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This book offers a focused contribution to the current debate 
on Germany’s colonial past through the analysis of how the 
German administration in Samoa (1900–1914) used family law 
as a tool of colonial governance. Examining marriage, divorce, 
citizenship, legitimacy, and maintenance, Julia Hütten shows 
how rules on the most intimate matters became instruments 
of colonial power and a mirror for ideas of “Germanness.”

The German government tried to sort Samoan residents into 
two personal jurisdictions, “foreigner” and “native,” yet people 
of mixed descent rarely fit neatly into either. The recently en-
acted German Civil Code (BGB) granted citizenship to foreign 
wives of German husbands, but many long-standing unions in 
Samoa had never been registered as civil marriages. Officials 
responded by planning to prohibit future interethnic marriages 
and by compiling a register of so-called “half-castes” born to 
unregistered unions.

Fault-based divorce procedures, unfamiliar in Samoan practice, 
compelled spouses to assign blame and expose private life to 
official judgment. These interventions did not simply transplant 
metropolitan law; they interacted with Samoan custom, mis-
sionary influence, and local knowledge, producing outcomes 
negotiated by officials, petitioners, and communities.

Julia Hütten is a legal historian whose research traces family 
law and identity in the German colonial Pacific. She holds a 
doctorate in law.
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