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Schelbert: Sisters in Battle: Five Portraits

Sisters in Battle: Five Portraits
Leo Schelbert
A methodical perusal of biographical entries in encyclopedic works such
as the Schweizer Lexikon ( 1998) or the Historische Lexikon der Schweiz (HLS ),
now in progress, brings to light a great many Swiss women who were active in
the advocacy of women's equality, but who are far too little known. Some
dedicated themselves to a specific issue, others were driven by a
comprehensive vision of existing inequality to be remedied. They fought on a
broad front against varied forms of male dominance. They hailed from the
political right, center, and left, from the working class as well as from
professional and middle or upper classes.
The experience of University Professor Dr. Helen Schtingel-Straumann,
touched upon in a talk she gave in German on "The Church and the Woman
Question" on 19 May 2007 in Allschwil near Basel, highlights what obstacles
a twentieth century woman had to overcome. She observed:
A Swiss, I was born in 1940 in St. Gallen and later became a specialist
in the Old Testament. As far as I know, I am the first Swiss woman
who got a Ph.D. in Catholic Theology, even then in the 1960s, and in
Bonn, Germany. Until 2001 I was Professor of Biblical Theology at
the University of Kassel, now I am in so-called retirement. I come
from a family of five children and, as the oldest, I was made to do
hard work from early on and had not the least possibility to attend a
Gymnasium [a university preparatory school]. For a girl, this was in
my parents' view out of the question, although I had always the
highest grades in every class and school. Thus I went at age 18 with
only a commercial diploma from Lucerne to Zurich .... When in
1959/60 I explored the availability of a scholarship in Lucerne, I was
told by several agencies: lfl were a young man and wanted to become
a priest, then they could offer me more than a dozen possibilities. That
a girl wanted to study theology, however, could not be considered, it
was impossible, nay crazy. Nowhere was money available for that! ...
Therefore I earned the means for schooling myself, - I received
a scholarship neither in Switzerland nor in Germany where I studied,
nor did I ever receive a penny from my parents. At age 18 I left
Lucerne in order to attend an evening Gymnasium in Zurich. During
the day I worked as a full-time secretary, most of the time in a Jewish
business. · After five semesters I had earned my Matura Type A
Certificate based on Latin and Greek, after having passed a difficult
set of examinations that I had to take far from my school in Bern and
in Basel.
49
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After I began my theological studies in Tiibingen, I again was always able
to earn enough so that I could take on the next semester. Because life was less
expensive in Tiibingen than in Switzerland, I could even save up a little,
because I had never enough time to spend money.
In her talk Dr. Schiingel-Straumann pointed out that male-dominated
university structures were as much, if not more, of an obstacle for her as a
woman theologian than were ecclesiastical officials. "The university structures
are as much tailored to men as is scholarship," she observed, while
"ecclesiastical authorities are a half if not a full century behind general
developments."
The brief sketches of some Swiss women presented below, who like Iris
von Roten hailed mainly from the upper social stratum, intend to highlight the
intrepid struggle of others against the heavy odds which Helen Straumann did
overcome with such determination and success. While Switzerland's
introduction of women's suffrage in 1971, the constitutional Equal Rights
Amendment in 1981, and present-day equal educational and political
opportunities for women signal genuine progress, there is still much to be
accomplished. It means the overcoming of what has been called the glass
ceiling in administrative hierarchies, the achievement of equal pay for equal
work, equality especially within the Catholic Church, and parity in political
representation. The latter is of special importance in a democracy in which
people's involvement is not reduced to electing representatives, but involves
voting several times a year on numerous issues of varied significance that have
been worked out by elected officials and assessed by political parties. The
women featured below are merely a sample of personalities whose dedicated
efforts have helped to redress injustice based on sexual difference for the
benefit of future generations.
♦♦♦

