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which took place in American society during the war requires a multidimensional, 

interdisciplinary approach involving various subspecialities, such as immigration and 

ethnic history, labor history, constitutional history, and the history of mentality. The 

primary sources reflect this multidimensional approach. The sources which reveal the 

governmental side include files of the several departments involved in enemy alien 

control, surveillance, and internment, the Justice Department, War Department, 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, as well as manuscript collections of the persons 

involved in this process. Newspapers, diaries, and letters sent to the Justice Department 

depict public perception and opinion. The self-perception of enemy aliens is documented 

by German-American newspapers, letters sent to the Justice Department and Swiss 

legation, internment camp publications (often censored), diaries, and oral history 

documents. 

The study has a nation-wide focus (mainly using the sources of the National 

Archives), treating the specific situations in individual states as well, contrasting their 

policy and attitudes toward enemy aliens. How did the midwestern states, for example, 

react toward their high percentage of German-Americans as opposed to states with lower 

percentages? 

A final major objective of the study is to examine the beginning of large-scale federal 

political surveillance operations aimed at enemy aliens and radicals. Our understanding 

of these origins is in fact still limited. Surveillance techniques as well as the different 

internment policies and operations will be discussed and placed in the overall political 

framework of wartime government and society. The prevailing conditions in the 

internment camps, their social composition and profile, and the public perception of these 

camps will also be examined. 

 

Gender and Social Stability. The Restructuring of West German Society 1945 

to 1955.—Hanna Schissler 

 

Viewed from the angle of women of my generation, the question arises whether there 

were chances for more gender equality in Germany in the immediate post-war period that 

might have been missed. If this was the case, the reasons why the chances were missed 

must be examined. Yet to view gender politics in post-war (West) Germany solely from 

the perspective of "missed chances" seems as short-sighted as simply to presume the 

restructuring of traditional divisions of labor between men and women. 

The surface of the gendered society in the fifties was calm. A supposed "normalcy" 

had replaced the uprootings of the war and the immediate post-war period. But 

underneath this surface, tensions and contradictory life situations were on the increase, 

especially at first for 
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women, but then as a consequence, also for men. Finally, since the late sixties the gender 

conflicts which had long been muted emerged and became visible. To this day they have 

not found satisfactory solutions. 

The project has several facets: 

It will examine the role that the American occupation force played in gender politics. 

How did the Americans' understanding of gender roles affect their politics? What role 

did Talcott Parsons' concept of the modern family, which was then the prevailing 

influence in American social sciences, play in the realities of political decision-making 

during the unique period in which "Americans as Proconsuls" could shape West German 

society? Not only were there pre-1945 plans which addressed the question of gender 

relations in post-war Germany, but in 1948 the American Occupation Force established a 

Women's Affairs Section, which explicitly dealt with gender relations (usually referred 

to as the "women's question"). 

Certainly all political and economic decisions also affected gender relations. In 1946 

the Civil Code of 1900 was reestablished by the Americans, which re-codified the 

traditionally inferior legal status of women in property rights and family law. The 

Parliamentary Council devoted extensive debate to the question of full political and legal 

equality for women and finally, after much political struggle, codified that equality in 

Article 3 of the Basic Law. Nevertheless, an inherent uncertainty prevailed as to what 

was intended by Article 3. The West German unions' concept of a male "Leistungslohn," 

a family income tied to the male bread-winner, worked against the interests of women in 

seeking employment. A sex-segregated modern labor market emerged in the fifties, with 

the pattern of part-time work for women (or the famous "three phase model" in women's 

working lives), based upon the demand for female labor, its undervaluation, the 

establishment of mechanisms to guarantee the availability of female labor when the 

labor market demanded it and means to get rid of women's competition by campaigns 

against "double wage earners," if demand for female labor fell sharply and if women's 

labor endangered male "Besitzstände" in the labor market. The social realities of post-

war Germany, therefore, differed sharply from any notion of gender equality. Men 

returned from the experience of war and destruction, experiencing guilt and shame at 

having at least witnessed, but often having perpetrated, war atrocities. The men who 

came home from the war or from prison camps had to face the fact that their roles in 

family and society had been deeply shaken, and it would be essential for them to re-

define their roles (a process in which not only much denial took place, but in which men 

and many women all too often looked for old role models and traditional pseudo-safety 

in gender roles). 



23 

 

 

On a cultural level, the inequalities between men and women were played down. 

Women were marginalized socially and economically—especially single women, all the 

more astonishing since the lack of men (until this day referred to as an "abundance of 

women") must have made it hard to ignore the fact that single women (war widows, 

single unmarried mothers, women who did not have a chance to find a male partner 

because of the war losses) were a decisive element in post-war West German society. A 

whole range of endeavors arose which tended to produce that social unconsciousness 

which is so essential for the functioning of power relations; the "social production of 

unconsciousness" in gender relations was amazingly efficient until the sixties and 

seventies, and it functions even today (although occasionally challenged). It is interesting 

to ask why this was and in many ways continues to be (although the change that took 

place can by no means be played down). Can the exhaustion of women and men after the 

war be held responsible for the reinforcement of traditional gender orientations? How did 

the longing for social stability affect decisions in gender politics? 

Gender politics in what became West Germany were deeply affected by the desire to 

distinguish that region from the Soviet zone of occupation and later East Germany, and 

thus it was linked to anti-communism and the Cold War. This is a striking example of 

how gender relations are influenced and sometimes determined by political developments 

which at first glance seem irrelevant to the ways in which men and women relate in a 

given society. On the economic level, it is interesting to examine whether the resurrection 

of the West German economy presupposed—but then in the long run also undermined—

gender inequality. And finally, what are the political, social, economic, and psychological 

consequences of perpetuating basic inequalities between men and women? Who (men as 

well as women) profits from them, and who (again, women and men) pays what price for 

those inequalities? 

Gender relations point to fundamental problems of why human labor has historically 

been valued differently according to sex. It also highlights the question of why the 

upbringing of the next generation has been perceived as beyond the responsibility of the 

employer and to a considerable degree also beyond that of state and society, instead 

overwhelmingly being placed into the sphere of individual (female) responsibility. The 

result is a specific social placement of men and women in modern societies with many 

contradictory life situations, especially for women (but then, as a consequence, also for 

men), which need to be examined more thoroughly. Not the least important question is 

when are conditions more favorable for more gender equality: times of material scarcity, 

under conditions of war, in a free market economy, or—comparing 
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West with East Germany—under conditions of strong state intervention? What kind of 

political decision-making is necessary in order to achieve more gender equality, and what 

can be learned from the post-war period in this regard? What groups in society share this 

goal, and what groups do not, and why? 

This project is clearly linked with a modern feminist approach to the question of 

gender inequality and tries to find answers in historical research which focuses on the 

(re)structuring of West German society. It also, however, will examine American society 

(Americans as the dominant occupation force in the western part of Germany as well as 

American notions of gender) and more fundamental problems of industrial societies in 

the second half of the twentieth century. 


