motivated, in large part, by a desire to Prussify or 

Germanize the population. Richard Alvis argued that this was not a nationalizing 

tendency. The conservative Prussian government did not want to inculcate a spirit of 

nationalism in the population, but to teach German language and reinforce what it saw as 

German values: hard-work, loyalty to Prussia, “obedience to authority, thrift and 

economic productivity.” Whether intentionally nationalizing or not, these policies would 

become inextricably linked with a program of Germanization in the post-1871 period. By 

1849, eight additional schools had been constructed, and by 1839, 72 percent of 
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Poznania’s children were attending school by the time they were of age. The creation of a 

centralized school system affected the Bamberger villages significantly. In 1830, a 

Volksschule was founded in Wilda, followed in 1833 by a school in Ratai. The 

Volksschulen of the first half of the nineteenth century provided a basic education for the 

Bambrzy children, with a heavy emphasis on reading, writing, arithmetic and religion.163  

The teacher-to-student ratios of the Poznanian Volksschulen remained high, and the 

curriculum rudimentary, leading to many children leaving school without being fully 

literate.164 These issues were all the more problematic for the Catholic schools in the 

East, as they often had bilingual populations, making instruction even more difficult.  

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, schools throughout Western 

Europe and North America struggled to educate students both due to a severe lack of 

funding and resources, as well as due to pedagogical issues. Prussia was not categorically 

more authoritarian than England or the United States in its education. Yet, that did not 

excuse the faults. A much more egalitarian system, and one that focused on the 

development of comprehension and critical thinking rather than rote memorization was 

possible during the period, but was not a priority for the elites who monopolized political 

power, not only in Prussia, but throughout Europe and North America in general. 

Overcrowded, underfunded schools remained the rule in Prussia throughout the 

nineteenth century, often with teacher-to-student ratios ludicrously high (regularly over 

100-to-1). A comprehensive reform of this system would have required a significant shift 

in the priorities of the state that was not forthcoming, even in such a nationally charged 
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period where a better, more egalitarian schooling system truly may have been able to 

assimilate Polish speakers to a more national German identity. This emphasizes how 

important class considerations remained, and the ways that even the most assimilationist 

policies were based on elitism and repression. 

Because of the bilingual nature of the region, and the amphibiousness of the 

Poznanian Bambergers, language of instruction was an important issue from the outset in 

the Wilda and Ratai Volksschulen. In the 1830s, both the Wilda and Ratai Schulgemeinde 

(school community) rejected teaching candidates for a lack of mastery of the German 

language.165 However, in 1835, the Schulgemeinde recommended bilingual instruction in 

the Ratai school, despite School Inspector Pawlowski’s stated preference for German, as 

42 of the 44 teachers came from German-speaking homes. This underscores how from an 

early stage the Bambergers were cognizant of the benefits of a bilingual education for 

their children in a multilingual province. Additionally, there were a minority of students 

from Polish-speaking parents in the Bambrzy schools throughout the century. The 

Bambergers had been living amongst Polish-speakers for generations, and school was 

another realm where they interacted with Polish-speakers daily. 

Language of instruction remained a thorny issue in the Wilda and Ratai schools 

throughout the nineteenth century. The letters of protest from the Wilda and Ratai parents 

that were fundamental to Bär’s argument of Bambrzy Polonization arrived in the 1850s. 

Despite being central to Bär’s argument, the protest letters never ask for the ending of 

instruction in Polish, just the reduction of its teaching. The parents were worried that their 

children were not learning German sufficiently, which was understandable given the state 
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of the educational system during this period. Schools that focused on German instruction 

only were difficult enough to learn in, adding another language to the mix would only 

add to the pedagogical load. 

The Poznanian Bamberger Volksschulen in Ratai and Wilda were Catholic, run by 

the Church, and for most of their history overseen and inspected by the Church. 

Ostensibly they did this under the aegis of, and for the state, but the education received 

was not a national one, but a Catholic one. Thus, many Bambergers had a strong Catholic 

identity, in a region where Catholicism was heavily Polish-speaking. The Volksschulen in 

Ratai and Wilda (and throughout Germany) were the equivalent of one-room 

schoolhouses in the United States. They often had just one teacher, who taught all grade 

levels. The schools of Poznania were possibly the worst in the Kaiserreich, as they had 

the lowest level of funding of any province. In the middle decades of the nineteenth 

century, the student-to-teacher ratio in both schools were atrocious.  

At the Wilda school there were sixty-five children in 1836, and by 1841 that had 

exploded to 108, of which nine spoke Polish as their first language.166 The situation in 

Ratai was marginally better. In 1835 there were forty-four children, which increased in 

1858 to sixty-three children (of which sixteen had primarily Polish-speaking parents).167 

By 1860, there were four more Polish-speakers, though the total remained the same. In 

both cases, funding levels, class size, and a lack of teachers for so many students of 

varying skill and grade levels made teaching even rudimentary topics extremely difficult. 

The teachers of the Ratai and Wilda Volksschulen had an unenviable job, teaching at 

times over a hundred students across seven grade levels, in two languages. Moreover, 
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with poor teacher training and low funding, these schools were wholly insufficient to 

Germanize or Polonize. Yet, Bär was completely silent on this problem, as were most 

German nationalists writing on the dangers of Polonization through education. Bär 

simply gave the figures for the number of children in the Volksschulen without any 

comment on them. The lack of genuine dealing with the pedagogical crisis in the East 

emphasizes how Bär and other German nationalists’ thoughts on pedagogy began and 

ended with the idea of the pupil as an empty vessel for the teacher to fill through rote 

memorization. 

 

The Lehrplan for the Volksschulen of Poznan 

Published in 1912, Lehrplan für die Volksschulen der Residenzstadt Posen gave a 

detailed rundown of the curriculum of the Volksschulen of the city of Poznan.168 At 126 

pages, it spent considerable time laying out what was to be taught, and in which grade 

levels. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the curriculum of the Volksschulen in 

Poznania had become more rigorous and standardized. By the second decade of the 

twentieth century, the emphasis on reading and writing, religion and math remained, but 

in the later grades, this expanded to include far more subjects, and a slightly more 

rounded education. The Volksschulen were divided into seven sections (grade levels), 

though in most areas, the small size of the population and schoolhouse meant that the 

students remained together in the one room schoolhouse, and were taught by the same 

teacher. The youngest children were in seventh section, with the oldest in the first.  

The seventh section had a twenty-two-hour school week, with instruction divided 
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between German (fourteen hours), religion (four hours) and math (four hours). In the 

sixth section, the school week increased by two hours with the addition of writing and 

singing to the curriculum (two hours each), and a subsequent decrease in German. The 

school week increased slowly, to twenty-eight hours in fifth section, and thirty-two in the 

third. Along with it, saw the slow reduction of German, to eight hours in fifth section and 

six for the rest of the sections. In its place, the schools added history, geography, writing, 

science, writing, and gymnastics. 

The history curriculum of Poznania emphasized the nationalizing project above 

all else. The history taught was a German and Prussian history, not a Poznanian, Polish, 

or Central European one. For example, the curriculum structured history instruction 

around the reigns of Prussian monarchs, and heavily underscored the history of the lives 

of the royal family. The Lehrplan began its section on history education with the 

statement that “the history lesson should familiarize the children with beneficial 

endeavors of our Princely House [the Hohenzollern dynasty], as well as with the fortunes 

of our people, and thereby plant in their hearts love and enthusiasm for Kaiser and 

Empire, King and fatherland.”169 Beginning in the fifth section, the children were taught 

the history of Germany through the temporal lens of the Kaiser and the royal family, 

beginning with Wilhelm II. These lessons focused on the life of the Kaiser, Kaiserin 

(Empress), and their family, as well as the Kaiser’s visits to Poznania, and the Kaiser’s 

Palace in Poznan. The curriculum devoted the third and fourth quarters to Friedrich III 

and Wilhelm I. Bizarrely, it set aside an entire quarter to Friedrich III, who was emperor 

for a mere ninety-nine days in 1888. Through this education, the state attempted to create 
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a feeling of connection between the children of Poznania, the Kaiser, and the royal 

family, emphasizing their role as paternal authorities over the nation. 

In the fifth section, the Lehrplan divided history education by gender, with boys 

getting two hours of history education a week, while girls received one. While most of 

the history curriculum itself was not divided by gender, there were a few points where it 

was. In the third quarter of section one, the boys learned about Bismarck, Moltke, and 

Roon, while the girls learned about “our three Empresses,” the Red Cross, and the 

nationalist women’s organizations. This division along gender lines was common for the 

period. Here, boys learn of battles and high politics; girls from models of bourgeois 

womanhood.  

In section four, the Lehrplan jumped backward to the seventeenth century, 

starting with Frederick the Great, and moving along to Friedrich Wilhelm III and the 

Napoleonic Wars. Here they were named “the unlucky wars” (for the War of the Fourth 

Coalition) and “the Freedom Wars” (for the Wars of the Sixth and Seventh Coalitions). 

The end of the year was spent on the series of wars that led to the Prussian unification of 

Germany: The Second Schleswig War, the Austro-Prussian War, and the Franco-Prussian 

War, simply referred to was “the wars of 1864, 1866, 1870/71” in the Lehrplan. This was 

not the curriculum for a history of the Kaiserreich, but an achievement story of Prussia, 

showing how it ‘gloriously’ rose with Fredrick the Great, momentarily struggled against 

Napoleon and then rose again to gloriously unify Germany through a series of wars in the 

middle decades of the nineteenth century. The year wrapped up by revisiting Friedrich III 

and Wilhelm II.  

The curriculum for section three focused on medieval history, and reflected the 
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standard German nationalist view of medieval history. It was a story of German heroes 

that were the basis of German national myth: Karl der Grosse, Heinrich I, Otto the Great, 

Otto III, Friedrich Barbarossa, among others.170 The immigration of German speakers 

was also emphasized, underlining the German national myth of the Drang nach Osten 

and the German civilizing mission in the East. In the second half of the year, the students 

learned the history of the rise of Prussia and Brandenburg. 

Sections two and one received a review of much of this history covered, 

presumably at more depth, beginning with Frederick the Great and moving through the 

Partitions, the Napoleonic Wars, and to the unification of Germany and contemporary 

history. Again, we see the nationalist tinge here, with subsections about “Frederick the 

Great’s freedom works,” “Prussia, a state of law,” and the Napoleonic Wars referred to as 

the “Freedom Wars.” The syllabus made no mention of the Revolutions of 1848. 

Poland was wholly absent from the Lehrplan until the second section, when it 

came up through the topic of the Partitions of Poland. Despite its centuries’ long history 

within Poland, the children of Poznan received little instruction on the history of their 

own city. It is possible that students spent some time on these topics in earlier years, but 

it was not important enough to receive mention in the Lehrplan.  

 

Gender and the Volksschulen 

Throughout the long nineteenth century, many reformers worked tirelessly to 

increase educational opportunities of girls and women. Many in nineteenth-century 

Europe viewed women as intellectually inferior, and the Kaiserreich neglected the 
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education of those children gendered female. Even as late as the 1870s, institutions of 

secondary education for girls remained many private initiatives with a severe lack of state 

oversight.171 However, at the beginning of the 1910s, the school reform movement began 

making headway in increasing the availability and quality of education for girls.172 Both 

class and gender circumscribed Poznanian Bamberger children’s ability to receive an 

education. 

The curriculum of the Lehrplan divided gender based on a binary of male and 

female. Girls received less instruction in academic subjects on average, usually receiving 

a few hours less per week. The Lehrplan gave the same subject distribution for girls and 

boys in the seventh and sixth sections, but starting in the fifth section, the curriculum 

gave girls a total of two hours less instruction a week, receiving one hour less of each 

history and drawing, and having gymnastics. Instead, they took two hours of handwork, 

which comprised sewing, cloth making, and other domestic skills. 

In section four, the instruction hours of boys and girls was equal for all subjects, 

except that girls took two hours of “womanly handwork,” giving them thirty total hours 

of instruction to twenty-eight for boys. In section three, there was another instruction 

change based on gender, with girls receiving two less hours of sciences. In sections two 

and one, girls received one less hour each of science and writing. They continued to 

receive two hours of handwork throughout, but an optional four hours of housekeeping 

instruction (cooking, cleaning, managing a household) was offered in sections two and 

one. Boys had no option to take this course. Thus, girls received less education in 
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academic subjects overall in order for them to practice “womanly handwork” such as 

sewing and clothing making. Girls were also discriminated against in regards to athletics: 

“The boys should through gymnastics lessons” develop the necessary skills to use in 

“fatherlandish military service.”173 In contrast, the curriculum reinforced the familiar 

gendered trope that the “weaker muscular systems of the female sex” required that girls 

avoid “excessive physical exertion.”174 It continued that only activities that “do not injure 

the female dignity and sense of shame” should be performed.175 This division of school 

curriculum corresponded to the conservative German nationalist views on gender of the 

era. For the ‘health’ of the national body, chauvinistic nationalists argued that women 

would be the caregivers, the men, the bearers of strength and intelligence. 

 

Volksschulen Curriculum Plan for the City of Poznan  

 (by Instruction hours per week)176 

 

                                        Instruction for Boys           Instruction for Girls 
Grade Level* 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Religion 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 
German 6 6 6 6 8 12 14 6 6 6 6 8 12 14 
Calculations 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 
Spatial Sciences 2 2 2 - - - - - - 1 - - - - 
History 2 2 2 2 2 - - 2 2 2 2 1 - - 
Geography 2 2 2 2 2 - - 2 2 2 2 2 - - 
Nature Description 2 2 2 2 - - - 1 1 2 - - - - 
Natural Sciences 2 2 2 - - - - 2 2 1 - - - - 
Writing 2 2 2 2 2 2 - 1 1 2 2 2 2 - 
Drawing 2 2 2 2 2 - - 2 2 2 2 1 - - 
Singing 2 2 2 2 2 2 - 2 2 2 2 2 2 - 
Gymnastics 2 2 2 2 2 - - 2 2 2 2 - - - 
Hand-work - - - - - - - 2 2 2 2 2 - - 
Housework Instruction - - - - - - - 4 4 - - - - - 
Total Hours per Week 32 32 32 28 28 24 22 34 34 32 30 26 24 22 

* German grade levels began with level 7 and continued to level 1 in the Volksschulen. 
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Gymnasium Education 

In contrast to the ineffective Volksschulen, the Gymnasiums of Germany were 

much better funded and equipped to educate. The Gymnasium was a secondary education 

institution that focused on a classical idea of Bildung (education), with a heavy emphasis 

on Latin, Greek, history, mathematics, and the sciences.177 The Prussian Gymnasiums 

were dominated by the bourgeoisie, and thus continually reinforced the class divide of 

German society significantly, as those who went to Gymnasiums obtained positions that 

continued to allow their children to attend. By the end of the nineteenth century, 

prosperous Poznanian Bambergers likely would have had the means to send their children 

to secondary educational institutions. 

By the 1880s, Poznan was home to three secondary schools for male pupils: the 

Königlichen Friedrich Wilhelms-Gymnasium, the Königlichen Marien-Gymnasium, and 

the Real Gymnasium (that was also connected to an Oberrealschule), the Königliche 

Berger-Oberrealschule in Posen. The Gymnasiums gave a more classical education, 

featuring Latin and Greek, while the Realschule’s emphasis was more on modern 

languages and natural sciences. Poznania also contained several technical schools. By 

1904, as the city of Poznan had grown considerably, another Gymnasium opened: The 

Königliche Auguste Viktoria Gymnasium. The Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium and the 

Berger Oberrealschule were across the street from one another, while the Marien 

Gymnasium was just a few blocks east, all in the southeast of the city.  

Before Unification, the situation of secondary schools for girls was much more 

haphazard. In Poznania, the Luisenschule (Luisen School), founded in 1830, provided 
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secondary educational opportunities for the daughters of the bourgeoisie. Initially a 

private school, Prussia incorporated it into the public educational system in 1873. It 

provided an education significantly different from the male Gymnasiums. Subjects 

included religion, pedagogy, French, English, history, art history, geography, math, 

natural science, music, writing, drawing, and painting, gymnastics, and singing.178 

Compared to the male Gymnasiums, classical languages, math, and science were 

deemphasized for French, English, and the humanities. Furthermore, the Luisenschule 

offered subjects as electives, such as kindergarten instruction, health education, music 

education, needlework, childcare, and household studies. These subjects focused on the 

education and raising of children, which those at the levers of power and influence 

deemed ‘women’s work’ in the nineteenth century. Teaching at the Luisenschule was 

also highly gendered, with male teachers occupying most of the distinguished positions 

compared to women teachers.179 

Those Bambrzy that went on to Gymnasium would have likely gone to one of the 

Gymnasiums in the city of Poznan that were quite close to the villages of Wilda and 

Ratai. Indeed, the Abitur records show several students from Bamberger villages at the 

Marien Gymnasium (Joseph Braun and Czeslaus Nikiewicz of Jersitz, and Anton Dukat 

of Winiary), and the Real Gymnasium (Alfred Denizor of Gurczyn and Boleslaus 

Remlein of Ratai).180 Moreover, the Abitur rolls were filled with Catholic and Jewish 

students with combined Germanic/Slavic names: Ludwig Cienmniak, Johann Roszak, 
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180 The Abitur was (and remains to this day) the final examination for Gymnasium students. It conferred 
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Friedrich Bielski, Johann Kicinski, Viktor Urbanski, Klara Swasniewski, Hans 

Israelowicz,181 and Johann Adamski182 to give several examples.183 While most of the 

amphibious names found in the Abitur rolls were from Catholic and Jewish students, it 

was not unheard of among Protestants. As an example, Kurt Olawski completed his 

Abitur in Bromberg in 1905 in Rechtswissenschaft. He was born in Warsaw and his 

father was a Rentner in Bromberg. Like the Volksschulen of the province, the 

Gymnasium also illustrated the amphibious nature of Poznania. 

Through the 1890s, the majority of Catholic students attended the Marien 

Gymnasium, while Protestant and Jewish children attended the Friedrich-Wilhelm 

Gymnasium. This should be unsurprising given their names, with the latter evoking the 

Virgin Mary, and the former four Prussian Kings and the Great Elector of Brandenburg. 

In 1889, the Marien Gymnasium’s 620 students were 56% Catholic, 27% Protestant, and 

17% Jewish, while the Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium’s 581 students were only 13% 

Catholic, 50% Protestant, and 37% Jewish. The Real Gymnasium was much more equal, 

with 104 Catholic students, 131 Protestant, and seventy-five Jewish students. By 1905, 

the percentage of catholic students in the Marien and Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasiums 

had increased significantly, and by 1912 both schools had a Catholic plurality. In 1912, 

the Marien Gymnasium had 615 students, with 85% Catholic, 12% Protestant, and 3% 

Jewish. The numbers at Friedrich Wilhelm were not quite so lopsided, but also saw 

significant change: out of 588 students, 41% were Catholic, 31% Protestant, and 29% 

Jewish. The reason for this shift was unclear, but a shift of protestant students to the 
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Oberrealschule and away from Gymnasium education, the opening of the Auguste 

Viktoria Gymnasium, and the general decline in the Protestant and Jewish percentages of 

the population of the city due to increased Catholic migration, as well as the expansion of 

the Polish-speaking middle-class were the likely reasons. While these numbers do show 

an increase in the confessional divide of the Gymnasiums between the 1880s and 1910s, 

the Gymnasiums remained multi-religious, emphasizing the endurance of national 

indifference through amphibious, trans-national, and cross-confessional relationships, 

even as nationalists were claiming such community was dead in Poznania.  

Despite what German nationalists wrote about the growing divisions and tensions 

existing between Protestants and Catholics, Germans and Poles, parents across supposed 

religious and national divides chose to put their children in schools that were religiously 

and nationally mixed. While there were considerable tensions brought about by 

nationalism, the situation in Poznan, even in 1912 was not one of two separate nations 

struggling against one another, but of two nationalisms fighting against one another and 

the population of Poznania continuing to live their lives in an intermingled and 

intermixed fashion. The Gymnasiums of Poznan and Bromberg taught separate religious 

classes for Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish students, but otherwise classes were 

interreligious.  
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184 SBB, Schulschriften. 
185 Statistics for the Berger Real-Gymnasium Posen were divided into three sections “Realgymnasium,” “Gymnasium,” and “Realschule” in 1901 and 1906. They 
are combined here. 
186 Statistics for the Luisenschule were divided into “Lyzeum,” “Oberlyzeum,” “Studienanstalt,” and “Seminar-Übungsschule.” They are combined here. 

Gymnasium 1889 1897 1901 1906 1912 1889 1897 1901 1906 1912 1889 1897 1901 1906 1912 

Marien 350 440 473 469 522 168 111 101 89 74 103 41 20 24 19 

Friedrich-Wilhelm 74 37 64 130 240 291 281 342 240 180 216 195 199 186 168 

Real-Gymnasium/ 
Oberrealschule185 

104 127 186 113 167 131 222 348 378 616 75 106 106 86 94 

Auguste Viktoria - - - 227 179 - - - 554 537 - - - 26 28 

Luisenschule186 - - - - 224 - - - - 515 - - - - 98 
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However, the Gymnasiums of Poznania privileged the German language 

tremendously and showed a severe disregard for Polish language, culture, and history. 

They taught polish inconsistently at best, and when they did it was normally as an 

elective class. The Friedrich Wilhelm and Marien Gymnasiums offered Polish as an 

elective to all grade-levels for two hours a week in 1889, but by the turn of the century, 

both had reduced their offerings to only their middle grades. The Real Gymnasium 

offered Polish as an elective during the 1890s, but by 1905, they cut Polish completely. In 

the north of the province, the Bromberg Gymnasium offered Polish as an elective for 

younger students from 1889 until at least 1897. By 1892, they reduced Polish classes 

from four hours a week to two, and by 1901, they cancelled Polish instruction entirely. 

Faculty with German surnames dominated positions in the Gymnasiums of Poznania, but 

across the province teachers with Slavic names held positions.  

The Gymnasiums of Poznania were a place where we can see significant national 

ambiguity and national indifference. Teachers with Polish surnames taught at the 

Bromberg Gymnasium and all four secondary education institutions in Poznan/Posen. 

This was especially true at the Marien Gymnasium, where six teachers with Polish names 

taught in 1889: Zielonka, who not only taught protestant religion, but also German and 

Greek; Głombik taught Latin, history, and German; Dr. Wituski taught math, physics, 

and Polish; Nowak taught Greek and French; Dr. Kolonaski taught Polish and Latin, and 

Ziętkiewicz taught writing.187 The higher proportion of teachers with Polish names was 

unsurprising given that the school had a majority of Catholic students. What was 
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especially notable was that Zielonka and Ziętkiewicz taught subjects that were heavily 

focused on German language, which was rare for teachers with Slavic names in Poznania. 

Ziętkiewicz also taught Polish and writing at the Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium. At the 

Königliche Gymnasium in Schrimm, Dr. Noryskiewicz taught German, in addition to 

Catholic religion, French and Latin.188 While the Gymnasiums of Poznania did have 

teachers with Polish surnames, German names were much more common, and extreme 

German nationalist views were not unheard of among them by any means. In fact, several 

German nationalist writers taught at Poznania’s gymnasiums, such as Oberlehrer (senior 

teacher) Otto Kurth at the Lissa Gymnasium.189 

The libraries of the Poznanian Gymnasiums also discriminated against Polish. 

There was only a single book in Polish in the Friedrich Wilhelm Gymnasium library’s 

youth section in 1889, the amusingly vaguely titled, Książka do czytania (Book for 

Reading) by R. Kasinski. The literature section contained only one book in Polish, again 

a simply titled work, Dziela (Works) by Jg. Krasicki, and a few others by Polish authors 

(such as a German translation of Pan Tadeusz by Adam Mickiewicz). This compared to 

160 volumes of a single series of German national literature. In history, there was one 

book in German on the history of Russia, Poland, and Livonia, as well as five books in 

Polish, including four books on Polish literary history. Out of hundreds of books, only 

seven were in Polish, and with a handful of others on Polish topics. The Berger 

Oberrealschule did not have a single volume in the Polish language, while its “foreign 

literature” section contained only a single work originally written in Polish: a German 
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Tetzland, 1903). 



 

131 
 

translation of Mickewicz’s Pan Tadeusz.190 The Schneidemuhl Gymnasium library did 

not contain a single book on Polish history, but its section on German history was large 

and nationalistic.191 One example was the audaciously titled Deutschlands Helden in 

Krieg und Frieden (Germany’s Heroes in War and Peace).192 

The teacher’s library of the Bromberg Gymnasium’s section on Slavic language 

was the same size as that of the Italian/Spanish language section, and contained far more 

books on English, French, Greek, Latin, and even Sanskrit, than Polish. There were eight 

books total on Polish language, compared to over forty books on English, and another 

forty on French, not including a decent collection of English and French literature. The 

section on Greek and Latin language instruction was over 160 books, with another 

several hundred books on Greek and Roman literature and mythology. Of all the subjects 

taught at the Gymnasium, the library’s selection of Polish language books was by far the 

smallest. Even the Lissa Gymnasium library’s section on Slavic language and literature, 

which had forty-five works in it, was dwarfed by the Greek and Latin sections’ hundreds 

of volumes.193 

The library of the Friedrich Wilhelms Gymnasium in 1889 contained a fairly 

small collection of books. The section on youth literature was heavily slanted towards 

books reinforcing a nationalist and imperialist agenda. Many of these books were 

adventure tales aimed to excite children and young adults with stories of adventure.194 

With titles like “Jagdabenteuer in der Wildnis” (Hunting Adventure in the 
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Wildnerness).195 These books functioned similarly to the ideas behind gymnastics 

associations: strong bodies led to strong nations. Furthermore, they focused on the idea of 

the danger of nature and how humans could overcome it. Other books emphasized 

German nationalism more overtly such as Unser Vaterland in Erzaehulungen, 

Schilderungen und Charakterbildern (Our Fatherland in Narratives, Descriptions, and 

Character Pictures) by J.D. Luettringhaus, or through history, such as Hermann der 

Cherusker, der Sieger im Teutoburger Walde. Heldengeschichte aus alter Zeit für Volk 

und Jugend (Hermann the Cheruscan, the Victor of Teutoburg Forest. Hero Histories 

from Ancient Times for People and Children).  

Others works were on the history of warfare and great battles in German 

nationalist history (such as the Teutoberg Forest). Other adventure books were set in 

colonial areas, such as C. Burmann’s Im Herzen Afrika. Eine Reise durch den dunkelen 

Weltteil (In the Heart of Africa. A Journey through the Dark Continent) or “C. 

Falkenhorst’s Der Zauberer vom Kilima-Ndjaro (The Wizard from Kilimanjaro). Others 

included books on British colonies and one book about German migrants in Australia. 

The library’s sections on geography and natural sciences were also full of books targeting 

areas of colonial interest for Germans: particularly Africa and North America. There 

were also many books on Native American tribes of North America, including two on the 

Seminole tribe, as well as the book Aus dem Wigwam. Uralte und neue Märchen und 

Sagen der nordamerikanischen Indianer.196 

Here we see the nationalizing and colonizing missions intersecting. Authors wrote 

these stories to reflect a vibrant, active nationalism, that reinforced the healthy body and 
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mind of the nation. Turnvereine (gymnastics societies) developed with similar goals in 

mind. Additionally, as Jeff Bowersox argued in the case of colonial young adult 

literature, these topics excited young readers with tales of adventure, while also meeting 

the goal of “pedagogues, politicians, and many parents” who demanded “relevant and 

current topics” for reading material for young audiences.197 Publishers sought to increase 

revenue by combining the demands of both groups by directing creating books of 

adventure and excitement that would teach girls and boys “about their respective roles in 

German  society” and in the colonies. Colonial locations provided settings for stories that 

could inculcate young minds with German national and colonial ideas about non-

European spaces.  

This colonial literature shared many of the same tropes as the Ostmarkenromane 

(Eastern Marches novels), which portrayed the Ostmark as colonial space.198 Through 

these books, German nationalists aimed to teach boys and girls about the roles of German 

adults in the colonies, and entice some to take up the ‘civilizing mission.’ Unsurprisingly 

for the era, the colonial literature had a significant gender divide. In the colonial stories 

published for girls, the focus was initially less on adventure, employing “tamed, exotic 

decoration” to teach them about their roles as colonists.199 The colonial literature aimed at 

girls eventually did shift to include more adventurous stories, as the middle-class 
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women's movement pushed for a more active role for women. Girls and women, these 

stories stated, had an important role to play in Germany’s colonial mission, where they 

were the “bearers of Kultur” and a vital part in the civilizing mission.200 

 

The Kulturkampf and the Poznanian Bambergers 

Religion was, in many ways, the determining factor for Poznanian Bamberger 

amphibiousness and the eventual national identification of many of them as Polish. Their 

Catholicism and geographic location, led the Bambrzy to attend Catholic parishes that 

were dominated by Polish-speakers, and since social life and community during the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries revolved around religion, the Bambergers 

learned Polish, married Polish-speakers, and were heavily involved in the Polish-

speaking Poznanian Catholic social milieu.  At the end of the long nineteenth century, 

Bambrzy amphibiousness allowed them to mingle in both German and Polish national 

communities, and their Catholicism led many of them towards Polish identity because of 

the anti-Catholic and anti-Polish policies of the Kulturkampf, which placed them outside 

of the biopolitical identity of the Protestant German nation-state.  

The Kulturkampf began with the unification of the German States under the aegis 

of Prussian victory in the Franco-Prussian War. It was a political, social, and cultural 

movement that attempted to create a cohesive national German identity across 

confessional lines in the newly formed Kaiserreich. It was both a governmental effort, as 

well as one taken up by liberal reformers wanting to ‘modernize’ Germany. This project 

contained a central tension, because of its simultaneous exclusionist and assimilationist 
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impulses towards Catholics. The Kulturkampf painted Catholicism, and German 

Catholics themselves to some extent, as not only backwards and unmodern, but active 

opponents of progress and modernization.201 German nationalists sought to create a 

biopolitical identity for the new state that was liberal Protestant and German. When 

Catholics and others resisted this centralization push, liberals and nationalists resorted to 

demonization and attack to push through their projects.  

Most historians have periodized the Kulturkampf as beginning sometime in 1871 

and ending sometime between 1886 and 1887.202 However, this periodization ignored or 

overlooked the importance of the Polish national dimension to the Kulturkampf, in 

addition to the continuing anti-Polish and anti-Catholic thought and policy towards the 

Ostmark through the First World War. In the eastern provinces of Prussia, the 

Kulturkampf only ended at Versailles. Historian Lech Trzeciakowski acknowledged the 

continuation of anti-Polish policy towards the East after the Kulturkampf, but labeled this 

later period differently because of a shift to “extirpation methods” with the expulsions of 

Polish non-citizens and the founding of the Prussian Settlement Commission.  

Yet, to claim that the Kulturkampf ended with this shift in policy and a new stage 

of Germanization began disregards the intense connection between the two. From the 

start, the Kulturkampf was a policy aimed at the repression of Polish-speakers. As early 

as 1871, expulsions of non-citizen Polish-speakers were being “seriously weighed” by 

Bismarck and others.203  Moreover, the expulsions were being put into motion behind the 
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scenes as early as 1881.204 It is more apt to split the periodization of the Kulturkampf into 

two stages: the first focusing on a liberal nationalist and governmental campaign against 

the Catholic Church and Polish nationalism, while the second saw an emphasis on the 

repression of Polish nationalism and awkward attempts to bring German Catholics into 

German nationalism. While the 1880s saw the formation of a conservative coalition in the 

Reichstag that at times had the catholic Center Party allied with Bismarck, and the slow 

repeal of anti-Catholic legislation, anti-Polish measures increased. 

The later Germanization policies were a continuation of the Kulturkampf, and 

they arose from the same motives: limit decentralizing forces (Catholicism and Polish 

nationalism), liberalize and modernize, and reinforce the biopolitical identity of the state 

as a form of loyalist Protestant German nationalism. From its beginnings in the 1870s, the 

Kulturkampf was a policy aimed significantly at attacking Polish nationalism. The shift to 

“extirpation methods” only increased the intensity of the Kulturkampf in the East by 

ushering a new stage that centered almost solely on Polish Catholicism.  

It is important to emphasize that the Kulturkampf was not simply a struggle 

between the Catholic Church and the state, but also between centralizing forces and those 

who resisted centralization. It was a conflict between forces attempting to coalesce the 

newly formed German Empire into a cohesive, singular state, while others sought to 

maintain and protect the specific rights, privileges, and identities that they had prior to 

Unification. Furthermore, this struggle was not simply a state-led program of 

centralization, but an ideological battle. Many liberals saw the Kulturkampf not only as 

an opportunity for them to centralize Germany, but to modernize and liberalize it. The 
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Catholic Church represented and functioned as a strong anchor tying Germany to its past, 

and liberals saw it as necessary for their project to transform the Church from a bastion of 

reactionary politics and anti-modernism, into an organization that would support the 

unification, centralization, modernization and bureaucratization of Germany. German 

liberals aimed to create a capitalist, imperialist, modern, scientific, rational world that 

would with the bourgeoisie holding significant power.  

The Kulturkampf was instrumental in leading to the identification of many 

Bambergers as nationally Polish, because it religiously discriminated against them, 

leading to their desire for community support outside of German nationalism. The 

community that was in place to support these German Catholics was a Polish-speaking 

Catholic one, which led them further into the Polish milieu and eventually many of them 

chose to identify as Polish. Prior to the 1870s, overall, German-speaking Catholics had a 

less developed German national identity than their Protestant co-linguals. This was 

especially true in Poznania. While German Catholics in the western regions of the 

German States had a local German-speaking cultural milieu surrounding church life, in 

the East, this community was heavily Polish-speaking. Thus, the Catholic communities 

that they were part of lent themselves to a more German feeling in the west, while 

limiting this growth in the East. The Unification of Germany and the Kulturkampf further 

complicated the situation. Suddenly an ideological battle was raging over the definition 

of Germanness that was not merely academic, but had a profound impact over what it 

meant to be a citizen of the Kaiserreich. The Kulturkampf was decidedly nationalist in 

character and reflected two pillars of liberal ideology: nationalization and secularization. 

The Catholic Church was at odds with both ideas. After 1871, when the conservative 
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monarchist Prussian government took up these liberal causes, it too found itself at odds 

with the Catholic Church. With German Unification, the power of the central 

government, and the creation of a cohesive identity for the German Empire as the 

German nation. were at odds with the extranational power of the Pope, and the influence 

of the Catholic Church. Eventually, these nationalizing forces and Catholicism reached a 

compromise, that saw the German Catholic community, if not fully embraced by German 

Protestant nationality, begrudgingly accepted by it. 

However, in the East, particularly in Poznania, the impulse of the Kulturkampf 

left German Catholics in a distinct position from their co-religious brethren in western 

Germany, and given that they already experienced their extra local community as a 

Polish-speaking Catholic one, they gravitated more towards Polish-speaking community. 

In the Bamberger case, many eventually chose to identify as nationally Polish. Protestant 

German nationalism never fully integrated the German-speaking Catholics of the East 

during this period. This led to significant anxiety from German nationalists. Max Weber 

reflected a widely held view among German nationalists that German Catholics were 

susceptible to Polish Catholic influence in the east. He wrote, because the “ecclesiastical 

bond” was “stronger than the national one” among the German Catholics in the Ostmark, 

and because the Catholic clergy of the Ostmark was predominantly Polish-speaking, 

many German-speaking Catholics began to identify with Polish nationalism.205  

The Kulturkampf played an important role in the life of the Poznanian 

Bambergers during the fin de siècle. Since the Partitions of Poland, the Bambrzy had 

enjoyed a place of relative privilege within Germany, but now the Kulturkampf labeled 
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them as outsiders. Suddenly, their German identity was not the strength that it had been 

before, as their Catholicism branded them as potential traitors. Moreover, the German 

government instituted numerous policies and laws that directly affected them, particularly 

the language laws and pulpit paragraph. The Kulturkampf placed the Poznanian 

Bambergers outside of the biopolitical identity of the state - loyalist Protestant German 

nationalism. Identification as Polish, and becoming part of the milieu that was fighting 

against the repressive policies of the German Empire, provided tangible benefits to its 

constituents through organic work, and showed the tangible benefits that Bambrzy could 

gain by identifying as Polish. 

