
CHAPTER 1

Entanglements of Gender, Politics, 
and Protest in the Historiography 
on the Two Post-1945 Germanys

Karen Hagemann and Donna Harsch

In “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” historian Joan W. 
Scott argued thirty years ago that “gender” has the potential to destabilize 
conceptions of “politics and power in their most traditionally construed 
sense.”1 She defi ned gender as both “a constitutive element of social re-
lationships based on perceived differences between the sexes” and “a pri-
mary way of signifying relationships of power.”2 Politics, Scott asserted, 
is an especially promising fi eld for gender analysis because for centuries 
“gender has been seen as antithetical to the real business of politics” and 
“political history—still a dominant mode of historical inquiry—has been 
a stronghold of resistance to the inclusion of material or even questions 
about women and gender.”3

Since the 1980s, feminist scholars have intensively studied gender and 
politics and demonstrated that, indeed, the usage of the category of gen-
der in political history unleashed intertwined destabilizing effects. First 
and foremost, the examination of classically defi ned politics from a gen-
dered perspective has exposed the exclusion of women from the direct 
exercise of political power in the state, parties, and parliaments. Further-
more, it has unveiled the gendered structure of political power as consti-
tuted by an age-old tradition of female exclusion from offi cial political 
decision-making. With the emergence of the notion of a biologically jus-
tifi ed and thus universalized bourgeois gender order in the time of the 
Enlightenment, the economy, war, and politics were constructed as “male 
domains” and household and family as “female spheres.” Women’s exclu-
sion from active political participation made them into objects of men’s 
politics. One important area of policy and legislation was the family, which 
was perceived as the basis of state and society. Family policies and civil law 
tried to enforce and protect the dominant ideal of the male-breadwinner/
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female-homemaker family and regulated the duties and rights of men and 
women accordingly.4

With such insights, feminist scholarship unmasked the patriarchal in-
terests that have undergirded the discourse and practice of political power. 
This research has challenged the classical defi nition of politics as confi ned, 
in the modern era, to international relations, the state, constitutions, par-
liaments, and political parties. Feminist scholars have asked, where were 
the women in politics? What kind of politics excluded the equal active 
participation of half of humanity? And which motives led to this exclu-
sion? In order to answer these questions, they have proposed a new defi -
nition of politics—one that moves beyond the classic subjects and themes 
of mainstream political history and includes all areas of politics and pol-
icy. From this wider perspective, politics is intertwined with all areas of 
the economy, society, and culture and cannot be separated from private 
life, including the family and marriage, gender relations, sexuality, and 
reproduction. Feminist scholars, in other words, recognized that “the pri-
vate is political,” as did activists of the new women’s movement and the 
gay rights movement that emerged in the late 1960s.5 In addition, they 
broadened the understanding of political agency and activism. For them 
the latter encompasses a broad variety of gendered forms of activism in 
civil society, including the struggle of women and other disenfranchised 
social groups for equal rights.6 In sum, the feminist transformation of 
the political-historical paradigm redrew the boundaries of politics, decon-
structed the gendered meaning and foundations of political power, and 
challenged questions, approaches, concepts, and results of the dominant, 
gender-blind mainstream research in political history.

One can see this challenge at work in research on the political history of 
the two postwar Germanys. Before 1990, with the division of Germany—
the geopolitical linchpin of the Cold War—high politics and foreign pol-
icy, the age-old kings of historical inquiry, sat atop the scholarly pedestal 
in mainstream research on the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and 
the German Democratic Republic (GDR). Even as scholars of other time 
periods and/or regions added the methods of, fi rst, social history, then 
cultural history and discourse analysis, and fi nally women’s and gender 
history to their toolbox of historical approaches, political histories of the 
two Germanys produced in the Cold War era usually ignored women. 
Oblivious to gender and with no historical concept of masculinity, they 
focused on systems set up and run by men and on decisions made by 
men, as if men were the universal subject who suddenly became sexless 
when exercising political power.7 Certainly, pioneering research analyzed 
women’s lack of political power in the conventional arenas of politics in 
both German states.8 Women scholars also examined women’s multiple 
roles in a more broadly defi ned political sphere beyond the state, parties, 
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and parliaments, including the new women’s movement.9 As signifi cant 
as they were, these works were few and far between, and did not recast 
the history of Cold War Germany as a gendered history. Since the fall of 
the wall, with the paradigmatic transformations in the fi eld of the study 
of the history of East and West Germany and the opening of the archives 
of the former GDR, the research on both German states and societies has 
fl ourished.10 This spate of historical inquiries has included a continuous 
increase in the number of studies on the FRG and GDR from multiple 
perspectives, including gender history.11

In the following, we discuss the development of the research on the 
entanglement of gender and politics in post-1945 German history by fo-
cusing on fi ve major themes: gender and politics in East and West Ger-
man parties and parliaments; gender, the family, and work in East and 
West German policies; gender, health policy, and the control of the female 
body; gendered activism in West Germany; and gendered resistance, pro-
test, and opposition in East Germany.