MARIE GOEGG-POUCHOULIN (1826-1899), advocate of comprehensive
women's equality on the national and international level.
She was born in Geneva to Adrienne Pautex and her husband, the
watchmaker Jean Pouchoulin, in whose establishment Marie started working
at age 13. In 1845 she married the merchant Marc Mercier, but left him in 1849
for Franz Amand Goegg (1820-1897), a German republican revolutionary.
Since the court refused to grant a divorce, she and Goegg escaped to London,
where they became familiar with the British women's rights movement,
especially the association founded by Josephine Butler (1828-1906) that was
devoted to fighting prostitution. When in 1857 the Genevan marriage court
finally granted Marie Pouchoulin a divorce, she married Amand Goegg, and
both became involved with the International Labor League. On its congresses
held in 1866 in Geneva, 1867 in Lausanne, and 1868 in Basel, she vigorously
advocated women's rights, but without success. The Marxist Left, furthermore,
denounced the League as the epitome of "bourgeois democracy," and by 1873
it had become a purely philanthropic organization. Marie Goegg-Pouchoulin
was also active in the International League for Peace and Freedom, which had
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been co-founded by her husband, and she edited its journal called the United
States of Europe.
In 1868 Marie Goegg-Pouchoulin founded the International Association
of Women which dissolved however in 1870 due to internal strife and the
Franco-Prussian War. It was reconstituted in 1872 - the year Amand Goegg
left his family - as the International Organization for the Defense of Women's
Rights, and it established regional chapters in cities such as Zurich, Milan,
Paris, Lyon, Dtisseldorf, Liverpool and Chicago. The organization came to be
known by the name of its journal Solidarite, but dissolved in 1880 due to
dwindling membership. Marie Goegg-Pouchoulin remained nevertheless active
in the pursuit of women's equality, especially in the association of Josephine
Butler. She could also look back on some concrete achievements: In 1872 she
had successfully petitioned the legislature of Geneva to admit women to the
Lycee and the University. The following year she pleaded for the abolition of
male tutelage of widows and unmarried women, a step taken by Canton V aud
on 1 January 1874.
In her work, Marie Goegg-Pouchoulin demanded the abolition of all laws
that subject women to men and worked for the recognition of women as equal
human beings. Their forced exclusion from all creative thought, she lamented,
"led to debility in some, indifference in others, puerile tastes and ideas in
most." Equality in education, therefore, was crucial, since it was a foundation
of independence from men and of equality in work and politics. Her
commitment to women's equal rights and full equality in state and society was
not limited to Switzerland, however, but was "to ensure the rule of justice,
liberty, education everywhere, and the happiness of all people."

Sources:
Susanna Woodtli, Gleichberechtigung, gleiche Pflicht, gleiches Recht
(Frauenfeld: Verlag Huber, 1983), 24--49.
Beatrix Mesmer, Ausgeklammert - Eingeklammert. Frauen und
Frauenorganisationen in der Schweiz des 19. Jahrhunderts (Basel: Helbing
und Lichtenhahn, 1988), 88-110.
Erik Grobet, Marie Goegg-Pouchoulin. Une pionniere du feminisme a
Geneve, May 2002 [available on the internet in 2008].
Pionnieres et creatrices en suisse romande (Geneve: Service pour la
promotion de l'egalite entre homme et femme, Slatkine, 2004), 158-161.
♦