The Kulturkampf and the new German Protestant biopolitical identity of 

Germanness did not simply have an ideological impact upon German Catholics and the 

Bambrzy, but a direct material one. The German government instituted laws that directly 

circumscribed the power and independence of the Catholic Church, such as the abolition 

of the Catholic Department of the Ministry of Education and Religion in 1871, and the 

pulpit paragraph, that made it illegal to speak “views that threatened public peace” inside 

of religious institutions.206 In 1872, the Jesuit Order was dissolved in Germany. These 

anti-Catholic measures had a tremendous impact on the development of Polish 

nationalism in the Eastern provinces of the German Empire, as well as on the Poznanian 

Bambergers themselves. In particular, the laws led to significant numbers of vacant 

parishes, parishes lacking clergy. In the diocese of Gniezno-Poznan alone there were 105 

vacant and thirty-one partly vacant parishes, with 132,00 vacant and 96,000 partly vacant 

congregations. The numbers for the whole of Prussia were 601 vacant parishes and 584 
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partly vacant, with 646,997 vacant congregations and 1,501,994 partly vacant.207 The 

attack on parish priests led to far more significant protest than previous measures, 

because it touched the daily lives of Catholics in ways that none of the other Kulturkampf 

policies had. These measures led to significant resistance and protest among Catholic 

populations throughout Germany, of which the Poznanian Bambergers would have been 

astutely aware. 

As the Kulturkampf wound down in the west of Germany, it hardened in the East, 

inflaming already fractious divisions between Germans and Polish nationalists, 

Protestants and Catholics. The two most divisive policies imposed by the government 

during the second period of the Kulturkampf were the Prussian Settlement Commission in 

the Provinces of West Prussia and Poznania (Königlich Preußische 

Ansiedlungskommission in den Provinzen Westpreußen und Posen) and a series of 

language laws limiting, and eventually eliminating, Polish instruction in the 

Volksschulen. The Settlement Commission attempted to reverse the increasing Polish 

demographic might in Poznania and West Prussia through the purchase and parcellation 

of noble estates, and the settlement of German smallhold farmers there.208 The Settlement 

Commission was ineffective at reversing the demographic changes that were occurring in 

the Prussian east, particularly in Poznania. Ultimately, it lacked the money and extra-

legal authority necessary to change the demographic statistics of the Ostmark in the favor 

of German nationalism.209 Like the language laws, the Settlement Commission furthered 
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the divide between German and Polish nationalist movements, as well as increased 

tensions.210  

In addition to the language laws that eventually eliminated Polish instruction in 

the Volksschulen, Minister of Culture Gustav von Gossler, instituted a wide range of anti-

Polish educational and religious measures.211 Gossler issued policies that gave the state 

control over the appointment of all teachers in the Ostmark, and forbade public school 

teachers from giving private Polish instruction or tutoring.212 Gossler’s requests for 

increased funding for his efforts to assimilate Polish-speakers were met with resistance 

from Minister of Finance Scholz, who argued that only German schools in the Ostmark 

should be given increased funding, because “money spent to educate Polish children is 

money thrown away,” and would only help Polonism.213 

The Poznanian Bambergers, who had over the generations begun to speak more 

Polish and identity more closely with their Polish neighbors because of proximity, 

involvement in the Polish-language dominated Catholic community, bilingual education 

and because of economic necessity to communicate with the people they needed to, saw 

Germanness become equated with their own oppression. Thus, it was logical for the 

parents with school-aged children of the 1880s would begin to identify more as Polish 

and emphasize the use of Polish language to their own children. They had received 

bilingual education in the 1850s and 60s, and had significant experience interacting with 

Polish-speakers in their daily life, and thus could speak Polish well enough. Identifying 
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with the Polish would provide organized protection from and resistance to the repression 

of the Kulturkampf. Furthermore, the idea of the Kulturkampf itself underscored to the 

Bambrzy that they were unwelcome within Germany, that they were not truly German 

like their Protestant co-linguists. Finally, thee shift to Polish identity for many of the 

Bambergers occurred because Poznania lacked a concomitant German Catholic 

community.  

 

Poznanian Bamberger Catholicism 

Bamberger Catholicism was instrumental to their national indifference, 

amphibiousness and fluidity, and the eventual identification of many of them with Polish 

nationalism. Their Catholicism separated the Bambrzy from most German-speakers in the 

region, who were Protestant. Additionally, it put them at odds with German nationalism, 

liberalism, and the German state through the Kulturkampf and Germanization policies.214 

The Bamberger’s Catholicism, along with their German language, united settlers who had 

come from disparate parts of the German States and placed them in a larger Catholic 

milieu that was dominated by Polish-speakers and contributed to their developing an 

amphibious identity as bilinguals, and eventually with many choosing to identity as 

nationally Polish. Religion was a central part of daily life and in understanding of the 

universe for many Catholics of the period. Many German nationalists dismissed this 

callously as ultramontane indoctrination, but this overlooked the very genuine belief in 

and centrality of God and Catholicism to multitudinous individuals. 

It is important to emphasize that for many in the nineteenth century, religion was 
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central to life and this worldview remained important.215 It was natural for Polish-

speaking Catholics and the Bambrzy to interact and acculturate socially because they 

were part of the same Catholic community. 

In the early years, the Bamberger settlers held their own small prayer services in 

German, as they did not yet have command of the Polish language.216 A skilled reader 

would recite from a prayer book that they had brought with them from Bamberg. In 

Lubon, this was Andreas Heigelmann.217 Thus, at the beginning of their settlement in 

Poznania, the Bambrzy remained socially focused on their small, German-speaking 

communities. Social and religious life centered around unofficial communal gatherings. 

These readings sparked a tradition of reciting prayers and songs during village 

processions. The Bambergers often centered religious festivities around the veneration of 

saints or other important Christian celebrations. Two saints particularly venerated by the 

Bambergers were Lawrence of Rome and St. Rochus.218 The veneration of St. Roch took 

place from August 16-23, and was done in the evening with a procession of the village 

inhabitants carrying lanterns.219 During the Feast of St. Lawrence, parades were held 

“with prayers and chants.” As a protector against conflagrations, the Feast of St. 

Lawrence was honored by lighting no fires, which necessitated food being prepared on 

the day before.  
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The largest and most important of the processions took place during Corpus 

Christi Week. Known in German as the Bittgang um die Flur (Procession around the 

Field), this celebration took place in most of the Bamberger villages until about 1860, 

while continuing in Demsen until 1880.220 The procession would begin at a holy image 

and continue along the borders of the village, praying and singing for a good harvest and 

protection from wind, weather and hail, as well as protecting the village from fire and 

other misfortunes. The celebration ended with beer, paid for by any couples who had 

married during the last Procession or any new immigrants to the village. Otherwise, the 

sheriff paid for the beer from the community fund. It is uncertain whether this celebration 

originated with the Bambrzy and then spread to their Polish neighbors, or vice versa, but 

it was common throughout the region. Corpus Christi week was incredibly important to 

Bamberger social life, and many women put tremendous effort into ensuring their 

clothing was perfect. Bambrzy women prepared their Corpus Christi attire weeks in 

advance, washing and starching the items until they were “stiff and gleaming,” and 

spending several days ironing their attire.”221 In Ratai, on the day after Pentecost, another 

procession took place.222 Here the peasants walked around the fields and thanked them 

for their bounty.  

While early daily religious practice centered around communal prayer readings, 

which influenced later celebrations, the religious isolation of the Bambergers did not last 

for long. Soon they began attending services at the Franziskanerkirche in the city center, 

where the Franciscan Monks preached in German. However, as it was not a parish 
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church, the Bambergers could not receive sacraments there. The sacraments represented a 

central place in both religious and social life: confession and communion were important 

weekly occurrences, while baptism, confirmation, and marriage were essential life events 

for Catholics, and important to the community as a time of socialization and coming 

together.  

Eventually the Bambergers began attending mass at their respective parish 

churches. Because the parishes churches of Poznan had majority Polish-speaking 

congregations, the Bambrzy became immersed in Polish-speaking church community, an 

important shift influencing the development of their national indifference. The residents 

of Ratai attended St. Adalbert, while the Bambergers of Wilda attended St. Martin, and 

those in Lubon and Debiec, a church in Wiry. St. Martin’s was in the southwest corner of 

Poznan, just to the north of the village of Wilda, while St. Adalbert was located to the 

north of the city, a strange choice for the Bambergers in Ratai given the closer Catholic 

churches. This change was significant for Bambrzy bilingualism. Though the sermon 

itself was of course in Latin, the universal language of the Catholic Church, which very 

few of the Bambergers or their Polish neighbors would have understood, the other aspects 

of the service were in Polish, as were the social and community aspects of the Church. 

Participation in parish life necessitated that the Bambrzy learn at least enough Polish to 

communicate with their neighbors. As Church life was a central component of 

eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century social life, the Bambergers began to interact in 

Polish to a much greater extent.  

On the second day of Easter, the Bamberger villages, particularly Górcyn and 

Jezyce, had a similar tradition to Halloween. Some of the young men dressed as bears, 
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while the children dressed as herons and storks, the latter two complete with feathers and 

beaks and walked them from house to house. There, the farmers would give out eggs, 

cheese, and bread to the children. Sometimes those dressed as bears would be thrown into 

the pond. According to Bär, the Bambrzy derived this tradition from their Franconian 

ancestors.223 Being farmers, many of the Bamberger festivals centered around traditions 

aimed at ensuring good harvests and protection against bad weather. For example, on the 

Mariä Säerin (September 8), young men would sow grain in hopes of ensuring a good 

harvest next autumn.  

A unique tradition of the Poznanian Bambergers was the wedding garb of the 

bride, who wore a tall, cylindrical turban adorned with tinsel, brightly colored ribbons, 

and flowers.224 To this day, people in Poznan don this traditional wedding garb during 

celebrations of Bambrzy history. According to Paradowska, this wedding cap was the 

most expensive part of the bride’s outfit.225 Known as a “Kornett,” this wedding cap was 

tall, and adorned with “gold, tinsel, colored ribbons and flowers, principally rosemary 

bundles, colored feathers and thin disks, that resulted with every head movement.” 

The wedding ceremony took place early in the day and a luncheon followed. At 

one point in the day, the groom would ride a horse back home to fetch beer and bread. 

Returning with it, the bride would taste the beer, then spray it on any nearby young men, 

indicating they would be next to get married. The bread she wrapped up and cherished. 

The bread symbolized the health of the new marriage, and according to Paradowska, “it 
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was for her, one of the most precious things,” because “the future of the young par 

depended on it.” During the wedding lunch, guests would put silver coins in a soup as 

gifts for the wedding couple. During one ritual, a young man would crawl under the table 

to remove the bride’s shoe. After lunch, the shoe would be auctioned off to the wedding 

guests, with the proceeds paying for the musicians. Paradowska wrote that accounts 

differed on how long the wedding celebrations lasted. According to O. Kolberg, they 

lasted four days, while Bär claimed it was eight. Eating, drinking, and dancing were the 

main sources of revelry after weddings. Two dances associated with Bamberger 

weddings were the Cuckoo’s Dance and the “Walek” (Polish for rolling pin). During the 

Cuckoo’s Dance, the groom would seek out the bride while blindfolded. She would help 

him find her by making a cuckoo’s call. In the “Walek” a young man would dance with a 

rolling pin in his hands. During the dance, others would chase him until he threw the 

rolling pin out the window. 

Another common religious tradition in the Bamberger villages showed national 

amphibiousness. Many Bambrzy hung portraits of the Black Madonna of Częstochowa in 

their homes, and ceremonially and lit candles beneath the painting.226 The Black 

Madonna was a national Polish symbol, representing specifically a military victory of the 

Kingdom of Poland over the Kingdom of Sweden in the seventeenth century, and the 

defense of the Polish nation in general. Into the nineteenth century, the painting would 

become a more overtly national symbol.  
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The Daily Life of the Poznanian Bambergers 

Having explored Poznanian Bamberger religious life and education, we will 

address some other aspects of daily life that were an important part of their identity. In 

the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, much of Bamberger social life centered 

around Church life and other religious observances that brought the village community 

together. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, there was a significant shift to more 

secular communal organizations as Poznan modernized and industrialized. 

In addition to the constellation of Catholic religion and Germanic ancestry that set 

them apart from most inhabitants of Poznania, the Bambrzy were known for their colorful 

attire. For Max Bär and other German nationalists, the uniqueness of the Bamberger 

women’s attire was a key indicator of their Germanness. While, to the Poles of the 

twentieth century, this clothing style became closely associated with a Bambrzy ethnic 

and folk identity. 

Until the mid nineteenth century, the formal attire of the Bamberger women 

separated them from their neighbors. While the men wore a long skirt with many folds, a 

coat with a large collar, and a tall, cylindrical hat, which distinguished them little from 

the Polish peasantry, the women’s garb was more unique.227 Unlike common perception 

of peasant clothing as simple and drab, the formal clothing of the Bambrzy women was 

extremely elaborate by modern standards. They wore brightly colored, striped clothing, 

with several skirts, a blouse, a wide apron, and a headscarf.228 The clothing was 

significantly layered, with the ankle-length skirts bowing out from the hips in a bell 
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shape. While Bär emphasized this attire as proof of the Bamberger’s continuing 

Germanness, Paradowska was not so sure. She pointed to the wide popularity and rapid 

adoption of this formal dress by Polish-speakers in the region as evidence that perhaps 

the attire was not “truly German,” but had Slavic roots.229 She bolstered her argument by 

bringing up Wendish influences in the regions of Germany that the Bambrzy hailed from. 

These Slavic peoples lived within the Holy Roman Empire and were subjected to several 

brutal crusades to Christianize them. This also had the effect of Germanizing their 

language and culture. While it was certainly possible that the cultural heritage of 

Bamberger attire owed something to Wendish roots, Paradowska provided no evidence, 

only supposition resting on the idea that Polish-speakers would not have taken so readily 

to the clothing of the Bambrzy if there was not something essentially Slavic to them. 

Here, Paradowska’s own nationalist mindset was on full display. A simpler explanation is 

that aesthetic taste drew Polish-speakers to the fashions.  

By the 1860s and 70s, fashions began to change in Poznan, and Bambrzy women 

began dressing to better reflect the clothing styles of the city. This mirrored the growing 

urbanization of Poznania and the connection of the Bambergers to this modernizing 

world. Still, the Bambrzy women were known for the colorful, beautiful clothing they 

wore into at least the 1930s.230 While styles and colors changed, the basic garb of 

Bamberger women consisted of wide necked blouses that came down to the navel, with 

the rest of the torso covered by a skirt that usually fell past the knees, but at times were 

shorter.231 The rest of the legs were covered by stockings, usually white, and less often a 
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shade of red or pink. Bambrzy supplemented this basic attire with a wide array of 

different scarves that they wore around the waist, neck, or head. Formal attire often added 

huge, bell-shaped outer skirts that fell to the ankles. 

The clothing styles of the Bambrzy women remained common in Poznania 

throughout the first half of the twentieth century. In the Interwar period, this clothing was 

still common.232 For example, streetcar lines two and four had special handholds that 

helped the women board and disembark from the trains in their elaborate garments. After 

the Second World War, the popularity of these fashions began to wane. By the 1970s, 

their popularity had faded among younger women, who sought more fashionable styles. 

While still worn by older women, the clothing changed somewhat. The pieces became 

more often factory made, and Bamberger outfits simplified somewhat. For example, 

women rarely wore all three skirts, but rather two, or sometimes none at all. It remained 

used for ceremonial purposes, especially religious ones (such as the Processions).  

Maria Paradowska relied on the source of Oskar Kolberg’s Lud. Wielkie Kiestwo 

Poznanski (People. Great Kingdom of Poznan) published in Krakow in 1875 for much of 

her evidence on daily life in Poznania.233 She described Poznanian Bamberger material 

culture in great depth, and provided some generalizations about the physical appearance 

of the Bamberger villages. She wrote that most of them were gray eyed, though some had 

brown eyes and brown hair. The men wore their hair in “an urban style” while the women 

often had curled hair and always wore a cap of some sort. The Bamberger men often kept 

trimmed mustaches and sideburns, but like the other inhabitants around Poznan, shaved 
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their beards. 

Paradowska described the Poznanian Bambergers as “hardworking, active, polite, 

sober (especially in everyday life), nevertheless not as hospitable and prone to happy 

chatting” as their neighboring Poles. Here we see some of the familiar tropes of 

Germanness used by German nationalists: industriousness and modesty. Paradowska 

portrayed the Bambrzy as good, hard-working people, yet wrote that they were not as 

overtly friendly as their Polish neighbors. Moreover, Paradowska used the word 

“genuine” to describe the Polish-speaking inhabitants. Here, like Bär, she created a 

dichotomy between the ‘true’ or ‘genuine’ Poles and the Bambergers. Thus, Paradowska 

implied that the Bambrzy were not true Poles, that they were ‘artificial.’ One point where 

Paradowska separated the Bamberger villagers from their fellow villagers was in diet. 

While the Polish villagers had a modest diet of mostly, “flour soup, dumplings, potatoes 

with curd cheese and grits,” the Poznanian Bambergers ate better, eating meat “quite 

often,” as well as milk and coffee. Górcyn and Jezyce began a harvest ritual that spread to 

the other farming villages of the area. At the end of the harvest, farmhands tied up the last 

grain of the season into a bouquet called the “Nabel” or “Näbelchen” (“navel” or “little 

navel”), and then placed it as a centerpiece on the farmer’s table. A celebration of the 

harvest followed, complete with vodka or beer, bread, cheese, and butter, singing, and 

joking.  

When not in school or doing farm work, the Bamberger children played a variety 

of games. One game the Bambrzy children played was similar to “Duck, Duck, Goose.” 

The children would array themselves in a row, with their hands folded in their laps. Two 

other children stood. One child approached each of the sitting children in turn, placing or 
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pretending to place a ball or small stone in their hands. The second standing child 

followed the first, attempting to figure out who the first child gave the ball to. Once they 

had approached all the other children, the first child asked the second: “Plapper, you 

Plapperhans, where is my ball?” Once they discovered the ball, the game started over. 

This game was common throughout Poznania and not limited to the Bambergers.  

 

Poznanian Voluntary Associations 

Exploration of the community organizations of Poznan and its environs showed 

how nationally indifferent and amphibious Poznania was during the period of 1871-1914. 

Despite adamant insistence of nationalists to the contrary, the behavior of Poznan’s 

citizens during this period showed the ways that the society was still extremely 

intermixed socially, culturally, linguistically, and religiously in many ways. Most of the 

organizations we will look at were provincial or local, but larger national organizations 

were also important, and common. The largest German nationalist organization in 

Poznania was the Ostmarkenverein (Eastern Marches League), with a membership of 

12,102 in Poznania alone in 1913.234 The equivalent organization for Polish nationalists 

was the Straż (Watch). Emphasizing the amphibiousness of the province, the membership 

lists of the Straż contained hundreds of linguistically German names. Founded in 

response to the Ostmarkenverein, the Straż “campaigned, like its German equivalent, for 

segregation by nationality (under the motto Swój do swego: ‘Each to his own”).235 Many 

of these German names were from throughout the Ostmark: Poznan, Bromberg, Thorn, 
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Hohensalza, as well as the Bambrzy villages such as Jersitz, Wilda, and Demsen.236 

Berlin and Brandenburg were also commonly listed. The vast majority of these 

bilingually named individuals had German surnames and Polish first names. 

Writing for the Ostmarkenverein, Wagner argued that Polish nationalism sought 

for every Pole to become a member of a Polish national organization. It was the goal of 

organic work to absorb all the Poles into the national struggle though these 

organizations.237 To Wagner, there was no possibility of reconciliation between German 

and Polish nationalism, and through his writings, he focused on antagonizing the 

relationship between the two nations as much as possible and convincing German 

nationalists of the irreconcilability of the two nationalities. He declared that the hostility 

of Poles towards “all that is German” proved that reconciliation was impossible.238 

Wagner complained that the Poles use “the coarsest curse words” to describe the 

Ostmarkenverein, an organization that was founded upon the basis of Polish inferiority 

and oppression, and that Poles described Hakatists as “polish-devouring scalawags”. 

Which, while overly flowery in verbiage, was not far off from the truth.239 Wagner also 

told the story of a Polish doctor who chastised a member of the Ostmarkenverein on the 

street, calling the Eastern Marches League a Lumpenverein, and telling this man that he 

should be ashamed of his membership. 

By the 1880s, Bamberger social life had expanded, as had the social life of the 

larger area around Poznan. We see a shift from rural village life and Church-focused 
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sociability to a more urban, modern form. The expansion of Bambrzy social life is clear 

in the prevalence of, and their participation in, the voluntary associations of the period. 

Voluntary associations were widespread in and around Poznan during the fin de siècle, 

encompassing all manner of social interests, charitable causes, political, and business 

organizations and interest groups, with the Handbuch für die Provinz Posen listing 

hundreds of them in and around the city of Poznan alone, including at least six bicycle 

associations.240  

With the nationalization of Poznania in the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

participating in the social life of the province became a nationally charged affair. An act 

as simple as joining a bicycle club had national connotations. Joining voluntary 

associations became an increasingly political act as the options for anational or 

multinational organizations within Poznania narrowed. As national amphibians, the 

constriction and nationalization of social life pushed the Poznanian Bambergers to 

increasingly interact with their surroundings in a national manner. Still, it is important not 

to simply equate membership in an organization with a nationalist sounding name as full, 

unambivalent identification with that nationality. Here we will use the membership lists 

and organization events, actions, and stated goals to show how amphibious Poznan still 

was, rather than making specific claims about individual national identity. 

Social and communal life had become heavily tied to nationalism by the 1880s, 

and both German and Polish nationalists worked tirelessly to utilize these spheres to 

convert Poznania. The Polish component of this was chiefly run by the organic work 

movement, which played a central role in the development of Polish national 
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consciousness by concentrating on the creation of a cohesive Polish national community 

outside of the Prussian state. An influential example of the organic work effort was the 

establishment of libraries throughout the eastern provinces. Founded in 1872, the Society 

for Peasant Education began establishing libraries throughout Poznania, West and East 

Prussian, and Pomerania.241 The Prussian government shut the group down in 1879, but 

their efforts continued through the Society for Folk Reading Rooms.  

The explosion of voluntary associations in Poznania was not contained to the city 

of Poznan itself, but also spread to the neighboring villages, showing the increasing 

integration of the villages with the city-center. Wilda maintained its own chapter of the 

Deutscherverein (German Association), and Catholic League for Polish Workers in 

Wilda, in addition to the Towarnystwo Gimnastyczne “Sokol” Wilda w Poznaniu, (the 

Wilda Gymnastics Club) and Deutscher Bürgerverein Wilda (German Townspeople 

League Wilda).242 Furthermore, Wilda and Jersitz both had industrial organizations,243 

while Winiary was home of the Anstalt zum guten Hirten (Good Shepherd Institution). 

Unfortunately, membership lists for most of the associations could not be located 

for this project. The chairpersons for these associations in 1901 were available, and 

provide a glimpse at the multinational, nationally indifferent, and amphibious nature of 

life in Poznan. Many contemporary accounts stressed the divided nature of Poznania: a 

region split into two national camps. This was simultaneously true and untrue. Poznania 

was a society where nationalists clamored that national identity was an essential divide 
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between groups of people, but also where identity remained contested and variegated, 

fluid and muddled. For example, many of the voluntary organizations of Poznania had 

German names, but chairpersons with Polish names. The Damen-Radfahrer-Klub 

(Women’s Biking Club) was chaired by Else Mikulla.244  Others included the 

Uhrmacherverein für Posen und Umgegend (Wolkowitz) and the Deutscher Kellner-

Bund (Młody), the Gemeinnützige Baugenossenschaft (Radomski), the Erholungs-

Gesellschaft (Dr. Mankiewicz) and the Verein für Ferienkolonien (Kalkowski) were all 

chaired by individuals with Polish names.245 Perhaps most striking was that such an 

outwardly nationalist organization such as the Vaterländische Frauenverein 

(Fatherlandish Women’s Association) was chaired by Frau Gryczewski.246 The presence 

of these chairpersons with linguistically Polish last names points to the multinational or 

amphibious membership of many of Poznania’s associations.  

The membership lists of the Wilda Sokol and the Deutscher Burgerverein in 

Wilda shed significant light on the complex and amphibious nature of identity in 

Poznania. Additionally, they indicated how Bamberger identity was far more complex 

than Max Bär acknowledged, pointing to continued identification of the Bambergers with 

both German and Polish nationalisms. The two organizations had fundamentally different 

goals: the former a nationalist gymnastics society for working and middle-class Poles; the 

latter a bourgeois economic association heavily entrenched in the conservative language 

of the German liberal parties. These lists give us an important source of Bambrzy 
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participation in the social and economic life of Wilda, as well as providing evidence that 

class was a consideration in Bamberger national self-identity. Those who were working-

class tended to join the Sokol, while the middle-class members showed an affinity for the 

Burgerverein. 

By joining these two organizations, Poznanian Bambergers and other amphibious 

Poznanians implied something not only about how they identified nationally, but also 

their class or class aspirations, as Germanness often signified a certain idea of middle-

class prosperity.247 To the Bambrzy, identification with a certain nationality was tied to a 

particular understanding of what it meant locally and for particular local reasons. In part, 

this had to do with class. In Poznania, German Protestants were highly represented in 

urban professions and business, while Polish Catholics tended to be peasants, workers, 

and a much smaller percentage of the bourgeoisie.248 This meant that joining a 

professional organization was often a signifier of national feeling, even more so because 

most professional organizations were national in name, if not overtly nationalist in aim.  

By the 1890s, the Poznanian Bamberger community had undoubtedly begun to 

nationalize to some extent. In addition to complaints about the language of instruction in 

the Volksschulen, Bambergers began to join nationalist organizations. One prominent 

example was the Wilda Sokol. This gymnastics organization was founded in 1899 and 

some of its earliest members were Bambergers: the brothers Johann, Andreas, Lorenz, 

and Leo Mager, as well as Sylvester Hoffmann and Kasimir and Nikolaus Muth.249 Other 
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early members with German names included Marian Ernstdorff, Stephan Schneider, 

Kasimir Kaas, Stanislaus Wiland, and Albert Wagner. They lived in Wilda, Demsen and 

Jersitz. By 1900, the organization had grown to over forty members, with about a quarter 

bearing German given or surnames. One member (whose first name is obscured due to 

damage to the documents) bears the last name Kosicki, potentially a derivation of 

Koszycki. Andreas Koszycki was one of the original Bambrzy, who Bär claimed was 

originally German, but had adopted a Polish name. Later members included Adam 

Mager, Jan Jesse, Jozef Hildebrandt, Antoni Gabler, Antoni Hübner, Felix Bierwagen, 

and Wojciech Wagner.250  

Gymnastics societies were a common nationalist organization throughout Central 

Europe. They connected the idea of improving the physical body of the nation through 

exercise with the spreading of ideological underpinnings of nationalist identity. Jersitz 

had two gymnastics societies, one German and the other Polish.251 Moreover, Poznania 

was also home to two provincial Sokol.252 The national character of the Wilda Sokol was 

further confirmed in section eight of the organization’s bylaws, that stated should the 

organization be dissolved by state authorities, its funds would go to the Marcinkowski 

Verein (Marcinkowski Association).253 This detail not only established the Polishness of 

the organization, but perhaps hints at overlap in membership of the two organizations. 

Furthermore, the Wilda Sokol had a member named Stanislaus Marcinkowski, potentially 

a relative of Karol Marcinkowski, the famous Polish nationalist.  

                                                           
250 AwP, PP 4233, Sokol, 68, 243,256-57, 366-67. 
251 Handbuch für die Provinz Posen volumes I-III (Posen: Merzbach’schen Buchdruckerei, 1901) 190. 
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Through their membership in the Wilda Sokol, we can see the Bambergers not as 

passive recipients of Polonization through schooling, but as making active, nationalist 

choices for themselves. Membership the Sokol evidenced their agency in choosing their 

own identity. Not only were several Bambergers members of the Sokol, they took on 

leadership roles in the organization, with Kasimir Muth serving as the chairperson for 

several years.254  The Wilda Sokol was not just a sport club, but played a role in the wider 

social life of Wilda. Members held weekly meetings in the halls of restaurant owner 

Albert Jeczowski in Poznan on Kronprinzenstrasse (Crown Prince Street), discussing all 

manner of topics. The Sokol also held biannual concerts open to the public. These 

included music, comedy, and gymnastic performances. One such comedy performance 

was that of Isaac Silberstein.255 In October, 1900, they threw a dinner for their members 

who were going off to join the military. They also maintained a library of 142 books, 

very likely relating to a nationalizing project of providing books for people to read.256 

Membership was open to any “respectable man,” due to its liberal bourgeois character. 

Yearly membership in the Sokol amounted to 6.25 Marks, with an additional four Marks 

for participation in gymnastic activities. The board could remit fees for poor members, 

allowing the organization to be open to anyone, regardless of economic means.  

In contrast to the Sokol, membership in the Deutscher Bürgerverein Wilda 

underlined ties to a more German nationalist milieu. Founded in December 1893, the 

Bürgerverein had similar goals to a modern chamber of commerce, the business and 

economic development of Wilda. The very fact that a national bourgeois organization had 
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been founded in Wilda emphasized the changing nature of the Poznanian Bamberger 

village. It was no longer just a community of farmers, but a suburb of a growing 

industrial city. Moreover, it showed that Wilda, even in 1893 could be German and 

bourgeois, very different from the complete Polonization that Bär narrated in the 

Bambrzy Myth. According to the statutes of the Bürgerverein published in 1899, the 

primary aims of the Verein were nationalist and economic. They included love and 

loyalty to the German royal house and the defense of the welfare of the fatherland.257 In 

economic matters, they sought to promote the interests of the community of Wilda 

through participation in elections, discussion of community business, and care for the 

economic uplift and improvement of the town.258 Their last goal was to be a central 

location for philanthropic endeavors.259 

Despite this nationalistic language, there was no specific nationality requirement 

for membership, as “any respectable inhabitant of the Wilda community” was 

welcome.260 While the Bürgerverein cleared supported a German nationalist agenda and 

heavily emphasized its loyalty to the state, this was not the Verein’s only focus. While 

they highlighted their nationalism through such events as yearly celebrations of the 

Kaiser’s birthday, the weekly business of the Verein concentrated on economic and 

infrastructure matters in Wilda. For example, discussion on how to ease traffic conditions 

between Wilda and the main train station.261  Still, political topics were inextricably 

linked to the goals of the German liberal capitalist development of Wilda, and discussions 
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on city elections, and other local, national, and international issues (including the 

Moroccan Crisis) were held by the Verein. In addition to hosting weekly discussions, the 

Buergerverein presented other special events, such as election day celebrations, which 

included charitable work for poor children in the community, as well as dancing.262 

Despite its clearly German nationalist character, the first chairperson was a 

teacher with the Polish surname named Sulek.263 Additionally, the membership lists 

contain quite a few Polish surnames: Taborsky, Kaluza, Tarnoschek, Rolpke, Adamski, 

Wezorke, Belanski, Tyszka. Three of the fifty-two members listed on the first 

membership list have Polish last names, with their given names listed as Josef, Johann, 

and Franz. While the former name could be Polish or German, the latter two were very 

common German names.264 This suggests either intermarriage or acculturation. 

Unfortunately, the later membership lists rarely provided first names, thus evidence of the 

potential amphibiousness of the later members with Polish surnames is lacking. As well 

as Polish surnames, the membership lists of the Bürgerverein contained several 

Bamberger last names: Sauer, Jeske, Pflaum, Handshuh, Kosicki. and most enticingly, 

Mager. Unfortunately, the membership lists do not provide a record of Mager’s first 

name, but Adam Mager left the Wilda Sokol on January 26, 1904 and a Mager appears on 

the Deutscher Bürgerverein membership list sometime in 1905 or 1906. Whether this 

was Adam Mager or not is unclear, but the evidence does strongly suggest that at least 

one of the Mager Bambergers left the Sokol and joined the Bürgerverein, indicating an 

intriguing shift in identity. Max Bär’s original sources showed that an Adam Mager was 
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named in the 1867 petition to the Wilda Volksschule as one of the children being taught 

religion in German and not Polish (their mother tongue).265 Johann, Andreas, Lorenz, and 

Leo Mager were Adam’s siblings, and remained in the Sokol.  

As for the other Bambergers in the Bürgerverein, Jeske and Pflaum were 

landwirthe (farmers), and were perhaps some of the well-off farmers mentioned by 

Paradowska.266 Unfortunately, later membership lists omit professions, so the professions 

or Handshuh and Kosicki are unknown. In contrast to the Poznanian Bambergers, those 

with Polish last names often had middle-class jobs: doctor, head teacher, landlord, 

cabinetmaker, restaurant owner. This was to be expected, given that German nationality 

was not just a signifier of middle-class status, but also a doorway to it. German 

nationality was important for making connections in the German bourgeois community in 

Poznan, and identifying as such would be a benefit. Through their participation in 

community organizations, the Poznanian Bambergers took part in the public life of their 

community. As community life shifted from an almost exclusive focus on religious 

community to voluntary associations, the Bambergers participation in these nationalized 

organizations served as a performative role of nationalism.  

 

Poznania during the First World War and After 

The First World War fundamentally changed life in Poznania, and was extremely 

consequential in the development of nationalism in Central Europe. Millions of people 

went off to war, millions died. The fantasies and aspirations of German nationalists 
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soared at the prospect of territorial annexations at the expense of Russia, and further 

expansion into the ‘colonial’ East. The war also brought a shift in nationalist activities in 

the province. Their concentration was no longer on the original national struggle, but on 

the war, which was also a national struggle in many ways, as German nationalist 

organizations called to an official half of their anti-Polish measures in the Ostmark, while 

continuing to work behind the scenes towards Germanization.267 Polish gymnastics 

societies, and many other nationalist organizations, postponed their activities until after 

the war, as increasingly their members left for war. National life in Poznania 

fundamentally changed during the war. An uneasy national peace on the surface belied 

agitation below. Both German and Polish nationalists were working out plans to make the 

war work towards their aims.268 

After the First World War ended in German defeat, Poznania became part of a 

new independent Polish nation-state and the national power dynamic flipped. Instantly, 

the biopolitical identity of the state was Polish nationalism and the new Polish 

government began to implement Polonization efforts that were in many ways similar to 

the efforts of the Kaiserreich. The new Polish state was large and based in part on the old 

Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and contained significant populations of non-Polish 
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speakers, Germans, Ukrainians, and Lithuanians, among others. 600,000 Germans 

immigrated from Poznania and West Prussia, leaving a small (3.9%) German minority in 

the new German state.  

The transformation of the Poznanian Bambergers from nationally indifferent and 

amphibious to nationally Polish or German has no clear ending point, and any full study 

would necessitate expanding into the Interwar period to show the lives of the Bambergers 

who remained in Poznania and those who potentially chose to migrate to Germany. After 

the war, the term Bamberger eventually became to mean a Polish-identified person whose 

ancestors had been German-speakers who settled in the region during the eighteenth 

century. The Bamberger identity ironically no longer fit those who had become nationally 

German.  

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, the name Bamberger split into two 

different connotations: the first was as a myth of Polonization and danger by German 

nationalists, while the other was a Polish identity celebrating ethnic Germanic heritage. 

This latter view, a Bambrzy identity, would continue in Poznania through the twentieth 

century, while the importance of the Bambrzy to German nationalists faded after the 

Second World War. By the twentieth century, examples of the Bambrzy identity began to 

sprout in Poznan. In 1911, Wieslawa and Helena Chichowicz opened a Folklore Museum 

in Poznan, that housed a large exhibit on the Poznanian Bambergers.269 Paradowska 

wrote that they “collected with extraordinary zeal every kind of characteristic showpiece 

of folk life, namely folk attire, handwork products, devices, tools, as well as songs and 

legends” of Poznania. The construction of such museums was integral to the 
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nationalizing project, and here the Bambrzy played a large role in the Polish national 

identity of Poznania.  

Another example of this was the construction of the Bamberka statue, which still 

stands in Poznan’s Stare Miasto (Old Town).270 The Goldenrings (who owned a wine 

seller in Poznan’s Old Market square) donated this “monument to the Bamberger 

woman.” Joseph Wackerle was the sculptor. The statue was of a young woman in 

Bambrzy dress, a giant bow at her neck, carrying a milkmaid’s yoke over her shoulders. 

