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D. Women in Postwar Germany: Culture, Society, and Politics  

Raleigh, North Carolina, September 29–October 1, 1989 

 

Between Friday, September 29, and Sunday, October 1, 1989, a conference on 

"Women in Postwar Germany: Culture, Society, and Politics" was held in Raleigh, North 

Carolina. The conference was chiefly organized by the Modern Language Department of 

North Carolina State University, with the co-sponsorship of the German Academic 

Exchange Service, New York, the North Carolina Humanities Council, North Carolina 

State University, and the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C. 

 

In her keynote speech, Dr. Hanna Beate Schöpp-Schilling from the Federal Ministry 

for Youth, Family Affairs, Women, and Health (Bonn) characterized the achievements 

and problems of West German policy toward women's issues, occasionally referring to 

developments in the United States. She outlined two different kinds of approaches to the 

elimination of women's inequality: a special anti-discrimination law for women, and a 

case-by-case examination of the impact of existing and newly-passed laws upon women, 

an approach which takes into consideration the fact that women's real situation is 

different from that of men. 

 

Claudia Koonz (Duke University) analyzed the gendered character of the 

Historikerstreit, arguing that this has been a purely male debate, which has neither paid 

any attention to the works which treat the history of women in the Nazi period nor 

incorporated controversies among women historians about the placement of National 

Socialism in German history and human experience. 

 

As part of a panel on "Changing Places: Women at Work and in the Family", 

Christiane Lemke (University of North Carolina) and Hanna Schissler (German 

Historical Institute) gave talks comparing the situations in East and West Germany. 

Christiane Lemke showed how after 1945, the Soviet occupation and the East German 

government from the beginning reinforced gender equality in the labor force, but they did 

so without at the same time reducing women's responsibilities for their families, a 

prerequisite for true equality in the labor force. Reference was made to the Trobadura 

Beatrix in Irmtraud Morgner's novel. The Trobadura having heard of equal rights for 

men and women, travelled to the GDR, looking for paradise. Crossing the border, she 

was told: "You enter the German Democratic Republic, not Paradise." Playing on the 

metaphor, the 
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speakers and the audience speculated whether there was such a thing as paradise for 

women, and, if so, where it might be. Hanna Schissler gave a historical overview of 

women's situation in West Germany since the Second World War, arguing that the 

question of equal chances for both genders reveals most clearly the contradictions of 

modern industrialized societies which have not yet succeeded in resolving the historical 

gap of ascribed positions for women and men, and therefore constantly reproduce the 

inconsistencies of modern society.In the panel on literature (chaired by Sofus Simonson), 

the speakers presented thoughts on Christa Wolf's "Kassandra" (Larysa Mykyta), 

Günther Grass' "Butt", Eva Heller's "Beim nächsten Mann wird alles besser", and Svende 

Merian's "Tod des Märchenprinzen" (Sigfried Mews). 

 

The panelists recast the title of the panel "What remains to be done to improve the 

condition of women in Germany?" to "What has to be done?" Dr. Monika Langkau-

Herrmann (SPD) from the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Marita Haibach, former 

Staatssekretärin für Frauenangelegenheiten in Hesse (Green Party), Dr. Antonia Wigbers 

(CDU), State Representative for Women's Issues in Lower Saxony from the Konrad-

Adenauer-Stiftung, and Dr. Inge Segall (FDP, member of the German Bundestag from the 

Friedrich-Naumann-Stiftung discussed issues in women's politics in West Germany. 

Herbert Kitschelt (Duke University), who chaired the panel, placed the Federal Republic 

into the European and American context. He outlined four fundamental positions in 

gender politics which can be traced historically: 1) Men and women are equal, but they 

live and act in separate spheres; applying different legal standards is only a consequence. 

(This is the conservative position). 2) In the liberal tradition, it is stressed that women and 

men should have equal opportunities for advancement in society. 3) Because of the long 

tradition of injustices, a redistribution of income, influence, power, and chances between 

women and men has to be implemented (the traditional socialist position). 4) A clearly 

feminist position would put weight upon the fact that it is not enough to bring women to 

men's standards in income, influence, and the decision-making process, but that these 

standards themselves should be changed, in order to achieve new human standards that 

are more appropriate for both women and men. 