HELENE VON MULINEN (1850-1924) and EMMA PIEZCYNSKAREICHENBACH (1854-1927), women's rights advocates and organizational
leaders.
Margareta Rosalie Helene was the second child of Sophie, born Mutach,
and of her husband, the historian Egbert Friedrich von Mtilinen ( 1817-1887),
and she was brought up in the strict tradition of a Bernese patrician family.
Although hungry for books, in early youth she had only four of them: A Bible,
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a history of Switzerland, tales from antiquity, and the Grimm fairy tales. From
age eleven to thirteen she went to a private school, then spent some time in
French-speaking Switzerland. Hoping to become a musician, she played the
piano until stopped by her family. She gave all sorts of lessons to her siblings
and, later, to nephews and nieces without pay. None of her suitors were
acceptable to the family, but in her late thirties she was courted by the Neoapostolic preacher Alphons W aringer. After great hesitation she agreed to
getting married, but her inner self was full of despair. She wrote in the summer
of 1889 to her friend, the theologian Adolf Schlatter (1852-1938):
Fate, circumstances, and authority set over me, these have for so long
endeavored to break my independence, the ability to define myself and
my thirst for freedom, until they have won out, won out so thoroughly
that now I am, and can do, nothing anymore; that I am unable to strive
for or to undertake anything. Thus I have become a mere machine, do
automatically what I am being told. In any case, if you want to see
absolute ruin and collapse, look at me - but all of this was done in
God's name.
On 1 July 1890 she had to undergo an operation instead of being married
that day, having suffered for years from severe back pain and sometime
paralysis. She slowly recovered, but the engagement was dissolved. "I knew
myself to have been born to activity and work," she observed, "but it was taken
from me, and I had to learn something greater: suffering."
Helene von Mtilinen had been especially interested in theology,
philosophy, and church history, but her mother would not allow her to pursue
formal studies since it was against a woman's calling. "My mother meant
well," the daughter commented, "but she has smashed my life." Being fluent
in German, French, Italian, and English, Helene von Mtilinen also studied
Latin, Greek, and Hebrew on her own as avenues to comprehending other
peoples' literatures. The denial of formal studies, however, burdened her
greatly since it meant "that God made one to be what one is not allowed to be."
She realized that "being self-taught as I am, is nothing, leads to nothing." It had
been "her goal and ideal, actively to participate in humanity's intellectual
endeavors," but having been denied it, implied that "all is lost for me and life
merely a pain and a burden." She knew that
A man studying theology finds an actual position and can use his
mental capacities. The problems, which he has tackled and finally
mastered, give him a natural path to the outside world. Again and
again he gains his health in work, in his world of activity. For a
woman - at least if she is fenced in by iron prejudice as I am - there
is no natural outlet, everything gnaws at the inward being - es frisst
alles nach Innen - until the marrow is destroyed and faith has died,
that is from starvation, by being deprived to realize oneself.
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A chance encounter was to lift Helene von Miilinen's state of despair.
Climbing a streetcar in Bern, she had stumbled, hurt her foot, and needed to be
hospitalized. The medical professional taking care of her was the medical
student Emma Pieczynska-Reichenbach. They became friends, close
collaborators, and were to lead "a wondrous life together" for some 30 years.
Their backgrounds could hardly have been more dissimilar. Emma
Reichenbach was born in Paris in 1854, was orphaned at age five and brought
up in foster families in Geneva and Neuchatel. Once grown up, she returned to
Paris where she met the Polish nobleman Stanislas Pieczynska, married him in
1874, and moved with him to Poland. Because the women she met in her new
surroundings had no formal schooling, she taught them reading and writing. In
1881 she returned to Switzerland and had the marriage dissolved in 1884. At
Leukerbad, Canton Valais, she met the Australian physician and women's
rights activist Harriet Clisby (1830-1931), a native of London, whose family
had moved to southern Australia in 1838. She had earned her medical degree
at the New York Medical College for Women in 1865 and was to spend her last
years in Geneva. EmmaPieczynska-Reichenbach visited the United States with
Dr. Clisby and on her return herself pursued the study of medicine in Bern.
The two women complemented each other's strengths. Emma PieczynskaReichenbach was the doer, the organizer, aware of social issues. Helene von
Miilinen was the analytical intellectual, a marvelous speaker, and a natural
leader. Both were socially committed, and the patrician Helene von Miilinen
proudly wrote to a friend: "Are you surprised that I am a socialist and that the
wildest revolutionary finds in me sympathetic cords; that I truly hate not only
all abuse of authority, but all inherited authority?" In 1890 she became
president of the newly founded Women's Conference in Bern where her talks
were greatly valued. In 1900 both women helped founding the League of Swiss
Women's Organizations (Bund schweizerischer Frauenorganisationen, BSF),
Helene von Miilinen serving as its first president. Both supported women's
suffrage, both promoted the unimpaired development of women's personality,
and both believed that women were especially gifted in the politics of
conciliation, that is in mitigating cleavages deriving from differences of
religion, ideology, sex, and class.
Both published numerous articles, Helene von Miilinen some twenty and
Emma Pieczynska-Reichenbach some sixty, especially in later years when
suffering from increasing deafness that also had prevented her from taking
medical boards. Both women were closely linked to the endeavors of Josephine
Butler who fought against injustices suffered by women in the context of
prostitution. Both viewed sexual intimacy between consenting adult as a
private issue and promoted education in sexual matters. Emma PieczynskaReichenbach also founded the Soziale Kauferliga, an association to protect
exploited saleswomen, was active as a translator and had a large
correspondence. Helene von Miilinen, in tum, explored questions such as
"Woman and the Gospel," the topic of a talk in which she criticized the
Churches for being occupied "with high speculations" but failing "to hear the
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misery and despair of those who perish." Addressing students on women's
suffrage she remarked:
If you, being distraught, ask me whether we women want to be elected
to office and even believe that far in the future some one might
become Federal Councilor, I want to raise the counter-question: Why
not? If monarchical states had women executives: Why should
democratic states be excluded from it? Do you want to use a Maria
Theresia [Austrian Empress], if you have one, for the mending of
stockings or for packing chocolates in a factory?

In the last years of their lives, both women suffered from the retrograde
developments concerning women's equality in the legal, political and socioeconomic domains which to improve they had worked for three decades with
total dedication.

Eveline Widmer-Schlumpf,
Federal Councilor,
Department of Justice

Micheline Calrny-Rey,
Federal Councilor,
Department of Foreign
Affairs, 2007 President of
the Swiss Confederation

Doris Leuthard, Federal
Councilor, Department of
Commerce

Sources:
Emma Pieczynska-Reichenbach, "Helene de Mtilinen dans ses oeuvres,"
Jahrbuch der Schweizerfrauen (Aarau: Sauerlander, 1924), 3-61.
Elisa Serment, Emma Pieczynska, nee Reichenbach, dans ses oeuvres: 19
avril 1854-JOfevrier 1927.
Bas~l: Basler Druck- & Verlags-Anstalt, 1927. - German version: Emma
Pieczynska-Reichenbach in ihren Werken, 19. April 1854 bis 10. Februar
1927. Zurich: Rascher Verlag, [1939].
Susanna Woodtli, "Helene von Mtilinen und Emma Pieczynska,"
Gleichberechtigung. Der Kampf um die politischen Rechte der Frau in der
Schweiz. Zweite Auflage (Frauenfeld: Verlag Huber, 1983), 106-137.
[Quotations in the text above are taken mainly from Woodtli's sketch.]
Doris Brodbeck, Hunger nach Gerechtigkeit, Helene von Miilinen. Ztirich:
Chronos, 2000.
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Emma Pieczynska, Lettres. Preface generale par Isabelle Graessle. [Le
Mont-Sur-Lausanne]: Editions Ouverture, 2004 .