Wackerle modeled the Bamberka after Jadwiga Gadynska, a resident of Winiary and a 

customer of the Goldenring’s wine shop. The statue itself has moved several times. It 

began its life in the Old Market square in front of the Town Hall, on a pedestal over a 

well that once served as a “drinking basis for people, horses, cows and dogs.” In 1929, 

the Bamberka moved to the square across from Wroniecka Street, and in 1964 to 

Mostowa Street on the grounds of the folklore section of the National Museum. Today, it 

stands in the heart of Old Town, in front of the Restaurancja Bamberska and behind the 

Old Town Hall, which serves as the history museum of the City of Poznan. Another 

representation of the Bamberka, painted by Johanna Leesch, hung in the Poznan city hall, 

at least until 1914.271 

To this day, the Poznanian Bamberger identity remains of importance in Poznan. 

At the forefront of the movement for modern Bamberger identity was historian Maria 

Paradowska, including her importance in the creation of a Bambrzy museum in Poznan 

during the early twenty first century. When I visited in 2017, the museum was modest, 

but modern, and well organized. The ground floor housed exhibits representing rooms of 
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a nineteenth-century Bamberger home, arranged how they would have been during the 

nineteenth century. Most of the second floor displayed smaller personal objects. Long 

glass cases housed pictures, passports, letters, and other documents showing daily life. 

Farming implements of the era hung on the walls, emphasizing the Bamberger’s origins 

as smallhold farmers. While there, I met a woman in her eighties who pointed to a photo 

of nineteenth-century Bambrzy hanging on the wall and told me, voice brimming with 

pride, that those were her ancestors. The Poznanian Bamberger identity has transformed 

significantly from its origins in the eighteenth century, but remains important to Poznan 

and many of its residents to this day. 

In addition to the museum, the Poznan Bambrzy Society holds a yearly festival 

and parade on the first Saturday in August near the anniversary of the signing of the first 

settlement contract. People dress up in the flowery costumes of the Bambrzy, eat food, 

and celebrate their ancestors. The identity of the Bambergers remains alive in Poznan, 

with significant mention of the Bambrzy festivals and the campaign to fund and build the 

Poznanian Bamberger museum covered in the local press. 

 

Conclusion 

Poznanian Bamberger identity was far more complex, nuanced, and changing than 

Max Bär and the Bamberger Myth indicated. The story of the Poznanian Bambergers was 

a complex one; it encompassed so many aspects of life across three centuries. Beginning 

as migrant smallhold farmers in the eighteenth century, the modernizing, industrializing 

and nationalizing world of late-nineteenth-century Poznania transformed life and identity 

for the Bambrzy and Poznania as a whole. It simultaneously offered new opportunities, 
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transformed old identities, and constricted possibilities.  

Unquestionably, we must remember that nationalism and national identity came 

to be seen as all-consuming by many, subsuming all other identities under it; not only 

was this infrequently the case, but was never the case for a great number of individuals 

throughout the world. Other forms of identity: class, religious, ethnic, economic, gender, 

sexuality, and a plethora of other categories continued to shape life throughout not only 

Poznania, but the world. In fact, the Bamberger Myth itself helped to reinforce this 

mythologized notion of the stringency of national categories and the dangers inherent in 

contact with the national ‘other.’ German nationalists used the myth as a warning of the 

dangers of ‘Polonization,’ and contact with Polish nationalism, which further developed 

the fiction of a nationally divided Poznania, and helped to develop that fiction into fact as 

nationalization constricted identity options in the province in the years leading up to the 

First World War. 

Poznanian Bamberger religious identity was instrumental in the transition of 

many Bambrzy to a Polish national identity. A strong feeling among many of this era was 

that as religion was an intensely spiritual matter, its instruction should be in the mother 

tongue. However, the Bambrzy had limited access to religion in German, as their parish 

churches conducted Mass in Latin and other liturgical acts in Polish. Catholicism was the 

center of Bamberger social, cultural, and communal life throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, and remained so into the twentieth. This religious identity put them 

into contact with their Polish-speaking neighbors and helped to create a sense of 

connection and belonging between German and Polish-speaking Catholics. From the 

1870s, the Prussian government and German nationalists began implementing a series of 
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anti-Catholic laws and propaganda attacks, known as the Kulturkampf, which placed the 

Catholic Bambrzy outside the biopolitical identity of the new state: a loyalist Protestant 

idea of German nationalism. Moreover, the Kulturkampf and the associated 

Germanization policies reinforced materially that the Poznanian Bambergers did not fit 

into the biopolitical identity of the state. This oppression was instrumental in pushing 

many of the Bambergers to identify as nationally Polish, as it offered them an alternate 

public sphere and community to belong, and the benefits of such. 

Education certainly had an impact on Bambrzy national identity, but in a much 

more nuanced way than Bär alleged. Firstly, it must be acknowledged that education in 

Polish in the Volksschulen was a definite factor in many Bambergers assuming Polish 

national identity. A structured education (albeit one in an incredibly overcrowded and 

poor learning environment) certainly aided Bambrzy children in picking up and 

developing a practical ability with Polish as they used and developed it through daily 

interactions with others in the Polish language. This was not an ultramontane plot, but a 

community desire for multilingual education. Overwhelming evidence points to the fact 

that the Bambergers wanted a bilingual education for their children. Fluency in both 

German and Polish provided economic and social benefits, as well as providing access to 

both national/language milieus. 

Finally, economic and class considerations were extremely vital in leading to 

decisions of national identity. With Germanness equated with the middle-class, and the 

economy of Poznan dominated by the German and Jewish middle-classes, some middle-

class Poznanian Bambergers joined organizations such as the Deutscher Bürgerverein. 

Those with working-class jobs tended towards Polish-speaking organizations, such as the 
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Wilda Sokol. In both cases, identifying as one nationality or the other conferred 

advantages to those depending on class and class aspirations. For members of the middle-

class, Germandom could provide economic benefits and upward mobility. For many 

German-speaking Catholics, the anti-Catholicism of the Kulturkampf made identifying 

with the Polish Catholic community of Poznania a far more enticing option, as it could 

provide community, support and belonging that were denied to them in the biopolitical 

identity of the German state, which was heavily Protestant during the long nineteenth 

century. 
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Chapter 4: The Bamberger Myth and Reverse Diffusionist Anxiety over Poznania 
 

The Bamberger Myth was a stark symbol of reverse diffusionist anxiety in 

German nationalist discourse. It played an important role in the development of the 

discourses surrounding Poznania, Polonization, and the ‘Polish Question.’ The Poznanian 

Bambergers provided an example of a worst-case scenario for the civilizing and 

colonizing missions in the East. The myth represented the repudiation of these missions, 

the transformation of the colonizer into the colonized. The Bamberger Myth played such 

a vital role in the German nationalist discourse during the fin de siècle for several 

reasons. First, the Bambrzy represented a distinct population that they could claim as 

‘Polonized.’ The Bamberger Myth was important to German nationalists because it 

provided them with a concrete example that could be employed to ‘prove’ a point that 

they desperately wanted to make: that the Germanization policies of the Kaiserreich were 

not stringent enough. Secondly, it was the only example of a specific group of Germans 

who had been “Polonized” within the borders of Imperial Germany. Thus, they were 

unique. Furthermore, the myth was broad enough that it could be easily tied to a wide 

range of issues related to German nationalism, colonialism, and the ‘Polish Question,’ as 

we will see in this chapter and the next, as well as vague enough that when uncritically 

used, could support a wide range of differing policies related to the above issues.  

The Bamberger Myth was also simple and malleable. It reduced the complexities 

of national educational policy, the conflict between Catholicism and centralization, and 

the agency of the individual to a talking point: the Bambergers had been ‘Polonized,’ and 

a stricter Germanization policy was needed to prevent further reverse diffusion from 

occurring in the Ostmark. The Bamberger Myth aided this uncritical push for harsher 
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Germanization, because as a historian and archivist, Max Bär was an expert in this field. 

Thus, nationalists could employ the myth instead of searching for other answers to the 

reasons why German nationalism was failing to appeal to large segments of the 

population in Poznania. 

Moreover, Max Bär released Die Bamberger bei Posen at the perfect time to 

make an impact in German national discourse. By the 1880s, statistical analysis of 

demographic census data had led to the realization among German nationalists that the 

Polish-speaking population was increasing at a faster rate than the German-speaking in 

the Ostmark.272 In response, academic studies, and German nationalist accounts of the 

national issues involved became increasingly important in both the “regional and national 

press” according to Mark Tilse.273 Published in 1882 as both a book and a journal article, 

Die Bamberger bei Posen by Max Bär was well-positioned to become influential among 

German nationalists, as it spoke directly to a myriad of issues that they were concerned 

about and provided a concrete example of ‘Polonization’ with the Bamberger Myth. 

The Poznanian Bambergers were important to both German and Polish 

nationalism. For the Polish, they were a symbol of integration and assimilation. While 

their importance was mostly regional, they provided examples of how integration and 

coexistence was possible between German and Polish speakers, as represented by the 

Bamberka statue and their inclusion in the Poznan folklore museum opened in 1911.274 

As the decades passed, the residents of Poznan would continue to embrace their 
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Bambrzy, and thus German-speaking, heritage to a great extent, celebrating with parades 

and festivals, and dressing in brightly colored clothing reminiscent of nineteenth-century 

Bamberger garb. Despite the Partitions, despite the horrors of two world wars, modern 

day Poles have embraced the heritage of their ancestors. The Bambrzy were proof of the 

possibility of cooperation, peaceful cohabitation, and integration between two 

nationalities that had an extremely complicated and oftentimes dark history together. A 

fuller study of the Polish side of this question, especially continuing into the nineteenth 

century, is needed to analyze and explain the development of Poznanian Bamberger 

identity and history in Poznan during the post-World War I period more 

comprehensively. 

In the German national case, the Bambrzy served as a much different symbol: one 

of fear and reverse diffusionist anxiety. German nationalists reduced them to the 

Bamberger Myth, serving as a warning of the possibility of ‘Polonization,’ and the risks 

facing the Germanization project. The myth showed how the civilizing mission in the 

East could go awry. If such a large group of Germans could be ‘Polonized,’ it starkly 

called into question the efficacy of the Germanization policies. If the language laws and 

the Germanization of the school system were working effectively, the Bambergers, as 

hybrids between German and Polish culture, should have been among the first to shift 

their identity to a German national one. In a nationalist calculus, the Bambrzy had recent 

German ancestors, still spoke German, and innately remained German on some level. 

Yet, the Germanization policies seemed to be having no effect on them. Assimilationist 

nationalists worried how these policies ‘Germanize’ Poles if they did not even function to 

‘Germanize’ Germans. Additionally, the Bamberger Myth undermined the idea of 
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German cultural, economic, and intellectual superiority that underpinned the nationalist 

civilizing mission. If a group of Germans could become Poles so readily, others could 

call German superiority into question. 

At the forefront of the dialogue surrounding the Bamberger Myth were anxieties 

over the role that education and Catholicism had played in their Polonization. These 

discourses were expansive, complicated, and at times inconsistent with each other. 

German nationalists also used the Bamberger Myth as evidence to support the 

Kulturkampf, and pointed to the loyalty of Catholic Germans being potentially suspect. 

However, perhaps because German national writers rarely allowed them any agency, or 

perhaps because they were wary of attacking ethnic Germans, they almost universally 

portrayed the Poznanian Bambergers in a positive light, never overtly blaming them for 

their Polonization. Nor were they given much of any autonomy in the matter. Rather, 

German nationalist writers blamed the Volksschulen and the Catholic Church for 

Bambrzy ‘Polonization’ in their employment of the Bamberger Myth. They strongly 

attacked the Catholic Church and the Catholic clergy, pitting them against German 

nationalism and labelling it one of their main foes in the Ostmark. The accounts of the 

Bamberger Myth, and nationalist writings that cited it, emphasized how the Kulturkampf 

continued in the German East after the 1880s. 

In this chapter, we will define and explore German nationalist reverse diffusionist 

anxieties and how German nationalists thought and wrote about Poznania and Poles. 

These anxieties tended to be heavily influenced by two major strands of German national 

ideology on the ‘Polish Question:’ assimilationist and exclusionist. Nevertheless, a third 

remained important in Poznania into the twentieth century: cultural hegemonism, which 
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sought the primacy of German cultural, economic, and political influence in nationally 

Polish areas, but did not view the ‘Polish Question’ as a zero-sum game as the other two 

ideologies tended to. Cooperation between nationalities was possible in the cultural 

hegemonic worldview. 

In the last section, we will spend some time looking at the influence of the 

Bamberger Myth on specific non-fictional works by German nationalists. Here the focus 

will be on how they employed the Bamberger Myth, the arguments they used it to 

support, and their thoughts on education and Catholicism in Poznania. In the following 

chapter, we will look at the reverse diffusionist anxieties on a wider variety of topics to 

paint a fuller picture of the fears, desires, and anxieties of German nationalism towards 

Poznania. 

 

Diffusionism and Reverse Diffusionism 

The long nineteenth century was a period of immense change for the people of 

Poznania. Industrialization and nationalism were rapidly transforming their lives, the 

people around them, and the space in which they interacted with the world. The process 

of nationalization involved immense social pressure to divide the German-speaking and 

Polish-speaking population. In concert with nationalists insisting on a strict binary 

between the two nationalisms, German nationalist discourse shifted to much more 

negative portrayals of Poles. According to Sebastian Conrad this shift began in the 1830s, 

when portrayals focusing on “geographic and cultural difference” were supplanted by an 

emphasis on the backwardness and inferiority of Poles.275 This project of othering was 
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both nationalist and colonialist in nature, and at times took on a racial dimension. Yet, 

life continued in Poznania in many ways as it had for decades, and there remained 

significant cross-language and cross-national exchange and interaction. This closeness, 

sharing of space, and similarities of culture and experience, caused anxieties for German 

nationalists who insisted on stark boundaries between German and Pole. Contact between 

Germans and Poles could lead to reverse diffusion, like in the case of the Bamberger 

Myth, where nationalists argued the civilizational flow had reversed and the Bambrzy 

had been ‘Polonized.’ At their heart, reverse diffusionist anxieties ate at the of German 

national self-identity. Such anxiety manifested itself because of insecurity over 

Germanness itself, and the perceived cultural, economic, technological, and moral 

superiority of the German Volk (people). The Bamberger Myth struck deep into this 

insecurity because it showed the possibility of Germans becoming Poles, which shook the 

very foundation of German superiority to its core.  

In 1901, retired general and nationalist, Albert von Boguslawski connected the 

loss of the Poznanian Bambergers to the dangers faced in the worldwide national and 

colonial project of Germany. “Germans of all tribes listen!” Boguslawski wrote that 

Bambrzy had been Polonized, the German language “eradicated and no longer spoken” 

among them. In response, he called upon the German bourgeoisie throughout the world to 

unite and stridently support German nationalism. “Let our flags fly in Asia and Africa, 

where the proud word rings out: “I am a German Bürger!”276 For Boguslawski, 

Bamberger Polonization was such an emergency that it called for Germans everywhere to 
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reinforce their nationalism, not just those throughout the Ostmark, or in the German 

Empire and its colonies. The Bamberger Myth stoked anxieties about the legitimacy, 

power, and influence of Germany’s civilizing and nationalizing missions. Instead of 

spreading German Kultur across the globe, the Bambrzy showed a potential reverse of 

fortune. Germans could be transformed, ‘degraded’ into Slavs. 

German nationalists closely connected the might of the German nation to thoughts 

of German imperial power and German national influence overseas. Domestic policy 

reinforced Weltpolitik.277 A strong domestic situation in Germany was essential for the 

projection of power through its navy and its colonies in Africa and the South Pacific. If 

they could not contain Polish nationalism within Germany, many German nationalists 

feared that meant for German national strength abroad. These fears were even more 

exacerbated, because official German imperialism began only upon unification in 1871, 

meaning millions of Germans had migrated from Europe to the Americas, Africa, Asia, 

and Oceania in the centuries of European colonial and imperial ventures, the vast 

majority in colonies of other imperial powers or in independent states in the Americas 

with non-German majorities. Reverse diffusionist fears combined fierce arrogance and 

hubris with deep seated insecurity. Writing for the Ostmarkenverein, Müller asserted that 

Polish national victory would only happen “if Prussia and the German Empire committed 

suicide.”278 

At the heart of German nationalist insecurities about the Poznanian Bambergers 

was the schema of diffusionism. C.M. Blaut postulated this theory as a way to understand 

the ideology of the civilizing mission and the way myths continue to function to reinforce 
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ideas of supposed European superiority.279 Diffusionism permeated Western self-

perception and ideology during the nineteenth century. It was a schema that put the West 

at the center of the world, as the fount of knowledge, efficiency, and industry, the masters 

of technology, political thought, philosophy, science, medicine, history, psychology, on 

and on and on. One ideology that was implicit within this diffusionist understanding of 

the world was Orientalism, which exoticized, devalued, ignored, and oppressed the 

thousands of non-European peoples and cultures of the eastern hemisphere. The West 

saw itself as the engine of innovation and a beacon for the rest of the world. It claimed to 

be the bearer of civilization and the producer of all that was modern, moral, and 

productive. In the diffusionist worldview, civilization spread from the West to the rest of 

the world. This explained why Eastern Europe was more technologically advanced than 

Sub-Saharan Africa, because it was in closer proximity to Western Europe, and thus was 

closer to the diffusions of knowledge.  

Echoing a diffusionist and Orientalist mindset, German nationalist G.W. Schiele 

used the metaphor of a city and its suburbs to explain the relationship between Europe. In 

1908, he wrote that Europe was the capital of the world, large, powerful, and rich, while 

“all others are suburbs, as the students would say, the surrounding beer villages. Even 

North America” was but a “settlement of the mother city.”280 This schema functioned 

                                                           
279 One such myth was the uniqueness of European private property, having arisen from “ancient European 
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well as a means of self-delusion when comparing Europe to the New World, Africa, and 

Asia, where Europeans could imagine vast distances of land and ocean separating them 

from non-Europe. In the case of Eastern Europe, it became more problematic, muddier, 

especially for German self-perception. This ambiguity over the division between Europe 

and non-Europe was a major source of anxiety and uncertainty for the German nationalist 

and colonialist mindset. It brought up several problematic questions that were difficult for 

German nationalists to answer and created significant cognitive dissonance. 

If Germany was the edge of European civilization, with the ‘uncivilized’ East 

beyond, it produced anxieties for several reasons. Firstly, German nationalism imagined 

itself as the border between West and East, civilization, and un-civilization, so it gave to 

itself the mission to defend and expand Western civilization. This role was not unique to 

Germany. To a greater or lesser extent, many Western European nationalities positioned 

themselves as the bearer of civilization against an ‘other’ within their European borders: 

the English with their Scottish, Irish and Welsh minorities, the French and their 

provincials, notably the Bretons, Italy and the Neapolitans and Sicilians, the Swedish and 

the Finns. In contrast to Eastern Europe, nationalists could view these as mere pockets of 

‘unmodernity’ or minority nationalism surrounded by Western ‘civilization.’ German 

nationalism placed itself at the border of the East; the vast stretch of Eurasian 

uncivilization and disorder stretched before them like Nietzsche’s abyss. The Kaiserreich 

and the Habsburg Empire both positioned themselves as the border between Western 

civilization and Eastern Slavdom, which became central to German nationalist self-

perception, and central to their idea of Kultur was that had been and would continue to be 

the ones to civilize the East.  
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Polish nationalism also defined itself as the edge of Western civilization. One 

prominent way that this idea manifested in Polish nationalism was by defining 

themselves as the defenders of Catholicism “from the godless Asiatic horde.”281 Polish-

speaking Catholics learned, through church and school, to view themselves and Poland in 

this role. Historical examples such as the defense of Europe from Mongol invasions 

during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and the Battle of Vienna in 1674, against 

the Ottomans.282 Another example was the defense of Catholicism against the expansion 

of the Lutheran Swedish Empire during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

eventually culminating in the Great Northern War, which led to the Poznanian 

Bamberger’s arrival in Poznan. The Black Madonna of Czestochowa, found regularly in 

Bambrzy homes, symbolized the defense of a fortified monastery during the war, and 

became an important Polish nationalist symbol.283 For Polish nationalists, the Black 

Madonna represented the defense not only of the Polish nation, but of Catholicism and 

Western European civilization as a whole. Thus, in hanging this picture in their homes, 

the Bambergers were making a strong political statement in favor of a Polish national 

worldview, one where the Poles, not Germans were the defenders of the West. 

Nonetheless, the Polish and German national mythologies differed in one key aspect: in 

the nineteenth century, the German idea was expansionist, the Polish focused on national 

autonomy and independence, due to their differing historical circumstances. 

A second important reason for the prevalence of reverse diffusionist anxiety in 
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German nationalist ideology was that the civilization border, as they defined it, the 

demarcation between West and East, Germanic Kultur, and Slavic mismanagement, had 

remained relatively static over the centuries. German-speakers had spread throughout 

Eastern Europe during the medieval and Renaissance periods, yet most of the areas they 

had settled were under Slavic rule. While German nationalists claimed to be the origin of 

much Slavic progress, anxieties intruded upon the German nationalist worldview: Why 

was the East not more civilized? Why had the civilizational border not moved further 

east? Why had Germanic Kultur not overtaken the inferior Slavs? If the East was so 

close, might it now engulf Germany? 

Finally, German nationalists feared that the civilizational border between West 

and East might ‘regress,’ move further West, perhaps even someday engulf Germany in 

Slavic ‘mismanagement.’ The Bamberger Myth emphasized this last point very starkly 

for German nationalists. Many nationalists worried that if German-speakers had chosen 

freely to identify as Poles more might follow suit. Moreover, the westward migration of 

European populations further exacerbated this fear. Germans were leaving Germany for 

the Americas, while Poles and other Slavic peoples headed west. By the late nineteenth 

century, hundreds of thousands of Polish-speakers were working in the Ruhrgebiet, and 

elsewhere in the Rhineland. German nationalists feared that this proximity might trigger 

further Polonization of German-speaking populations and that these migrations might 

someday overwhelm Germandom in a ‘flood’ of westward Slavic immigration. 
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The Bamberger Myth as a Symbol of Reverse Diffusionist Fears 

German nationalists created two conflicting images of their thoughts on the 

civilizing project in the East. The first underscored the progress of German civilization, 

and the other called that progress into question. In the first, the ‘heroic’ German colonist 

(the shining Teutonic Knight, the German smallhold farmer in Russia, the German 

merchant in Transylvania) spread ‘civilization’ and culture throughout the East. 

Nationalists projected this identity as civilizer of the East back centuries and millennia to 

show a mythologized past where German influence had ‘transformed’ and ‘civilized’ 

Eastern Europe. There was a long history of German-speaking migration into Eastern 

Europe that had led to significant German-speaking populations in many of the towns and 

cities of Eastern and Central Europe. Yet, these early settlers certainly had no conception 

of themselves as nationally German. Even in the late nineteenth century, when 

nationalism had gained widespread popularity throughout the Kaiserreich, many of the 

German-speakers outside the borders of the German and Habsburg Empires remained 

anational, nationally indifferent, or even began to identify as other nationalities. This 

vision of German colonization of the East was strong and served as a powerful image of 

ideation on the East. It was a positive ideal, how things should be. But, in some ways it 

was a brave face.  

The second image was one of stagnation and failure; it showed the anxieties that 

were always in the immediate background of any discussion of Germans and the East. 

The German colonists may have influenced the development of Eastern Europe, but it 

was still backwards and economically disadvantaged in the eyes of German nationalists. 

Not coincidentally, these were the same themes brought up by the Poznanian 
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Bambergers, viewed as both German colonizers, and Polonized Germans. The Bamberger 

Myth was a microcosm of the potential for the Polonization of the Ostmark writ large. 

German nationalists worried that centuries of contact with Germany and German settlers 

seemed to have done little to truly transform the East. By the turn of the century, instead 

of a vast extension of Germandom into Eastern Europe and the Germanization of uplifted 

Slavs, who ‘saw the light’ of German civilization, non-German nationalist movements 

were gaining strength throughout Central and Eastern Europe. Even within the 

Kaiserreich itself, the Germanization of Polish-speakers seemed to be a failure, with 

Polish nationalism appealing to a wider and wider section of the population. Many still 

viewed Poznania, under direct Prussia rule for over a century, and populated by just 

under half German-speakers, as Polish land in fundamental ways, and that trend only 

seemed to be worsening. In these two portrayals we can also see the Bamberger Myth, in 

the beginning hard-working German colonists, during the contemporary period, 

Polonized.  

German nationalists did not confine this diffusionist/reverse diffusionist 

dichotomy to within the borders of the Kaiserreich, but encompassed the entirety of 

Central and Eastern Europe. Everywhere German culture was fighting a battle for 

supremacy. From Alsace-Lorraine in the west, Schleswig-Holstein in the north, Italy, and 

the Balkans in the south, and of course, the vast stretches of Central and Eastern Europe. 

In the first paragraph of his book, Moritz Gehre rhetorically united the Kaiserreich and 

the Habsburg Empire, pointing to the overarching loss of German cultural power to the 

“Czechs, Poles, Ruthenians, Slovaks, Slovenians, Hungarians, Romanians and 



 

183 
 

Italians.”284 Despite the failure of the Grossdeutsch solution, the discourse on German 

nationalism encompassed Germans in both Germany and the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.285 Everywhere, German nationalists were seeing the erosion of their idealized 

position as bearers of culture, industry, trade, and civilization.  

Nothing more starkly emphasized this second trend than the Bamberger Myth 

spun by Max Bär and referenced by so many German nationalist works in the decades 

following its publication. The Poznanian Bambergers represented the tropes of the heroic 

German colonizer well: they were industrious, successful Franconian farmers; they were 

colonists, migrating to the Kingdom of Poland at a time when it was devastated by 

disease and war to uplift and civilize it. In spite of this, not only had they not managed to 

spread German civilization to others to any meaningful extent, they had eventually 

become Poles. The Bamberger Myth was one of the starkest and clearest examples of 

reverse diffusionism for German nationalist. It provided a symbol of the civilizing 

mission gone awry, and showed the possibility of Germans becoming Slavs and Slavs 

pushing west to potentially overtake Germandom. 

 

German Nationalist Ideologies 

As we have seen, contradicting assimilationist and exclusionist impulses, 

ideologies, and policies often led to contradictions and ineffectiveness in Germany 

policies relating to the ‘Polish Question,’ and the national situation of the Ostmark. While 
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many nationalists can be broadly grouped into these two categories, their thoughts and 

policies often evidenced both assimilationist and exclusionist ideas, but also older ideas 

about Germanness that underscored the need for German cultural hegemony, but not 

necessarily national control. German nationalists writing on Poznania during the fin de 

siècle period almost exclusively called for a stronger, more repressive Germanization 

policy. Exclusionist and assimilationist ideas often coexisted and bled into one another, 

often leading to a lack of coherent policy platforms within the Kaiserreich on the ‘Polish 

Question.’ German nationalists wrote repeatedly of how the Polenfrage affected 

Poznania, but few offered practical solutions. Moreover, as we have seen, the German 

government itself was woefully divided in their policy approaches towards the question. 

The history of Germanization attempts was one of an uncoordinated combination of 

assimilationist and exclusionist policies by varying ministries and governments (both the 

federal German government and Prussian government) that lacked any real cohesion or 

vision.  

While the exclusionist and assimilationist positions were in many ways logically 

inconsistent and incompatible with one another, German nationalist writers were quite 

capable of employing mental gymnastics and cognitive dissonance to fuse these 

assimilationist and exclusionist ideas and policies together. Elizabeth Drummond 

emphasized this in her study of the Ostmarkenverein and Pan-German League, both of 

which continued to promote both assimilationist and exclusionist policies, even as they 

criticized assimilationist policies for doing little except strengthening the Polish middle-
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class and Polish nationalism.286 

For German nationalists, assimilationism broadly meant the absorption of non-

German peoples and space into German national identity, while exclusionism sought the 

separation of German and Slavic national cultures and peoples. In comparison, cultural 

hegemonic ideas about Germanness were less concerned with fighting Polish 

nationalism, and instead tended to focus on the superior place of German civilization and 

Kultur in the East. This paternalistic ideology sought to secure for German nationalism a 

place of paramount importance in the organization of the East, and stressed German 

Kultur’s key role in creating civilization in the east. This ideology allowed for the 

possibility of Polish autonomy within Germany, but nationalists writing on Poznania 

rarely espoused it, because they tended to support stronger German governmental control 

of the region and more oppressive Germanization policies. 

The ideology of cultural hegemony was in some ways more reflexive of an older, 

pre-1848, view of German nationalism. The ideology relied heavily on notions of 

German cultural supremacy, arguing that Germans had played a paramount role 

throughout Central and Eastern Europe throughout the centuries, and thus deserved 

certain rights and privileges. This idea of Germanness was much more common among 

German nationalists in the Habsburg Empire than the Kaiserreich nationalists of our 

study, for a variety of reasons. The most likely causes stemmed from the fact that 

Austria-Hungary was not a nation-state: Germans were a distinct minority to Slavs in 

Austria-Hungary, there was a much longer history of special privileges and laws for 
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certain regions and populations in the Habsburg realms, the Habsburg Empire a 

multinational state, with at least eleven major nationalist groups, and the Habsburg 

monarchy tried to position itself as above nationality, despite favoring German in many 

ways. Furthermore, while the government often gave Germans a privileged position, it 

was not such an overwhelmingly advantaged one, which meant that much larger 

segments of the population tended to resist Germanization. Thus, the emphasis on 

German cultural supremacy remained stronger there than in Imperial Germany. In his 

study of Bohemia, Gary Cohen referred to this type of ideology as “historical-cultural or 

elitist strand of Germanness.”287  

It is beyond the scope and intent of this project to fully categorize the views of 

German nationalist writers into these three nationalist ideologies. As has been 

underscored, individual German nationalist writers on Poznania regularly evinced many 

conflicting nationalist policies, thoughts, and ideologies. The ideas, fears, and 

worldviews of German nationalists were too varied, too muddled, and too inconsistent to 

fully untangle here. Moreover, such a project would need to consider German nationalists 

writing not simply on Poznania, but the ‘Polish Question’ as a whole, but also look more 

deeply into German nationalist politicians, organizations, and newspapers. Instead, this 

project will seek to identify some of the threads of assimilationist, exclusionist, and 

cultural hegemonic ideology that weaved through German nationalist discourse on 

Poznania. In doing so, we will continue to pay particular attention to the role of the 

Bamberger Myth. We will begin by looking at German nationalist stereotypes of Poles, 

then move onto critiquing nationalist criticisms of Poznania’s schools. Finally, we will 
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analyze the ways that German nationalists viewed the Catholic Church in Poznania, 

particularly its connection to Polish nationalism. In Chapter 5, this exploration of the 

ideology of German nationalism will expand to focus on German nationalist myth, and 

anxieties over the ‘Polish Question,’ international concerns, and the First World War. 

Cultural hegemonism was rarer in German nationalist discourse on Poznania, and 

can often be found interwoven with more assimilationist or exclusionist thought and 

policies. Wilhelm Wendorff was one prominent nationalist who had significant strands of 

cultural hegemonic ideology running through his work. The hegemonist worldview 

tended to lead to two different general policy positions: either reconciliation with Polish 

nationalism through compromise, or  the argument that it had been compromise and 

lenient governmental policies that had allowed Polish nationalism to take root and 

flourish, and thus more stringent anti-Polish measures were needed to reverse the 

increase of Polish national power. Most of Wendorff’s views were among the latter. He 

maintained that Poles have a right to maintain their language, but German must remain an 

important language, and German nationalism must maintain its position in the East.288 

Furthermore, he asserted that Poles could be good Prussians, and many holding the 

highest offices in Germany (both public and private), as well as many “ordinary workers” 

were Poles who were good Prussians.  

Nevertheless, Wendorff still viewed the ‘Polish Question’ as a matter of national 

struggle (Kampf). In Wendorff’s opinion, this Kampf should be fought “not to the 

annihilation of the enemy,” but until the Poles had acknowledged German hegemony and 
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given into German governmental demands.289 He argued that conciliation and 

compromise had been tried repeatedly since 1815, but Polish nationalism saw 

compromise as weakness, which had led to insurrection in 1848.290 Wendorff 

significantly stereotyped both German and Polish nationalities, but his division between 

them was not as harsh as most German nationalists of the period. He gave Poles inferior 

traits, but also some positives.291 Moreover, he declared that Poles and Prussians both had 

mixed blood, as they had been living together and inter-marrying for centuries. It was 

education that was the main differentiator between Prussian and Pole.292 “Both peoples,” 

German and Pole, were “gifted with the same body and spirit.” The idea of the mixing of 

Slavic and German blood was more common in more assimilationist and hegemonic 

writings.293 Exclusionist strands of nationalism either ignored or downplayed this, such as 

Schiele who claimed the percentage of ethnic mixing was exaggerated.294 

Additionally, Wendorff showed hegemonic ideology in his emphasis on the close 

connection between Germans and Poles living nearby each other in the east. Wendorff 

stated that because “customs and traditions are a product of culture,” and German Kultur 

has been dominant in Poznania, the difference between Prussian Poles and other 

Prussians was smaller, and Prussian Poles were much closer to Germans than Russian or 

Austrian Poles. Despite what might at first glance seem an egalitarian approach, 

Wendorff remained a man of his time. He quoted Bismarck to highlight his belief in 

German superiority through a gendered understanding of nation: “Prince Bismarck once 
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said that Germans have more masculine characters, the Polish more feminine, in that lies 

much truth.”295 

In contrast to Wendorff, Max Bär's ideas tended to be more exclusionist. He 

concentrated more on demarcating the line between Germans and Poles, and emphasizing 

the potential drawbacks of interaction, such as the possibility of Polonization. He devoted 

significant time to defining, and differentiating the nationalities, implying some 

fundamental gap between them. Furthermore, he was against the Germanization of those 

he considered Poles. This was further supported by Bär’s focus on dispelling any notion 

that the Bambrzy may have Polish heritage, particularly by stating that some of the first 

Bamberger settlers in Ratai, Andreas Koszycki and Jakob Rosmali, were German.296 In 

some ways, his view of nationality verged on the racial. This was evidenced in his 

suggestion of teaching religion in German for any children with parents who have 

German last names. He made no such suggestions for those he considered Poles, but a 

quarter Germanness was apparently enough for Bär to consider Germanization possible. 

Moreover, he proposed segregating German and Polish students in order to make this 

possible. 

In contrast, Boguslawski's view of the Polish was more assimilationist and 

cultural hegemonic, and has an aristocratic tinge to it, compared to most of the liberal 

writers. He mentioned quite often the role of Poles in the Prussian military, and was at 

times even complementary to them.297 This latter notion of the loyalty of Polish-speaking 
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soldiers hints at a cultural hegemonic view, indicative of his social-class as a member of 

the nobility and former military general. Boguslawski retained some of the hegemonic 

views that were fairly popular among German nobles and conservatives of the time. 

Firstly, he was critical of the Polish nobility and Church, but offered both praise and 

derision for the Polish lower-classes. While the latter was common among other German 

nationalist writers, the former was much less so. For example, he gave some praise for 

the abilities of Polish-speaking soldiers, arguing that they were loyal, capable, and 

subservient, if a bit barbaric.298 Boguslawski was extremely critical of the Polish nobility, 

painting many of them as frivolous alcoholics. He does acknowledge that some have been 

uplifted by Western European civilization, and wrote “the grace and charm of the ladies 

of the Polish nobility” had everything necessary to enhance the appeal of Polish 

culture.”299 He also complimented them for gravitating towards western culture.  

Assimilationist, exclusionist, and cultural hegemonic ideologies on nationalism, 

despite being fundamentally opposed in some ways, were intricately connected to one 

another. It is important to stress that these three ideologies about the future of 

Germanness overlapped, informed one another, and tangled in ways that often led to 

illogical or contradictory policies being proposed and implemented.300 Yet, despite 

immensely important differences in the fundamental understanding of the ‘Polish 

Question’ between these three strands, and their differing goals and agendas, there were 

still tremendous similarities. They were founded on a similar understanding of German 

cultural superiority, German right to a position of power and influence in the East, and 
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had immense arrogance, chauvinism, and reverse diffusionist anxieties. Moreover, they 

shared similar ideas about the inferiority of Poles, Slavs, and non-Europeans.  