Gender and Politics in East and West German 
Parties and Parliaments

Beginning in the late 1950s, female scholars published a small number of 
studies on women in the political systems of the FRG and GDR. These 
studies focused on the representation of women in the state apparatus, 
parties, and the parliament and were informed by the Cold War paradigm 
that confronted the dictatorial communist system in the East with the 
democratic liberal system in the West.12 Since the 1980s, however, works 
by women and gender historians have increasingly overcome the Cold 
War polarization and noted that, in fact, women were underrepresented 
in both political systems. In a review of this research, sociologist Ute Ger-
hard pointed to the “astonishing similarities” in the political and social 
situation of East and West German women.13

Strikingly comparable, for example, was the slow integration of 
women into political parties, parliaments, and social organizations. In 
the GDR, the percentage of female representatives in the People’s Cham-
ber (Volkskammer), the unicameral legislature of the GDR, fl uctuated 
between 32 and 44 percent, a relatively high proportion that refl ected 
the lack of real legislative power held by the Volkskammer. Women were 
heavily underrepresented in powerful institutions and leading positions 
in the GDR. They constituted about 24 percent of the membership of 
the ruling Socialist Unity Party of Germany (Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands, SED) in the early 1950s. In the 1980s, the percentage had 
increased to 35, but they only made up about 13 percent of the Central 
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Committee (Zentralkommitee, ZK).14 No woman ever became one of 
the fi fteen fi rst secretaries of the SED, a much more powerful position 
than basic membership in the ZK, or a full/voting member of the Polit-
buro of the ZK, the GDR’s most powerful political body; only four were 
ever “candidate” members of the Politburo. From 1949 to 1989, only 
two women served as a minister in the central government, and only one 
held a position in the Council of Ministers of the GDR (Ministerrat der 
DDR). Only one woman ever served as chairperson of one of the fi fteen 
district councils (Räte der Bezirke), one of the most powerful positions 
in state administration. In social organizations, the percentage of female 
members was usually higher than in political ones. In the Free German 
Trade Union Federation (Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, FDGB), 
it came close to 50 percent in the 1980s, but here too the leadership was 
fi rmly in male hands.15 The only exception was, not surprisingly, the lead-
ership of the Democratic Women’s League of Germany (Demokratischer 
Frauenbund Deutschlands, DFD). Founded in East Berlin in March 1947 
for all of Germany and divided in 1949, the DFD’s membership was very 
large throughout the life of the GDR, reaching some 1.5 million women 
in the 1980s, but the DFD enjoyed little political infl uence.16

In the FRG, women comprised from 6 to 10 percent of members of 
the Bundestag, the federal parliament, between 1949 and 1983. This 
percentage was similar to that of the Weimar Republic’s parliamentary 
body, the Reichstag. With the rise of the new women’s movement and 
of female membership in political parties since the 1960s, the demands 
for higher female representation in parliament grew in the major parties: 
the conservative Christian Democratic Union of Germany (Christlich 
Demokratische Union Deutschlands, CDU), its Bavarian sister party 
the Christian Social Union (Christlich-Soziale Union, CSU), the liberal 
Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei, FDP), and the Social 
Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, 
SPD). Especially notable was the expanding female membership in the 
SPD and CDU. Between 1962 and 1985 their percentage rose from 19 
to 25 percent in the SPD and from 15 to 22 percent in the CDU.17 After 
the election of 1986, the proportion of women in the Bundestag also 
leapt to 15 percent and in 1994 to 26 percent. Although this share of 
seats was still relatively low, globally Germany belonged to the ten coun-
tries with the highest proportion of women in their national parliament 
in the 1990s.18 Until 1961 no woman had served as a cabinet minister 
in the federal government, whereas in the 1960s and 1970s there was 
always one female minister, in the 1980s and 1990s there were two.19 As 
in the GDR, women’s participation in West German social organizations 
was more developed than in political parties and the state. They joined 
the German Trade Union Confederation (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, 
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DGB), where the level of female membership hovered around 30 per-
cent in the late 1980s, and were active in the many women’s associations 
founded after 1945. One of them was DFD West, which was banned as 
a “communist organization” in 1957, one year after the ban of the Com-
munist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD).20