•
EMILY KEMPIN-SPYRI (1853-1901), lawyer, author, Europe's first Doctor
of Law.
She was the daughter of Elise Wild, wife of Ludwig Spyri (d. 1895) who
was a relative of Johanna Spyri (1827-1901), the author of Heidi. He was a
deacon at the Neumtinster Church in Zurich
and in 187 5 he became director of the
Northeast Railroad's office of statistics. He
also served in the cantonal legislature, was
president of the Schweizerische
Gemeinntitzige Gesellschaft (Swiss Benevolent
Society) and founder and editor of its journal.
In 1875 Emilie Spyri married Walter Kempin
(1850-1926), son of a German immigrant from
Stettin and pastor of the parish Engi. He held
progressive views, including advocating
women's equality and free health care, and
founded the "Centralverein des
schweizerischen Roten Kreuzes" ( Central
Association · of the Swiss Red Cross) to
promote the education of nurses. Emilie's
father, a staunch conservative, disapproved of
the marriage and broke off all contact and Emilie Kempin-Spyri, Europe's
support of Emilie and her family. Her extended first female Doctor of Law
family's disapproval intensified when in 1883
she began to study law at the University of
Zurich after having successfully completed preparatory studies with her
husband's support. Emilie's aunt Johanna Spyri, for instance, admonished her
to abandon her studies since "the household was the only proper domain of
woman."
In 1887 Emilie Kempin-Spyri, by then mother of the two daughters
Gertrud and Agnes and the son Robert Walter, earned her doctor of law degree
summa cum Laude with a dissertation on Die Haftung des Verkiiufers einer
fremden Sache (The Liability of a Seller of an Item Not Owned). Despite her
success, however, the cantonal authorities denied her the right to practice law,
a measure supported by the Swiss Supreme Court in 1887. The following year,
furthermore, the Senate of the University of Zurich terminated Emilie KempinSpyri's lecture course on Roman law which she had started as a substitute for
the lecturer Dr. Wachter. Meanwhile she had become aware of an article
published in the Zurcher Post, edited by the progressive journalist and
politician Theodor Curti (1848-1914). It featured Belva Lockwood
(1830-1917), the first woman to be admitted to argue before the Supreme
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2008
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Court of the United States. Emilie Kempin-Spyri was also cognizant that in
1886 the Code of Civil Law Procedure of New York State had been amended
so that women could be admitted to the bar under the same terms as men.
While she was being denied to practice law, her husband lost his pastorate in
1885 because of his progressive views and despite his having devotedly served
his parishioners during the 1884 typhus epidemic. Such circumstances led the
Kempins to emigrate to the United States, leaving Switzerland in the fall of
1888.
On the boat Emilie Kempin-Spyri struck up a friendship with some
wealthy women of New York who were returning home from Europe. In the
city, she began working for the Arbitration Society, an organization established
to provide legal support to the indigent, and applied for admission to Columbia
University, New York University, and the City University of New York, being
accepted only by the latter. By August 1889 she planned to establish a law
school for women with the help of her wealthy female friends. It opened on 1
October 1889, providing a two-year set of courses and a one-year practicum.
A notice in the New York Times of 8 August 1889 announced that "Dr. Emilie
Kempin's Law School ... desires to furnish women who make their own living
with such necessary knowledge of law as shall fit them to hold positions of
responsibility and trust and to qualify women for the management of their own
affairs and the supervision of their agents .... The promoter of this plan is Dr.
Emily Kempin, L.L.D., a graduate of the University of Zurich, Switzerland,
and the author of several legal works." Walter Kempin, however, was unhappy
in New York and in late 1889 or 1890 returned with the two older children
Gertrud and Walter to Zurich. His wife continued to lecture at the Law School,
but in 1891 left New York to be with her son who had fallen ill. Her law school