 

German Nationalist Stereotypes of Poles 

Nineteenth century German nationalist writings on Poznania traded heavily in 

national stereotypes. Through these they worked towards building a nationally divided 

society, and othered those that did not fit into their German nationalist visions. When 

combined with anxieties about German nationalism, conflicting colonialist and nationalist 

notions of Polish nationalism led to complicated views of what Polishness meant for 

German nationalists. By the 1880s, German nationalist ideas about Poles had become 

particularly pejorative. These ideas were not unique to Germany, but were a particular 

branch of wider western European thoughts and prejudices against Eastern Europe and 

the East. 

Very little of the German writing on Poznania in the latter half of the eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries gave a nuanced picture of the province or the role that 

nationalism played in its development. Much of it was virulently anti-Polish, particularly 

more popular nationalist writing such as the Ostmarkenromane or nationalist 

pamphlets.301 Many German academic texts had a clear agenda to further the German 

national cause, and viewed nationalism as an innate, historical phenomenon. 

Furthermore, they were often chauvinistic, extolling the superiority of Germanness and 

degrading Polishness. German academic texts also employed racialized language to refer 

to Poles. The eminent Max Weber used vividly colonialist language to refer to the Poles, 

                                                           
301  Kristin Kopp, Germany’s Wild East (Ann Arbor: Michigan University Press, 2012). Müller, Will 
Deutschland die Ostmarken Behaupten oder nicht? (Berlin, Gose & Tetzlaff, 1900). 



 

192 
 

exhibiting his views that Germans were members of a higher civilizational tier; that Poles 

were inferior.302 Weber wrote bluntly that peasantry had a “low level of . . . physical and 

intellectual habits” compared to Germans.303 Such language was common among German 

nationalist academics during the fin de siècle, while even more virulent attacks against 

Polish nationalism and Polish-speakers were made by the Ostmarkenverein and the Pan-

German League. Elizabeth Drummond summarized these organization’s ideological 

national dichotomy between Germans and Poles: The Germans were defined by their 

“culture (Kultur), intelligence (Intelligenz), diligence (Fleiß), honesty (Ehrlichkeit, 

Redlichkeit), honor (Ehe), and constancy (Stetigkeit),” while they labeled Poles defined 

with “wantonness (Übermut), mismanagement (Mißwirtschaft, unruliness 

(Ungebädigkeit), impudence (Frechheit), ill-breeding (Unezogenheit), and impertinence 

(Unverschämtheit).”304 

German nationalist non-fiction writers and the popular Ostmarkenromane often 

defined the Polish nobility by their supposed thriftlessness and frivolity.305 In contrast, 

while peasants were seen as poor, dirty, and ignorant.306 German nationalists tended to 

categorize Polish nobles in two different ways: as weak, deceitful, and nationally Polish 

or well-off loyal servants of the state and Kaiser. This dichotomy meant that, German 

nationalists only considered Polish nobles loyal if they were supportive of German state 
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and its Germanization policies. For example, Wendorff criticized the Polish nobility, 

writing that they enslaved the Polish workers and peasants and kept them in a condition 

of ignorance and filth. Of course, he made no mention of German nobles doing the 

same.307 Instead, he praised the German government for improving peasant conditions. 

German nationalist writers often characterized the Polish nobility as frivolous, 

extravagant, wasteful, and negligent. They epitomized ‘polnische Wirtschaft’ for German 

writers. Boguslawski summarized the view when he characterized the Polish nobility as 

dilettantes, wasting their time and money on grand balls, alcohol, games, and dance.308 

Author Johann von Goethe seemed to concur, using the phrase “in the Polish style” in his 

novel Elective Affinities to mean “‘come now and eat me out of house and home and 

continue onward in that fashion.’”309 Boguslawski alleged that some Polish nobles were 

in a better situation, having been civilized by Western European education. He also 

praised the Polish nobility for not opposing the funding of the army, as the German 

Democrats had.310 Furthermore, Boguslawski declared that the Polish nobility always 

showed great respect for military officers. Nevertheless, by the late nineteenth century, 

the position of the Polish nobility as leaders the Polish national movement was 

diminishing, with the middle-class and the clergy taking more leading roles. This led to 

an increased focus on, and pejorative language towards the Polish-speaking bourgeoisie 

and clergy. 
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German nationalists viewed the expanding Polish middle-class to be both an 

economic and political threat to Germandom in the Ostmark. German-speaker’s positions 

as leaders in trade, commerce, and industry throughout the Ostmark was fundamental not 

only to perceived German national power, but also the foundation of Germany’s 

civilizing mission in the East. If the Polish bourgeoisie was increasing, many German 

nationalist worried that they would replace German middle-class. German nationalists 

also resented and feared the Polish economic boycott that further imperiled the German 

bourgeoisie position of dominance.311 Many German nationalists, such as Wendorff and 

Gehre emphasized the role of Germans in civilizing the East. By employing this trope, 

they hoped to underscore that the development of the Polish bourgeoisie was only 

because of German civilizing and tutelage. Moritz Gehre wrote that the rise of the Polish 

middle-class was due to German education, particularly the examples of “German 

diligence, German efficiency and perseverance.”312 However, Gehre did acknowledge the 

role of the Marcinkowski Association in educating Polish children and developing the 

Polish middle-class. Hans Delbrück also argued that German education had helped to 

create the Polish middle-class and helped its rise, but also pointed to the advantage of 

bilingualism, as it gave them the ability to conduct business in two languages.313 By 

speaking both German and Polish, they could appeal to more customers. Gehre 

acknowledged the power and influence of the Polish middle-class on the developing 

national movement. Through organic work, the Polish middle-class was increasing in 
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size, economic, and political power.314 

German nationalists tended to portray the Polish peasantry either as dirty, 

backwards serfs or as uncivilized people that they could transform into Germans. For 

example, Max Weber based his understanding of the demographic trends of the Ostmark 

on his belief in Polish physical and mental inferiority to Germans.315 Despite an emphasis 

on their inferiority, many German nationalists portrayed the Polish peasantry more 

sympathetically than other Polish classes. For example, Boguslawski wrote of the Polish 

farmer: “generally good natured,” but were predisposed to “schnapps, dance, and 

play.”316 Moritz Gehre stated that the Polish peasantry had made “progress,” by taking 

the example of German farmers, as well as the “effectiveness of the polish peasant 

associations,” though their progress was behind that of the development of the Polish 

bourgeoisie.317 

German nationalist with more cultural hegemonic ideologies tended to spend 

more time discussing the abilities, loyalty, and discipline of the Polish soldiers of the 

Prussian army. They were often quite approving. Wendorff wrote that Poles fought 

bravely in the Prusso-Danish, Austro-Prussian, and Franco-Prussian Wars of 1864-

1871.318 Boguslawski was fainter in his praise, acknowledging that the Polish soldiers 

performed their duties during the Prusso-Danish Wars, the Austro-Prussian War and the 
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Franco-Prussian War, yet he attributed at least some of this to Prussian discipline and 

their insertion into German regiments.319 Even Wendorff made sure to remind the reader 

that Poles also fought for “the armies of the French Republic, Garibaldi, and the troops of 

the Commune [Paris Commune in 1871]” contained many Polish volunteers who fought 

against Prussia.  Boguslawski gave muted praise to the Polish soldier: "Accustomed to 

bad life at home, he is undemanding as a soldier” as well as “persistent” and “brave,” “if 

sometimes a little soft.” Boguslawski's portrayal of the Polish soldier was one of 

barbarism contained under the surface by German civilization. He wrote that “through 

struggle and bloodshed, the beast easily awakens in him.” He alleged that Polish soldiers 

were subservient because of their upbringing, and often grew attached to their officers. 

Despite this, he also stated that they were prone to looting. Boguslawski further claimed 

that the Polish soldier was slower to be turned to Polish nationalism than others, and 

indeed, while serving in the military, Polish nationalist views tended to wane, though 

they often reappeared when not serving.  

German nationalist authors spent little time discussing the potential danger of 

training and arming Polish soldiers, who might use those skills and weapons against the 

Prussian state and army if an insurrection or rebellion were to occur. This issue was 

certainly present in German thought, as highlighted by the fact that the Polish regiments 

of the German Army served on the western front against the British and French, rather 

than in the East against Russia (where they would also be fighting fellow Poles in the 

Russian Army).320 Moreover, eventually the Polish regiments of the German Army were 
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split up so that Polish soldiers would not be grouped together, but rather dispersed among 

German, and barracked in the western sections of the Kaiserreich.321  

 

The Jewish Population of Poznania 

German nationalist literature often overlooked and ignored the Jewish population 

of Poznania during the fin de siècle.322 When German nationalists did write about Jews, 

they tended to mention them in passing or as an afterthought. In addition, those who did 

address the Jewish population, did so in fairly assimilationist terms. German nationalists 

often felt confident that the Jewish population was on their side in the nationality conflict, 

and as such, seemed content to let the Jewish population continue with their religion and 

separate identity, because they were not seen as a threat to the development of German 

national domination of the East. Boguslawski painted a picture of Prussia as the salvation 

of the Jews of Poznania.323 He stated that their material conditions in the Kingdom of 

Poland had been poor; they were the “pariahs” of the kingdom, even when compared to 

the serfs. According to Boguslawski, the Jewish residents of Poznania dressed in robes, 

and wore their long beards and hair in ringlets, but under Prussian rule, the conditions of 

the Jews improved, and their clothing and hairstyles changed to reflect those closer to 

their German counterparts. Boguslawski also lamented how the Jewish population 

eventually identified with the German liberal parties, which were not consistent in their 

opposition to Polishdom, because they would not vote for German conservative 
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candidates, thus splitting the German vote and allowing Polish electoral victories. As the 

long nineteenth century drew to an end, antisemitism and racialized views of nationality 

began to increase. As a result, the Ostmarkenverein and the Pan-German league began to 

differ in their opinions on German Jews. The Eastern Marches League, despite significant 

antisemitism from many of its members, tried to keep their ideology open to Jews, in 

large part because their leadership felt that Jewish votes were necessary for German 

electoral fortunes in the Ostmark.324  

The Jewish population percentage of Poznania fell throughout the nineteenth 

century relative to other groups. According to Wendorff, the number of Jewish people in 

Poznania dropped significantly between 1849 and 1900. In 1849, Jews made up 5.7% of 

the population. In 1871 this had reduced to 3.9%, and by 1900 had fallen further to 

1.9%.325 This loss of demographic power in the German nationalist eyes was another 

reason Jews were not seen as a national threat, particularly compared to the increasing 

demographic, economic, and political power of Polish nationalism. Moreover, Jewish 

nationalism (Zionism) did not directly affect space that Germans controlled or sought to 

control. The majority of the Jewish population in Poznania, and the rest of the Ostmark, 

spoke German or Yiddish (which German nationalists saw as a German dialect). One 

reason for more positive views on the Jewish inhabitants of Poznania, was that German 

nationalists regarded the Jewish population as the economic allies of the German 

bourgeoisie. Wendorff represented this understanding by grouping middle-class Germans 
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and Jews together conceptually when discussing the cities of Poznania, writing that the 

officials and middle-class was mostly “German-Jewish,” while the workers and domestic 

servants were mostly Polish.326 He argued that together German and Jewish property 

holdings and industries were probably still more powerful than the Polish, but had been 

reduced, particularly with Poles replacing Jews in business. The Polish boycott also hurt 

Jewish businesses, who according to Wendorff, Polish nationalists lumped in with the 

Germans.327  

Another reason for the connection between German nationalist and the Jewish 

population was the fact that strands of Polish nationalism were becoming more 

authoritarian and anti-Semitic around the turn of the century.328 Antisemitism was 

common throughout Europe during the nineteenth century, and present in both Polish and 

German nationalist thought. German antisemitism and anti-Polish discrimination were 

both tied to wider fears of immigration and through immigration in the late nineteenth 

century, as millions of migrants from Eastern Europe travelled into and through Germany 

to settle in the Americas.329 These ideas about and anxieties over immigration were 

connected to fears of reverse diffusion and being overwhelmed by the East.330 Common 

tropes included fears of immigration, movement of populations, and disease. These tropes 

were common in the Ostmarkenromane, but also came out in other Western European 

media, such as Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula and F.W. Murnau’s famous Weimar-era 
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expressionist horror film Nosteratu: eine Symphonie des Grauens, where fears of disease 

and danger from the East were represented by rats and vampiric creatures. While 

relatively small numbers of Eastern European Jews were migrating to Germany, from 

1880-1914 many were moving through the Kaiserreich in a wave of immigration that saw 

5.1 million people (including two million Jews). Fears of immigration and antisemitism 

were conflated as mass movements of people around the world, many forced to live and 

travel in “unhygienic conditions,” spread viral disease, contributing to several major 

pandemics.331 Thus, German nationalism developed tropes of dirt, disease, immigration, 

and backwardness to apply to Eastern Europe more holistically, encompassing both 

Jewish and Slavic populations.  

 

Sympathy for Poles in German Writing 

Sympathy for Polish nationalism had been relatively common among German 

nationalists during the 1830s and 1840s, when both nationalisms found themselves 

fighting against the conservative monarchies of Central Europe for national recognition, 

unification, and autonomy. For example, eighteenth-century philosopher Johann 

Gottfried Herder was particularly sympathetic to Slavic peoples in his writings.332 There 

was also significant enthusiasm for Polish nationalism among German liberals and 

nationalists in the Vormärz, particularly during the November Uprising of 1831.333 The 

Uprising took place in the Congress Kingdom of Poland (which was ruled by the Russian 
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Empire), when a group of Polish military officers tried to rally the masses and gain 

independence from Russia. In part because they saw Russia as a bastion of conservatism 

and reactionary politics, many liberals and nationalists supported the cause of Polish 

national independence. In 1832, German nationalists hosted a festival to support the 

November Uprising.334 This spirit lasted until 1848 and the decision in the Frankfurt 

Parliament that any unified Germany must include Prussia’s eastern provinces in their 

entirety. By demanding the inclusion of Prussia’s eastern territories in Germany, Polish 

and German national goals of unification and Independence became at odds. Without 

massive population transfers, the linguistically mixed provinces of the Ostmark were 

impossible to nationally untangle. Müller called the Vormärz sympathy for Polish 

nationalism a “political sickness” and viewed its decline as a boon.335  

However, there were some German nationalist writings which evinced some level 

of sympathy towards Polish people in the German nationalist discourse on Poznania. For 

example, Paul Krische displayed some compassion for Poles in his criticism of the 

Partitions of Poland: “The history of the province of Posen should not be closed without a 

word of regret that the Poles” had their independence and land taken from them by 

“absolutist politics.”336 Krische referred to the Poles “sympathetic” and “friendly,” and 

criticized the absolutist machinations of their neighbors that had brought their 

independence to an end. Furthermore, he used earlier German nationalist sympathy and 

enthusiasm for the Polish cause during the November Uprising of 1831 to emphasize how 

accommodation between the two nationalisms was possible.337 Krische attempted to 
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bridge the gap between German and Polish nationalists at least to a certain extent, 

maintaining that the Germans should be able to understand and sympathize with the Poles 

for their loss of independence and physical nation, particularly in regards to Russia. Yet, 

he very much remained a German nationalist, if one with a more nuanced and 

sympathetic understanding of the Poles. For example, he divided the contemporary 

history of the province into sections on Poles and Germans, ending the first paragraph of 

the latter section with, “Polishdom and Germandom have fought on Poznanian soil for 

centuries.338 Moreover, he blamed Polonization of German-Catholics on the same 

coalition of Church and School that all German nationalists did, showing no 

understanding of the deplorable conditions in the Poznanian schools, and suggesting no 

reforms.  

As we have seen, Wilhelm Wendorff also held some sympathetic views of Poles. 

Firstly, Wendorff advocated for the coexistence between the two nationalities. Unlike 

most of his contemporaries, Wendorff acknowledged the fact that his audience was not 

merely German-speakers, but also Polish-speakers, and indicated that he sought to create 

less anger and division with his work than most German nationalists writers of his era.339 

Nonetheless, his writing remained quite nationalistic and reinforced many of the tropes 

that exclusionist and integral nationalists used to Other Poles: the centuries-long Kampf 

(struggle) between the nationalities, German civilizational superiority, the use of specific 

medieval and early modern history to bolster German claim to the region, and the 

Bamberger Myth.  
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For example, his history included familiar German nationalist touchstones such as 

Charlemagne, the Teutonic Knights, the Battle of Tannenberg, and Poland’s inability to 

centralize leading to the Partitions. Nevertheless, his discussion of the early medieval 

history was more nuanced than most, emphasizing that West-Slavic peoples lived 

throughout Saxony, Brandenburg, Pomerania, and other regions that were considered by 

the nineteenth century to be far into the core of the German state.340 In contrast, his 

discussion of the Partitions was more discriminatory. He described Poland as depleted 

and languishing, and wrote that Prussia had little choice but to annex Polish territory, as 

Russia would have done it alone in any case. 

Wendorff articulated a much more specific definition of nationalism than most 

German nationalists, who often took the category for granted. He gave six factors that 

contributed to national identity: ancestry/blood, language, religion, customs, citizenship, 

and free will. In addition, Wendorff argued that Prussians had a mix of German and 

Slavic blood, and Poles had a significant portion of German blood in them. Despite more 

nuanced understanding of nationality, and German/Polish interactions, Wendorff 

provided a very stereotypical definition of the characteristics of the two nationalities. He 

began by quoting Bismarck, stating that that Germans had more masculine characters, 

while Poles had more feminine ones. Furthermore, he stated that Germans were more 

efficient, stolid, and dependable compared to the Poles, who were superficial, amiable, 

and less dependable. Wendorff defended Polish workers from accusations that they were 

dirty, stating that this had once been true, because they lived in awful huts with cows, as 

was the old Polish custom, but now the Polish worker was much cleaner. He also refuted 
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claims of Polish drunkenness. As a cultural hegemonist and assimilationist, he attributed 

much of this improvement to German civilizing efforts. 

Ultimately, despite showing a more nuanced understanding of Polish-speakers 

than most German nationalist writers on Poznania, Wendorff saw the situation in the 

eastern provinces of the German Empire as a struggle for survival. He advocated for the 

German government to stand firm against Polish national demands, and for the continued 

exertion of power to ensure the Ostmark remained German.  

 

The Bamberger Myth and Reverse Diffusionist Anxiety 

The continual reproduction of discourses concerning reverse diffusionist anxieties 

and the need for a more stringent defense of German nationalism had a tremendous 

impact on the development of German national understanding and identity. The 

Bamberger Myth was in many ways a canvas upon which to project reverse diffusionist 

anxieties. One of the reasons it was so pervasive was because the Myth was malleable 

enough to fit many different German nationalist ideas and policies about Poznania and 

the Ostmark. German nationalists most often connected the myth to anxieties about the 

influence of Polish nationalism in the Volksschulen and Catholic Church, but was 

employed in a wide variety of manners. Because of its connection to Polonization, 

German nationalists connected it to diverse topics such as Polish organic work, German 

overseas colonization, German emigration, economics, politics, diplomacy, among 

others. Furthermore, nationalists to employed it to support their political arguments, over 

an array of assimilationist, exclusionist, and cultural hegemonic ideological strands.   

Many German nationalists believed it their duty to awaken Germans to the peril 
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of Polonization in the East. Paul Krische, for example, wrote that majority of Kaiserreich 

citizens, living outside of the Ostmark, failed to understand the dangers faced by German 

nationalism in the eastern provinces, in large part because the newspapers outside of 

Poznania failed to adequately show “the struggle of Germanism in the province.”341 The 

Bamberger Myth was an important tool utilized by German nationalists to make Germans 

throughout the Kaiserreich and the world aware of the ‘threat’ of Polonization and other 

potential vectors of reverse diffusionism  

German fears of Polonization can be separated into two distinct, but overlapping 

categories: fears over the Polonization of space and fears over the Polonization of people. 

Anxieties and fears about the Polonization of space centered on spatial identity, 

demographic trends that saw higher Polish birthrates and increasing Polish population 

percentages in the Eastern Provinces, and migration trends, particularly the migration of 

Polish-speakers into the Eastern provinces and the Rhineland, with concomitant 

emigration of Germans to the Americas. Fears over the Polonization of people often 

focused on the vulnerability of German Catholics to assimilation, as well as Polonization 

through ‘mixed-marriages’ between Germans and Poles. However, despite their 

frequency, there were vanishingly few examples of the Polonization of individuals in 

nationalist writings. This contrasts with the Ostmarkenromane, which tended to be 

written about individual, not collective, Polonization.342  

The Bamberger Myth was so important to nationalist writers because it 

represented an easily reproduced example of a collective group of Germans being 

Polonized. German nationalists had many examples of individuals or families who had 
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changed identities from German to Pole, or German-speaking to Polish-speaking, mostly 

through mixed-marriages. The Bambrzy provided something else entirely. This was not 

just a few Germans ‘going native,’ but thousands. German nationalists saw it as a blow to 

the German understanding of themselves as the bearers of culture in the East, and about 

their own superiority. It called into question the entire civilizing mission, the entire goal 

of Germanization. Instead of making Poles into Germans, as so many had hoped, quite 

the opposite seemed to be happening.  

As we have seen, the Bamberger Myth was an oversimplification of the 

nationalization of the Bambrzy. The period from the 1880s-1918 saw Poznanian 

Bambergers identifying with both Polish and German nationalism, not a shift from 

German to Polish as Bär alleged. He largely ignored the Bambergers who chose German 

nationality, mentioning them only in passing. He took them for granted because they 

behaved in nationally German ways. For Bär, the important aspect of the Bamberger 

Myth was those who had chosen to identify as Polish. Nonetheless, there were Poznanian 

Bambergers behaving in ways that nationalists like Bär would have defined as nationally 

German. Bär mentioned in passing that Demsen remained largely German-speaking, and 

that some fathers complained to him about the use of Polish in their households. 

Moreover, study of the membership lists of several national organizations in Poznan has 

shown individuals with Bambrzy surnames joining both Polish and German national 

organizations in the early 1900s. The Bamberger Myth obscured the history of the 

Bambergers who chose to identify as German, by transforming the term ‘Poznanian 

Bamberger’ from an identity for a distinct group of people in Poznania, to a term 

indicating a group of German-speaking Catholics who had been ‘Polonized.’  
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The echo chamber of German nationalist writing then solidified the Bamberger 

Myth, which repeatedly called upon it to stoke fears, but rarely added any real substance 

to the discourse. German nationalist writers took Bär’s account at face value, never 

critically analyzing or critiquing it. In fact, the only instance of a German nationalist 

adding anything original to the story was that of August von Boguslawski, who largely 

simply corroborated Bär’s version of the story with his own experiences in the Bambrzy 

villages. While the nationalist rhetoric was adamant that the Volksschulen and Catholic 

Church had transformed the Poznanian Bambergers, they played only a part. The 

Volksschulen gave the Bambrzy the opportunity to practice their German, but the schools 

themselves were wholly inadequate to ‘Polonize’ anyone. The Bambrzy had a genuine 

desire to learn Polish, because it helped them in their daily lives, which contained 

interactions with many Polish-speaking people. This was clearly evidenced in the early 

requests of the Wilda and Ratai school communities for a teacher that was bilingual in 

Polish and German. When the Kulturkampf began to define the biopolitical identity of the 

German state as a form of Protestant German nationalism, many of them chose to see 

themselves as Polish instead of German, because the Polish Catholic community 

provided an alternative to the German national one. Yet, German nationalists 

fundamentally ignored or misunderstood this. To them, the identification switch called 

into question the basic underpinnings of the diffusionist worldview: If Poles were inferior 

to Germans, why would a large group of Germans come to identity as Polish? It could 

raise doubts not just about the inferiority of the Poles, but the superiority of the Germans. 

If Germans could become Slavic, perhaps they were closer to the diffusionist line than 

they thought. 
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The Influence of the Bamberger Myth 

German nationalist literature during the fin de siècle widely cited the Bamberger 

Myth, most often employing it as an example of ‘Polonization’ to support a stringent 

Germanization policy. Max Bär constructed and dispersed the Bamberger Myth in his 

1882 monograph Die Bamberger bei Posen, published both as 74-page book published in 

Poznan by Joseph Jolowicz and in the journal Zeitschrift für Landeskunde und Geschichte 

des Provinz Posen. The circulation figures of the book are uncertain, but its influence to 

German nationalism in Poznania is clear. Nationalist academics, voluntary organizations 

like the Ostmarkenverein and the Pan-German League, travel writers, newspapers, and 

other nationalists were well aware of the Bamberger Myth by the turn of the century. 

These works often cited it as their lone concrete example of Polonization. Several 

statements in contemporary nationalist works maintained the ubiquity of the Myth in 

nationalist circles.343 In his 1926 autobiography Adolf Warschauer, a colleague of Bär at 

the State Archive of Posen, stated that Bär’s account caused a “huge sensation,” both 

within Poznania and without, when it was published.344 

The Bamberger Myth was widely influential to German nationalists writing on 

Poznania during the end of the long nineteenth century for several important reasons. The 

first was that it provided an example of a specific group of people who had been 

‘Polonized,’ which gave a face and personal story to the demographic studies that showed 

a decrease in the relative number of Germans in Poznania. Thus, German nationalists 

used it to pull at the heart-strings and rally other nationalists to action. Secondly, Bär 
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published the Bamberger Myth at the perfect time to take advantage of new demographic 

information that was pointing to German numerical decline. Thirdly, the Bambergers of 

the myth symbolized two important tropes of the German civilizing mission: the heroic 

German colonizers, and the German Catholic who had been ‘Polonized.’ Bär astutely 

wrote his account to stress these aspects, emphasizing the Bambrzy’s Germanness until 

their ‘Polonization’ in the 1860s.  

Two other narrations of the Bamberger ‘Polonization’ followed Bär’s account. 

The first of these was in Albert von Boguslawski’s Fünfundachtzig Jahre Preussischer 

Regierungspolitik in Posen und Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900, which has already been 

discussed at length. While restating much of Bär’s account, Boguslawski provided his 

own firsthand experience in the Bambrzy villages. The second account of the Bamberger 

Myth was Waldemar Hoffmann’s “Wie die ‘Bamberger’ bei Posen zu Polen wurden.” 

Hoffmann, a professor at the Progymnasium in Schlawe and member of the 

Ostmarkenverein, provided the only other contemporary account focusing solely on the 

issue of the Poznanian Bambergers, but provided very little that was original. Published 

in 1906 in Schlawe, West Prussia, Hoffmann’s work was originally to be a rundown of 

Bär’s book for the Schlawe chapter of the Eastern Marches League. The Hakatists 

eventually published it as a sixteen-page pamphlet, summarizing the Bamberger Myth. 

Most of the pamphlet was a verbatim reprinting of Bär’s evidence for the Polonization of 

the Ratai and Wilda schools, but Hoffmann did offer a few differences from Bär’s 

account. Most importantly, Hoffmann argued that the language laws had improved the 

situation in the Eastern provinces, by mandating instruction be in German. Though, they 

were instituted too late to stop the Bamberger Polonization. Like Boguslawski, his 
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writing verged on conspiratorial when discussing the machinations of the Polish clergy 

and their importance to the Polonization of German Catholics: the Bambrzy “were made 

Polish by the schemes of the Polish clergy.”345  

Moritz Gehre cited the Bamberger Myth in his statistical analysis of the 

demographic trends of the Ostmark. To Gehre, they represented a human story of some 

45-75,000 Germans that had been Polonized in the Ostmark.346 The Ostmarkenverein 

cited the number as 70,000 between 1815-1900.347 Both used the Bamberger Myth to 

support increased Germanization efforts in Poznania and elsewhere. Erich Schmidt, a 

teacher and historian in Bromberg, ended his history of Germans living in Poznania with 

a short discussion of the Bambrzy, stating that by 1904 the colorful clothing of the 

Bamberger women was “almost the only memory of their true German origin.”348 

Schmidt, and other histories of Poznania, used the Bambergers to warn of the dangers of 

‘Polonization’ and create sympathy for the German nationalism, specifically by evoking 

the loss of their well-known clothing as a symbol for the loss of their Germanness.  

Schmidt was not shy about the goals of his history, which he described as “having a 

‘national purpose.’”349  

German nationalists regularly blamed the Polonization of the Bambrzy on 

Prussian apathy and policy vacillations during the nineteenth century, as well as the rise 

of a nationally Polish middle-class. Many German nationalists echoed Paul Knötel’s 
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sentiment that the Polish middle-class could only have developed through Prussian 

education and the elimination of noble privilege.350 With the increased power of the 

Polish middle-class, Polish activists spread Polish nationalism throughout the Ostmark 

through organic work efforts. This continued to cause both the nationalization of the 

Polish-speaking lower-classes, and the Polonization of German Catholics.   

One common response of German nationalists to the Bamberger Myth was to 

declare the need for a more vigorous German national community in the Ostmark. Paul 

Krische, in the rather eclectic work, Die Provinz Posen, asserted that Genossenschaft 

(community) was a necessary foundation for the national movement.351 Lacking this, 

Germans in the east were susceptible to Polonization. He further maintained that 

Germans in heavily Polish areas were only able to support and increase their numbers 

when they had: necessary German consciousness, strong resistance to Polonization, and 

bolstering from an influx of Germans migrants from the west. He asserted that this was 

particularly true of German-Catholics living in villages with a heavy Polish presence, as 

their communities had close connections tied to Polishness through Church and the 

Catholic schools. Furthermore, he connected the Bamberger Myth to the wider 

phenomenon of mixed-marriages, which German nationalists often alleged lead to Polish-

speaking children. 

Erich Stumpfe, writing on the ‘Polish Question,’ and the Settlement Commission, 

also used the Bamberger Myth as a wake-up call for German nationalists.352 While 

German nationalism “slept” in the Ostmark, the Bambrzy had been ‘Polonized,’ Stumpfe 
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argued, stressing the need for a continued Germanization policy to prevent such things 

from occurring in the future. For Stumpfe, of primary concern was developing German 

national feeling in the people of Poznania, not control of the land. Schiele represented a 

more conservative form of a similar emphasis on community in his arguments about the 

importance of the German peasantry.353 To Schiele, the German peasantry was the basis 

of the German Volk (people), which was the basis of the German nation. Industrialization 

had led, and continued to lead to increasing Germans migration from East to West, and 

from rural areas to urban. Replacing the German peasantry were primarily Polish-

speakers, meaning the peasants of the Ostmark had become increasingly Polish-speaking. 

Thus, to Schiele, the weakness of Germandom in the East was a result of industrialization 

and population movement that had seen the German-speaking peasantry leave the East in 

significant numbers.  

Leo Wegener’s Der wirtschaftliche Kampf der Deutschen mit den Polen um die 

Provinz Posen also cited Bär’s account of the Bambrzy as his one concrete example of 

Polonization.354 Wegener was an influential nationalist voice: an economist and a student 

of Max Weber, originally from Silesia. Wegner tied the Bamberger Myth to Polish 

organic work, which he asserted had created a national community that appealed to 

Polish-speakers. For Wegener, the Bamberger Myth showed the strength of the Polish 

national movement through its ability to ‘Polonize,’ and called for a strong German 

nationalist response through the creation of more German national self-help 

organizations.355 Moreover, he cited the Ostmarkenverein specifically as an organization 
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that was performing the German equivalent of organic work: building libraries, founding 

a scholarship fund, and working to convince German Protestants that Catholicism and 

Polishness were not synonymous.356  

The Bamberger Myth also influenced several nationalist histories from the early 

nineteenth century. One example was the Die Deutsche Ostmark, a collection of 

academic articles on the Ostmark published by the Ostmarkenverein. In the introduction 

to Die Deutsche Ostmark, nineteenth-century historian Dietrich Schäfer (and former 

advisor of Max Bär at the University of Jena) alleged that the Bambrzy were unique in 

the history of German immigration.357 The Bamberger Myth was important to German 

nationalists precisely because of this uniqueness, that it was an easily digestible myth 

about an entire group of Germans being ‘Polonized.’ Schäfer further stated that the 

Bambergers retained their “diligence, love of order and skill,” but lost their language 

during the second half of the nineteenth century. Later in Die Deutsche Ostmark, 

Wilhelm Bock directly contradicted Schäfer’s claim of Bambrzy uniqueness by stating 

that they were only one of many examples of the Polish clergy working against 

Germandom in their “capacity as school overseer.”358 Bock quoted heavily from both 

Max Bär and Albert von Boguslawski on the Polonization of Ratai and Wilda.359   

German nationalist organizations also used the Bamberger Myth to further their 

national political goals. The Ostmarkenverein, specifically, often referenced the Myth, 

even commissioning a summary of the Bamberger Myth by Waldemar Hoffmann, as we 
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have seen.360 For the Eastern Marches League, the Myth was a warning of how Polish 

language instruction could ‘Polonize’ Germans, and showed the necessity of maintaining 

language policy restricting Polish, despite the school strikes of Polish pupils against the 

language laws. Hoffmann concurred, writing that the language laws had reversed the 

educational situation that had led to Bamberger ‘Polonization.’ In 1911, the 

Ostmarkenverein published a volume of academic articles on the history, climate, 

geology, culture, economy, and people of Prussia eastern provinces, titled Die Deutsche 

Ostmark (The German Eastern Marches).361 Throughout, nationalist academics, such as 

Dietrich Schäfer, referenced the Bamberger Myth to support their German nationalist 

mythologizing.  

The Pan-German League connected the fears of Polonization in the Ostmark to a 

wider discussion of assimilation of German immigrants throughout the world. Germans 

under the political control of other states were susceptible to assimilation.362 To 

counteract this trend, Germandom needed to be expanding in Europe. The Bamberger 

Myth pointed to the opposite. This trend was especially frightening because throughout 

the nineteenth century millions of German-speakers had left Europe for the Americas and 

Australia, where many had been ‘assimilated’ into Anglo-Saxon culture. In order to 

combat this trend, the Pan-German League argued that Germany had two major issues it 

must address. The first was the national control of its own country; stopping the spread of 

Polishdom and the Polonization of German-speakers. The second was the incorporation 

of all German-speakers in areas bordering the German Empire into it.  
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In contrast to more assimilationist and exclusionist arguments about the need for a 

strenuous Germanization and anti-Polish national policies in the Ostmark, cultural 

hegemonist thought tended to continue to look for ways to reconcile the conflict between 

the two nationalities. For Wilhelm Wendorff, the most important protection from 

Polonization that the German government could provide German Catholics in the East 

was the lessening of anti-Catholic antagonism, because the German Catholics in the south 

and west of Poznania were slowly becoming “aware” of their German nationality, and 

given the May Laws, the clergy were having a much harder time Polonizing through the 

Church and Schools. Wendorff claimed that as long as the government continued to be 

open to Catholicism, these Catholics would come to identify as German.363 Nationalist 

historian Hans Delbrück took this even further, maintaining that the monolingual 

language policy needed to be reversed to decrease tension between Polish nationalists and 

the German government.364 For Delbrück, compromise could be reached by allowing 

Poles to practice their nationality within the Kaiserreich under German political, cultural, 

and economic hegemony. Furthermore, he asserted, that given the Bamberger Myth, it 

was necessary to appeal to German Catholics and create alternate forms of community 

for them, so as not to lead to further ‘Polonization.’ 