Clearly, the marginalization of women within the mainstream political 
institutions and organizations of the GDR and FRG was strikingly simi-
lar; in both states social activism of women found its place outside of the 
parliamentary system. Yet, even as the number of excellent publications 
on the gender of politics in East or West rises, comparative studies remain 
rare.21 Remarkably, many scholars of contemporary German history still 
ignore all the new research on women in political parties, unions, and 
civic organizations after 1945.22 It seems as if historians and political sci-
entists take women’s lack of power as the baseline of all political systems 
and, thus, unworthy of study. An additional factor presumably dampened 
interest in the gender of politics in postwar Germany. During the Cold 
War and through the fi rst half of the 1990s, the scholarly bias leaned to-
ward emphasizing contrast in the political functioning and ideology of the 
democratic West and the dictatorial East. Few students of politics or ideol-
ogy adopted theoretical perspectives such as gender analysis that highlight 
resemblance or intersection between patriarchal political systems in both 
German states.

To move beyond the sheer fact of women’s exclusion from political 
power and to challenge scholarly silence about the gender of politics, 
women’s and gender historians have since the 1990s turned to social and 
cultural history and, in effect, introduced women and gender relations 
into the political framework through the side door of social policy or back 
door of political and social struggle. The historical reconstruction of soci-
ety, culture, and popular protest is, of course, not new to historiography 
but came relatively late to the study of postwar Germany, in part because 
of the fi xation on its political division. With this move in contemporary 
German history, scholars have explored an ever-growing array of topics. 
This work has contributed to an emerging history of Cold War Germany 
that is more realistic and interesting than the static story of democracy 
and economic success contrasted with socialist dictatorship and economic 
disaster or, alternatively, socialism and equality contrasted with capitalism 
and inequality.23

Since the 1990s, both scholars and the public have hotly debated the 
nature of the relationship between the party and the people or, in aca-
demic parlance, between state and society under communism. Especially 
motivated to understand this relationship were scholars who rejected the 
long-popular totalitarian theory of absolute top-down control of every-
thing in the GDR (and other communist countries). Arguing that the 
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GDR did have a society that was, if not independent, still ineffectively 
controlled by the party/state, they put forward a theory of the “limits of 
dictatorship” and looked for archival evidence of social agency, Eigensinn 
(stubbornness), in the everyday life and individual and group resistance 
within the repressive confi nes of single-party hegemony.24 This new re-
search on the GDR inspired, as well, a fresh look at the history of the 
FRG and its evolving relations between state and civil society.

To write what historian Sandrine Kott calls a “social history of poli-
tics,”25 historians have taken up all the tools of the “new history,” includ-
ing history from below, Alltagsgeschichte (history of everyday life), gay 
history, and the history of sexuality, and applied the methods of gender, 
cultural, and/or discourse analysis. Although sometimes accused of elid-
ing or even avoiding politics, most practitioners of social and cultural 
history investigate the connections between social relations and public 
policy, private lives and political structures, and everyday resistance and 
political change in the history of both German states. The study of private 
lives has turned up evidence of indifference, nonconformity, self-fashion-
ing, recalcitrance, and resistance by women and men to cultural norms, 
offi cial discourse, and legal prohibitions regarding the body, sexuality, 
pornography, marriage, the family, religion, paid work and housework, 
private consumption, and the home in both East and West Germany from 
the late 1940s onward.26 Research on income inequality, social hierarchy, 
and education has connected societal outcomes in both states to political 
decision-making.27 Not all of this work has been driven by a gendered 
perspective, but its focus on society and culture has brought gendered be-
haviors and attitudes to the fore and highlighted their entanglement with 
state policy and political norms.28