was eventually integrated into the City University of New York. Back in
Zurich, the Kempins opened a law office, and on 4 March 1892 she was finally
permitted to give her first official lecture as Privat-Dozent at the University of
Zurich. In 1895 the Kempins divorced.
Emilie Kempin-Spyri then moved to Berlin and collaborated on the new
Deutsches Biirgerliches Gesetzbuch (German Civil Code). She was also giving
lectures for the women's movement, her last one in the summer 1897 at the
Evangelical-Social Congress in Leipzig. Repudiated as too conservative, she
became increasingly isolated which contributed to her impending physical and
mental collapse. Having been diagnosed in 1896 with uterine cancer, she
suffered a mental breakdown the following year. She was first hospitalized in
the clinic Berolinum in Lankwitz and later, after her escape from that
institution, at the psychiatric hospital Friedmatt in Basel. In response to an
advertisement for a household position, she wrote in a moving letter of 18
December 1899, which she signed "Dr. Emilie Kempin": "I am fully without
means and alone; I have been divorced from my husband for years; my
children are dispersed all over the world, my contacts to friends and relatives
have ceased. For these reasons and because I have distanced myself for years
from extreme women's rights proponents ... , things had financially gone bad
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for me already in Zurich and Berlin." She died on 12 or 13 April 1901 in total
abandonment.
Emilie Kempin-Spyri was not only a pioneering female lawyer and
activist, but also a noted author. Besides contributing articles to newspapers
and periodicals, she published in 1892 the study Die Rechtsquellen der
Gliedstaaten und Territorien der Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika. Mit
vomehmlicher Berucksichtigung des burgerlichen Rechts. (Legal sources ofthe
Member States and Territories of the United States of America. With special
Consideration of Civil Law). Zurich: Orell Fussli, 1892. The same year she
published in Leipzig the essay Die Rechtsstellung der Frau nach den zur Zeit
in Deutschland gultigen Gesetzbestimmungen fur das deutsche Reich (The
Legal Status of Women according to Current Laws of the German Empire).
When a new civil code was being prepared in Switzerland, she published Die
Ehefrau im kunftigen Privatrecht der Schweiz (The Wife in the Future Private
Law of Switzerland). Zurich: Albert Muller, 1894. It was followed by
Rechtsbrevier fur deutsche Ehefrauen: 52 Merkspruche aus dem Burgerlichen
Gesetzbuch mit Erliiuterungen (Legal Breviary: 52 Key Sentences from the
Civil Code, with Explanations). Berlin: J. J. Heine, [1896]. Such publications
earned her an honorary membership in Berlin's exclusive Juristische
Gesellschaft (Juridical Society). Eveline Hasler' s novel Wachsflugelfrau
(Woman with Wings of Wax), which has been translated into several languages,
has revived the memory of this pioneering lawyer and legal scholar who at an
early age died a lonely death in an asylum for the insane.
Sources
Susanna Woodtli, Gleichberechtigung, gleiche Pflicht, gleiches Recht.
Zweite Auflage (Frauenfeld: Verlag Huber, 1983), 87-98.
Marianne Delfosse, Emilie Kempin-Spyri ( 1853-1901). Das Wirken der
ersten Schweizer Juristin: Unter besonderer Berucksichtigung ihres Einsatzes
fur die Rechte der Frau im schweizerischen und deutschen Privatrecht.
Dissertation. Zurich: Schulthess, 1984.
Eveline Hasler, Die Wachsflugelfrau: Geschichte der Emily Kempin-Spyri.
Roman. Zurich: Nagel & Kimche, 1991. - In English: Flying with Wings of
Wax: The Story of Emily Kempin-Spyri. A Novel. Translation by Edna
McCown. Foreword by Margot Ammann Durrer. New York: Fromm
International Publishing Corporation, 1994. [Translated also into French
(Geneva 1993); Czech (Kosic 1995); Italian (Milan 1997); and Greek (Athens
1998).]
Christiane Bemeike, Die Frauenfrage ist Rechtsfrage. Die Juristinnen der
deutschen Frauenbewegung und das burgerliche Gesetzbuch (Baden-Baden:
Nomos, 1995)~ 81-102.
Thomas Karny, "Ebenso neu wie klihn. Das sch were Leben der Emily
Kempin-Spyri, Europas erster Juristin," Wiener Zeitung. EXTRA Lexikon (16
November 2001).
♦