The Bamberger Myth also influenced academic books, such as travel guides, and 

informational books about Poznania’s climate, population, geography. These books were 

often quite nationalist in nature, and in several cases referenced the Poznanian 

Bambergers. Hermann Schütze wrote two such works. The first Führer durch die 
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Umgebund von Posen from 1911 was a travel guide, while his later work was more an 

informational overview of the province. Schütze’s Landeskunde der Provinz Posen, 

published 1914 in Breslau, referenced the Poznanian Bambergers, and declared that the 

situation in the province had reversed since Bismarck’s introduction of the Settlement 

Commission.365 Schütze’s language was fervently nationalistic, defining Poznania as a 

borderland between Germandom and Slavdom. According to Schütze, Poznania had seen 

centuries of national conflict, which was still yet to be decided.366  Moreover, he strongly 

claimed that the oldest residents of Poznania, according to the historical record, were 

Germans, and thus the land was ‘rightfully’ German.367  

H. Werner’s Provinz Posen: Das Land und seine Bewohner was another travel 

guide that referenced the Bambrzy. However, his account differed significantly from 

Bär’s. He placed the Bambrzy in the third wave of German immigration into Poznania, 

which he marked as occurring during the period between the Partitions of Poland and the 

Napoleonic Wars, when the region was known as South Prussia. He further asserted that 

the Bamberger colonists immigrated at the behest of the Prussian government, which 

wanted German settlers in the area to improve it economically. The trope of German 

technological and economic superiority was evident here, in his assertions that the 

colonists were to be ‘uplifted’ through German nationalist endeavors. Furthermore, he 

stated that the Bambrzy had maintained their traditional dress and speech until at least 

1888, in direct contradiction to Bär and Boguslawski.  
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Criticisms of the Volksschulen 

German nationalist writers expended significant amounts of energy criticizing the 

state of the Poznanian Volksschulen on the subject of language of instruction, but 

vanishingly little of their writing on the subject looked at the subject through a critical 

lens. These analyses of the Volksschulen lacked depth and failed to critically examine 

how a school system could be more effective at their goal of assimilation. Fundamentally 

this derived from a patriarchal and elitist worldview that saw the masses, and children in 

particular, as lacking agency. They thought of students as ‘clay to be molded.’ Thus, the 

fault laid not in a lack of engagement with the students, a lack of appealing to them as 

subjects to be convinced, but from insufficient application of force. German nationalists 

tended to focus on the quantity of instruction, rather than quality. There was almost no 

engagement with how to best teach children or best convince the populace to be German. 

Pedagogically this was not surprising, as nineteenth-century schools often had 

authoritarian teacher-student dynamics and emphasized rote memorization.  

Yet, the claim does not hold up to scrutiny. Teacher-student ratios were 

exceedingly high in Poznania, and funding for the provincial school system was the 

lowest in the Kaiserreich, was biased towards Protestant schools. Additionally,  the 

Volksschulen were ill-equipped to teach language at all: they were overcrowded (93:1 

average student/teacher ratio), noble estates were exempt from taxes (which hurt the 

schools in the Ostmark disproportionately), and children often attended school 

irregularly, particularly in rural areas where they were often at home doing farm work.368 
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Furthermore, teachers had little to no training in teaching languages.369 According to 

Marjorie Lamberti, this led to significant complaints from Polish-speaking parents, who 

were frustrated with the lack of education their children were receiving. In particular, 

“the mechanical method of instruction” and the heavy use of corporal punishment “out of 

frustration” created a situation where learning was extremely difficult. In 1858, the Ratai 

Volksschulen had sixty-three students across seven grade levels, all taught by a single 

teacher.370 The Volkschulen lacked the pedagogical efficacy to ‘Polonize’ children 

without other factors being heavily involved, namely: a desire to identify as Polish, 

communal, social, economic, religious, or other reasons to identify as Polish, and 

significant contact with Polish-speaking community. Yet, German nationalists 

misunderstood or misrepresented these other factors, simply pointing to the Volksschulen 

and Catholic clergy as the agents of Polonization.371 Thus, misunderstanding the process 

of Bambrzy identity transition, many nationalists suggested stringent German education 

in the Volksschulen as the solution to Polonization, as well as to potentially Germanize 

Polish-speakers.  

However, a few German nationalists did offer a more nuanced understanding of 

the situation, pointing to the need for German-speaking Catholics to have German-

speaking and nationally German community and religious institutions, in addition to 

education, to protect them from Polonization.372 According to Krische, to avoid 

Polonization in “pure Polish” areas, German Catholics needed to have a strong German 

national consciousness and be bolstered by an influx  of German speakers from the West. 
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Historian Hans Delbrück, argued that the Germanization policy was having the opposite 

of its intended effect: schools were teaching German in a way that angered Poles, 

undermining its efficacy significantly.”373 Delbrück stressed that “every Pole who wants 

to advance somehow in the world must understand German.” This argument that Poles 

needed German to succeed in the world underlined Delbruck’s cultural hegemonic view 

of nationalism. He further asserted that “German is the Vermittlungssprache the entire 

East,” the language of “science, literature, politics, business, and travel.”374 If the 

Prussian government stopped oppressing the Poles and angering them with language 

policy, Polish-speakers would learn German, because it was useful to them. Moreover, 

Delbrück offered actual pedagogical feedback, stating that exclusive instruction in one 

language, without Polish to even “convey understanding,” failed to provide any “fruitful 

instruction.”375 Wendorff made fleeting mention of changes in the training of teachers 

improving instruction, but he failed to give details. Instead, he fell back on the usual 

argument that until the influence of the clergy on the schools was reduced, the situation in 

the schools would not change.  

To most German nationalists the idea of compromising with Polish nationalism 

on the language issue was absurd, because they viewed their conflict with Polish 

nationalism as a zero-sum game. Any increase in Polish nationalism hurt Germandom, 

thus compromise could not be the solution. This was further reinforced by the ubiquitous 

view that the compromise policies of the 1840s had led to the rise of the Polish middle-
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class and Polish nationalism.376 In a pamphlet condemning the Polish School Strikes of 

1906-07, the Ostmarkenverein showed where their educational priorities were: they wrote 

that it was not the purpose of education to be in the mother tongue, and thus show the 

easiest route for students to learn, or be bilingual in the eastern provinces, where 

knowledge of both German and Polish would have aided students. Rather, the purpose of 

education was to allow students the opportunity for the orderly participation in the “state 

life of the fatherland,” and that meant it must be in German. This interpretation ignored 

the fact that a major cause of the strike was the systematic separation of Polish-speakers 

from participation in the biopolitical identity of the state through decades of anti-Polish 

and anti-Catholic laws, policies, and rhetoric.  

This understanding of the school strike appeared even more tone deaf when 

compared to the same nationalist rhetoric on Polonization. Consistent education in 

German was occurring in Poznania for thirty-five years before the strike, yet there was no 

discussion of why Germanization was a failure in this case. Just as with the Bamberger 

Myth, critiques of school policy during the School Strike focused on the amount of 

education, in what languages, in which grade levels, in what subjects, rather than quality 

of that instruction. Very few German nationalists tackled actual pedagogical issues in 

their critiques of educational policy. Moritz Gehre praised governmental efforts to 

decrease classroom size through building schools and adding classrooms. While a 

laudable goal, Gehre praised the efforts for making it so that no teacher had to teach more 

than 120 students at a time.377 This ludicrously high number was made worse by the fact 
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that the Volksschulen teachers taught students across seven grade levels. Teaching twenty 

students ranging in age from five to thirteen would be a monumental task; one hundred, 

an impossibility. Nevertheless, he argued that this, combined with the complete removal 

of Polish instruction, would lead to all Polish children having mastered German by the 

time they left school. Gehre also praised efforts to remove Polish-speaking Gymnasium 

and Volksschulen teachers from the East by sending them to western areas such as 

Saxony, Westphalia, Hesse-Nassau, and the Rhineland.  

Even writers with cultural hegemonist tendencies like Wendorff advocated for 

sole instruction in German from elementary school age.378 Like most nationalists, 

Wendorff did not address why a bilingual education would not be more effective in the 

case of Poznania, still, we can see a glimpse of his reasoning elsewhere. For Wendorff, it 

had been Prussian civilization and Prussian schools that had transformed the “Prussian 

Poles” into worthy “opponents.” Because of Prussian schooling, the Poles of Poznania 

were more educated and “industrious” Through the Posener Lehrer-Zeitung (Poznanian 

Teacher’s Newspaper) German nationalists made similar arguments about Prussian 

education “elevating” Poles: “‘It is to the Prussian rulers that the Polish peasant owes his 

humane form of existence.’”379 Wendorff idealized Prussian schooling, and asserted 

making it bilingual, would blunt its effectiveness. Through Prussian education, Wendorff 

saw the possibility of Poles coming around to view Prussian hegemony over their lives 

and over Poznania to be beneficial to them. The Prussian school then, was a propaganda 
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tool, but Wendorff failed to see how ineffective it had become as a tool to inculcate 

loyalty among Polish-speakers. By angering Poles, the language laws had significantly 

hampered the Poznanian Volksschulen’s ability to educate, much less Germanize or build 

goodwill towards Prussia and the government. 

German nationalists tended to advocate for strict Germanization of education in 

Poznania and rarely offered any concrete critiques of why the Germanization of the 

schools was not working to increase German national feeling among Poles. Mainly, these 

arguments boiled down to reinforcing German nationalism and repressing Polish 

nationalism. German nationalists heavily supported the May Laws. Moritz Gehre saw 

them as paving the way for his assimilationist goal of ensuring that all Polish students 

were fluent in German by the time they graduated.380 The Ostmarkenverein supported 

education only in German, arguing that France had been doing this effectively in their 

bilingual regions. Another governmental policy supported by German nationalists was 

transferring Polish teachers away from the East. In the late 1880s, the Prussian 

government transferred Polish Gymnasium and Volksschule teachers west to Westfalen, 

Sachsen, Hessen-Nassau, and the Rhineland, and brought in German teachers from the 

west to replace them.381 The German government even provided scholarships to students 

willing to move to the eastern provinces to teach after graduation. However, not all 

German nationalists agreed. Schiele, to give an example, opposed the school language 

policy of on exclusionist grounds. Schiele maintained that Prussia should not have been 

attempting to assimilate Poles, as assimilation would only create ‘inferior’ Germans. 
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Schiele extolled a very agrarian ethnic vision of German nationalism, one centered on a 

conservative ideal of the peasantry as bearers of nation and morality. Thus, Polish 

children could not possibly become German. He called such a belief an “insult” to 

Germandom.382 He wrote that, “in case of need, a social democratic child will show more 

German ethos, than Polish children in the straightjacket of Germandom.” For Schiele, 

German nationalism could not be imposed upon Polish-speakers, which led him to 

criticize the authoritarian school language policy: “love of the fatherland and German 

sentiment” could not be beaten into someone or “imposed through force.” For Schiele, 

even worse was the idea of state control over religious instruction. He argued that such 

instruction must be between parents and children to nurture the development of morality 

and that conflict between “parental and teacher authority, between church and state 

authority” lead to the loss of morality. German nationalists tended to vastly oversimplify 

the educational situation in the Ostmark, in large part because nationalist and chauvinistic 

ideas about identity transformation, and education occluded their understanding.  

 

Criticisms of the Catholic Church 

Along with the Volksschulen, the Bamberger Myth blamed the Catholic Church 

and the Polish-speaking Catholic clergy of Poznania for the ‘Polonization’ of the 

Bambergers. As a result, many German nationalists who employed the myth, used it to 

criticize the power of the Catholic church and its support of Polish nationalism. The 

relationship between German nationalists and Catholics had been extremely fraught since 

the Kulturkampf, and remained so in the Ostmark because the vast majority of Catholics 
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were Polish-speaking. German nationalists and liberals were critical of the Catholic 

Church in large part because it stood in the way of their goals of centralizing Germany. 

They were wary of the concept of Ultramontanism, which emphasized the power of the 

Catholic Church and the Papacy over its religious subjects, and often viewed Catholicism 

as backwards and standing in the way of modern progress. Additionally, they believed 

that it divided the loyalties of citizens, between nation and an extranational, ultramontane 

loyalty to the Church. This antagonism was not one sided, either, as the Papacy of Pius 

IX was known for its antagonism to liberalism, industrialization, and nationalism.  

The repressive policies and anti-Catholic language of German Protestant 

nationalists proved problematic for their desires to integrate German Catholics into a 

cohesive national community. Nearly a third of the Kaiserreich was Catholic, not to 

mention the millions of German-speaking Catholics in the Habsburg Empire, 

Switzerland, and throughout the world. Thus, Catholicism was an essential part of 

Germanness, but also a problematized one. The Kulturkampf created significant strands 

of anti-Catholic thought among German nationalism and liberalism.  

One issue that nationalists expressed significant anxiety was over the identity of 

Catholicism in Poznania. Many nationalists wrote about a common notion in Poznania:  

“catholic and polish are the same.”383 Thus, German and Protestant were also the same, 

leaving German Catholics (such as the Poznanian Bambergers) in an ambiguous, and 

nationally amphibious, position. Many other German nationalist writers echoed this 

sentiment, including Paul Knötel, who blamed this “widespread misconception” on the 
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Kulturkampf.384 This led to frustration and anxieties from German nationalists, who 

hoped to nationally ‘awaken’ German-speaking Catholics. Worse still, was the fact that 

this equation could potentially be used to define all German-speaking Catholics as Polish. 

As such, German nationalists were wary of ‘mixed-marriages,’ which they worried would 

usually result in Polish children, given the power of the Church.385  

Another issue that occupied some German nationalists citing the Bamberger Myth 

was whether German Catholics should colonize the Ostmark. German nationalists often 

raised this issue in conjunction with the Prussian Settlement Commission. Most German 

nationalists warned against German Catholics colonizing the Eastern provinces, as they 

viewed them as too susceptible to Polonization. Others, such as Stumpfe, argued for the 

necessity of German Catholic colonization of the Eastern Provinces. Catholics made up 

one-third of the Kaiserreich’s population and to ignore them as a potential source of 

colonists was a mistake. Instead, Stumpfe organized Catholics into “loyal” and “disloyal” 

categories. Thus, he discounted the Catholics of Alsace-Lorraine and Bavaria, but even 

after they were removed, that left 9.31 million German-speaking Catholics as potential 

colonists.386  

Perhaps the most consistent enemy of German nationalists writing on Poznania 

was the Polish-speaking Catholic clergy of the province. The Ostmarkenromane either 

portrayed Polish priests as encouraging division between the nationalities, or in 

encouraging Polonization and miscegenation. In both cases, they were fervently 

nationalistic. German nationalist non-fiction writing, like its fictional counterparts, rarely 
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gave positive portrayals of Catholic clergy. In Poznania, Polish-speakers dominated the 

Catholic, which German nationalists almost universally accused of supporting Polish 

nationalism, if not outright engaging in Polonization. Müller portrayed the clergy as 

nefarious Polonizers, who had turned the Poles disloyal.387 He wrote that the Polish 

lower-classes used to be loyal, but that had changed due to the Polish press and the 

young, fanatical Polish clergy. Müller asserted that the Polish catholic clergy was 

responsible for spreading the lie that Prussia wanted to “rob” the Polish people of their 

Catholicism.388 He called this either “deliberate lies, gross ignorance or reprehensible 

fanaticism.” Ignoring the Kulturkampf, Müller maintained that there had been no true 

oppression or pressure on the Poles from 1815-1900. He further asserted that the Prussian 

state had not circumscribed their language and religion, and that Catholicism was in no 

danger in in Prussia, because Prussia was a state of tolerance, and because a third of 

Germans in the Kaiserreich were Catholics.  

The alliance of clergy supporting Polish nationalist organic work was 

instrumental in the transformation of lower-class Polish-speakers, and many Poznanian 

Bambergers into Poles, through the emphasis on Catholic community in response to the 

Kulturkampf.389 German nationalists also accused the Catholic Church of supporting 

Polish nationalism monetarily. Krische claimed that the Jesuits and other Catholic 

religious orders were providing funds for the Polish banks who were in direct 

competition to the Settlement Commission.390 Like Bär, Leo Wegener accused the Polish 
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clergy of using their control over local school inspection to promote the teaching of 

Polish in the Volksschulen.391 Wendorff praised the clergy as “better and more rigidly 

educated” than previously, but lamented their fantastical Catholicism and Polish 

nationalism.392 Citing the Poznanian Bambergers, Wendorff also alleged that the German 

Catholic peasantry of the south and west of Poznania were beginning to vote Polish 

“under the influence of the Polish clergy.”393 Nationalists also labeled the clergy as 

supporters of Polish organic work, such as the Marcinkowski Association.394  

 

Conclusion 

The Bamberger Myth was well-known in German nationalist writing, taken up as 

a warning against Polonization, particularly how it pertained to educational policy and 

the intersection between German and Polish Catholicism. As we have seen, German 

nationalists referenced it to support a variety of policies towards the ‘Polish Question,’ 

and influenced many nationalist issues, in large part because it was related to a range of 

reverse diffusionist fears issues, policies, ideas, and anxieties of German nationalists. 

Most importantly, it represented a chauvinistic, nationalist, and elitist understanding of 

how society functioned, blatantly ignoring the autonomy of the lower-classes. 

Uncritically examined, the Bamberger Myth was transmitted throughout German 

nationalist discourse, where it was used as evidence to urge for more repressive and 
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stringent Germanization policies, more repression of Poles, with no acknowledgement 

that it was this very harshness that had contributed greatly to the rapid increase in Polish 

national identification in Poznania. Employed uncritically, the German nationalists used 

the myth to show Bambrzy ‘Polonization’ as an attack on Germany, and in response, 

demand more active Germanization. Instead of analyzing the problems of education, the 

desires of the Bambrzy, and the reasons why the Catholic clergy of the Ostmark were 

supportive of Polish nationalism, nationalists were able to simply cite the Bamberger 

Myth to stoke fear and push for more conflict with Polish nationalism. 

Primarily, German nationalists used the Bamberger Myth to stoke the fears of 

Polonization in order to argue for whatever the author believed the best course of action 

to promote German nationalism. These were almost universally a continuation of the 

status quo: the repression of Polish nationalism and language and colonization policies 

that heavily discriminated against Polish-speakers and their rights to use and speak their 

language. Nationalist writers differed on the specifics of their policy proposals, on just 

how oppressive the government should be, and just how strenuous the Germanization 

needed to win the ‘Kampf’ in the Ostmark. Despite this, these policies differed little in 

practical terms. The majority all proposed Germanization and oppressive policies aimed 

at Polish-speakers and Catholics. Moreover, few nationalists offered any practical 

solutions for how to appeal to the people who might be Polonized, and they expended 

even less effort to discover why German Catholics had chosen to shift their identities 

towards Polishness. Instead of attempting to understand the real advantages the Polish 

Catholic community could provide to German-speakers and the bilingual population, they 

wrote about ultramontane plots and deceiving priests luring good Germans away from 
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their ‘true’ identity. German nationalists wrote even less about the appalling conditions of 

the Volksschulen of Poznania, particularly teacher to student ratios regularly of over 

100:1, and the Prussian governmental policies that forced children to ‘learn’ in a 

language they may not even understand. German nationalist writers focused on a battle 

against Polishdom and Polish Catholicism in the Ostmark, rather than on implementing 

effective educational policy. They were fixated on winning the national Kampf, which 

they understood in terms of warfare, not on the desires of the populations of the Ostmark, 

how to improve their lives, or appeal to them. There were rare examples, such as Hans 

Delbrück’s attempts to elucidate ways that Germandom could appeal to Poles and offer 

them tangible benefits, such as German language education leading to increased 

economic and career opportunities, or the ability to read German literature or academic 

works.395  

German nationalists regularly connected the Bamberger Myth to their criticisms 

of the Volksschulen and the Catholic Church. German nationalists were quick to blame 

the Volksschulen for their failure to prevent Poznanian Bamberger Polonization, yet few 

offered any viable solutions to improve the schools. Additionally, German nationalists 

condemned the Catholic Church, particularly the Polish-speaking clergy of the Ostmark, 

for supporting Polish nationalism and encouraging German Catholics to side with Polish 

and Catholic political goals. Moreover, they often portrayed Polish clergy in very 

negative ways, for example as underhanded Polonizers, or ultramontane threats to 

Germandom. German nationalist solutions were at times more nuanced, but many can be 

reduced to uncritical demands for more repressive or strenuous Germanization was 
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created, when in many ways, it had been the anti-Catholic and anti-Polish oppression of 

the Kulturkampf and Germanization that had led to such conflict between German and 

Polish nationalists in the first place. Furthermore, by dividing the population into two 

opposed groups, German nationalism significantly strengthened Polish nationalism. As a 

result, most German nationalist arguments about Polish nationalism and people were 

chauvinistic, discriminatory, and authoritarian. There remained some sympathy for Poles 

and Polish nationalism in the nationalist writing of the period, and some who advocated 

for a more nuanced Germanization policy that might appeal to Poles.396 Despite this, the 

former voices overwhelmed the latter. 

The Bambergers of the Myth represented both diffusionism and reverse 

diffusionism. To German nationalists, the Bambrzy were a symbol of the civilizing 

mission of the East, as well as German colonization; they viewed them as hard-working 

bearers of German Kultur, who were then Polonized. Moreover, they used the Bamberger 

Myth to support assimilationist, exclusionist, and cultural hegemonic answers to the 

‘Polish Question.’ In contrast to fiction, such as the Ostmarkenromane, which tended to 

be either exclusionist or assimilationist, German nationalist non-fiction writing on 

Poznania was less ideologically consistent. With the realities of the world less immediate, 

authors of fiction had the space and freedom to create a more consistent assimilationist or 

exclusionist visions. In non-fiction writing, these two strands of nationalist ideology were 

much more interwoven. In addition, another strand of German nationalist thought 

remained: the cultural hegemonic, which sought German cultural, economic, political, 

and military hegemony over the Ostmark, but was far more open to the development of 
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Polish nationalism than the other two ideologies. In the next chapter, we will further 

explore German nationalist ideas about Poznania through a wide variety of tropes and 

topics connected to mythmaking, the ‘Polish Question,’ and international concerns. 

As we will see in the next chapter, anxieties over Polonization and the strength of 

Germandom were expansive, and the Bamberger Myth interconnected with a wide array 

of anxieties over colonialism, economics, demographics, domestic and international 

politics, space, history, and military. German nationalists produced a tremendous variety 

of nationalist writing: academic works, newspapers, pulp novels, travel guides, nationalist 

pamphlets. They all contributed to an overlapping dialogue continuously and subtly 

modifying the ideological basis of German nationalism and nationalist thought on, and 

understanding of, Poznania and the Ostmark. The Bamberger Myth was just one of the 

many tropes that German nationalists defined, modified, reconceptualized, and employed 

in these writings. These tropes were emotionally driven, expansive, contradicting, and 

often logically inconsistent with one another. They tended to reflect broad ideological 

categories that were overlapping: assimilationism, exclusionism, and cultural hegemony, 

each with its own ideas about how to answer the ‘Polish Question.’  
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Chapter 5: Nationalist Myth and the ‘Polish Question’ in Poznania 
 

Newspaper accounts, nationalist journals and pamphlets, historical, and other 

scientific, studies were all utilized by German nationalists to nationalize the reading 

public of the Kaiserreich.397 One technique used by nationalists to increase the numbers 

and fervor of those identifying as nationally German, was the use of reverse diffusionist 

tropes to inflame the fears, anxieties, and anger of Germans. The Bamberger Myth was a 

prime example of such a trope. Created by an expert in the field, this oversimplified 

account of the Bambrzy ‘Polonization’ warned of the potential dangers of the civilizing 

mission in the East, making it a reliable tool for German nationalists to employ to argue 

for a more aggressive policy of Germanization.  

As we have seen, the Bamberger Myth was important to the development of 

German nationalist discourse on education and religion in Poznania. However, German 

nationalist fears over Polonization were highly varied, and the Bamberger Myth 

malleable and expansive enough to connect to a truly dizzying web of interrelated 

nationalist myths and anxieties. These discourses included anxieties and fears not just 

over the Polonization of people (such as the Poznanian Bambergers), but over space, 

parliamentary seats, businesses, cultural institutions, and much more. In the previous 

chapter, we explored how the Bamberger Myth impacted German nationalist thought 

directly, particularly through German nationalist fears over the educational and religious 

situation in Poznania. In this chapter, we will expand our scope to focus more in depth on 

a myriad of nationalist concerns that the Bamberger Myth influenced through its stark 

warning of Polonization: colonialism, demographics, miscegenation, economics, 
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domestic politics, international concerns, space, and national mythology. German 

nationalists connected all these concerns to fears about reverse diffusion and national 

strength. German nationalist ideas were often complex, conflicting, contradictory, and 

evolving. To understand the Bamberger Myth, it is essential to understand the complex 

array of diffusionist and reverse diffusionist anxieties that preoccupied German 

nationalist thought on Poznania. Specifically, we will explore three main categories of 

nationalist tropes: the mythologization of history, the ‘Polish Question,’ and 

international/geopolitical concerns. In each of these areas, concerns over Polonization 

influenced nationalist thought.  

In the first section we will look at German nationalist thought about Poznania and 

Poznanian space. German nationalists intimately connected the identity of Poznania to 

who they viewed as the ‘rightful’ ruler of the land. German nationalists used ancient and 

medieval history to declare their ‘right’ to the land of Poznania. Firstly, they asserted that 

the first inhabitants of Poznania had been German-speakers. Through this process, they 

reinforced the false notion that the German nation was innate, historical, and had a 

history stretching back to the Roman Empire. Moreover, they asserted that Germans and 

German Kultur had ‘civilized’ Poznania, again stating that this meant Poznanian space 

‘rightfully’ belonged to German nationalism. As evidence of this, they mythologized the 

history of Poznania, highlighting the role of the Holy Roman Empire, the Teutonic 

Knights, and several waves of German-speaking migration and settlement in the 

Kingdom of Poland. These myths were heavily colonialist and nationalist in nature, 

claiming these events as examples of German colonizing and civilizing of the ‘backward’ 

Polish Kingdom. Nationalists viewed both physical and conceptual space as 
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battlegrounds for the national identity of the population.398 In Poznan, Wilda, and Ratai, 

space itself was symbolically mapped as nationally German, with the Germanization of 

street names. The city became crisscrossed with Bülow, Hohenlohe, Blücher, Flottwell, 

and Kronprinzen Straßen (streets) Bismarck Platz (plaza) and Friedrich, König, 

Wilhelms, Berg, and Kaiserin Victoria Straßen.399 

In the second section, we will look at the ways that German nationalists thought 

about and attempted to solve the ‘Polenfrage’ in regards to Poznania. The ‘Polish 

Question’ had been a concept in European political thought since the Partitions of Poland 

had removed the Kingdom of Poland from the map. For German nationalists writing 

about Poznania, the Polenfrage involved answers to the thorny issues of Polish 

nationalism, Polish desires for autonomy and independence, and the place for Poles in 

German territory. The dialogue about the ‘Polish Question’ was expansive, but we will 

narrow our focus to areas of the ‘Polenfrage’ that intersected in both national and 

colonial ways. First, we will discuss colonial policy and the colonial nationalist 

organization the Deutscher Ostmarkenverein (German Eastern Marches League), as well 

as German colonialist ideas about Poznania. Then, we will turn our attention to 

demographic concerns such as the movement of people and miscegenation.  

In our final section, we will look at how German thought on Poznania intersected 
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with German nationalist thought about other areas of Europe, particularly in Germany’s 

relationship with other European powers, notably Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Britain. 

German national thought on the Prussian East was part of a wider constellation of 

German nationalist, imperialist, political, geopolitical, and military concerns. These 

concerns can broadly be grouped into three categories: concerns over German power and 

influence in comparison to other European and North American powers, comparisons 

between how Germany and other nations handled their minority populations, and 

discussions of European colonial policy. Finally, we will look at some of the ways that 

the First World War changed German nationalist thought on Poznania, radicalizing it 

through the immense territorial acquisitions during the war and then the loss of territory 

post-war.  

 

German Nationalist Spatial and Historical Mythologization of Poznania 

German nationalist discourse and writings about Poznania contained recurring 

myths, telling specific stories that German nationalists sought to emphasize. On a 

fundamental level, German nationalists used the mythologization of history to declare the 

Ostmark to be German national space. Underlying these mythologizations were intense 

reverse diffusionist fears over the concept of ownership and ‘right’ to the land of 

Poznania. In colonial areas, colonial authorities and proponents used a wide variety of 

rhetoric on the civilizing mission to legitimize their conquest, racism, and oppression of 

non-white peoples. One means used by European to legitimize imperialism was the 

diffusionist “myth of emptiness,” which defined certain non-European lands as 
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unoccupied by ‘civilization,’ and thus could be ‘rightfully’ conquered by Europeans.”400 

While it was difficult for German nationalists to assert that Poles were nomads or without 

the concept of private property, the Ostmarkenromane often employed tropes of 

nomadism and American Westerns to undermine the Polish claim to the eastern 

provinces.401 Instead, most German nationalist non-fiction employed tropes of polnische 

Wirtschaft and German Kultur to de-legitimize Polish claims to the land: the East was 

disordered and only through the German civilizing mission had it achieved the level of 

progress it had. 

Yet, despite the strident declarations of the superiority of German Kultur, reverse 

diffusionist fears, particularly of ‘Polonization’ and of the Slavic ‘flood’ overwhelming 

Germandom, created existential anxiety over the strength of German nationalism for 

many German nationalist writers. These feelings took the form of anxieties about whether 

Poznania was truly German or Polish national space, as well as anxieties about its status 

as a borderland, and anxieties about the fact that Germandom pushed Slavdom further 

east. Thus, specific tropes of history and mythology were employed and regurgitated by 

German nationalists. The myths were used to bolster the German national claim to 

Poznania, but quite often through the cracks in these annotated and nationalized histories, 

the intense insecurity of German nationalists remained vividly apparent; about their 

position and power in the Ostmark, as well as whose ‘rightful’ national space Poznania 

was. In the following section, we will explore the ways that German nationalist 

understandings of space, identity, and history intersected in the nationalist writing on fin 
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de siècle Poznania. First, we will explore the perceived identity of Poznanian space and 

geographic terminology. Then, we will address how German nationalists mythologized 

the history of Poznania to support their assertions of the superiority of German Kultur, 

and their ‘right’ to the East. 

 

The Identity of Poznanian Space 

German nationalists imagined Poznania as national space. However, their 

thoughts about whose national space it was were far more conflicted than in most of the 

provinces of the German Empire. An important aspect of this was differing German 

nationalist perceptions of the spatial identity of the province compared to the rest of the 

Prussian East. West and East Prussia had been under Hohenzollern control since 1618. 

While for part of that time the Duchy of Prussia had nominally been within the Kingdom 

of Poland, the Hohenzollern dynasty that ruled Prussia maintained significant autonomy, 

particularly because they maintained their independence as Margraves of Brandenburg 

and monarchical pressure was minimal in an already extremely decentralized Kingdom. 

Thus, German nationalists rarely saw these provinces as anything but nationally German. 

Moreover, these areas had a history of German-speaking rule under the Teutonic Knights. 

Silesia had been part of Prussia for only a few decades longer than Poznania, acquired 

during the Silesian Wars (which occurred on and off from 1740 until 1763), but it had 

previously been part of the Habsburg Monarchy and was part of the Holy Roman Empire, 

giving it a more definite German character for German nationalists. All three of these 

provinces had mixed linguistic and cultural histories, with Polish-speaking and German-

speaking rulers (among others), and mixed-language populations, but had consistently 
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been under German-speaking rule for centuries, and had majority German-speaking 

populations between 1871 and 1918.  

Poznania was different. Firstly, it was the most newly acquired of Prussia’s 

eastern provinces. Prussia annex Poznania during the Polish Partitions, beginning in 1772 

and ending in 1795, but lost during the Napoleonic Wars, and fully reintegrated only in 

1815. Thus, Poznania saw just over a century of uninterrupted Prussian rule before the 

First World War. Furthermore, the justifications for the Partitions of Poland were not 

particularly convincing, and Polish nationalists were able to attack them as a land grab by 

Russia, Prussia, and the Habsburg Empire. While military power went some way to 

justify the conquest, it placed the Partitions on a foundation that was not altogether solid. 

Thus, German nationalists utilized tropes of Polish mismanagement and inability to 

govern themselves as justifications. Moreover, he portrayed Polish nationalism as a 

threat, particularly through the Bamberger Myth and the ‘Polonization’ of German 

Catholics that it represented. By stoking fear and anger, nationalists were able to create 

increased divisions between German and Polish nationalisms in Poznania. 

Despite German efforts, Poznania remained, through its century of Prussian rule, 

a region with a distinct Polish character and Polish identity to nationalist eyes. This had a 

variety of causes beyond the relative newness of German-speaking rule. For example, 

Poznania had strong connections to the history of the Kingdom of Poland. Poznania was 

the heart of a region called Greater Poland (Wielkopolska in Polish and Grosspolen in 

German) that served as the foundational core of the Kingdom of Poland, with Poznan as 

the earliest capital. This identity had a strong influence on both German and Polish 

nationalists, who looked back in time to a long, unbroken national chain of Polish-
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speaking rulers and defined them as nationally Polish. German nationalists would counter 

this history through two major claims: Germans were the first inhabitants or Poznania, 

and that it was Germans who had brought and maintained civilization. German 

nationalists maintained that German tribes had been the earliest known inhabitants of the 

region before migrating into Western Europe. They also declared that Germans had 

brought civilization to the region, through immigrations into Poznania from the thirteenth 

century onward, and through Prussian rule in the nineteenth century. Another fact that 

reinforced the idea that Poznania was Polish, was that Polish-speakers by the late 

nineteenth century the Polish-speaking population outnumbered the German-speaking 

population, with projections showing that advantage would continue to increase. 

Additionally, Poznan was also the center of the Polish national movement in Prussia, the 

Catholic clergy was heavily Polish-speaking, and the social, economic, and community 

life of the province was multilingual to a great extent. 

To understand how German nationalists viewed Poznania, it is important to 

discuss their understanding of Germany. The German nationalist mental mapping of 

Germany and Germanness was a complex one. Both immense arrogance and wallowing 

anxieties heavily influenced and informed its development. As Suzanne Zantop has 

shown in her work Germany’s Colonial Fantasies, the German colonial worldview was 

heavily shaped by its disunity prior to 1871.402 To understand the German nationalist 

mindset and Imperial German policy towards its Eastern provinces and its colonies, it is 

essential to understand this tension. Germany had been an imagined place, not unified, 

                                                           

402 Susanne Zantop, Colonial Fantasies: Conquest, Family, and Nation in Precolonial Germany, 1770-
1870 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997). 



 

240 
 

not politically, militarily, or colonially able to show its strength at close to its perceived 

national, cultural, or demographic potential. Germany was not a nation-state, rather 

Germans lived in many states, both small and large throughout Central Europe. 

Throughout the colonial period, millions of German-speakers left Europe for the New 

World, settling in the United States, Canada, Brazil, Argentina and everywhere else. 

They were ubiquitous migrants, as shown through the immigration of hundreds of 

thousands of German-speakers throughout Eastern Europe over the course of centuries. 

These migrations, coupled with the dichotomy of arrogance and anxiety inherent in the 

German colonial mindset, led to a peculiar understanding of German identity. This 

understanding was cultural, based on the idea of a superior German Kultur that spread 

around the world, to Eastern Europe, the Americas, Africa, and elsewhere. In this 

schema, it was not through political or military power that the Germans had transformed 

the world, but through their culture, science, technology, innovation, and intelligence. 

While England, Spain and France were conquering vast swaths of land, the Germans 

imagined themselves as having conquered space with their cultural superiority. 

Despite this view of German cultural influence throughout the world, many 

German nationalists had intense anxieties about the immigration of so many Germans 

away from Europe, alleging they were sapping national strength from Germany. If 

Germans were no longer in German territory, they were not enriching the nation-state.403 

Worse, they were potentially aiding the development and power of other nation-states, 

such as potential rival, the United States. For example, the Pan-German League, 

emphasized the assimilation of Germans into the culture of their new nations in the 
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Americas and Australia.404 They argued that Anglo-Saxon national power rested in its 

culture and its political influence throughout the world and that the North American 

melting pot turned Germans, Irishmen, Spaniards, Scandinavians and Frenchmen into 

Anglo-Saxons.  “Through the image of North America, England speaks to the world.” 

Britain was the nation of Chaucer, of the Magna Carta, this cultural power had an intense 

influence. This was particularly worrisome, because it potentially counteracted the power 

of German Kultur, the one advantage many German nationalists felt they had over Britain 

and the United States. 

This understanding of Germandom and the German nation was central to German 

nationalist ideology on the Ostmark. Poznania was a litmus test for German nationalists: 

territory that had been civilized by Germandom, but had been out of German control for 

centuries (just like so much of the world where German Kultur had been spread to by 

German migrants), and was finally again under German control as of the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. For German nationalists, Poznania should have represented the ideals 

of what German nationalism could accomplish through nationalization and colonization. 

However, the situation in Poznania did not conform to German nationalist self-

perception. Thus, the identity of Poznania was in flux, contested between German and 

Polish nationalisms. Each of the main nationalist ideologies (assimilation, exclusion, 

cultural hegemony) reflected intense paranoia about Poznania and their place in it. 