Gender, the Family, and Work 
in East and West German Policies

Obsessed though they were with antithesis, political historians of the Cold 
War era ignored two important fi elds of politics that contemporaries used 
to mark differences between the FRG and the GDR: gender ideology and 
family and labor policy.29 Both states (and their constitutions) insisted on 
their commitment to women’s equality, but they disagreed about what 
constituted equality. Following the principles of socialist emancipation 
theory, the GDR propagated an approach to “women’s emancipation” 
that championed women’s equal right to participate in paid work as the 
path to female autonomy and integration into society and politics. For 
its part, the FRG touted women’s freedom not to work and, instead, to 
nurture their children at home. The different notions of modern woman-
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hood and the related family ideals—the dual-earner family in the East and 
the male-breadwinner/female-homemaker family in the West—infl uenced 
the respective family, welfare, and education policies. They led, for ex-
ample, to an all-day system of childcare and schooling in the East, which 
encouraged mothers to take up full-time paid work, and a half-day system 
in the West, which deliberately prevented them from doing this.30 The 
gender ideals also shaped health, housing, labor, and other social and wel-
fare policies. Feminist scholars have exposed the centrality of gender to 
Cold War competitive discourse about democracy and socialism. Recently, 
comparative studies have uncovered the countless and constant gendered 
references and tropes in the rhetoric of political legitimation of “our” side 
and delegitimation of the “other” side.31

One of the fi rst studies to disclose the centrality of gender ideology as a 
marker of differences that informed family and labor policies was Robert G. 
Moeller’s groundbreaking 1993 book Protecting Motherhood: Women and 
the Family in the Politics of Postwar West Germany.32 In its wake came stud-
ies of one of the two German states, as well as comparative works on 
family and social policy, which traced similarities and differences in West 
and East German policies and the ways in which hyperawareness of the 
other Germany affected decision-making—in some cases leading to ideo-
logically motivated rejection of the alternative but in others to pragmatic 
adaptation.33 German-German entanglement, they showed, was condi-
tioned not only by Cold War rivalry but also by their shared past. They 
revealed the ways in which Nazi policies regarding, for example, women 
and employment had carved a path that was often diffi cult to leave. They 
also emphasized path dependency reaching back to the Wilhelmine Em-
pire and Weimar Germany.

Cold War rivalry in East and West Germany, like the competition be-
tween the US and USSR, was informed by claims of each system’s supe-
riority. Politicians and media placed gender and the family in the center of 
such claims. Male and female roles, women’s rights, family law, marriage 
and divorce law, maternal employment, the nurturing of children, and the 
quantity and quality of household consumption were key sites of contes-
tation over the degrees of freedom and security provided by one political 
system relative to the other.34 The understanding of “appropriate” gender 
relations refl ected the contrasting gender ideologies. Touting the FRG’s 
support of the family, West German commentators attacked GDR poli-
cies that allegedly undermined marriage, children’s welfare, and domestic 
privacy. Celebrating the GDR’s commitment to women’s independence, 
East German publicists criticized FRG protection of paternal privilege 
over single mothers, wives, and children. No matter its content, however, 
gender ideology was central to discourse about political evil and good in 
divided Germany.
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In this volume, two chapters focus on the contested subject of work and 
family. Leonie Treber’s contribution, “The Big Cleanup: Men, Women, 
and the Rubble Clearance in Postwar East and West Germany,” concen-
trates on the fi rst postwar years and their importance to the construction 
of the gendered collective memory in East and West. Treber demonstrates 
the infl uence of the dichotomous gender ideology in both Germanys on 
economic policy and employment after 1945. She deconstructs the “myth 
of the rubble woman” (Trümmerfrau) as a central fi gure in the postwar 
cleanup of massive rubble piles in bombed German cities. Only in Berlin 
and the Soviet zone of occupation, however, did women play a signifi cant 
role in the postwar clearing of the rubble. Their participation in the three 
Western zones was low for several reasons, including the shared belief of 
American, French, and British occupation powers as well as West German 
male administrators that rubblework was not for women. In the East, 
meanwhile, the print media turned a practical need for women laborers 
into a political symbol of women’s equality and commitment to building a 
democratic Germany. The story of the idealistic female rubble worker per-
sisted throughout the history of the GDR. In the FRG, the myth of the 
rubble women arose only in the 1980s as West German politicians and so-
ciety looked for an icon of women’s contributions to the reconstruction of 
postwar Germany. Treber’s chapter thus illustrates change and continuity 
in gendered discourse about rubblework as Western rhetoric converged 
with the Eastern message.35