 

The panel discussion showed that women politicians, even if they started as experts 

in other fields such as economics and were previously opposed to any feminist approach 

in politics, would through time and experience become more aggressive with regard to 

women's issues. The discussion reflected the fact that the Federal Republic is a very 

contradictory place. On the one hand, there is the Green Party which has 
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made the issue of gender equality a matter of public debate, even for other political 

parties. On the other hand, participants in the lively discussion that involved the audience 

argued that one would rarely meet with as much male dominance on supervisory boards 

and committees as in the Federal Republic. In the United States, for years blacks, women, 

and other minority groups were excluded from positions of responsibility by the 

argument that no members of those groups were qualified to hold office. Such arguments 

cannot be made persuasively in Germany. Participants in the discussion cited examples 

both from politics and university life. 

 
There was general agreement that this by no means should be interpreted merely as 

advancement in the United States and backwardness in the Federal Republic. Things are 

more complicated than that, and Hanna Beate Schöpp-Schilling even offered the opinion 

that while the Federal Republic looked to the U.S. in the 1970s as a model for "women's 

emancipation", things might have turned around in the 1980s, and the U.S. could learn 

from West Germany. While this might be true for politics, it surely does not obtain in 

universities, where the Federal Republic is remarkably backward in the advancement of 

women. Hanna Schissler referred to a speech delivered by the president of the Deutsche 

Forschungsgemeinschaft, Hubert Markl, at the 1986 meeting of the Deutsche 

Akademikerinnenbund, entitled "Männerwelt entmutigt Forscherinnen", in which the 

numerical relationship of 96:4 male to female professors in West Germany was labelled 

an untenable and embarrassing situation, especially in comparison to other West 

European countries and the United States. 

 

Dr. Segall pointed out that the German law which regulates discrimination against 

women in the workplace is a toothless tiger. She placed women in a global context, 

showing that world-wide, women possess only one percent of all property and earn only 

one-tenth of the money; but they do two-thirds of the labor and produce half of the food. 

Dr. Langkau-Herrmann strongly stressed that only measures such as quotas and 

affirmative action will be able to change the gendered power structure in West German 

society. Dr. Wigbers argued that the legal framework should be such that women have 

the opportunity to choose between work and family and that the reintegration of women 

into the labor force should be eased. The debate concentrated upon the question of quota 

regulation, and although some political parties oppose such regulations, the female 

representatives of these parties do not in principle reject the idea of some sort of legal 

regulation, for their experience over the years has shown them that mere abolition of 

discrimination cannot change things, that only active political regulation will be 

sufficient. 
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In the panel on women and education, the panelists outlined some of the reasons why 

it is so difficult to establish "women's studies" in the Federal Republic, and why there are 

so few female professors in West Germany. Hanna Beate Schöpp-Schilling, who had the 

latest figures, pointed out that there are at present only eighteen professorships in 

women's studies in West Germany—a deplorable number compared to the United States, 

where women's studies not only is well established but has also been much more 

successful in changing the paradigms of academic research. 

 

By far the most moving contribution was made by the GDR novelist, Helga Schütz, 

in her talk on "Memories of Daily Life and Literature". Her description of everyday 

experiences of women gave a poignant impression of what it means not to have access to 

the goods and the information that women in Western countries take for granted. 

 

Its stress upon the interdisciplinary approach, and its incorporation of history, 

political science, and literature made the conference a success. Erika Fairchild and 

Anthony LaVopa delivered concluding remarks. Christiane Lemke pointed out that 

comparing the impact of the women's movement on politics in the United States and in 

West Germany would make for a valuable (or worthwhile), interesting follow-up 

conference. 

 

 

Hanna Schissler 

E. American Policy Toward Germany, 1949–1955  

Marburg, September 26–28, 1989 

 

On September 26–28,1989, the German Historical Institute held its first conference 

in Germany. Convened by Hermann-Josef Rupieper (University of Marburg) and Jeffry 

M. Diefendorf (University of New Hampshire), more than thirty German and American 

historians met at the University of Marburg to discuss problems of American policy 

toward Germany from the late 1940s to the mid-1950s. Attention focused upon the first 

period of the history of the Federal Republic, after Konrad Adenauer had been elected 

Federal Chancellor but while there was still another government residing on the 

Petersberg, a hill overlooking the newly and provisionally-established capital, Bonn: the 

Allied High Commission for Germany. 