German nationalists revealed significant ambiguity over the national identity of 

Poznania. Max Bär declared that some Germans continued view Poznania as Polish, 

despite a century of German rule and significant German population.405 For Bär, this 
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meant that Poznania needed to be turned into German space more fully, which he 

emphasized all the more starkly because of the Bamberger Myth, and what it meant about 

the potential for Polonization in the province. In contrast, Gustav Freytag’s novel Soll 

und Haben offered a conception that strongly marked Poznania as Polish space, failing to 

differentiate it from Russian Poland and Austrian Galicia.406 In his travel guide, “Führer 

durch Posen um Umgebung,” the nationalist historian Adolf Warschauer divided the city 

of Poznan into three parts: German, Polish, and Jewish space, with the German labelled 

as “modern,” and the Polish the most “inconsequential” part of the city.  For other 

nationalists, the assertion that Poznania was rightfully German was paramount. The two 

largest tropes German nationalists employed for underscoring the Germanness of 

Poznanian space was the civilizing mission and the long history of German habitation of 

the region. These ideas will be explored in depth in the following section on National 

Mythology, but bear mentioning here.  

Finally, some German nationalists saw Poznania as a place lacking in identity. 

They argued it was seen as peripheral, and culturally unimportant.407 They claimed that 

while German Kultur had civilized Poznania, it was not particularly noteworthy for 

anything. Wendorff wrote that many German Poznanians felt embarrassed to name 

Poznania as their birthplace, and he hoped that the building of a palace for the Kaiser in 

Poznan would increase their pride in their city.408 Another area where he urged 

Poznanians to take pride was in the liquor, sugar and cattle industries.409 The cattle 
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industry, in particular, according to Wendorff had become the largest in the Kaiserreich.  

He continued, stating that the achievement was even more impressive because fifty years 

ago the other provinces were “in high Kultur,” while Poznania was still half desert. Here 

we again see the disparagement of Polish industry, civilization, and culture. To Wendorff, 

it was only with German rule that development, modernity, and even agricultural bounty 

arrived. Wendorff stated that part of the lack of German identity was because many 

German-speakers were relatively recent migrations, having arrived in the last few 

generations.410 He alleged that many still identified more with the homeland of their 

ancestors than Poznania. This impression was further emphasized by the fact that many 

of the Germans of the province were more recent migrants, with many governmental 

officials, teachers, and other bureaucrats having been born elsewhere. Their ties to the 

province were not deep.  

Poznan’s geographical and terminological identity was another area where 

German nationalist showed ambiguity. These terms were important, because they defined 

Poznania as either German or Polish national space. Moreover, they connected the 

territory to the civilizing mission of studying, categorizing, and ordering. One aspect of 

Poznania’s geography that was often mentioned by German nationalist writers was its 

location as part of the “norddeutsche Tiefebene” or “norddeutsche Flachland.”411 This 

characterization of Poznania as part of the North German Lowlands, connected it 

symbolically to the rest of Germany, making a claim on its ‘rightful’ place as German. 
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German nationalists also used the term “European Flachland.”412  

German nationalists writing about Poznania used a wide array of geographic 

names to define Poznanian space, as well as the eastern provinces of Prussia in general. 

One way that western European nationalists othered Eastern Europe and non-European 

space was to simply refer to it as “die Osten,” a monolithic expanse of un-civilization.413 

Krische referred to the East as “dem Orient.”414 Connected to this was the term Ostmark 

(eastern marches). This term denoted a borderland between West and East, ‘civilization’ 

and ‘uncivilization,’ and carried colonial implications. In German national symbolism, 

the Ostmark was a liminal space; a space in-between. German nationalists defined it as a 

place of disorder, a nebulous region between German civilization and Eastern European 

(and Slavic) ‘un-civilization.’ They also used the term Grenzgebiet (borderland) in 

similar ways.415 One example of colonialism in the use of Ostmark, was Paul Krische’s 

assertion that the Ostmark was “the radical German soil of the Ostmarkenvereins.”416 It 

was a place to be transformed. This idea of Poznania as a borderland lent the area an aura 

of superfluousness. In his travel guide, native Poznanian Schütze called it a “peripheral” 

place with few famous German or Polish writers, authors, poets, thinkers, or politicians 

coming from Poznania.417 Eugen von Bergmann used the term Netzedistrikt when 

referring to the Partitions, rather than making any mention of the Kingdom of Poland, 

erasing Polishness through omission.418   
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German nationalists most often referred to Poznania as Posen or “die Provinz 

Posen.”  These names lacked the colonial connotations of ‘Ostmark,’ but denoted 

Poznania as nationally German. Beginning his “Geschichte des Provinz Posen in 

polnischer Zeit” Adolf Warschauer showed the shifting nomenclature for the region, 

using “Posener Land,” “Grand Duchy of Posen”, and the “province Posen.”419 

Warschauer, like many German nationalists, acknowledged the Polish history of the 

region, but also defined it as a “borderland” between German and Polish “Volkstum.”420 

Despite their intense efforts to declare Poznania German space, a significant 

number of German nationalists were not able to maintain their own terminological 

orthodoxy. Repeatedly German nationalists defined Poznania as Polish space. Thus, we 

find Albert von Boguslawski referring to the eastern provinces as “the polish regions of 

Prussia”421 and Schütze calling the Zerkower Hügelland the “Polish Switzerland” and the 

River Netze “the Polish Nile.”422 This tendency to define Poznania as both German and 

Polish was practical in many ways, as it certainly was both German and Polish national 

space in reality, as both nationalisms were in the process of constructing it as such. 

Moreover, it perhaps related to the nationalist tendency to both degrade Poznania as 

backwards, while also heaping praise on Germans for civilizing it. Thus, German 

nationalists defined Poznania simultaneously as both German and ‘civilized,’ as well as 

Polish and ‘uncivilized.’ 
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German National Mythology 

The intense anxiety over the national identity of Poznania contributed to the 

mythologization of its history. German nationalists interpreted Poznanian history through 

a German national lens, with the endpoint being the partitions and the aftermath the 

march of civilization and modernity. A familiar pattern emerged: the first inhabitants as 

Germans, German settlers arriving in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and providing 

indispensable knowledge to the early Polish Kingdom needed for it to civilize, continued 

German migrations into the region over the centuries, and finally the triumphalist 

conquest of the region during the Partitions. This was part of a larger project of 

nationalizing the history of Central Europe undertaken by nationalist historians such as 

Treitschke, who formulated nationalist theories of history to explain the development of 

Central Europe. One of these was the Drang nach Osten (Drive to the East), that 

portrayed the medieval German settlement of the region as nationalist colonization.423 

These nationalist histories argued that these medieval population movements were part of 

a civilizing mission, and as a result, used it to claim Germany’s ‘right’ to the East. As has 

been emphasized, the Bamberger Myth also illustrates this concept of the 

mythologization of history by German nationalist writers. The history of Poznania written 

by German nationalists stressed an ambivalent relationship between Germans and Slavs: 

cohabitation and cooperation, but also violence and warfare. In the diffusionist manner, 

the civilizational flow was moving from west to east, from Europe to the East through the 

bodies of German settlers, who had the intelligence, knowledge, and moral righteousness 

to uplift Poland with their civilization. The fear, then, was that this centuries-long work 
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has done nothing to transform Polish space; that, despite the intense effort of the 

thousands upon thousands of Germans over the generations, Poznania remained ‘non-

Europe,’ part of the ‘backwards’ East. Along with this narrative of civilizational 

enlightenment (diffusionism), there was a parallel narrative of historical conflict between 

Germans and Slavs. German nationalists frequently viewed this Kampf was as eternal and 

innate.   

German nationalists developed mythologized tropes about the history of Poznania 

that they used to reinforce their claim to Poznania as German national space. While 

derived from the sciences, to create these tropes, German nationalists oversimplified and 

ignored evidence that did not support their case. Such selective use of science was a 

common weapon employed against colonized peoples by colonizers. Claiming authority 

and dismissing the ‘ignorance’ and ‘uncivilization’ of the colonized, while either ignoring 

one’s own biases to the point of absurdity, or willfully manipulating the evidence to 

support their arguments. There was a significant lack of variation between the 

mythologized tropes employed by German nationalist writers. Repeatedly German 

nationalist academics, organizations, newspapers, and popular non-fiction books, such as 

travel guides, employ the similar tropes in a similar way. This mythologized tropes 

broadly fit into four categories: the prehistoric first inhabitants of Poznania, the eternal 

struggle between Slavic and Germanic peoples, medieval history, and the German 

civilizing mission. These categories overlapped and bled into one another. The national 

mythologization of history was so important to the nationalization project, because the 

very legitimacy of German colonial authority rested on it. 

 



 

248 
 

The ‘First’ Inhabitants of Poznania 

The identity of the primordial first inhabitants of Poznania was of immense 

importance to many German nationalists. If German nationalists could declare the first 

inhabitants of Poznania to have been German, it gave them foundational argument to 

their claim on the region. In Poznania, both civilizing arguments and habitation 

arguments were employed. Academic texts, more popular works, and the writings of the 

Eastern Marches League all emphasized that German-speaking tribes were the first 

inhabitants of Poznania, and utilized it as evidence to reinforce their claims of national 

ownership of the territory.424 In his book Das Posener Land, Otto Kurth, a teacher in 

Lissa, was less certain of the Germanness of Poznania’s first inhabitants than most. He 

asserted that, “in remote times until the first century before Christ, tribes of Germanic 

nationality” were suspected to have lived in Poznania, but it had not been scientifically 

proven.425 Kurth then devoted time to a discussion of pottery, tools made of stone, bronze 

and iron from these tribes that were housed at the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in 

Bromberg. Directly following the discussion of first German habitation, he wrote that the 

“first polish people in our province” arrived around 950, and continued with many of the 

usual tropes of medieval history German nationalists used. 

In 1911, Professor Paul Knötel argued that the identity and language of the first 

inhabitants of Poznania was unknown.426 Furthermore, Knötel stated that Southern 

Europeans had civilized the peoples to their north: “when the inhabitants of our lands 
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were living as wild or half-wild, the peoples of Southern Europe had already advanced in 

culture.” He continued, writing that many “valuable pieces” of knowledge and culture 

entered Germandom through the Southern Europeans, particularly the Romans and 

Greeks. He even compared the inhabitants of what is now Germany to the non-Europeans 

that Germany sought to “civilize” in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Knötel, 

like Müller, wrote that Germanic tribes settled the area eventually. The Germanic tribes 

eventually migrated west, but Knötel maintained that it was probable (but uncertain) that 

some of them stayed behind. When Slavic peoples arrived, the remnants of the Germanic 

tribes would have integrated with the Slavs and forgotten their language, according to 

Knötel. Krische began his discussion of the first inhabitants of the Province Posen with a 

quick retelling of the folktale of Lech, Czech and Rus, the mythological brothers who 

were said to have founded Poland, Czechia and Russia, respectively.427 Following the 

fable, he stated that there was some truth to the story, but then stressed that the first 

known historical inhabitants of the region were Germanic people (the Burgundians and 

Goths according to Roman writers), and that Slavic peoples arrived afterwards after the 

Germanic peoples migrated west.  

Most German nationalists emphasized Germanic tribes such as the Vandals and 

Goths as the first inhabitants of Poznania.428 Migration patterns at the time sent many of 

these tribes west and south, while Wendish and Polish tribes moved into the area. Müller 

argued that this first contact between the Slavic and Germanic tribes was one of violence: 

the Slavs “eradicated or enslaved” the weaker Germanic peoples who had stayed behind. 

Yet, at the same time, this intermingling of peoples led to the interbreeding, which Müller 
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alleged meant that “German blood flowed through Polish veins,” creating a double claim 

on the land for Germandom.429 The original inhabitants of the region were Germans, but 

also the Poles themselves carried Germanness in them. German nationalists and 

nationalist organizations such as the Eastern Marches League used these tropes of 

mythologized history to assert their ‘right’ to Poznania and the Ostmark.430 

 

Kampf: the ‘Eternal’ Struggle of Slavs and Germans 

German nationalist writers almost universally situated the development of, and 

competition between, German and Polish nationalisms in Poznania as part of a larger 

Kampf (struggle) of Germanic civilization against Slavic in Eastern Europe. As we will 

see, in the late nineteenth century, they often directed this focus at Russia, Pan-Slavism, 

and the relationship between the Habsburg Empire and its constituent nationalities. 

German nationalists wrote about Kampf in a geographically and temporally expansive 

manner. They viewed the development of nationalism not as a modern phenomenon, but 

the continuation of a centuries-long struggle between Germans and Slavs. By periodizing 

nationalism not as a new form of identity, but one that had existed in some form or 

another since prehistory, they imbued national identity with the legitimacy of age. 

In the introduction to Der Kampf der Deutsche und Polen um die Provinz Posen, 

Wilhelm Wendorff employed a common refrain: “the Kampf (struggle) of the Germans 

and Poles in the province of Posen is a part of the over thousand year struggles of the 

Germans and Slavs.”431 Mentions of this perpetual or centuries-long Kampf between 
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Germans and Poles was extremely frequent in German nationalist writings.432  Krische 

placed the beginning of the struggle in the tenth century, when a “Flutwelle (tidal wave) 

of migration” ended during the tenth century, the Germanic tribes from the West began 

moving back into the Ostmark. By constricting the expansive interactions between 

Germanic and Slavic speaking peoples to Kampf, to struggle, German nationalists sought 

to legitimize their desires to control and redefine Poznanian space as German nationally. 

If this struggle was an eternal one, then morally they saw in it the legitimation for the 

expulsion, oppression, and assimilation of Slavic-speaking peoples.  

This periodization of national ‘Kampf’ as a centuries-long struggle between 

Germandom and Slavdom was commonly seen in each of assimilationist, exclusionist, 

and cultural hegemonic strands of national ideology.433 Exclusionist interpretations of 

Kampf tended to view the current relations between the Germans and Poles as a 

continuation of this struggle, which they sought to end with German domination of the 

East. In contrast, hegemonists saw this struggle in a less violent light. Historically there 

had been conflict between Germans and Slavs, but also cooperation. Hans Delbrück, for 

example, made the claim that Germans and Poles, while having their struggles, had 

coexisted far more peacefully than most nationalities of the world.434 This was a 

significant deviation from exclusionist interpretations of Kampf, which at its most 

authoritarian used past conflict between Slavs and Germans as evidence for the 

oppression of the contemporary Polish-speaking people and the absolute right of 
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Germandom to the Ostmark. Still, hegemonist thought upheld German cultural and 

political dominance over the Ostmark. 

Many German nationalist writers employed the symbol of “flood” in connection 

to the idea of Kampf between Germans and Slavs.435 Flood imagery was used by both the 

Pan-German League and the Ostmarkenverein to grow support for their exclusionist and 

authoritarian political goals.436 German nationalists portrayed flood as a simple metaphor: 

Slavic people were potential flood waters, Germans the dam holding them back.437 These 

ideas were intimately connected to ideas about space and fears of reverse diffusionism. 

German nationalists feared that ‘atavistic’ forces from the East could ‘flood’ into 

Germany and destroy or overwhelm German space. Stated overtly, German nationalists 

viewed Slavs as a destructive force that had the potential to break through the figurative 

‘dam’ of German nationalism. German nationalists feared that Polish (and other Slavic 

nationalisms or Pan-Slavism) could grow in demographic, political, economic, territorial, 

or military might and weaken or overwhelm the power and influence of Germany and 

German nationalism. German nationalists saw it as vital to maintain German political and 

cultural superiority in the eastern provinces of the Kaiserreich, and Polish nationalism 

was a threat to that superiority. Flood imagery symbolically represented anxieties over 

demographic concerns, such as migration trends, miscegenation, and Polonization. Poles 

held the potential to convert both German space and German people into Slavs, just as the 

Bamberger Myth showed. It must be noted, that German nationalists did not exclusively 
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employ flood language to describe the terror they felt about Slavic migrations from the 

East. Paul Krische, for example, used the verb fluten (flood) to describe German 

migrations into Poznania during the Reformation.438 

 

The Mythologization of Medieval History 

The histories Poznania written by German nationalist of the fin de siècle gave a 

mythologized, nationalist history focused on German-speakers. They were national 

histories of an anational time and space. For German nationalists, this history was 

important because it provided ‘evidence’ for German national possession of and right to 

Poznania. German nationalist writers were often very clear in their nationalist 

motivations. Dr. Erich Schmidt, an Oberlehrer (senior teacher) in Bromberg, began the 

forward to his book Geschichtes des Deutschtums in der Provinz Posen (History of 

Germandom in the Province Poznania) with the words, “the book also has a national 

purpose; it is aimed at all the Germans in our province and beyond.” He continued to 

stake the German nationalist claim to the Ostmark by arguing that Germans should know 

that “the lands between the Vistula and the Oder” were “old German ground.” 

Furthermore, he evoked the German civilizing mission “that all, that is of cultural worth 

in the Ostmark” was created by “German spirit.”  

Like the Bamberger Myth, this mythologization of medieval history utilized the 

evidence that German nationalists could use to support their arguments. Most German 

nationalist accounts of the medieval history of Poznania follow familiar beats: early 

Christianization, the vassalization of Boleslaw Chrobry by Holy Roman Emperor Otto 
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III, migrations of Germans into the region in the thirteenth century, migrations of 

Germans into the region in the sixteenth century, and eventually this leads to the 

weakening of the Polish state through the Polish nobility, and then the Partitions.439 The 

history was a nationally German history, through a nationally German lens, focusing on 

the moments important for German nationalism. Poles rarely fit into these myths outside 

of their relationship to Germans.  

Wilhelm Wendorff underscored the cultural intermixing of Germanic and Slavic 

tribes in the early Middle Ages as many Germanic tribes moved west and Slavic peoples 

intermingled with those remaining.440 Like the Ostmarkenverein, he asserted that “by 

blood” the inhabitants of Poznan were mixed between German and Polish, despite what 

may seem like clear national divisions to many of his contemporaries.441  As mentioned 

previously, other nationalists disagreed, maintaining that the amount of German/Slavic 

intermixing in the East was overestimated.442 This view tended to be connected with 

espousing more cultural hegemonic or assimilationist views towards Poles. Wendorff was 

a strong proponent of the German cultural hegemony in the East, declaring that Germans 

had played an important civilizing role in the East for centuries: “The Germans brought 

Christianity to Poland, founded the monasteries, [and] cleared the forests.”443 However, 

Wendorff acknowledged that at the time of Charlemagne, several areas that were seen by 
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German nationalists as fundamentally German had been settled by Slavs, such as parts of 

Holstein, and eastern areas of Brandenburg, Silesia, and Bavaria.444 These areas had first 

been German, he made clear, and would later be incorporated into the Holy Roman 

Empire, Christianized, and Germanized, but the fact that he even acknowledged Slavic 

settlement there differentiated him from most German nationalists. Wendorff did not 

articulate the true fluidity of German and Polish ethnicity, language, and culture, but he 

went much further than most German nationalists to refute the immutability of 

nationality, language, and ethnicity when describing the inhabitants of Eastern Europe.  

In contrast to the more hegemonist Wendorff, Paul Knötel began his history of 

Poznania with a discussion of interactions between Germanic tribes and the Roman 

Empire, the latter in a role as torchbearer of civilization, passing it to the Germans. Slavs 

were not mentioned until the penultimate page of Chapter 2, right after the aurochs and 

moose.445  In the following chapter, Knötel began his discussion of medieval Polish 

history with the phrase: “In the tenth century, the Polish stepped into the bright light of 

history.”446 Knötel then employed several common nationalist tropes: the German 

Christianization of Polish ruler Mieszko in the middle of the 900s, and the subsequent 

creation of the first bishopric in Poland, leading to increased German contact with, and 

activity in, the region. Monks from Germany moved to the area, and the first bishop in 

Poland was German, according to Knötel.  

Moving into the 1000s, two figures were of  paramount importance in German 

nationalist writing: Emperor Otto III and Boleslaw I Chrobry.447 Holy Roman Emperor 
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Otto III was a central figure in the German nationalist mythology relating to the East, 

because his actions were interpreted to justify German control over the Ostmark.448 

According to some German nationalist writers, he legitimized the rule of Boleslaw 

Chrobry of the Piast family by declaring him a Duke. In their view, this feudal 

declaration made Polish territory a part of the Holy Roman Empire, and thus, territory 

that legitimately belonged to Germany. Kurth argued that it was Duke Mieszko I and 

Emperor Otto I who began this relationship between the Polish and the Holy Roman 

Emperor, calling Mieszko a vassal.449 Wendorff painted a rosy picture of the relationship 

between Boleslaw I and Otto III. Boleslaw I had greatly extended his territory over 

Bohemia, Moravia, Lithuania, Pomerania, and Lübeck.450 In the winter of 1000, Emperor 

Otto III visited Poznania, crowning Boleslaw Duke of Poland and establishing the 

archbishopric of Gnesen. Wendorff asserted that Boleslaw Chrobry was a “man” of the 

Emperor, solidifying the German claim to the region, by emphasizing that Boleslaw had 

agreed to become part of the Holy Roman Empire. Boleslaw I was crowned King of 

Poland shortly before Otto’s death, and in 1023, Boleslaw himself died. According to 

Wendorff, with the death of Boleslaw, the fortunes of the Polish Kingdom sank, leading 

to several divisions of the Kingdom, while the Duchy of Silesia prospered. 

In an Ostmarkenverein pamphlet, Müller disagreed on the point of Boleslaw 

Chrobry’s loyalty, asserting that Boleslaw was a realist and his goal was to expand his 

kingdom as much as he could.451 While he was loyal to Otto III when it suited him, he 
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also sought to expand his own power, such as when he worked with the Pope to get his 

lands their own independent Archbishopric, lessening the influence of the Kaiser and the 

Archbishop of Magdeburg. With the creation of the Archbishopric of Gnesen, Poland 

gained more autonomy. According to Müller, the relationship between Otto III and 

Boleslaw Chrobry should have led to friendship and positive relations between “the 

Polish” and ‘the German Empire.” However, because Boleslaw was “a bold realist” with 

the death of Otto III, and Heinrich II’s ascension to the throne of the Holy Roman 

Emperor, Boleslaw took advantage of the young Emperor, waging war to expand his 

kingdom and gain Polish autonomy. This was, in Müller’s mind, “the second 

strengthening of Polishdom through German blood.”452 This history reinforced the 

political argument of the Ostmarkenverein that German nationalism could not 

accommodate Polish nationalism, but must be fight against it. Müller’s medieval history 

continued with an argument of continual conflict between Germans and Poles: “peace 

between the German and Polish did not last, could not last; the Poles pushed 

eastwards.453” Müller’s story differed significantly from Wendorff’s. While the culturally 

hegemonic and assimilationist Wendorff, focused on conflict, cooperation, and 

assimilation, Müller, a member of the more exclusionist Eastern Marches league, 

highlighted warfare, and destruction. He painted the Poles as devious for taking 

advantage of momentary German weakness through warfare. 

In contrast, Krische gave a much more Polish-centric account of the early history 

of Poznania, emphasizing the agency of the Polish Kingdom and its political structure. 
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Like Wendorff, he painted the relationship of Otto III and Boleslaw Chrobry in much 

friendlier terms and argued that the privileges that Otto III gave to Boleslaw were the 

“germ of the complete independence of the later Kingdom of Poland.”454 Moreover, 

Krische’s account of the history of Poznania during the Middle Ages gave significantly 

more time and attention to Polish-speaking people and the Kingdom of Poland in this 

history. The Poles and the Kingdom of Poland were not passive actors, but active ones 

with their own agency. Like Müller, Krische underscored the conflict between Boleslaw 

Chrobry and Heinrich II as the reason for the independence of the Kingdom of Poland. In 

contrast with most German nationalist writers, who barely discussed the history of the 

Kingdom of Polish except when German-speakers were involved, Krische wrote 

significantly about medieval and early modern Polish Kings and their expansion of the 

Kingdom. Furthermore, Krische gave credit to Polish monarchs for their role in repelling 

the thirteenth-century Mongol invasions of Europe.455 

Another major trope of German nationalist medieval history was the importance 

of German migration into Poznania as a civilizing force. The first wave of migrations that 

nationalists heavily emphasized were those during the thirteenth century.456 The 

Historical Society for the Province of Posen’s travel guide Führer durch Posen portrayed 

these migrations as Germans heading East to be “teachers and bearers of a high 

culture.”457  Here Adolf Warschauer highlighted the economic component of the 

migrations. German merchants and other townsfolk were arriving to do business in 
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Poznan.458 He also mentioned that “German Jews” were among the immigrants. Otto 

Kurth wrote that the German settlers maintained their “nationality, language and laws” 

and were welcomed by the Polish nobility as “bearers of higher culture” and better with 

finances than the Slavic peasantry.459 Such colonialist tropes of German superiority were 

common. Bergmann asserted that the industriousness of the German settlers and their 

improvements to Poznania were because they were stronger than their Polish counterparts 

at the time.460 Moreover, Germans had better agricultural tools. German nationalists 

alleged that during the fourteenth century, these German settlers began to be Polonized. 

Kurth argued that mutual hatred of the nationalities led to legislation that caused the 

Polonization of the German population, though he was vague on the particulars.461 Müller 

conceptually unified the history of German immigration into the East and the 

omnipresent threat of Polonization, beginning in Boleslaw Chrobry’s time and continuing 

until the contemporary period.462 By the end of the fourteenth century, these immigrants 

were mostly ‘Polonized’ according to German nationalists.463 By continually evoking 

these migrations and the Polonization, German nationalists made a twofold argument: 

that Germans had been civilizing the Ostmark for centuries, and that Germans had been 

‘Polonized’ before, and were continuing to be, as shown by the Bamberger Myth.  

German nationalists claimed a colonial civilizing mission in the East and 
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connected it to the idea of the Drang nach Osten (Drive to the East).464 Many of these 

migrants happened to speak a medieval dialect of German, but they had absolutely no 

national identity; the German nation would not exist for centuries. Additionally, the 

immigration into Central and Eastern Europe during this period was extremely eclectic, 

including not only Germans, but Dutch and Flemish migrants, as well as Jews, Poles, 

Armenians, and Tartars, among others.465 Technological progress occurred during these 

migrations as the movement of people brought about a concurrent movement of ideas and 

knowledge. This was not a German civilizing mission, but the amalgamation of ideas and 

the sharing of knowledge.466  

A third major trope included in German nationalist histories was discussion of the 

Teutonic Order as bearers of German civilization in the Ostmark, in an attempt to 

legitimize spatial and territorial claims to the region. The Teutonic Knights were a 

“military-religious corporation” that was originally founded in 1192.467 After the crusader 

armies were expelled from the Levant, the order moved to Hungary, and eventually to the 

Baltic region to take part in the Northern Crusades.468 The Battle of Tannenberg (often 

called Grunwald), in particular, held important significance to German nationalism. The 

defeat of the Teutonic Order by the Kingdom of Poland at Tannenberg in 1410 saw the 
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end of an era of German-speaking political influence along the Baltic coast in Eastern 

Europe. Eventually the Kingdom of Poland annexed much of this territory, which 

German nationalists viewed as a national defeat.469 Tannenberg was so important for 

German nationalists, that Germans named their August 1914 victory against the Russians 

after the battle. To German nationalists, this victory in the First World War represented 

revenge against the Slavs, who had defeated the Teutonic Knights half a millennium 

earlier. German nationalists hoped that through war against Russia, Germany would be 

able to dominate Eastern Europe. Wendorff had a slightly different interpretation of the 

Battle of Tannenberg (Grunwald) than most German nationalists writing on Poznania.470 

While he acknowledged that the battle was the beginning of the demise of the Teutonic 

Knights, when combined with the unification of Poland and Lithuania upon the marriage 

of Duke Wladyslaw Jagiełło and Queen Jadwiga (Hedwig), Polish focus shifted east. 

Meanwhile, Poznania (Greater Poland) continued to ‘Germanize.’ 

 

The Trope of ‘German Wirtschaft’ 

German nationalists writing on Poznania connected the medieval and early 

modern history of the region to the civilizing mission. They stressed how German 

migration into the region gave the Polish Kingdom the necessary knowledge and skill to 

construct projects that would otherwise have been beyond Polish abilities. Medieval 

infrastructure projects were significant to German nationalists in their attempts to portray 

Poznania as German national space. Moreover, they often wrote about these medieval 
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projects with the rhetoric of the colonizing and civilizing missions. Kurth emphasized the 

wave of Church construction that took place during the twelfth century, particularly the 

Gnesen Cathedral (which he claimed was probably of Lower Saxon origins) with its 

eighteen bas-reliefs depicting the life of St. Adalbert.471 The Gnesen Cathedral was the 

seat of Polish-speaking Catholic leaders for centuries, and Kurth underscoring its German 

origins in an attempt to undermine its Polishness. Kurth also claimed that the 

Romanesque churches built during this time were built according to German designs. The 

civilizing of Poznania was not only concerned with constructing buildings, but also 

shaping the land for human needs. For example, Kurth wrote about German settlers from 

the thirteenth century draining swamps and cutting down fast growing forests.472 In 1918, 

Maurice Weiss used this argument of German civilizing of Poznania to advocate for its 

remaining German territory rather than becoming part of a new Polish state after World 

War I.473 

German nationalists primarily staked their claim to the Ostmark on the basis of a 

German civilizing mission, which they often referred to as Kulturarbeit (cultural work). 

In their worldview, Germans had brought civilization to the East, giving German rule 

legitimacy through exclusionist, assimilationist, and cultural hegemonic frameworks. For 

German nationalists, this Kulturarbeit began in the early Middle Ages and continued 

through to the twentieth century. Eugen von Bergmann’s Zur Geschichte der 

Entwickelung Deutscher, Polnischer und Jüdischer Bevölkerung in der Provinz Posen 

seit 1824 laid out the development of the province of Posen from its reacquisition by 
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Prussia after the Napoleonic Wars. Bergmann extolled the virtues of German Wirtschaft 

(economy) and Kultur, which he alleged had improved Poznania.474 Bergmann 

maintained that even the Polish peasantry themselves acknowledged this. Bergmann used 

statistics to underscore this change, emphasizing how through German work the housing 

of Poznania improved and the numbers of farm animals increased. He also asserted that 

before Prussian annexation, Poznania had no streetcars, but by 1831, they had 30 miles 

worth. Furthermore, the number of Gymnasiums had increased from three to 

seventeen.475 A recurring trope of German nationalist writing was the civilizing of 

Poznania by Prussia, with common refrains of the draining of swamps, cutting down of 

forests, the building of canals, begun during the time of Frederick the Great.476  

Otto Kurth stated that the history of German colonization and civilizing of the 

Ostmark, dating back to the Middle Ages, and continuing through to the twentieth 

century, had given Germany not only a historical right to the Ostmark, but a moral duty 

to preserve their possession of it.477 For Kurth, giving in to Polish national demands for 

national rights or national autonomy would be a betrayal of the German people of the 

region. Thus, it was Germany’s moral duty to maintain their hold. Paul Krische echoed 

these sentiments, going so far as to write that the centuries of Kulturarbeit (cultural work) 

“stored” in the land of the Ostmark was a “sacred cultural possession” and must be 

protected.478 Kurth showed the progress of German civilizing mission in the Ostmark 
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with his emphasis on the railways that Germany had built in Poznania.479 Schiele claimed 

that before Germans and their technology arrived, the Slavs of the Ostmark were fishing 

and herding peoples that only sparsely populated the land.”480 It was through the German 

plow that Poznania was civilized. Here again we see Schiele’s focus on the peasantry as 

the bearers of German civilization and the foundation of the German nation.  

In comparison, the more hegemonist Wendorff acknowledged that given the long 

history of Poles in Poznania and its importance to the Polish Kingdom, it was reasonable 

why Poles would view Poznania as their territory.”481 However, he still laid down the 

familiar argument that German labor and civilization had made Poznania what it was 

today. Germans “built the cities, thinned out the forests, made the land arable, and made a 

flourishing province out of a deserted land.” Wendorff continued with such assertions, 

speaking of the impossibility of Germans giving up Poznania without staining their 

reputations; to give up Poznania would amount to Germandom shaming their souls. 

 

The ‘Polish Question’ 

The ‘Polenfrage’ or the ‘Polish Question’ preoccupied German nationalist 

thought on Poznania in many ways, because it dealt so fundamentally with who the 

province ‘rightfully’ belonged to, and which nation would control it in the future. If 

Poznania was, or was to be, German space, as German nationalists argued, then a central 

issue for them was how to deal with the majority Polish population. In actuality, the 

‘Polish Question,’ was a series of questions about what to do with the Polish people, 
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whether a Polish state should be formed, and if so, encompassing what territories. Since 

the Partitions had removed the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth from the map, the 

‘Polish Question’ and Polish nationalism had remained an important consideration in 

European diplomatic affairs. In the first half of the nineteenth century, German 

nationalists had significant sympathy for Polish nationalism and Polish Independence. 

Nevertheless, when the practical considerations of what Polish independence would mean 

for German national power arose during the Frankfurt Parliament in 1848, German 

nationalist opinion solidified around the idea that territories with Polish populations, but 

controlled by German states, would be included in any future German nation-state.  

In the fin de siècle, many German nationalists looked to pre-1848 governmental 

policies towards Poznania as a model for policy going forward. Most German nationalists 

extolled a hardline towards Polish nationalism and Prussian policy towards the Poles, and 

thus many looked to Flottwell’s decade of rule over Poznania as the ideal. They saw 

Eduard Flottwell’s governorship of the province of Posen during the 1830s as a model for 

how to the ‘Polenfrage’ politically, economically, and culturally. Flottwell’s policy 

focused on Germanization of the land and people in Poznania. Yet, as Conrad argued, the 

Flottwell’s policies, given their time, were more bureaucratic in motivation than national, 

and “aimed not at assimilation, but at political loyalty.”482 This explained in part why 

Flottwell was so popular among all three strains of German nationalist thought: each 

strain could interpret his policies and motivations how they wished; and given his death 

in 1865, could imagine him supporting the type of policies they desired. They viewed his 

policies as effective and stringent. In contrast German nationalists attacked Flottwell’s 
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successor, Adolf Heinrich von Arnim, who they blamed for the rise of Polish nationalism. 

German nationalist writers were almost universally effusive in their praise for 

Flottwell. Even the usually hegemonist Wendorff characterized Flottwell’s governance of 

Poznania in good terms, calling him “youthfully energetic.” He described Flottwell’s rule 

as a time of peaceful coexistence between the two nationalities: schools, churches and 

roads were built, the Polish middle-class began to develop, the peasantry became loyal to 

the Prussian King, and the clergy was satisfied.483   

Knötel, too, praised Flottwell, asserting that Germandom would gain nothing 

from negotiating with Polish nationalism.484 Knötel, too, was critical of Arnim and 

Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s policy. Nevertheless, he wrote that it was not a character flaw in 

the Kaiser, but his compassion that led him to false policies.”485 Boguslawski, also a 

strong supporter of Flottwell’s rule, alleged that Friedrich Wilhelm’s rule, particularly the 

concessions he made to the Catholic church, increased Polish power throughout the 

Ostmark.486 Boguslawski, and others, maintained that these problems were further 

exacerbated by the many vacillations in Prussian policy towards the Poles between 1815-

1900, changing from harsh to accommodating and back again.487 This was certainly a 

problem, though not for the reasons German nationalists argued, but because it 

undermined Polish-speaker’s faith in the Prussian government.  

Much of the German nationalist writing on Poznania was absorbed with 
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legitimizing German control of the Ostmark, and authority to rule the people living there. 

The civilizing mission, mythologization of history, as well as political, economic, and 

cultural concerns were all used to justify German rule. But not all arguments were so 

nuanced. Speaking for the Ostmarkenverein’s Posen chapter, Hugo Semrau defined the 

Polenfrage bluntly: “the Polish Question is not a question of justice, but rather power.”488 

Semrau continued, connecting sympathy for the wrongs done to others with abandoning 

one’s own nation.489 

In the following sections we will look at the ways that the ‘Polish Question’ 

permeated German nationalist thought in a wide variety of topics, beginning with a 

discussion of the Partitions of Poland. Then, we will explore German colonial ideas about 

Poznania, as well as discuss the Ostmarkenverein and Prussian Settlement Commission in 

more depth. German nationalists showed significant colonial discourse and ideas through 

their anxieties about the demographics of Poznania, particularly immigration, 

miscegenation, and national identity. Lastly, we will briefly explore how German 

nationalists saw Poznania in relation to economics and Polish national activism. 