Alexandria Ruble’s chapter, “Children, Church, and Rights: East and 
West German Protests against Family Law Reforms in the 1950s,” ex-
plores debate and protest surrounding plans to reform marriage and 
family law in East and West Germany after 1949.36 Both states sought 
to change the patriarchal Civil Code (Bürgerliches Gesetzbuch, BGB) that 
dated back to 1900. In the East, the SED aimed to replace the BGB with 
a more egalitarian socialist Family Code (Familiengesetzbuch, FGB) that 
supported the dual-earner family model. In the West, only the SPD and 
FDP, supported by many women’s organizations, demanded reform of 
the BGB to achieve greater gender equality in family and marriage. The 
Christian-conservative parties and the Catholic and Protestant Churches 
wanted to reify the old male-breadwinner model in marriage and fam-
ily, and opposed any far-reaching reform of the BGB in both German 
states. The debates in the FRG and GDR were at the same time shaped by 
the tug-of-war between the two Germanys for hegemony. East and West 
German politicians relied on contrasts to the other Germany to support 
their arguments for and against the new family laws. The GDR fi nally 
implemented its new FGB in 1965. The FRG proceeded in two steps. 
The Equal Rights Act (Gesetz über die Gleichberechtigung von Mann und 
Frau auf dem Gebiet des bürgerlichen Rechts) of 1957 repealed the so-called 
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Stichentscheid in the BGB, which gave the husband the fi nal decision in 
all marriage and family matters. The First Law for the Reform of the 
Marriage and Family (Erstes Gesetz zur Reform des Ehe- und Familienrechts) 
of 1976 ended the legal norm of the “housewife marriage.”37 As in other 
Western countries, women won legal equality in marriage and family, i.e. 
“civil citizenship,” decades after their access to equal political-citizenship 
rights, which proves the importance of civil laws for the maintaining of a 
patriarchal social order.38

One intentional result of the family policies pursued by the two Ger-
man states was the extreme difference in the female employment rate, 
especially among mothers. In 1964, the proportion of employed women 
among all women of working age (15–65 years) was already 69 percent 
in the GDR, but only 50 percent in the FRG. In the GDR, it increased 
to 78 percent by 1989 and in the FRG to only 56 percent, one of the 
lowest rates in Western Europe.39 In addition, as the chapter by Treber 
shows, the GDR tried much earlier than the FRG to facilitate female 
work in sectors of its economy and professions that were traditionally 
perceived as “male,” and encouraged young women to pursue profes-
sional training or a degree in subjects traditionally chosen only by men, 
such as engineering. Although the SED touted this policy as evidence 
of the equalizing effects of its socialist gender ideology, two of its major 
motivations were pragmatic: the greater “surplus” of women in the post-
war population of the GDR than the FRG, and East Germany’s dramatic 
and increasing labor shortage.40 A paradigmatic shift in the FRG’s offi -
cial family and labor policy occurred only slowly. The fi rst step toward 
a modernized family ideal was made in the 1960s when the model of 
the male breadwinner and female homemaker and part-time earner took 
hold. This model dominated state policies in the West until the fi rst de-
cade of the twenty-fi rst century.41

Gender, Health Policy, and Control of the Female Body

Women and gender historians have also shown the impact of gender im-
ages on policies related to health, the female body, and reproduction. Most 
of the relevant laws and institutions in both the FRG and GDR originated 
in the Weimar Republic or even the Wilhelmine Empire. Only in the GDR 
can we observe a partial break with these traditions, as demonstrated in 
the chapter by Donna Harsch on “Gendering Health Politics: East and 
West German Healthcare Systems in Comparison, 1950–70.” She dis-
cusses the parallels between East and West German policies toward con-
tagious and chronic diseases that were conditioned both by long-standing 
medical norms and by the epidemics of the immediate postwar period. 
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Depending on the disease, biases about femininity and masculinity came 
more or less to the fore—very much in the cases of venereal disease and 
heart disease, less so when confronting tuberculosis or cancer. One ma-
jor contrast in health policy was the GDR’s strong and the FRG’s weak 
emphasis on preventive care, which was most pronounced in policies re-
lated to women’s reproductive health, including reproductive cancers and, 
above all, pregnancy and childbirth. From the late 1960s on, though, the 
FRG increasingly adopted the East German orientation toward preven-
tive healthcare. Rising concern about the health of women (and infants) 
motivated this shift in the West German healthcare system, just as it had 
always undergirded the GDR’s consistent focus on prevention.42