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2008

9

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 44 [2008], No. 2, Art. 8

58

Review

[June

META VON SALIS-MARSCHLINS (1855-1929), writer, poet,journalistand
aristocratic advocate of women's equality.
She was the second daughterofUrsulaMargaretha von Salis-Maienfeld (b.
1819) and of her husband Ulysses Adalbert von Salis-Marschlins ( 1795-1886)
"who ruled over the family" with "absolute power." She was named Barbara
Margaretha, but went by the name of Meta. While her sister Pauline was of
"tender built and in everyday life indecisive and timid," she herself, as Meta
von Salis stated in her book on Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), had been "an
unusually serious, unapproachable child," of extremely nervous disposition,
strong-willed, "who often felt namelessly unhappy." Her father, who in 1859
lamented the death of his four-year old son, the last male scion of the
Marschlins line of the von Salis, seemed to care little about his daughters. He
put Meta at age eight from 1863 to 1867 into the boarding school Paulinenstift
in Friedrichshafen and, after a year at home, into an institute for girls in
Rorschach which she contemptuously called "a housewives-breeding
institution (Hausfrauen-Zuchtungsanstalt)." He tried unsuccessfully "to banish
her by force into household work" and to destroy her bookish bent. "I evolved
in spurts," she declared, "unevenly, more influenced by books than by life." As
a young adult she realized that all men she met assigned like her father to
"women a position I found unworthy of them, at least of myself."
Unconscionably, women were forced to remain silent in public intellectual life.
"Thus I have grown up in opposition to men," she observed. "Wherever I found
myself, in the second boarding institution (Pension), in society, in my first
circle of activity abroad, everywhere I stood in battle against men and tried to
awaken in women the right to their individuality." By age 24 she had
determined "that in the worst kind scenario a woman was no more than a cook
and childcare-giver."
After her schooling Meta von Salis decided to become an educator. Invited
to Rome by Malwida von Meysenbug (1816-1903), whose Memoiren einer
ldealistin enthused her, she accepted a position in the home of the RussianGerman Baroness Wohrmann in N aumburg and followed her to Venice in 1880
where the Baroness died from consumption in 1881. Meta von Salis then went
to London, but was unlucky in finding a suitable position. She found, however,
an ideal one in Ireland with a family Stuart where she remained from 1882 to
1883. Her book Die Zukunft der Frau (The Future of Woman), published in
1886 and dedicated to Charlotte Stuart, poetically featured her experience in
Ireland. Realizing that she needed formal credentials, Meta von Salis
matriculated in 1883 at the University of Zurich. She studied philosophy with
Andreas Ludwig Kym (1822-1900) whose daughter Hedwig Kym
(1860-1949) became her life-long companion. Meta von Salis also took
courses in law, history, and ancient Greek. In 1885 she hoped to study for a
semester at the University of Basel with the noted historian Jacob Burckhardt
( 1818-1897), but to his regret was denied admission because she was a woman.
She received her doctorate at the University of Zurich with a dissertation titled
Agnes of Poitou [1050-1106]. Empress of Germany. A Historical-Criticalhttps://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol44/iss2/8
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Psychological Treatise, published in Munich in 1887. Three years before she
had published the essay "Under New Flags" in the Thurgauer-Zeitung in which
she predicted that some day women would achieve intellectual and economic
independence, although the obstacles to be overcome were formidable, not
least because women had internalized the socio-cultural misconstruction of
their nature and role. Besides a reminiscence of her stay in Ireland, her book
The Future of Woman, published in expanded form in 1891 in Munich, was
also a battle cry against "male rights and female slavery (Miinnerrecht und
Frauensklaventum)." A woman was treated, she claimed, like "a grown child
who legally never came of age, a plaything and beast of burden for man, a
doll and a cooking genius." And she wrote the sarcastic lines of men: "Indeed,
thou salt of the earth has become stale, the old song is finally fiddled out."
On 1 January 1887 Meta von Salis began a series of essays in the
progressive newspaper the Zurcher Post, edited byTheodorCurti (1848-1914),
in which she demanded - a first in German-speaking Switzerland - active and
passive voting rights for women. In 1889 and 1891 she published two-volumes
of the novel The Guardian Angels, in which the protagonist states what reads
like the program pursued by Iris von Roten: "Women lawyers are very much
needed who neither dabble nor get stuck, but are expert in business, urbane and
eloquent in their dealings, and are neither unduly soft nor hardened." In 1893
Meta von Salis published in St. Gallen her account in German of The Trial
Famer/Pfrunder in Zurich (2 parts). Told on the Basis of Documents and from
Life. It dealt with her successful fight for acquittal of the Zurich physician and
women's rights advocate Caroline Farner and her associate Anna Pfrunder who
had been falsely accused of embezzlement. But she herself was then accused
of having slandered the judge Dr. Wittelsbach, was tried, found guilty, and
served two weeks in prison. In 1904 she sold the family's castle Marschlins to
her cousins and moved with her friend Hedwig Kym to Capri in Italy where she
had the villa Helios (Sun) built. When in 1910 the latter married Ernst
Feigenwinter, Meta von Salis too moved to their home at Heuberg 12 in Basel,
which in 1952 was also to become a residence of Iris von Roten.
Meta von Salis' relationship with the women's movement was equivocal.
Like Friedrich Nietzsche and Jacob Burckhardt, she detested what she called
«the great sludge-wave of democratization" and hoped for "a counter-wave of
aristocratization," as she stated in the preface of her book on Friedrich
Nietzsche with whom she struck up a friendship; they had "known of each
other," she observed, from their first encounter in 1884. In the final paragraph
of her book she wrote: "Sternly and sharply may we stress one thing only, that
Nietzsche's aristocracy has nothing to do with the bastard-nobility of our time,
the claim to which rests with some on a family-tree, with others on money."
She lamented that the "previously vigorous Rhaetian type was wasting away
... , the inferior one of the Swiss Alamannian however spreading." She
abhorred "the gospel of lies and laziness that proclaimed the equality of all."
In her view, women's problems could only be solved "by strong individuals
who were independent and outside the numerous associations" and were not
looking "for the happiness of the herd." The women's movement was "floating