 

The ‘Polish Question’ - The Partitions of Poland 

The Partitions of Poland loom large in German nationalist writing on Poznania. 

By emphasizing the Partitions, German nationalists sought to cement the legitimacy of 

German rule. Many nationalists did so in colonial ways, such as highlighting the disorder 

of Poland that necessitated German intervention and civilizing role; others asserted that 

Russia had instigated the Partitions and forcing Prussia to act or lose power. 
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At its height during the early seventeenth century, the Poland-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth was the largest territorial state in Europe. However, during a time when 

the great powers of Europe were centralizing and reducing noble privilege, the opposite 

was happening in Poland-Lithuania. Concerningly, Prussia, Russia, and the Habsburg 

Empire surrounded the Commonwealth, all of which were in the process of centralizing, 

expanding bureaucracies, and creating more efficient armies. Poland-Lithuania, on the 

other hand remained an elective monarchy, with much of the power in the state vested in 

the hands of a parliament of nobles (the Sejm). A forerunner to more centralized 

constitutional and parliamentary systems in places such as Britain and the United States, 

the Sejm had significant power over the monarchy. Most disruptive to any centralizing 

attempts was the liberum veto. This granted every member of the Sejm the right to veto 

any law. Given that the King could not pass any laws without the approval of the Sejm, 

this became a problem when attempting to modernize and centralize the state, as the 

nobility resisted any reduction to their power. Making matters worse, the Sejm was not a 

small parliamentary body; it was composed of several hundred members. As time 

progressed, the Sejm became increasingly dominated by large noble magnates and the 

use of the liberum veto increased, stopping centralizing reform from occurring. The large 

magnates saw it in their best interests to keep the King weak and the state decentralized 

to give themselves more authority and freedom over their own possessions.  

German nationalists commonly used the Partitions and Polish mismanagement to 

argue for the rightfulness of German possession of Poznania. Wendorff relied on the 

heavy use of the words and actions of Friedrich Wilhelm III, the King of Prussia who 

oversaw the three annexations of Polish territory that eventually led to the dissolution of 
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the Kingdom of Poland.490 Nationalist writers tended to use Friedrich Wilhelm III in two 

ways: the first was to show his view of the territories as inhabited by subjects of the 

Prussian crown, no matter their language or nationality. The second was to emphasize the 

infrastructural and educational improvements that Prussian policy brought to Poznania as 

a means to legitimize Prussia’s annexations. For hegemonists, Friedrich Wilhelm III was 

important because he connected back to a period when nationalism was in a more nascent 

state. While they viewed the absorption of Polish territory as a national move, they also 

saw it in another light: as another chapter in the centuries-long German project of 

civilizing the East. Thus, Friedrich Wilhelm III’s words of inclusivity were important. 

They grounded the Partitions in this civilizing mission, by maintaining that German 

control was a benefit to all the people of Poznania.  

Following the writings of Friedrich Wilhelm III, Wendorff included a speech 

given by Kaiser Wilhelm II on September, 4 1902 that re-conceptualized some of the 

themes in Wilhelm’s ancestor’s writings for his more national age.491 Firstly, the Emperor 

completely avoided the mention of Polish nationalism, instead stating that the province of 

Posen had “non-German tribes.”492 In one fell swoop he othered the Poles, not deigning 

to use their name once and lumping them together with other “non-Germans” in the 

province. In contrast, he underscored the Germanness of the province throughout, in such 

phrases such as “true German city” and “German Kultur.” 

The rhetorical connection between the words of Friedrich Wilhelm II and 

Wilhelm II illustrated the German national hegemonic thought-system superbly. Firstly, 
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Wendorff highlighted the Germanness of the land through German work. Secondly, he 

conceptually unified the citizens of Poznania as “Prussians,” while simultaneously 

undermining that push for unity by focusing on the importance of Germanness and 

denying Polishness. Thirdly, it ignored the genuine grievances of the population, whose 

language and religion were under attack by Prussian governmental policy. Thus, 

hegemonists either willfully ignored, or were ignorant of, the inherent oppression and 

inequality of the Kulturkampf and Germanization policy. German cultural hegemonic 

discourse was paternalistic towards Polish nationalism in many ways, arguing that Poles 

should be grateful for the civilizing efforts Germans have undertaken for so many 

centuries.  

 

The ‘Polish Question’ – Colonialism and The Prussian Settlement Commission 

German control of the Ostmark was central to German anxieties about the self, 

including fears of misgovernment, lack of order, and a lack of national domination of the 

East. If the Prussian East was not truly German, but a battleground of nationalities (or 

worse yet, Polish) German nationalists feared what that might mean about Germany’s 

ability to spread its Kultur throughout the world. Simultaneously, Germans were viewed 

as colonial heroes, but also in need of governmental assistance to prevent 

‘Polonization.’493 Albert von Boguslawski emphasized such fears in his exhortation to 

Germans around the globe to proudly proclaim themselves German.494 The Bamberger 

Myth shared some similarities with a familiar trope of colonial literature: ‘going native.’ 
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Nevertheless, the situation in the Prussian East added a peculiar layer to the formulation. 

Unlike in Africa or Asia, where the colonial subject could be othered completely, 

German nationalists did not view Slavic Eastern Europeans as completely different. 

‘Going native’ in a colonial sense, meant a complete rejection of civilization. Thus, 

‘going native’ was an irrational choice. German nationalists found it nonetheless 

frightful, they could explain it as ‘deviance.’ On the other hand, German nationalists 

could not explain ‘Polonization’ so neatly. For a German to become Polish spoke of 

something fundamentally wrong, not just with the German, but with German civilization. 

A German colonist in Africa or the South Pacific ‘going native,’ surrounded by the 

‘other’ and living a life wholly different from one in Europe, could be explained as an 

individual default or a systemic issue involving a lack of sufficient Germanness to 

support the colonial project. Far from home, far from the fount of European civilization, 

racial or national degradation were easier to explain. The Bamberger Myth, in contrast, 

represented the Polonization of German Catholics who were within the Kaiserreich itself, 

and in a region that nationalists claimed was German.  

One of the most overtly colonial projects undertaken by the Prussian government 

in its eastern provinces was the establishment of the Prussian Settlement Commission 

(Königlich Preußische Ansiedlungskommission) in 1886 to increase the demographic 

power of German nationalism. For decades, demographic trends had seen Central 

European populations shift westward. Millions of German-speakers emigrated from the 

German states to the New World during the nineteenth century. Speaking to this massive 

demographic shift was the fact that by 1894, over 800 German-language journal 
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publications were being published in the United States.495 Latin America also constituted 

a huge immigration destination for many Germans. Concurrently to this shift, Polish-

speakers were moving west, both to the New World and into western Germany’s 

industrial areas, seeking factory jobs. Additionally, hundreds of thousands of Polish-

speakers from Russian Poland were moving into Prussian’s eastern provinces, most often 

as migrant farm labor.  

The Prussian government instituted the Settlement Commission in the hopes of 

increasing the German-speaking population in the eastern provinces of Silesia, Posen, 

West- and East Prussia. In the previous year, Bismarck began a policy of deportations 

that eventually led to the expulsion from Prussia of 30,000 non-citizen Polish-speakers 

and Jewish people. These policies were precursors to more expansive German nationalist 

aims during WWI and WWII. During the First World War, German plans centered 

around the creation of a German-dominated Mitteleuropa that would expand German 

territory and influence in the East through the annexation of Poland and the creation of a 

series of German-aligned buffer states between Germany and Russia.496  

The Settlement Commission was ineffective at reversing the demographic 

changes that were occurring in the Prussian East, particularly in Poznania. In his study of 

the Settlement Commission, Scott M. Eddie showed that the Settlement Commission did 

not have the extralegal power or money that would be required to create a sizable shift in 

the demographic balance of the Ostmark.497 While Eddie’s analysis shows us that the 
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land prices in the Ostmark were not driven up by the Settlement Commission and Polish 

banks, many German nationalists of the fin de siècle argued that it had.498 If Polish banks, 

including the Bank Ziemski, were buying up land, they worried this was driving up land 

prices and making the colonization efforts less efficient. Paul Krische and Leo Wegener 

connected this fear to anxieties about immigration, declaring that the money came from 

the Sachsengänger.499  

German nationalist writers differed on the efficacy of the Settlement 

Commission’s policies, with some criticizing the government for not doing enough to 

counteract the demographic changes, while others praised their efforts. Paul Knötel, for 

instance, was quite positive about these developments, writing that 325,992 hectares of 

Land had been purchased and around 81,000 German-speakers settled in the province of 

Posen, primarily in Gnesen, Znin, Wreschen, Mogilno, and Wongrowitz.500 Paul Krische 

asserted that more than just available land and German migration was needed for German 

nationalism to grow in the Ostmark: Germandom in “true polish” regions was only able 

to defend itself and expand if it had three necessary ingredients: German national 

consciousness, a strong resistance to Polonization from German-speakers, and an influx 

of German migrants from the west.501 This portrayal of the situation in the East was quite 

reverse diffusionist. It pointed to Krische’s lack of faith in the strength of Germanness on 

its own, isolated. If surrounded by Polish peoples and influences, Krische feared 
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Germans would succumb to Polonization, even if they identified strongly as German. As 

has been made clear, the greatest fears were over German Catholics living in heavily 

Polish-speaking areas.  

Moritz Gehre praised the Settlement Commission, particularly after 1898, when it 

gained a funding boost of one-hundred-million Marks.502  Unlike most of his 

contemporaries, Gehre saw little to fear from Polish responses to the Settlement 

Commission. He argued that fears that the Poles would be able to limit the impact of the 

Settlement Commission’s activities in the east were “unfounded.” While Gehre 

acknowledged the role of the Bank Ziemski in driving up land prices, he did not see it as 

a particularly impactful threat.503 For Gehre, the purpose of the Settlement Commission 

was assimilation. He viewed the goal of the Settlement Commission as not to overwhelm 

the Polish numerically (that would be impossible given the tremendous funds that would 

require, not to mention the difficulty of enticing that many Germans to move east when 

overall migration patterns were flowing to the west), but to stabilize the situation in the 

East. Firstly, the Settlement Commission, through buying estates owned by the Polish 

nobility, weakened their influence over the Polish peasantry and replaced them with the 

influence of German smallhold farmers. For Gehre, the colonization of Germans was 

especially important in regions where Germans were a significant minority, because they 

would act as bastions of Germandom among the Poles, representing German Kultur. This 

influence among the Polish peasantry would hopefully create a situation of Polish 

peasants feeling more connected to their German neighbors, or barring that, at least the 
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Germans in the region would no longer face a threat of Polonization. Gehre’s view 

indicated the ways that the Settlement Commission could function in an assimilationist 

role, despite many historians and nationalists seeing it as solely exclusionist. Gehre was 

naive in his opinion that the strength of the German civilizing mission could reverse the 

rising influence of Polish nationalism. Germanization policies had inflamed Polish anger 

far too much by the turn of the century, and perhaps the Settlement Commission’s most 

lasting impact was the increase of Polish nationalism.  

Not all German nationalists supported the Settlement Commission. Historian 

Hans Delbrück criticized the basic logic of the Settlement Commission, activities as 

alleging that “it is clear that the whole great work of the nationality question in our 

Eastern Marches is worthless.”504 The Settlement Commission simply did not have the 

ability to buy enough land, or entice enough people, to make a demographic difference in 

the Ostmark. However, Delbrück does assert that if the Settlement Commission 

concentrated on just a few districts they could make a large impact for the Germans 

living there. Max Weber argued against Delbruck’s criticisms of the Settlement 

Commission, contending that he only considered raw numbers of Polish and German 

farms. “A merely mechanical calculation, is no conclusive proof for anyone who has 

observed the civilising effect of colonisation on the spot: a few villages with a dozen 

German farms each will eventually Germanise many square miles, always provided that 

the flood of proletarian reinforcements from the east is stemmed.”505 Weber showed 

similar assimilationism to Gehre, both proclaiming that German Kultur could Germanize 
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the East. The Settlement Commission failed in its mission to reverse the demographic 

trends in the Ostmark, though it did succeed in further nationalizing the province.  

 

The ‘Polish Question’ - Demographics 

Through demographic data, nationalists of the nineteenth century were able to 

solidify the spatial dimension of the ‘nation.’ Using statistics, nationalists were able to 

view ‘national’ population percentages at the village and county levels, and thus 

understand on a micro-level where Germans and Poles lived. Subsequently, demographic 

anxieties were an important part of German nationalist writings on Poznania during the 

last decades of the long nineteenth century. These demographic anxieties were evidenced 

both in the Prussian Settlement Commission and the expulsion of non-citizen Polish 

speakers and Jewish people. Both of these discriminatory governmental efforts sought to 

improve German demographic strength in the East. German nationalist anxieties over 

demographics were intimately connected to fears of the sapping of German strength 

through immigration to the Americas, Africa, and Asia, as we have discussed previously. 

Westward migration trends were seeing increasing numbers of Germans leave the 

Ostmark and more Poles arrive. Further exacerbating the issue for German activists, 

Polish birth rates were higher than German in the Ostmark. Viewing the trends of 

immigration and birthrates, German nationalists feared that the Ostmark would become 

increasingly Polish. Moreover, Polish-speakers were also migrating to west German, 

particularly to the Ruhrgebiet (Ruhr region) to work in factories. German nationalists 

used these migrants, known as the Sachsengänger, to stoke fears of Polonization in west 

Germany. 
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Obtaining demographics on nationality in the Kaiserreich was problematic during 

the long nineteenth century for several reasons. Firstly, the criteria by which ‘nation’ was 

determined was severely contested, as we have shown. Worse, the Prussian census did 

not account for nationality or language spoken until 1911. Rather, it took data on name, 

position in household, sex, place of birth, year of birth, marital status, religion, 

profession, and citizenship. Thus, in Poznania, nationality figures were heavily tied to 

religion. This was problematic in the case of the large minority of German-speaking 

Catholics living in Prussia’s eastern provinces, and necessitated estimation in order to 

provide any figures on language or nationality. Polish-speaking protestants also upset this 

data, though they were much fewer in number than the former group. Thirdly, the census 

counters, who went from household to household had significant power to influence 

counts based on their national or political motivations.506 Finally, demographic issues 

were extremely nationally charged. Nationalists often used statistics for political ends, 

nationalists for political ends, which coupled with the estimations necessary to even give 

these figures, made shaping the figures for one’s own political goals quite tempting.  

With the addition of a question asking about mother tongue in 1910, the linguistic 

situation in the East got slightly easier to estimate. One no longer had to rely on 

estimating the percentage of German-speaking Catholics and Polish-speaking protestants. 

Nonetheless, issues remained. Firstly, the census asked about mother tongue, not 

languages spoken, thus obfuscating the amount of bilingualism in the province. This 

number far underestimates the rate of bilingualism in the province, as there was no 

question in regards to languages spoken, only ‘mother tongue.’ The 1910 census asked 
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the citizens of Poznania to make a clear, and very political choice about their language. 

To nationalists, this choice meant identifying as a nationality, even if the individuals 

answer the question of mother tongue did not perceive it that way. Professor Broesike, a 

member of the Prussian office of statistics, wrote a statistical analysis of demographics in 

the province of Posen. Published in 1913, after the 1910 census, Broesike emphasized 

several alarming trends that had already been part of the German nationalist debate on the 

‘Polish Question.’ The first was that there were over twice the number of Polish-speakers 

given birth as German-speakers, with 20,912 German-speakers giving birth and 50,855 

births from Polish-speakers.507 Those counted as bilingual mothers had only 540 children. 

Additionally, children resulting from mixed marriages were 598 and 235 from Polish-

speaking mothers and German-speaking mothers respectively. This was concerning for 

German nationalists, because traditionally it was the mother’s duty to raise the children, 

and thus nationalists feared would result in Polish Catholic children.  

Compared to Broesike’s estimates, in 1883, Eugen von Bergmann reported that 

294,190 Poznanians were bilingual.508 According to Bergmann, out of a population of 

1,370,356, 22% were bilingual speakers, while 30% spoke only German, and 48% spoke 

only Polish.509  He continued, writing that often those analyzing the nationality situation 

in the East only addressed two “population categories, Polish and German,” but that the 

bilingual population must also be separately addressed. The percentage of bilingual 

speakers was higher in the Bromberg district (26%) than in the Posen district (19%) in 

1852. In 1913, Broesike put the number of bilingual individuals at only 6,808, a dramatic 
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decrease.510 Of these, 70.10% had Polish last names, while 23.33 had German. In 1918, 

Maurice Weiss published nationality statistics using the same census data that showed 

11,796 people with both German and Polish mother tongues, and 586,688 people with 

“Polish mothertongue, but with mastery of the German tongue” in Poznania.511 Bilingual 

statistics from this era are often difficult to compare given inconsistent methodology and 

definitions of what “bilingual” meant. The 1910 census defined bilingualism as being a 

“master” of two languages.512 At other times only mother tongue was counted. This 

stringent definition was one that reinforced nationalism: it created a binary state of either 

fluent or not in a language, ignoring the wide breath of fluency and uses of language, 

especially in a multilingual region. The population of Poznania that could at least order 

something in a shop using their non-native language must have been high, as much of the 

population had been taught both in school, and the population of Poznania was extremely 

linguistically intermingled, meaning many opportunities for exposure to the other 

language. Thus, nationalists used census data to deny the possibility of national 

amphibiousness or national indifference, and to reinforce a nationalist binary with little 

place for bilinguals.  

As we have seen, the Polish population in Poznania was growing at a greater rate 

than the German in the latter half of the long nineteenth century, with the disparity only 

seeming to be growing larger due to a higher birthrate and lower death rate among 

Polish-speakers, as well as immigration trends increasing the Polish-speaking population 
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and decreasing the German-speaking.513 While the mortality rate of Polish infants and 

children was higher than their German counterparts, the higher number of Polish births, 

as well as a younger Polish-speaking population as a whole made up for the discrepancy. 

In 1911, for every 1,000 people, German-speakers had 11.76 more births than deaths, 

while Polish-speakers had 20.75.514 Broesike pointed to the greater fertility of Polish 

women as a “very significant” reason for this disparity. His evidence for this was that 

6.15% of German-speaking women in Poznania and only 4.42% of Polish women were 

childless, completely ignoring the agency of women over their bodies. Broesike also 

emphasized the higher birth rate among Poles, underlining to the fact that on average “a 

married German woman had 4.86 and a married polish woman had 5.88 children.” This 

was a slight improvement from Moritz Gehre’s estimate in 1899, which gave 5.21 

children per Polish married couple and 4.35 for Germans.515  

German mothers were much more likely to have between 1-4 children, while 

Polish mothers were likely to have more. For example, in 1911, 10% of Polish-speaking 

mothers had been 10-12 children. Polish-speaking mothers were having more children, 

which projected forward, would continue to add to their demographic advantage. In 1911, 

of all the children born in the province of Posen, 68% were to Polish-speaking mothers 

and only 31% to German-speaking.516 Children born to “bilingual” mothers consisted 

only .75% of births, according to Broesike. Of course, this definition of bilingual was 

flawed. Children of mixed-marriages numbered about 833 in 1911, with 598 coming 
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from German fathers and Polish mothers and another 235 from Polish fathers and 

German mothers. Here again we have the issue of languages spoken compared to mother 

tongue underestimating greatly the number of multilingual homes, as Broesike equated 

“mother tongue” with “nationality.”   

The conversation on demographics always centered on the productivity of 

women’s bodies: their efficiency at creating new lives for nationalism. The virility of the 

male was never in question in these nationalist accounts. A large part of this disparity was 

that Poles were more likely to live in rural areas and be members of lower-classes, both 

which statistically had higher birth rates. German nationalists focused on the reproductive 

productivity of women’s bodies, because of chauvinistic nationalist and imperialist ideas 

about power and gender. For many nineteenth-century nationalists, population was 

power, and thus governments around the world employed biopolitical techniques to 

manage populations in various ways, including contraceptive encouragement or banning, 

forced sterilization of certain peoples and populations, abortion policies, to list but a few. 

Viewing the home as the ‘maternal sphere,’ male writers attacked women for declining 

birth rates, as well as an array of other tropes of domestic ‘civilization’ and ‘propriety.’517 

 

Demographics - Immigration 

The westward migration trends of Europe, that had brought so many Germans to 

the Americas, also saw a shift of Polish-speakers west.518 This movement led to 

increasing numbers of Polish-speakers from Russian Poland moving to the Kaiserreich to 
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work, particularly on Prussian plantations, and a half-million Polish-speakers moving 

from the eastern provinces to the Ruhr Region of western Germany. These migrations 

deep into Germany worried German nationalists severely. While Sebastian Conrad 

asserted that the Polish-speaking Sachsengänger of the Ruhr were “gradually integrating 

into German society,” German nationalists feared the reverse.519 Boguslawski argued that 

these migrations strengthened Polishdom because these migrants rarely understood a 

word of German, and were very Catholic.520 In response to fears of a “flood” of foreign 

Poles, more stringent policies were put in place, including the expulsion of over 30,000 

non-citizen Polish-speakers and Jews from Poznania.521 

Yet, the situation was much more complex than German nationalist writers laid 

out, and in many ways beyond the control of the German government. These 

demographic trends were part of wider global economic and immigration trends, 

particularly connected to the industrialization of western European and North American 

cities, as well as overcrowding in Europe, and myths about ‘empty’ territory in the 

Americas. Additionally, the demand for seasonal labor on Prussian agricultural estates in 

the east rose as global competition caused many plantations to shift from wheat to sugar 

beet production.522 The production shift to the more labor intensive sugar beet created a 

demand for foreign Polish labor from Galicia and the Congress Kingdom at the same 

time German nationalists were demanding less Polish immigration. For Schiele, it was 

not the loss of population totals that was critical, but the loss of the German rural 
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peasantry, who he maintained were the basis of the German Volk.523 Writing that “a 

people is like a tree,” he used this metaphor to connect the Volk to the natural world and 

the land itself. A tree might die, but the forest will not. “Every man and every human 

culture must die, but a Volk need not die.” Moreover, Schiele argued that the health of the 

Volk lied in the health of the “lowest levels,” the peasantry. He further asserted that the 

loss of the German peasantry to emigration and urbanization was irreplaceable except by 

Germans. The movement of other populations into Germany, be they “native Poles, or 

Russian Poles, or Chinese people, or Hungarian Germans,” or even ‘returning urban 

proletariat” cannot replace the German people, because none of these groups could ever 

become a Volk. 

As a compromise between German nationalist anxieties over Polish migrant labor 

and Prussian Junker demand for cheap foreign labor, the Caprivi government instituted a 

new policy that restricted the presence of foreign seasonal labor within borders to the 

months of April through mid-November.524 As a solution to the ‘problem’ of Polish 

seasonal labor, the Ostmarkenverein began promoting the idea of using Ruthenian 

seasonal workers from Galicia instead of Polish.525 From 1904, about 100,000 seasonal 

Ruthenian agricultural workers were employed in Prussia per year. These plans ran into 

several problems, though. One being the difficulty of distinguishing between who was 

Ruthenian and who Polish, in addition to protests from the Austro-Hungarian 

government. 
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Demographics - Miscegenation 

German nationalists viewed sexual interactions between German-speaking and 

Polish-speaking inhabitants of Poznania as transgressive acts. Through behaving in ways 

that were thought of as ‘anational,’ through their amphibious and nationally indifferent 

behavior, Poznanians could produce new forms of interaction that transgressed national 

categories.526 Thus, ideas about cultural and sexual miscegenation permeated the German 

nationalist thought of the long nineteenth century. The Bambergers were an example of 

such a synthesis. The use of these tropes was most common in the Ostmarkenromane and 

other popular works, but are still in evidence in academic texts today, usually in a more 

subdued tone. For the Ostmarkenromane, on the other hand, miscegenation was a 

paramount fear that they dealt with overtly. One of the central themes of the Eastern 

Marches novels was the seduction and corruption of a German man by a Polish woman, 

leading to his ‘Polonization’ and/or ruin.527 Yet, German nationalists claimed that the 

incidence of mixed-marriages by the early twentieth century was low. According to 

Broesike’s statistics, in 1911, only 383 mixed marriages were performed, compared to 

5,717 for German-speakers and 8,623 for Polish-speakers, or 2.57% of all marriages.528 

Unfortunately, German nationalist statistics almost universally underestimated the 

percentage of bilingual inhabitants, which meant that the number of ‘mixed-marriages’ 

was undoubtedly higher. Thus, the proportion of mixed-marriages remained not 

insignificant into the twentieth century. Life in Poznania remained amphibious, nationally 
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indifferent, and multilingual in many ways, with continued interconnections between 

German-speakers, Polish-speakers, and bilinguals in daily life.  

For the most part, German nationalists viewed intermarriage between Germans 

and Poles as problematic for its risks of Polonization. Nevertheless, German nationalist 

views on ‘miscegenation’ did vary. Some, like Wendorff, argued that Polish-speaking 

and German-speaking peoples had been inter-marrying and inter-breeding for centuries, 

which led to a condition of  a significant portion of “mixed-blood” people among the 

Prussians of the Ostmark.529 Others, such as Schiele, denied that this was the case, 

asserting that the idea that Germans of the East had a higher percentage of Slavic blood 

was highly exaggerated.530 The Ostmarkenverein referred to intermarriage between 

nationalities as “Blutvermischung” (blood mixing), and Müller, in an Ostmarkenverein 

pamphlet, alleged that Germans were particularly prone to assimilation, because they got 

along with the state and their neighbors wherever they lived.531 Max Bär concurred, 

maintaining that mixed marriages between Germans and Poles almost always resulted in 

Polish Catholic children, because of the “indifference of the Germans” towards those 

matters.532  

Despite the profound fears of sexual miscegenation, Broesike found that in 1911, 

German-speaking children were the more common result of mixed-marriages. He 

reported from the 1911 census that overall, in the province of Posen, mixed marriages 

produced German-speaking children 51.96%, Polish-speaking 42.21% and bilinguals 
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5.83%. Most of this disparity came from marriages between Polish fathers and German 

mothers, where 2,907 German-speakers (66%) and 1,257 Polish-speaking children (29%) 

were the result, with 5% bilingual. The children of German fathers and Polish mothers, 

on the other hand, produced 3,183 German-speakers and 3,691 Polish-speakers, or 43% 

to 50% respectively, with 6.4% bilingual. Broesike wrote that, 56% of the time the 

children took the language of the mother, while 38% of the time they took their father’s 

language, with 6% bilingual. This seems to lead some credence to the common German 

nationalist idea that the mother determined the nationality of the children, but a much 

larger statistical study would be necessary to make any claims, as well as a conceptual 

framework that could untangle the amphibious character of the data. In the Rhineland and 

Westfalen, where German-speakers had a large majority, Broesike’s figures favored 

German language much more prominently, with only 621 Polish-speakers and 130 

bilinguals to 16,391 German-speakers the product of mixed-marriages. In all of Prussia, 

the numbers were 82,113 German-speakers, 16,237 Polish-speakers and 2,322 bilinguals. 

In all cases, German mothers produced German-speaking children more often than 

Polish-speaking ones. Mark Tilse emphasized how common mixed-marriages remained 

in the city of Poznan.533 Even as late as 1908-9, over 13% of the German men who 

married in Poznan, married Polish women.534  

What nationalist writers overlooked in their paranoia over the Polonization of the 

Prussian East, was that language use and identity were not just strongly correlated with 

culture, but also to usefulness to the individual. In the provinces of the Rhine and 
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Westphalia, where German-speakers vastly outnumbered Polish speakers, German 

became much more common among children of mixed-marriages, because it was more 

useful to them. By ending bilingual education in Poznania, and discriminating against 

Polish, German officials created a situation where the usefulness of the German language 

was at best a secondary concern for the majority of Polish speakers, who doubled-down 

in their recalcitrance to speak Polish and for their children to be educated in Polish. 

German officials and German nationalists created a situation in Poznania that made it less 

likely for Poles to learn German. 

These fears of sexual miscegenation connect clearly to Foucault’s idea of 

biopolitics and the control of bodies. German nationalism was the biopolitical identity of 

the state, and thus excluded Poles. The possibility of Polish-German marriage and 

reproduction, thus broke down the separation between the two groups that biopolitics 

required. As the twentieth century progressed, the ethnic or national idea of 

German/Polish difference became more racial and colonial. Ignored by Foucault, Ann 

Stoler highlighted the importance of the colonial and racialized bodies in the 

development of nineteenth century bourgeois sexuality, which contrasted itself, the 

“healthy, vigorous, bourgeois body”, against a racialized colonial Other.535 Furthermore, 

Stoler stressed the ways that the discourses on sexuality towards colony and metropole 
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reinforced one another. The bourgeoisie defined itself not only against the colonial other, 

but also the lower classes. In the German national case, Polish people functioned as a 

“colonial Other.” Stoler argued that sexual mores developed through biopolitical 

processes such as the codification of sexual boundaries within the biopolitical population, 

as well as through prohibitions against sexual relationships with the ‘other.’ Thus, the 

Bamberger Myth is, through some lenses, a story of colonial degeneration.  

To German nationalists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Poles 

occupied a place of contested ‘other,’ depending on assimilationist, exclusionist, and 

cultural hegemonist tendencies, but also a wide array of other factors. In the most 

extreme cases, they were heavily racialized and treated as a population that needed to be 

separated from Germans. Nonetheless, there was still a huge difference between German 

ideology about and behavior towards Poles and European ideology on and treatment of 

African, Asian, and Amerindian peoples.536  

While very few German nationalists promoted the idea of further inter-marriage 

between Germans and Slavs, the fact that some did showed a stark divide between how 

differently Germans viewed Poles and peoples of color. Nationalist historian Hans 

Delbrück, for example, alleged that the “the fusion of the races” would be “a good step” 

if it were voluntary, because Poles were bitter about Germandom, they would never 

willingly merge with Germandom. For one thing, Polish-speakers migrating West to the 

Ruhrgebiet was good for German industry, which needed workers. For Delbrück, the 

issue was that German assimilation policies towards the Poles were not voluntary, and 

thus created anger and resistance among Poles. Racist ideas about sexual miscegenation 
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between Germans and Africans differed significantly from those about Germans and 

Poles, where German nationalists deemed the civilizational, ethnic, or racial difference to 

be smaller. 

Despite the significance of the trope of the ‘Polish seductress’ to the 

Ostmarkenromane, Polish women (and women in general) were mostly absent from the 

work of German nationalist non-fiction writers. In the paternalistic conception of the 

world, nineteenth-century Europeans ignored women and children as mostly below 

analysis. Wendorff was one of the worst offenders, offering up the statement that the 

work of Polish women should not be ignored, while throughout his book failing to 

address the role of Polish women in the nationality conflict.537 When German nationalists 

did write about women, it was in stereotypically feminine roles. One of these was the 

religious education of children. They viewed women as more spiritual, and combined 

with the fact that women were tasked with raising children, their religious instruction and 

the language of the home was heavily determined by the mother.”538 This critique also 

carried over to German-speaking mothers, who nationalists feared were not as nationally 

conscious or vigorous, and would not impart the same German national feeling in their 

offspring as Polish mothers would. 

Another common way that German nationalists wrote about women was to assert 

that women had an important (thought usually vague) role in Polonization, very often 

connected to the Polish Catholic clergy. Müller of the Ostmarkenverein, blamed priests 

and women for the Polonization of 70,000 Germans since 1815.539  Moreover, he claimed 
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that the ‘mixing’ of German and Polish blood since the medieval period had led to 

significant similarities to the populations, which he argued explained the hatred between 

the two nationalities to some extent, quoting Tacitus that “the hatred of those closest is 

always the best.”540 The Ostmarkenromane also often blamed women and priests for 

Polonization. These tropes of ‘tricky’ priests and women were both feminized in the 

German nationalist discourse. 

German nationalists blamed Polish women for their Polonization and 

nationalization efforts while blaming German women for their lack in these areas.541 

Sebastian Conrad, too, noted this trend among the Ostmarkenverein, which feared Polish 

women because of their fertility and ability to seduce German Catholic men and Polonize 

them.542 Like the Poznanian Bambergers, both Polish and German women were given 

vanishingly little agency in German nationalist discourse. 

 

Transnational and Geopolitical Concerns 

German nationalist anxieties over Poznania connected to a much wider dialogue 

on German nationalism’s place in the world. German nationalism viewed itself 

transnationally, connected to countless peoples and nations throughout the world. As we 

saw earlier in the chapter, German nationalists regularly compared the issues of inner 

colonization in the Ostmark to German (and other European) overseas colonial projects. 

In this section, we will look at several other areas where ideas about Poznania showed 

transnational connections. One such trope was viewing Poznania as a borderland vital to 

                                                           
540 Ibid, 12. 
541 Widdern, Das Schlafende Heer der Posen (Berlin: Deutscher Ostmarken-verein, 1912), 52. 
542 Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 180. 



 

291 
 

Germany’s defense, particularly against fears of Russia and the ‘Slavic flood.’ Then, we 

will briefly analyze some German nationalist ideas about Britain and the Habsburg 

Empire, before concluding with a discussion of the ways that the First World War 

transformed the dialogue on the German East. 

The anxieties of German nationalists over the geopolitical balance of power in 

Europe were related to fears of immigration. Millions of Germans had left Europe during 

the nineteenth century, immigrating to the Americas, Australia, and elsewhere. German 

nationalists painted this as a sapping of national strength. This westward migratory 

movement also brought more Polish-speakers into the Kaiserreich to replace the lost 

workforce, increasing the percentage of Polish-speakers. Fears of Slavdom as an 

overwhelming atavistic force to the east exacerbated these fears of loss of national power 

to the Polish. This regularly manifested itself in flood imagery.543 The Ostmarkenverein 

often employed flood language to rally German national feeling and anti-Polish.544 

German nationalists viewed the Ostmark, and Poznania in particular, as vital to 

the defense of the Kaiserreich. They saw the eastern provinces as a buffer between Russia 

and Germany, providing necessary space between Berlin and the Russian border. 

Poznania also provided significant food production for Germany, and was thus viewed as 

vital in the case of a war and blockade.545 Furthermore, the city of Poznan itself had 

significant strategic importance. It lied along the most direct invasion route from Russian 

Poland to Berlin and was an important rail junction. Finally, Prussia had heavily fortified 

Poznan during the nineteenth century, and along with Konigsberg and Torun, it 
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constituted the major defensive positions of the German Army in the east.546 Boguslawski 

heaped praise on the fortifications of Poznan and asserted their place as an integral part of 

a system of fortifications guarding both the western (with the new fornications in 

Cologne and Koblenz) and eastern borders from a potential war against Russia and 

France. He called Fort Winiary “perhaps the most impressive fortress in Europe.547”  

Despite a focus on national defense against foreign powers, German nationalists 

were surprisingly quiet on the possibility of Polish national insurrection. Wendorff 

audaciously argued that modern armies made the armed civilian insurrection “completely 

hopeless.” Due to military power, Wendorff saw Polish independence as impossible as 

long as German-Russian relations were good. One factor that may explain this confidence 

was that Prussia had built an identity for itself around its military strength. Barring the 

Napoleonic Wars (which even then, they eventually were on the victorious side), Prussia 

had a tremendous string of military successes dating back to the Wars of Austrian 

Succession in the 1740s, when they had gained Silesia from the Habsburg Empire. In the 

nineteenth century this pattern continued, with Prussian victories in the First and Second 

Schleswig Wars, the Austro-Prussian War, and the Franco-Prussian War. Further 

strengthening this false sense of superiority, was the lack of armed conflict against 

Prussian rule since the incorporation of Poznania into Prussia. Other than a minor 

uprising during 1848, which saw over 1,000 deaths, the Poles of Prussia had rarely 

resorted to violent resistance. And in fact, 1848 saw more widespread revolts by Germans 

in Prussia. While the November and January Uprisings of 1830 and 1863 respectively 
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evidenced Polish national displeasure with Russia, the situation in Poznania remained 

relatively calm. While German nationalists often wrote of these rebellions as causes to 

worry about the loyalty of the Poles, they rarely showed much anxiety about the 

possibility of Polish military rebellion. Moreover, after 1863, Polish national activists had 

overwhelmingly switched tactics from violent resistance to organic work as a means of 

Polish national development. Thus, German nationalists worried about Polish national 

development through non-military means, and the military power of their European 

rivals. 