Other important areas in which the policy of both German states pur-
sued a pronatalist policy were birth control and abortion. The latter is an 
especially underexplored subject of research for the two post-1945 Ger-
manys. Passed in 1871, Paragraphs 218 and 219 of the German Penal 
Code (Reichsstrafgesetzbuch, StGB) banned every form of abortion by a 
woman, any type of assistance in obtaining an abortion, and any advertis-
ing of it.43 Women who aborted their pregnancy faced punishment of six 
months to fi ve years imprisonment. After 1926, medically indicated and 
approved abortions were allowed. A growing nonpartisan and extrapar-
liamentary movement of liberals, social democrats, socialists and commu-
nists, men and women, and experts and laymen fought for the legalization 
of abortion and birth control in Weimar Germany. Even with millions of 
supporters, the effort did not succeed.44 In 1933, the Nazis legalized abor-
tion for “racial hygiene” reasons to prevent “hereditary diseases.” After 
1945, except for two years of partial legalization in some regions of the 
Soviet zone of occupation, the pre-1933 version of Paragraphs 218 and 
219 was revalidated in both German states.45 In 1965, the GDR eased the 
ban and allowed some socially indicated abortions. Only in 1972 did the 
GDR change the law and legalize abortion in the fi rst trimester of a preg-
nancy (a policy known as the Fristenregelung). GDR health services began 
to provide birth control, including contraceptive pills, free of charge.46 In 
the FRG, the new women’s movement took up the struggle for abortion 
reform with great vigor. In the same year that the GDR legalized abor-
tion, political pressure from women’s organizations reached a crescendo. 
In response, the SPD/FDP-controlled Bundestag implemented a Fristen-
regelung too, but in 1975 the Federal Constitutional Court (Bundesver-
fassungsgericht) declared this regulation unconstitutional. Subsequently, 
the social-liberal government introduced a law that allowed abortion only 
for a limited number of circumstances, including “eugenic,” “medical,” 
and “social” reasons (Indikationsregelung). Thus, the feminist struggle for 
the right of women to control their own body succeeded, although only 
in a limited way.47
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Gendered Activism in West Germany

The reform of Paragraphs 218 and 219 was one important aim of the new 
women’s movement in West Germany in the early 1970s. This movement 
emerged in the context of the extraparliamentary opposition (Außerpar-
lamentarische Opposition, APO), especially the student movement, in the 
late 1960s. Feminist research on the new movement started in the 1980s 
and radically changed and extended the understanding of politics in aca-
demia and civil society. Most of the early works focused on autonomous 
feminism, but in the last two decades this narrow construction of femi-
nism has been increasingly challenged.48 The chapters in this volume on 
women’s activism in the FRG, too, revise the conventional interpretation 
of this movement, broaden our view of its origins and composition, and/
or explore a neglected aspect of the movement.

In “Finding Feminism: Rethinking Activism in the West German New 
Women’s Movement of the 1970s and 1980s,” Sarah Summers argues 
that the feminist movement was not coterminous with the ideology and 
separatist organization of autonomous feminism. A broad movement with 
various programmatic strands and strategies that sprang from a variety of 
sources and organizations, the feminist movement included women’s as-
sociations with roots in the postwar years and even the Weimar Republic, 
female trade-union offi cials, and women in the major political parties (the 
CDU, SPD, and FDP). Working within as well as outside male-dominated 
organizations such as unions, parties, and the press, progressive women 
called for reform of family and social policy and employment equality. 
Furthermore, Summers, like other authors in this volume, argues that the 
competitive context of the Cold War shaped West German insistence on 
a gender division of labor in which the husband/father earned wages and 
the wife/mother stayed home.

In “Redefi ning the Political: The Gender of Activism in Grassroots 
Movements of the 1960s to 1980s,” Belinda Davis explores the entangle-
ment between the extraparliamentary opposition and its female members 
who presented an increasingly vocal and ever more radical challenge to 
its male leaders and their doctrinaire theories about revolution and so-
cial change. She traces women’s bumpy path toward self-representation 
within the APO and the ways in which women learned from their own 
mistakes and, in the process, created a new kind of radical feminist politics 
that criticized the silencing of individual women by patriarchal society, 
male left-wing leaders, and even other feminists who presumed to speak 
for “women.”49