a

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2008

11

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 44 [2008], No. 2, Art. 8

60

Review

[June

too much towards the emergency harbor of all pliant (anbriichiger) men: the
help of others, be it of the state, the commune [Gemeinde], the society, or
whatever." Those "large congresses and international connections were merely
creating a deceptive surface beneath which it gurgled on in the swamp." Meta
von Salis was an indomitable person, a writer of crisp, often biting prose, and
a radical individualist; her traits were also in part to characterize her niece Iris
von Roten who was to carry on the struggle for women's liberation in a
similarly independent and individualist manner.
Sources:
Meta von Salis-Marschlins, Philosoph und Edelmensch. Ein Beitrag zur
Charakteristik Friedrich Nietzsche's. Leipzig: C. G. Naumann, 1897. [The
work, from which most of the text's quotations are taken, is nearly as much a
characterization of her as of Nietzsche.]
Hedwig Kym, In Memoriam Meta von Salis-Marschlins. Chur: Schuler,
1929.
Berta Schleicher, Meta von Salis-Marschlins, Das Leben einer Kiimpferin.
Zurich: Rotapfel-Verlag, 193 2.
Curt Paul Janz, Friedrich Nietzsche. Biographie. 2. Bd. (Munchen: Carl
Hanser Verlag, 1978), 297-310.
Doris Stump, ed., Die unerwiinschte Weiblichkeit. Autobiographie,
Gedichte, feministische Schriften. Thalwil: Zurich: paeda media, 1988.
Doris Stump, et al. Deutschsprachige Schriftstellerinnen in der Schweiz
1700-1945. Eine Bibliographie (Zurich: Limmat Verlag, 1994), 190-191; on
Hedwig Kym, 122.

•
GERTRUDE HEINZELMANN (1914-1999), lawyer and women's rights
advocate in State and Church.
She was the daughter of Berta Zimmermann and her husband Hans
Heinzelmann, a merchant in Wohlen, Canton
Aargau, but after her family's move grew up in
W allisellen, Canton Zurich. Her parents were
progressive in ideology, and their marriage was
based on partnership. After grammar school, Gertrud
Heinzelmann attended Zurich's Hohere
Tochterschule, a university preparatory school for
young women, and after graduation would have liked
to study theology, a pursuit, however, that was closed
to her because of her sex. She therefore decided to
study law, because it would allow her to fight the
discrimination of women most effectively, and she
also became an accomplished mountain climber. She
graduated in 1942 with a doctoral dissertation on Das
grundsiitzliche Verhiiltnis von Kirche und Staat in
Gertrud Heinzelmann
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol44/iss2/8
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den Konkordaten (The Basic Relationship between Church and State in the
Concordats [of the Vatican]), published in Aarau in 1943. She rejected
intimate relationships and never married.
Although an accomplished professional, she could get only minor
positions. "The female lawyer," she observed, "was at that time absent in social
awareness. For men it may have been true that a law degree opened all kinds
of possibilities - of these however only a small crack was open to me. I became
an ombudswoman lawyer in a legal protection group." From 1963 to 1976 she
headed the "Office against Arbitrariness within Offices and the Association"
(Buro gegenAmts- und Verbandswillkiir) oftheMigros-Genossenschaftsbund,
a commercial conglomerate. She became noted as a lawyer when she took on
the case of Kurt Meier (1925-2006), known as the case of "Meier 19", and a
member of Zurich's police force. When in 1965 he had discovered what he
viewed as improprieties and divulged them, he was dismissed and prosecuted
because he had used confidential evidence to make his case, fighting with
Gertrud Heinzelmann's help for his rehabilitation until 1976. As a lawyer she
also investigated the treatment of women in prisons like the one at Hindelbank,
and she exposed mistreatment in a series of remarkable reports.
Gertrud Heinzelmann was greatly disturbed by the political disenfranchisement of Swiss women. It "burdened me like a serious illness," she stated, "from
which I wanted to be cured. The struggle for women's rights was for me the
path to recovery." When Iris von Roten was defamed because of her book
Frauen im Laufgitter, Heinzelmann came to her defense. She became a
member of the central committee of the Swiss League for Women's Suffrage
and served as its president from 1959 to 1960, and from 1962 to 1966 she
headed its Zurich section. She viewed the denial of suffrage to women as
incompatible with the UnitedNations' DeclarationofUniversalHumanRights.
In 1964 she founded the first German language publishing firm Interfeminas
in Bonstetten, Canton Zurich, that published mainly titles devoted to women's
issues. She was delighted when in 1971 women's suffrage in Switzerland was
finally a reality, and she stood, though unsuccessfully, for election to the
National Council.
In her theological studies Gertrud Heinzelmann encountered "with
increasing horror" that Western Christian theology radically degraded women
as it had crystallized in the medieval scholastic tradition and above all in the
works of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). His Aristotelian theological views,
accepted by the official Catholic Church as "admirable teaching," declared
women to be of "merely secondary value, a mindless matter and, therefore,
mere temptation .... Instead of spiritual uplift, which I had naively expected
from theological thought, I found misconception, debasement, and oppression."
On 23 May 1962, therefore, she published a carefully documented and
concisely formulated memorandum in the context of the call of Pope John
XXIII for a Vatican council. It was titled Frau und Konzil. Hoffnung und
Erwartung (Woman and Council. Hope and Expectation). She called her
memorandum a "submission to the High Preparatory Commission of the
Vatican Council about the evaluation and positioning of woman in the RomanPublished by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2008
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Catholic Church" and viewed her bold step as the "implementation of an
important task of my life" and as "an irreversible step forward." Besides
extended concise technical analyses, the brief contains some telling personal
statements:
I speak as a woman of our time who knows the troubles and burdens
of her sisters on the basis of study, professional activity, and
engagement in the women's movement for many years. I address you
in the hope that my brief will receive the attention it deserves due to
the seriousness and weight of its content. By presenting my thoughts,
I feel myself to be a sister of all sisters. I want my words to be
understood as a complaint and as an accusation by half of humanity
- of female humanity that has been oppressed for millennia and in
whose oppression the Church has taken, and is taking, part by a theory
about woman that most seriously violates Christian understanding (p.
2).