 

The Russian Empire 

The potential loss of Poznania to Polish nationalism increasingly worried German 

nationalists given the worsening diplomatic relationship between Germany and the 

Entente of France and Russia during the fin de siècle. The Hakatist Müller alleged that 

the protection of Germandom in the eastern provinces was the most important factor in 

the security of the German Empire.548 He claimed that the economic and political power 

of Germany relied on keeping Königsberg, Danzig, Breslau, and Poznan German. The 

loss of these spaces to Polish nationalism, Müller asserted, would eventually mean the 

creation of a Polish Empire, where there would be no place for Germans. Hypocritically, 

he argued that in Germany, Poles were allowed to be Poles, but in a unified Poland, 

Germans would need to become Poles or emigrate. Thus, German nationalists tied 

German possession of the Ostmark to the continued national existence of Germans there, 

as well as the defense of all of Germany against Russia. Yet, German nationalist thought 
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about Russia varied greatly, with some suggestions of expansionist potential in the 

Russian East, while others warned against any policy that would bring war with Russia.  

Wendorff maintained that as long as the German and Russian Empires were 

“friendly powers,” Polish “aspirations” for independence would have no success.549 

However, should war happen between the two countries, and Germany became the victor, 

the creation of an autonomous or independent Polish kingdom between Germany and 

Russia was possible. He hoped that this Polish state would serve as a buffer between 

Russia and Germany, providing defense and reducing border tensions between the two 

powers.550  Should Germany win a war, an independent Polish state formed out of the 

Congress Kingdom was an attractive option as a buffer between Germany and Russia. 

Though the Poles were more nationally related to the Russians, religiously they were 

Catholic, and thus more closely tied to Western Europe, than the east, according to 

Wendorff.551 In contrast, Müller was critical of  nationalist “fantasies” of reclaiming the 

former Baltic territories of the Teutonic Knights in Livland, Kurland, and Estland, 

because it would require war with Russia, which could easily turn into a nightmare. Even 

if Germany was victorious, the introduction of so many people of differing nationalities 

would  leave Germany in “an absolutely indefensible situation, the germ of never-ending 

wars.”552 Instead, he argued the focus must be on maintaining the territory Germany has 

from the desires of independence by the Poles, not expanding against the Russians. As we 

will see, the conceptual framework of Germandom expanding into the East would 
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radically expand during the First World War. 

The Pan-German League viewed Russia as a massive threat due to its enormous 

geographic size.553 While much of this huge area was sparsely populated, the Pan-

German League wrote that many of the areas of southern Siberia were inhabitable, giving 

Russian nationalism tremendous room to grow. Russian nationalism could expand 

throughout Central Asia, Anglo-Saxon throughout North America, and Australasia. For 

the nationalist Pan-German League, more land meant more people, and thus more 

national strength. This Pan-German conception of demographic national strength showed 

clear influence from Friedrich Ratzel’s theories about Lebensraum. Schiele, too, looked 

enviously on the size of Russia. With 80 million people compared to the 60 million in 

Germany, but with far more land, and thus, more power. Even as late as 1917, Russia 

remained a perceived danger for German nationalists. German nationalists argued that the 

“Russian colossus,” despite “cultural and political” backwardness, “remained the most 

fundamental danger for the freedom of Europe.”554 

 

Comparisons to the National Situations in the Habsburg Lands and Great Britain 

The development of Polish and German nationalisms in Poznania did not occur in 

a vacuum. German nationalists were aware of this, and looked to other colonial powers 

and nationalisms to compare to their own. Of particular relevance for Poznania was the 

Habsburg Empire. Boguslawski emphasized the development of Czech nationalism in 

Bohemia, and other national movements throughout the Habsburg Empire, to stress the 
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advance of Slavic nationalisms throughout Central Europe.555  Moritz Gehre maintained 

that Germandom was world important, but dwindling throughout Eastern Europe, 

particularly in the Habsburg Empire, where it was in retreat compared to the “Czechs, 

Poles, Ruthenians, Slovaks, Slovenians, Slovene, Hungarians, Romanians and 

Italians.”556 He also pointed to Alsace-Lorraine as a region where the German population 

was dwindling compared to the French. Another point of comparison was between the 

Ostmarkenromane and the Heimat Literature of the Habsburg Empire. This Heimat 

literature contained similar tropes to the Eastern Marches Novels of the Kaiserreich, 

warning about the potential of Czechization.557 One similar trope was the portrayal of 

Germans as rugged heroes. The novel Eine Mischheirat (A Mixed-Marriage) by Karl 

Tuerk, showed another common trope. The novel was about a German man who married 

a Czech woman against his family’s wishes, leading to the family farm going to ruin and 

his children not able to speak ‘proper’ German. The Ostmarkenverein regularly read 

Polish newspaper articles from Austria-Hungary, Russia, Switzerland, France, and the 

United States, in order to monitor Polish national writings.558  Other German nationalists 

did not find the German and Habsburg situations as similar. Taking a hegemonist 

position, rather than a national one, Wendorff asserted that Austrian and Russian Poles 

differed in their lifestyles from Prussian Poles, with the latter’s lifestyle being closer to 

Prussian Germans.559 To Schiele, Austria was in a much different position than Germany 
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was, because Austria-Hungary was a multinational state560. With the rise of nationalism, 

Habsburg power had waned, while German (and Prussian) had risen. 

Müller addressed comparisons between the German-Polish situation in Poznania 

and the Hungarian-German situation in Hungarian half of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.561 Many, he wrote, alleging that if German nationalism “seduced” the Poles the 

way the Hungarians did the Germans, more intelligently and properly, Germanization of 

the Poles was possible. Müller rejected this view, declaring that the Hungarians were far 

more brutal in their Magyarization than the Germans were in their Germanization, and if 

German policy followed Hungarian, the Poles, Danes, and Alsace-Lorrainians would 

object vigorously over unjust and brutal treatment. Furthermore, he asserted that 

Hungarian nationalists easily assimilated the Germans of Hungary in part because the 

land had not traditionally been German.562 The Poles fought against nationalization so 

fervently because they could point to the Kingdom of Poland. Müller vented his 

frustrations at the ease with which Germans changed nationalities. He derisively wrote 

that common reasons for German de-nationalization were to maintain their comfort, for 

vanity, and for better material conditions. In the case of Hungary, Müller emphasized the 

effectiveness of ‘de-Germanization.’ According to Müller and others, Germans 

assimilated to the places where they lived to a far greater extent than other nationalities. 

Müller concluded by rejecting German assimilation of Poles, claiming that the Polish 

assimilation of German knowledge of industry, commerce, agriculture only led to Polish 

nationalism using that knowledge against Germandom. 
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Describing the English colonialism in Ireland, Stumpfe wrote that, in Ireland the 

English landlords had almost complete control over the land, and the peasants had lost 

their language and speak English, an apparent victory for Anglicization. Despite this, the 

people hated their landlords and were a danger to the stability of the state because of it. 

He connected this criticism to the absentee Junkers in the Prussian East. Stumpfe 

continued by rejecting assimilation as an option, because German nationalism had 

already lost its appeal to the Poles. He believed that German nationalism could not win 

Poznania through the schools or occupying land, but must be secured through 

immigration of Germans into the region. For Stumpfe, reversing the demographic trend 

was the only way to ‘win’ the national struggle.”563  

Many German nationalists were concerned about Britain's power, given its vast 

colonial Empire. Schiele was contemptuous of the notion that such colonial strength was 

meaningful compared to German military and political power in Europe. In a severely 

diffusionist manner, he argued that power resided in Europe, not in colonial possessions. 

Britain, North America, and Russia were threats because of their vast empires, but 

Germany had its position in the heart of Europe. Even with their colonial Empires, 

Schiele maintained, these powers would never be able to change the “balance of power in 

Europe” or shift Europe from its dominant position in world affairs. He pointed to the 

declines of the Spanish, Portuguese, and French colonial empires as evidence that Europe 

was where true power tested. The implication was that Germany needed victory in a 

European war to show its strength, defeat its rivals, and expand its political, economic, 

and military reach throughout the world. As the First World War began in 1914, German 
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nationalists fervently hoped to make this reality. 

 

The First World War and the Radicalization of German Nationalism 

The First World War and the Treaty of Versailles that brought the war to its end, 

fundamentally shifted the geopolitical and national situation of Central and Eastern 

Europe. Moreover, this period marked the beginning of a new period of German 

nationalist thought, which at the start of the war, envisioned vast nationalist projects 

expanding Germandom into the East. After those wars, with German defeat, right-wing 

nationalist discourse further moved towards fear and hatred. 

One consideration that began to occupy the minds of German nationalists in the 

years leading to World War One, and during it, was what to do with the territory that 

Germany would occupy at the end of the war. Wilhelm Wendorff saw the possibility of 

an independent Poland emerging should a war between the German and Russian Empires 

occur. Wendorff stated this would only be possible if Germany decided that a buffer state 

between it and Russia was in its best interests. Wendorff was bullish on the idea, 

underscoring the Polish connection to Catholicism and Western Europe, despite their 

Slavic roots, as evidence that the Polish state would remain friendly with Germany and 

Western Europe. Yet, he wrote, that should Russia win the war, no independent Polish 

state would be possible, as Poznania was too small a territory and too mixed with 

Germans to exist in Eastern Europe alone, and Russia would not cede the territory of the 

Congress Kingdom.  

By the First World War, the foreign policy concerns of the Kaiserreich had 

shifted. War opened the possibility of the expansion of German influence at the expense 
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of Russia, France, and Britain. The German government and German nationalists began 

plans for the creation of a vast German-dominated economic bloc that could rival the 

American and British empires. This economic bloc would consist of a German dominated 

Central Europe (Mitteleuropa) and Central Africa (Mittelafrika).564 Furthermore, German 

nationalist thought on the East transformed during the war, hardening to a much more 

exclusionist, discriminatory othering. Gabriel Liulevicius and Robert L. Nelson have 

shown the impact of soldier experiences on the Eastern Front in this development. During 

the First World War, the ‘Polish Question’ became an even pressing concern to German 

nationalists. Having driven their armies deep into Russian territory, the Central Powers 

began fantasizing about, and planning, what would become of the vast expanse of 

territory occupied after the war ended. Some German nationalists suggested giving the 

Congress Kingdom to Austria-Hungary, because it fit better in a multinational empire, 

and there were concerns that adding millions more Poles to Germany would exacerbate 

the ‘Polish Question’ within the Kaiserreich.565 Another suggestion was defining the 

space of Eastern Europe in colonial terms, annexing these areas, but not including them 

in the constitution of the German Empire, thus giving them a status akin to Germany’s 

overseas colonies.566 For others, Germany’s victories on the Eastern Front opened up the 

prospect for grander visions of territorial annexation and national expansion. Writing in 

1917, Gothein argued that German military power would increase if it added the 

Congress Kingdom, Lithuania, and Kurland, but also brought up the possibility of an 
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independent Polish-Lithuanian-Kurlandish state under German influence to weaken 

Russia and not bring in millions of more non-nationally German citizens.567 

In the era following the First World War, German nationalists continued to use 

tropes similar to those from the prewar period to claim their right to dominion over 

Poznania and other linguistically mixed regions in its eastern provinces that were to be 

divided between it and a newly independent Poland. Written as a defense of German 

appeals to retain West Prussia and Poznania after the First World War, Maurice Weiss’ 

“Some facts concerning the German Element in Posen and West Prussia,” provided a 

laundry list of nationalist and colonialist tropes about Poznania.568 Published as a defense 

of German territorial claims to Poznania and West Prussia at Versailles, Weiss began the 

article with the argument that Germans had a majority in Poznania and West Prussia 

combined and a majority in three governmental districts (Danzig, Marienwerder, and 

Bromberg), opposed to one (Posen) that was majority Polish.569 He obscured the fact that 

Poles had the majority in the Poznania by never addressing it in his argument. While 

shown in his statistics, he failed to mention the fact that the German majority in the two 

provinces together was by slightly more than a percentage point or around 45,000 people. 

Similarly, the German-speaking majority in the Bromberg district was only by .09%.  

The article evidenced significant reverse diffusionist tropes, particularly 

surrounding the civilizing mission. He wrote that, “the Germans hold cultural 

superiority,” providing the ‘evidence’ that 78% of scholars in secondary schools were 
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German, compared to 22% Polish.570  Weiss, of course, made no mention of the ways that 

Polish-speakers and German Catholics were systematically disadvantaged by Prussian 

economic, social and educational systems. Weiss also included several familiar tropes of 

medieval history to defend Germany’s right to West Prussia and Poznania. “In the case of 

Posen, all history reports that it has been the German who economically as well as 

culturally furthered this province,”571 citing the “technical knowledge” of German 

immigrants and the draining of swamps and the cutting down of forests. Furthermore, 

Weiss alleged that the German “capacity for work was twice that of the Polish 

peasant.”572 Finally, he extolled the virtues of Friedrich the Great and the early Prussian 

administration of Poznania, again connecting it to the civilizing mission: “From the time 

of Frederic the Great, who took great pains to raise West Prussia as quickly as possible to 

the standard of the other Prussian provinces, it has above all been the work of the State 

and of the German administration, which had raised the two provinces out of great 

poverty and decay to their prosperity of to-day.”573 Weiss’s argument was full of 

examples of ‘polnische Wirtschaft’.  He claimed that Prussian rule had been wonderful 

for the Polish people. He wrote that, “Prussia has achieved for them, what they have 

never been able to attain to by their own efforts, and what they do, up to this day, not 

possess in Galicia for instance, viz. an independant [sic] and viable peasantry and urban 

middle-classes.” Moreover, he proclaimed the innocence of Prussia and German 

nationalism from any wrong-doing towards the Poles, “which has in its history never 
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known such a thing as national hatred for the Polish people.”574 Yet, Weiss also exhibited 

a clear animosity and bitterness about Poles: “the fault remains rather with the Polish 

people who have, in spite of all that the German people have done for them, always kept 

alive a sharp aversion against the Germans.”575 While clear nationalist propaganda, 

Weiss’ pamphlet showed the clear continuity between German nationalist discourse 

before and at the end of the First World War. The German nationalist mythologization of 

history seen throughout this project would continue into the Interwar period and through 

the Second World War. Hitler employed these mythologizations of history and the 

innateness of national identity to gain British and French acceptance of his annexations of 

Austria and the Sudetenland in 1838/39. This path of German irredentism and nationalist 

expansionism would lead to the deadliest war in human history. As emphasized, as late as 

1946, these myths remained extremely important, as when the Bamberger Myth was 

employed at the Nuremburg Trials to defend Nazi war crimes.576 A deeper discussion of 

German nationalism in Interwar Central Europe is outside of the scope of this project. 

However, the First World War transformed German nationalism significantly. Nationalist 

and colonialist ideas about Poznania’s place within German nationalism, and the millions 

of Germans living outside of German national territory, were gravely important issues 

during the Interwar Period and the Second World War. 
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Conclusion 

 
German reverse diffusionist tropes about the national strength of Germandom, as 

well as the interaction between German and Polish nationalisms, heavily influenced the 

development of colonial and nationalist thought on Poznania and the Ostmark. In 

response to reverse diffusionism and the German/Polish national conflict, German 

nationalists developed nationalist tropes in order to claim their right to rule and inhabit 

Poznania and other eastern provinces. Such tropes were employed in a huge variety of 

ways over a wide expanse of topics, but its function in discourse on German history, 

Poznanian space, colonialism, demographics, and geopolitical concerns were at the 

forefront. One powerful trope was the Bamberger Myth, which German nationalists 

connected not just to educational and religious policy, but the very identity of Poznania 

and Poznanians. Demographic concerns and the Bamberger Myth (and Polonization in 

general) fueled fears of future Polish dominance of the Ostmark. 

Thus, nationalist fiercely contested the identity of Poznanian space, whether it 

was nationally German or Polish, during the fin de siècle. Poznania had been under 

Polish rule for most of the medieval and early modern periods, and thus had a distinct 

Polish cultural character in many ways. Additionally, it represented some of the earliest 

territory acquired by Poland, and formed the core of the early medieval Polish Kingdom, 

including the first capital. Thus, German nationalists had significant anxiety about 

whether the territory was truly German or not. To assert their national right to the land of 

Poznania, German nationalists mythologized medieval and early modern history to 

‘prove’ their rightful possession. These tropes relied heavily on the idea of first habitation 

and the civilizing mission. In the first, German nationalists claimed that Germanic tribes 
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had been the first inhabitants of Poznania, and often wrote about Slavic violence against 

Germanic tribes in an effort to paint Polish control of Poznania through much of the 

millennium as based on violence and war. Moreover, they stressed the ways that German-

speakers had continued to inhabit and influence Poznania throughout the medieval and 

early modern periods, through their emphasis on German immigration and ‘civilizing 

missions.’ The second category of tropes were those of the civilizing mission, which also 

tied heavily to immigration. These accounts argued that without Germans and German 

knowledge, Poznania would never have developed into the modern, industrializing 

territory that it had become. As waves of German settlers entered the East, German 

nationalists loudly proclaimed that they had civilized the East through their knowledge 

and labor. In the Bamberger Myth, Bär portrayed the eighteenth-century Bambergers in 

such a manner, as heroic German colonizers. Furthermore, German nationalists alleged 

that Poznania belonged in the Holy Roman Empire, and thus under German control, 

because Emperor Otto III had vassalized Poland during the reign of Boleslaw Chrobry. 

Fundamentally, these national myths reinforced the false notion that nation was not a 

constructed category of identity, but a historical, innate category of being that could be 

applied to pre-modern history, and served to limit the ability of people to coexist by 

dividing them along artificial lines of conflict. 

German nationalist responses to the ‘Polish Question,’ too, underscored the 

treatment of Poznania space and Polish people in colonial ways. While differing from 

overseas colonialism in many important aspects (particularly in German ideas about race, 

civilizational advancement, miscegenation, and proximity), German governmental and 

German nationalist ideas, policies, and actions towards Poznania and the Ostmark show 
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significant colonial structures and tropes. Foremost of these were the Prussian 

government’s implementation of the Prussian Settlement Commission and their expulsion 

of over 30,000 non-citizen Poles and Jews. Through the Settlement Commission, German 

nationalists hoped to improve the German national demographic position in the east 

through the settlement of smallhold German farmers. This colonization, German 

nationalists hoped, would not only increase the number of Germans in the East, but 

solidify the nationality of, amphibious and nationally indifferent German and bilingual 

speakers, particularly German Catholics. Furthermore, many nationalists asserted that the 

power of German Kultur would further Germanize the land and people as new ‘hard-

working’ German colonists entered the scene and became symbols of German national 

superiority; people to emulate and aspire to.  

Demographic concerns also played a large role in the desire to colonize Poznania. 

Due to higher birthrates and immigration patterns, the Polish-speaking population was 

growing at a more rapid rate than the German. In fact, German population numbers in the 

middle of the century stagnated, while Polish grew. Further increasing these anxieties 

were ideas about the ‘Polonization’ of German Catholics fueled by the Bamberger Myth. 

Not only were Polish-speakers increasing relative to German-speakers because of higher 

birth-rates, but because German-speaking Catholics had begun to identify as Polish. 

These demographic concerns were full of reverse diffusionist anxiety over ideas about 

‘the Slavic flood.’ German nationalists connected such vague fears to real demographic 

concerns, as well as ideas about miscegenation, and the Polonization of people. Germans 

also worried about the rising Polish national movement, particularly in the growing 

power of the Polish middle-class. 
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Finally, it must be stressed, that German national and colonial ideas about 

themselves, the Poles, and Central and Eastern Europe existed within a vastly 

complicated transnational discourse. German nationalists looked to Britain, North 

America, and Russia to compare their national, colonial, industrial, cultural, military, 

political, and scientific development. Moreover, they compared their national strength to 

these other powers, looking for ways to increase German national power in relation to 

their rivals. Beginning in 1914, the First World War gave German nationalists that 

opportunity. As Germany pushed the Russian army deep into Russian territory, German 

colonial ideas towards Eastern Europe began to radicalize. Many German nationalists 

started to envision a huge territorial expansion for Germany to control, either through 

direct annexation, political, or economic hegemony over Central and Eastern Europe. 

However, these plans met a harsh end with German defeat in the war. As a result, many 

German nationalists felt bitter, angry, and confused over how their moment of glory had 

been so abruptly crushed. These negative emotions would help to fuel irredentist and 

radical nationalist movements in the Interwar and Second World War periods. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 

Through his 1882 monograph on the Poznanian Bambergers in Die Bamberger 

bei Posen, Max Bär created and disseminated the Bamberger Myth, a simplification of 

Poznanian Bamberger history in an attempt to support a harsher Germanization policy in 

Poznania. In the decades following, German nationalists used the Bamberger Myth to 

demand various assimilationist, exclusionist, and cultural hegemonic policies aimed at 

nationalizing the Ostmark. Bär’s work fundamentally denied the agency and autonomy of 

the Poznanian Bambergers themselves, even more frustratingly because he had access to 

them, going as far as to speak with at least a few of them. Yet, he squandered those 

opportunities, getting the information that suited his nationalist arguments. The 

Bamberger Myth defined the identity of many Poznanian Bambergers as the 

‘Polonization’ of German-speaking Catholics to create a myth that would support Max 

Bär’s nationalist aims of more intense Germanization efforts in the Ostmark, including 

the segregation of schools between Germans and Poles.  

The Bamberger Myth was influential in the development of German nationalist 

discourse on Poznania.577 German nationalist writers employed the myth to support 

various assimilationist, exclusionist, and cultural hegemonic policies, all of which sought 

                                                           
577 Albert von Boguslawski, Fünfundachtzig Jahre Preussischer Regierungspolitik in Posen und 
Westpreussen von 1815 bis 1900 (Berlin: Gose and Tetzlaff, 1901). Waldemar Hoffmann, Wie die 
“Bamberger” bei Posen zu Polen wurden (Schlawe: Moldenhauer and Sohn, 1906). Moritz Gehre, Die 
Neue Deutsche Kolonisation in Posen und Westpreussen (Grossenhain: Kommissionersverlag, 1899). Paul 
Krische, Die Provinz Posen (Stassfurt: R. Weicke, 1907). Leo Wegener, Der Wirtschaftliche Kampf der 
Deutschen mit den Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Jolowicz, 1903). Wilhelm Wendorff, Der Kampf 
der Deutsche und Polen um die Provinz Posen (Posen: Verlag von Friedrich Ebbecke, 1904). Hermann 
Schütze, Landeskunde der Provinz Posen (Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1914). G.W. Schiele, Briefe über 
Landflucht und Polenfrage (Leipzig: Fr. Wilh. Grunow, 1908). Hans Delbrück, Die Polenfrage (Berlin: 
Verlag von Hermann Walther, 1894). H. Werner, Provinz Posen. Das Land und seine Bewohner (Breslau: 
Ferdinand Hirt, 1888). Müller, Will Deutschland die Ostmarken Behaupten oder nicht? (Berlin, Gose & 
Tetzlaff, 1900). All-Deutschen Verbandes. Die Deutsche Ostmark (Berlin: M. Priber, 1894). 
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to strengthen the German nationalist position in the Ostmark. Those writers with more 

assimilationist and exclusionist leanings, utilized the Bamberger Myth to argue for more 

aggressive and stringent Germanization policies. Bär reduced the long and complex 

process of Poznanian Bamberger identity formation to a myth that blamed Polish 

instruction in the Volksschulen and the Polish nationalist agenda of the local clergy for 

the Bambrzy ‘Polonization.’ As we have stressed, this process was far more complicated, 

involving a slow acculturation into Poznanian and Polish-speaking Catholic society and 

community over almost two centuries of habitation in Poznania. Moreover, this process 

was accelerated in the period post-1871, as the Kulturkampf created a situation where the 

Bambergers, and other German Catholics of the East, were denied acceptance into the 

biopolitical identity of the state, which had become to be defined by a particular form of 

loyalist Protestant nationalism. Outside of this identity, and with anti-Catholic and anti-

Polish policies and rhetoric increasing, many German Catholics, including the Bambrzy, 

sought alternative forms of community, as well as protections from the repressive 

policies and dogma of the Kulturkampf. In Poznania, this alternative community formed 

around Polish Catholicism, and heavily relied on Polish nationalism to create a unified 

sense of identity and community that could provide aid and comfort in a time of 

increasingly discriminatory policy and language.  

In reducing the development of Bambrzy identity to a myth, Bär transmitted a 

story, a symbol of ‘Polonization,’ that many German nationalists uncritically parroted. 

The Bamberger Myth fit well into German nationalist ideological frameworks, because it 

reinforced two major points that many nationalists sought to emphasize: the German 

civilizing mission and the dangers of ‘Polonization.’ The myth labelled the early 
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Bambergers as colonizers, ‘true’ Germans who had worked to ‘civilize’ Poznania for 

decades, until their ‘Polonization’ in the 1860s, which, Max Bär claimed, some heroically 

resisted. Historians and social scientists such as Leo Wegener, Dietrich Schäfer, Moritz 

Gehre, Adolf Warschauer, and Hermann Schütze relied on the Bamberger Myth for their 

understanding of the Bambrzy, and used it as evidence to support the policies they 

desired, those they thought would truly Germanize the Ostmark.578 Furthermore, in these 

histories the Bamberger Myth was one of many national mythologizations that 

nationalists used to transform the history of Poznania into a national one. Thus, the 

Bambrzy themselves were both nationalized through this discourse, while the Bamberger 

Myth served to further nationalize and divide along national lines, the history, and people 

of Poznania. Newspapers, travel guides, and nationalist organizations also understood the 

history of Poznania through this nationalist lens, with the Ostmarkenverein especially 

influenced by the Bamberger Myth, employing it regularly to argue for the need for 

increased Germanization.579 

Those nationalists evincing more cultural hegemonic strands of nationalist 

ideology varied a bit more in their use of the Bamberger Myth. Cultural hegemonist 

thought desired German national political, economic, social, and cultural hegemony in 

Prussia’s eastern provinces, but made allowances for the development of other 
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nationalisms, if they ‘played nice’ with German dominance. German nationalist historian 

Hans Delbrück indicated this ideology in his arguments: “every Pole who wants to 

advance somehow in the world must understand German.”580 Assimilationist and 

exclusionist thought tended to be much more colonial in their understanding of the 

struggle between German and Polish nationalisms, offering little room for compromise.   

The ideologies of colonialism and imperialism heavily informed the ideological 

basis for how German nationalism perceived itself. Moreover, these ideologies had 

significant political, social, cultural, economic, and geopolitical ramifications on the 

history of Central Europe and the entire globe. Of foremost concern to this study, was the 

development of a colonial ideology about, and policy towards, Germany’s eastern 

provinces. This project of inner colonization was expanded during World War One 

through the German occupation of vast areas of Eastern Europe and the development of 

plans for the future integration, and administration, of this territory into a larger German-

dominated Mitteleuropa, which military leaders and nationalists hoped would secure 

German hegemony over Europe.581 As Susan Zantop has shown, the colonial mindset of 

German nationalism pre-dates its official state-driven overseas imperialism, beginning as 

early as the late eighteenth century.582 A powerful strand of thought emerged from the 

development of German of colonial ideologies without overseas colonies, particularly as 

millions of German-speakers were emigrating overseas during the nineteenth century. 

                                                           
580 Hans Delbrück, Die Polenfrage (Berlin: Verlag von Hermann Walther, 1894), 26.  
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Fears of the loss of German demographic power and the assimilation of Germans into the 

newly independent nations of the Americas fueled German reverse diffusionist fears of 

‘Slavic flood.’ The Bamberger Myth fed these fears. 

German nationalist dreams of a vast Mitteleuropa controlled politically, 

economically, militarily, and culturally by Imperial Germany were crushed with their 

defeat in the First World War and the subsequent Treaty of Versailles, which led to the 

loss of territory in the East (including Poznania and West Prussia), and the creation of 

new national states throughout Central and Eastern Europe (including an independent 

Poland). Anger and resentment were common responses from German nationalists, as 

Elizabeth Drummond and Gabriel Liulevicius have shown.583 Nevertheless, it would be 

an error to view the history of Central Europe, or German nationalism, as a teleology 

leading inevitably to Nazism and the Holocaust. As has been stressed, liberals and 

nationalists throughout Western Europe and the United States viewed the world through 

similar racist, chauvinistic, imperialist lenses, were similarly anti-democratic and 

militaristic, and pursued ‘civilizing’ missions throughout the world that placed Western 

Europeans at the peak of civilizational development.  

Thus, we must be careful not to view the Kaiserreich’s successor state, the 

Weimar Republic, as doomed to failure. Rather, as Detlev Peukert has asserted, the 

“simultaneous presence of several different elements of crisis” led to a worst-case 

scenario for liberal democracy in nascent Weimar Germany..584  Indeed, the rise of 
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National Socialism was not a renunciation of modernity, but the channeling of modern 

forces to totalitarian ends.585  The festering resentment of German nationalists post-

Versailles, particularly reverse diffusionist fears of Germandom being overwhelmed by 

Slavs, were mobilized by Hitler for his genocidal, authoritarian aims. One example, we 

have seen, was by the lawyers defending Nazi war criminals at the Nuremburg Trials, 

who evoked the Bamberger Myth as evidence for the defense.586  

Through our study of German nationalist writing and thought on Poznania, we 

have emphasized the presence of intense anxieties about Germany’s perceived position in 

the world, and the strength of German nationalism. These fears manifested themselves in 

a variety of ways, including attacks on educational policy as not advocating 

Germanization strongly enough, and against the Catholic Church, particularly the Polish-

speaking clergy, who German nationalists labeled as Polonizers. The Bamberger Myth 

was heavily employed here, leading to a severe lack of critical analysis of the national 

education policy. As a result, German nationalists tended to stress quantity of German 

taught over pedagogical effectiveness. Moreover, German nationalists wielded other 

myths to make their demands for Germanization of the Ostmark more effective. Foremost 

among these were the use of ancient, medieval, and early modern history to support the 

myth of a historical and innate German nationalism dating back millennia. Furthermore, 

German nationalists molded this history into myths of Germans ‘civilizing’ work in the 

East. They also used tropes about Germans being the first inhabitants of the Ostmark, and 

further reinforced the use of violence and oppression against Poles by proclaiming the 
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existence of an eternal Kampf (struggle) between Germanic and Slavic peoples. By 

continuously asserting that this Kampf was eternal, they stoked fears of reverse 

diffusionism and danger, othering Polish-speakers, and other Slavic peoples, and 

reinforcing the idea of them as Reichsfeinde (enemies of the Empire). Another major 

trope of German nationalist myth was the use of medieval and early modern history to 

stress that Germans had brought civilization to the Ostmark through their technical 

knowledge, industriousness, and Christianity. Into the early modern period, the tropes of 

the civilizing mission continued, as German nationalists created a dichotomy between 

‘hard-working,’ ‘intelligent,’ ‘orderly’ Germans and the ‘backwards,’ ‘lazy’ Poles and 

their ‘polnische Wirtschaft.’ 

German nationalists viewed the Ostmark as colonial in many ways, defining the 

Poles as inferior, seeking segregation or assimilation of the Polish population, and 

demanding the increased use of German as the sole official language in schools, courts, 

government, bureaucracy, street signs, and many other aspects of life. Furthermore, 

through the Settlement Commission, the Prussian government instituted a colonial 

settlement program that sought to transform the demographic balance of the Ostmark 

along German lines. German nationalist demographic fears such as ‘Polonization,’ Polish 

birthrates, German emigration, and sexual ‘miscegenation’ between Germans and Poles 

were influential in the development of the Settlement Commission. Despite many 

attempts to Germanize the space and people of Poznania, and the Ostmark as a whole, 

these policies failed to bring about the solidification of German nationalism in the East, 

rather they began to divide the population more fully into two opposed national groups. 

In doing so, Germanization significantly increased Polish national identity among the 
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population of Poznania. Important to this development was the fact that German 

nationalists fundamentally misrepresented the role Germanization had played in the East, 

particularly through schooling. The Volksschulen, overcrowded, inefficient, and untrained 

at teaching language, were a very poor method of teaching the German language, and 

even poorer at inculcating a German identity in its pupils. Furthermore, the differing 

exclusionist and assimilationist impulses of the Kulturkampf and Germanization policies 

contributed to this pedagogical ineffectiveness, as exclusionist policies pushed for 

policies that othered, frustrated, and angered Poles, working directly against 

assimilationist goals.  

Despite the myriad of ways that German nationalists viewed Poznania, and the 

Ostmark as a whole, as colonial space, life in Poznania remained far too complex and 

nuanced for this monolithic dichotomy to hold true in reality. Poznania remained in many 

ways nationally indifferent, amphibious, and concerned with identity and life outside of 

the national binary, much to the frustration of national activists. The identity of the 

Bambrzy was one such area. Having acculturated to some extent with their Polish-

speaking neighbors since their first decades in Poznania, the Bambergers participated in 

rich, multilingual and multi-ethnic communities in Poznania.587 By the 1880s, as 

nationalism began to constrict the identity choices of Poznanians, the Bambrzy joined 

community organizations, both Polish and German, signifying a level of national 

identification. As the Kulturkampf defined the biopolitical identity of the Kaiserreich as 

loyalist Protestant German nationalism, the Poznanian Bambergers began to identify 

more nationally to gain protection from the oppressive policies of the Kulturkampf. While 
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many of them chose to identify as Polish, others adopted German nationalism, and many 

almost certainly remained amphibious and nationally indifferent in many ways.588  

The Kulturkampf was instrumental in the process of the nationalization of 

Poznania, because it placed German-speaking Catholics, and Polish-speakers outside of 

the biopolitical identity of the state. Through anti-Catholic and anti-Polish measures, the 

Polish lower-classes began to feel the effects of the Kulturkampf on their daily lives, 

particularly through the huge number of parishes lacking clergy.589 As the parish was the 

center of cultural and religious life for rural Poznanians, these empty parishes were a 

perpetual symbol of the governmental attack on the Catholic Church. Moreover, 

assimilation efforts in the Prussian Volksschulen became increasingly less effective as the 

Prussian government cut funding and enforced German as the sole language of 

instruction, making it increasingly difficult for Polish-speakers to learn. 

Understanding Poznania as a space where amphibianism, national indifference, 

nationalism, and colonialism intersected is vital to an understanding of the history of 

Poznania, the Ostmark, and Central Europe. While difficult to uncover through the sparse 

primary sources they left behind, the lower-classes resisted and modified the 

nationalization and colonization of their spaces in many ways. One way was remaining 

amphibious and impossible for nationalists to categorize. Another was identifying with a 

nationality that defied the expectations of German nationalists. For example, many 

Poznanian Bambergers choosing Polish-speaking community, and eventually Polish 
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nationalism over German. The Bambrzy resisted the centralizing and assimilating 

processes of German nationalism that sought to destroy the rich multi-lingual, multi-

ethnic, and multi-religious life of Poznania in a variety of ways that underscore how 

complex, messy, and fluid the process of nationalization was in Poznania. 

In the end, whether nationalist writers believed the Bamberger Myth, or 

understood it as an oversimplification for national political ends, is ultimately immaterial, 

as the results were the same. Through mythologization, nationalists sought to nationalize 

the people and space of Central Europe, create divisions and antagonism between 

‘national’ populations, and convince the majority of German-speakers that cohabitation 

and compromise with Polish nationalism was impossible and undesirable. The 

Bamberger Myth was one of the most power of these arguments, because it claimed to 

show that Polish nationalism was already aggressively seeking to ‘Polonize’ Germans, 

and thus damage or defeat, the Polish national project.  

To understand the history of Central Europe, and the world, over the last three 

hundred years, one must understand the ways that nationalism and other constructed 

identities have shaped our worldviews and our historical development. By arguing so 

forcefully and fully that identities were historical and innate, and that nation should 

correspond to state, nationalists have been able to create a world where so many fail to 

see the constructed nature of identity, and the ways that it constricts ideology, policy, and 

progress. Governments and people continue to form policies and ideologies based on a 

misunderstanding of nation as an innate or millennia-old category rather than a relatively 

recent, constructed one. Nationalists continue to ground their ideologies on the 

fundamental misunderstanding of nationalism, and often use it to exclude and oppress. In 
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many ways the importance of this study lies here, with the continued need to explore the 

constructed nature of identity. In a world where power structures continue to oppress both 

overtly and systemically based on categorizes of identity such as nation, race, gender, 

sexuality, and religion, this study continues to be immediately relevant and pressing.  
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