Tiffany Florvil’s chapter, “Connected Differences: Black German Femi-
nists and Their Transnational Connections in the 1980s and 1990s,” looks 
at the feminist movement from yet another angle of investigation. She 
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traces the emergence of the organization Afro-German Women (Afro-
deutsche Frauen, ADEFRA), which, she argues, stimulated Black Ger-
man consciousness and activism by encouraging heterosexual and lesbian 
Women of Color to form a community to help them break out of social 
isolation and insist on their equal citizenship with white Germans and with 
men. She credits the Caribbean-American poet Audre Lorde with inspiring 
the formation of ADEFRA and with encouraging Afro-German women to 
see themselves as part of transnational feminism and as active in the politics 
of the African diaspora. ADEFRA was self-consciously international but 
also intent on forming ties to other women’s groups in Germany.50

All three chapters call for more research on the West German feminist 
movement broadly defi ned to include women from different social, polit-
ical, racial, and ethnic backgrounds.51 The chapters by Summers, Davis, 
and Florvil in part three, but also the chapters on gender relations and 
sexuality by Jane Freeland, Clayton Whisnant, and Friederike Brühöfener 
in part four, demonstrate that future research needs to combine the study 
of feminism with the exploration of other movements like the student, 
peace, gay and lesbian rights, and environmental movements, as well as 
with women’s engagement in mainstream political parties, trade unions, 
other organizations, and the media. Feminist activists were often involved 
in civil society far beyond the women’s movement. They brought their 
knowledge and experiences in this movement to other spaces of their civic 
and political engagement.52

A theme highlighted especially in the chapters by Ruble and Summers 
is the long tradition of the new women’s movement—often overlooked in 
studies of both post-1945 Germanys.53 Scholars ignored both the history 
of women’s activism from the mid-1940s to the late 1960s and the infl u-
ence of the women’s movement of the Weimar Republic on this post-1945 
activism. Many of the women who founded women’s associations and 
groups after 1945 had gained their fi rst political experiences in the 1920s 
and 1930s. They carried into both postwar states the traditions of the 
strong and politically diverse German women’s movement that the Nazis 
had crushed.54 Weimar-era confl icts between Christian-conservative, lib-
eral, social democratic, and communist women resurfaced after 1945 in-
side each state and across the Iron Curtain. In the context of the Cold War, 
three dominant dividing lines emerged in arguments among feminists. In 
both German states, Christian-conservative women disagreed with social 
democratic and communist women about women’s right to employment, 
their social rights as workers and working mothers, and their right to 
control their own body. In the FRG, burgeoning anticommunism forced 
female SPD members to constantly distance themselves from women who 
sympathized with the KPD and its women’s policy, even if they shared 
similar aims. The Cold War did not leave any space in West Germany for 
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a strong leftist women’s movement. In the GDR, former SPD and KPD 
women inside and outside the SED fought over the relationship of the 
women’s movement to the socialist state and the interpretation of gender 
quality.

Resistance, Protest, and Opposition in East Germany

The history of resistance, protest, and opposition against the GDR re-
gime has been unevenly studied. The intense repression of the early years 
by the SED and Soviet occupiers of the political opposition, especially 
by former Social Democrats as well as members of the CDU and the 
Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (Liberal-Demokratische Partei 
Deutschlands, LDPD) in the East, is well researched.55 The uprising of 
June 1953 that started with a strike by East Berlin construction workers 
and turned into a widespread revolt against the GDR government has 
generated much interest for decades.56 Also well covered are the peace and 
environmental movements of the 1980s in which pastors and members of 
the Protestant Church played a crucial role.57 Less explored is church op-
position to GDR policy in the 1950s. As Alexandria Ruble demonstrates 
in her chapter, both churches tried to use their infl uence on the East Ger-
man population to shape SED policy, especially the reform of family law 
aimed at gender equality. In the early 1950s, some 92 percent of the pop-
ulation belonged to a church; 80 percent were Protestants and 12 per-
cent Catholics.58

Even less attention has been paid to Christian women’s resistance to 
SED policies. Yet such resistance was signifi cant not only toward the end 
of the GDR, with the well-known opposition emanating from Protestant 
parishes, but also at its beginning. Kathryn Julian’s chapter, “Under the 
Habit: Resistance of Catholic Sisters against East German State Authority 
in the 1950s,” makes an important contribution to this unexplored topic 
by reconstructing a successful case of women’s resistance to religious pol-
icy of the political elite in the GDR. The 1950s were the period of the 
most unyielding religious repression in the GDR. Yet, as Julian shows, 
Catholic nuns, neglected in studies of East German religious history, exer-
cised remarkable agency in their interactions with the SED. They success-
fully protected their cloister, its charitable activities, and its property rights 
from state efforts to restrict its autonomy and end its good works. The 
chapter explores how and why apparently weak female orders were more 
effective than male religious leaders in their challenges to these plans. Iron-
ically, the nuns and sisters benefi ted from gendered assumptions about the 
relative harmlessness of women’s orders, while emphasizing their active 
contribution to social welfare. They exploited ties to their order in West 
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Germany to publicize their cause and, thus, turned Cold War rivalries over 
women and religion to their advantage.