She viewed claims of Aquinas who declared "that man is the principle for
woman, and her purpose, as God is the principle for the whole creation, and its
purpose" as logically flawed, his reasoning that only the male was active in
procreation biologically false, and his views "greatly offensive to woman as a
spiritual being" (10). To her it was "obvious that the participation of woman
in public life - that is in political, social, and professional life - cannot rest on
Aquinas' doctrine of the unconditional subservience of woman to man, of her
lowliness, imperfection and deficiency in comparison to man" (12). In a
passage about the mystic Theresa of Avila ( 1515-15 82), that intimated her own
personal agony, Gertrud Heinzelmann stated:
For the gifted religious woman the exclusion of women from the
priesthood and the Word is a human tragedy of the highest order that
soon will have lasted for two thousand years. The serious suffering of
the soul which this exclusion must have unleashed in the mind of the
best and most profound women during all those past centuries cannot
be fathomed. Is it really the intention of God who has created man and
woman and has endowed mentally gifted women with his plenitude
that she must lament all her life that she was born a woman? (22).
The author had hoped in vain that her Catholic sisters would "howl like
wolves" with her; instead she was called the "confused (verwirrte) Frau
Doktor"; the Catholic Women's League officially distanced itself from her
views; and the Catholic newspaper Vaterland declared that her submission to
the Council "transcended every measure of decent and objective analysis, and
one had to wonder how a woman, a Dr. iur., could address the Council in such
a manner." Despite such negative critique, she fought on. Her call was taken
up also in the United States. On 15 January 1965 the progressive Catholic
journal Commonweal presented her article "The Priesthood and Women" in
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol44/iss2/8
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translation, followed by a supportive statement of Mary Daly who had received
her doctorates in theology and philosophy at the University of Fribourg and
was to evolve into a radical feminist author.
Gertrud Heinzelmann published several titles relating to women's status
in the Catholic Church in the Interfeminas publishing firm: In 1964 as editor,
Wir schweigen nicht liinger! Frauen iiussem sich zum 2. Vatikanischen Konzil.
We Won't Keep Silent Any Longer! Women Speak Out to Vatican Council 2,
a collection of statements by women to the Vatican Council, including her own
that in 1965 was given in Commonweal; in 1967 Die getrennten Schwestem:
Frauen nach dem Konzil (The Separated Sisters: Women after the Council),
and in 1986 Die geheiligte Diskriminierung. Beitriige zum kirchlichen
Feminismus (Sacralized Discrimination: Contributions to Ecclesiastical
Feminism). Towards the end of her life she was honored as a renowned
advocate of women's rights in Church and State. In 1981 she received the
Binet-Fendt Prize, awarded by the Swiss government for outstanding public
service, and in 1992 the prize named after the Swiss Ida Somazzi (1882-1963),
an authority on women's issues active in the United Nations and UNESCO.
The death notice of Gertrud Heinzelmann, written by herself, stated with
precision: "Her commitment was to her sisters, the women. She did everything
for their liberation and advancement."
Sources:
Lotti Ruckstuhl, Frauen sprengen Fesseln. Hindemislauf zum
Frauenstimmrecht (Bonstetten: Interfeminas, 1986), pp. 111-112, 114-116.
Judith Stofer, "Eine Frau stellt sich quer. Gertrud Heinzelmann (*1914)
fordert das Priesteramt fiir die Frauen," in: Siehe, ich schajfe Neues. Aujbruche
von Frauen in Protestantismus, Katholizismus, Christkatholizismus und
Judentum. Doris Brodbeck, Yvonne Domhardt, und Judith Stofer, eds. (Bern:
eFeF-Verlag, 1998), 103-120.
Barbara Kopp, Die Unbeirrbare. Wie Gertrud Heinzelmann den Papst und
die Schweiz das Fure hten lehrte. Zurich: Limmat Verlag, 2003.
Iris Muller und Ida Raming, "Gertrud Heinzelmann."
www.womenpriests.org. available in 2008. [Ida Raming has authored several
works in line with those of Gertrud Heinzelmann, whom she had befriended,
among them History of Women and Ordination. Lanham: Scarecrow Press,
2002.]
♦

Special thanks to lie. phil. Christa wndert for her helpful critical review.
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