East German nuns’ resistance in the 1950s was surprisingly effective, 
although it could not be presented publicly, much less as a political chal-
lenge to the SED or socialism. A public and organized women’s protest 
movement that aimed, self-consciously, at the destabilization of the whole 
political system did not emerge in postwar Germany until the 1960s and 
only in the FRG, with its constitutional protections of speech and as-
sembly. As Summers, Davis, and Florvil show, this movement challenged 
women’s exclusion from politics—whether from the leadership of politi-
cal parties and organizations or the leadership of the extraparliamentary 
opposition movements. Feminist activists demanded reproductive rights, 
an end to patriarchal privilege in family and marriage, childcare provision, 
equal wages, and so forth. Although this activist destabilization of tradi-
tional politics occurred only in the West, there are signs of entanglement 
between the student movement in the FRG and politics in the GDR: 
the SED moved to rein in a rebellious youth culture in the 1960s and, 
arguably, legalized fi rst-trimester abortion partly to showcase the GDR’s 
reproductive rights as the feminist movement called for abortion reform 
in the FRG.59 Furthermore, the new feminist movement in the West in-
spired not only independent feminist activism in the last years of the GDR 
but also the engagement of these feminists in the antistate opposition of 
the East German peace and environmental movement.60

Conclusion

This overview of the development of the research on the entanglements 
of gender and politics in post-1945 German history demonstrates that 
although women were excluded from political power in the Cold War 
era, they were both a major object of state policies and a major subject of 
efforts to bring excluded groups into politics as policy makers. Gendered 
assumptions about family, work, and consumption as well as health, wel-
fare, and education infused Cold War ideology about the alleged superior-
ity of one system over the other. Cold War competition often intensifi ed 
the gendering of political decision-making, typically but not always rein-
forcing the ideology of the dominant political constellation rather than 
fostering pragmatism or accommodation. Two examples in this volume 
demonstrate this: In the Western zones of occupation, fi xed ideas about 
the gender of work trumped the need for laborers to clear the rubble. 
In dealing with Catholic nuns who challenged specifi c antireligious mea-
sures, the SED accommodated the cloisters, in part because they were 
women’s religious organizations.
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From the late 1960s onward, in the European context of a policy of 
détente (Entspannungspolitik) with the East, the gendered rhetoric and 
policies of West Germany became more adaptive and less driven by the 
Cold War imperative to distinguish itself along gendered lines of com-
parison. One reason for this change was surely a shift of power in the 
federal government of the FRG. The conservative coalition of CDU/CSU 
and FDP was replaced first by the Grand Coalition of CDU/CSU and 
SPD (1966–69) and later by the social-liberal coalition of SPD and FDP 
(1969–82). This changing political landscape in the FRG informed not 
only international relations and the German East-West politics but also 
gendered rhetoric and policies.

Almost certainly the relationship between the two German states was 
overdetermined. In the 1950s, the GDR showed much more interest 
in West German policies and outcomes than vice versa. The imbalance 
in attention did not signify West German indifference but a feeling of 
superiority and disdain for developments in “the Zone.” In the context 
of generational transition around 1960, this attitude started to change. 
The younger generation was more willing to consider the value of some 
East German policies, for example in the health sector and child welfare. 
Convergence was also furthered by the organized public activism of West 
German women. From the late 1960s through the 1990s, these women 
fought for a wide variety of social and political reforms, radically chal-
lenged the private and public silencing of women, and reminded West 
German women and men that theirs was, in fact, a multiracial and mul-
tiethnic society. With these actions and arguments, women pushed and, 
arguably, tore open the envelope of “politics” by fighting for an ever- 
greater expansion of the right to a place of power on the political stage 
and, thus, an expansion of the stage itself to include the parliamentary 
hall, the extraparliamentary street, and even the feminist room.
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