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After World War II, West Germany reached a "climax of familisation". 
This held true both for the social practice of family life and for social 

norms and cultural values: in the fifties, more people than ever before 

married and got children, the average marrying age declined, and the di-

vorce råtes were low.1 In public opinion as well as in the political dis-

course, the family was discovered and conceptualised as a place of security 

and refuge, as an "anti-structure to society",2 a nearly sacred institution, 

free from the state's intrusion and impact. Historians have described post-

war West German family values and politics both as a reaction towards the 

experiences during the Nazi period and the war and as an attempt to de-

tach oneself from East Germany's gender and family policy.3 

After the mid-sixties, the situation changed dramatically: family pat-

terns altered, and the labour force participation of married women and es-

1 Reinhard Sieder, Sozialgeschichte der Familie, Frankfurt/Main 1987, p. 256 ff., quot. 

p. 256. 
2 Heidi Rosenbaum (ed.), Familie als Gegenstruktur zur Gesellschaft, Stuttgart 1973. 
3 E.g. Robert G. Moeller, Reconstructing the Family in Reconstruction Germany: 

Women and Social Policy in the Federal Republic, 1949-1955, Feminist Studies vol. 15 (1989), 
pp. 137-160; Robert G. Moeller, ProtectingMotherhood: Women and the Family in the Politics of 
Post-War West Germany, Berkeley et al. 1993, pp. 90, 105, 129, passim; Ute Frevert, Frauen-

Geschichte. Zwischen Burgerlicher Verbesserung und neuer Weiblichkeit, Frankfurt/Main 1986, 
p. 268 ff.; Ilona Ostner, Slow Motion: Women, Work and the Family in Germany, in: Jane 

Lewis (ed.), Women and Social Policies in Europé, Work, Family and the State, Aldershot 1993, 

pp. 92-115, esp. p. 98. 
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pecially of mothers increased rapidly. Gender and generation relations 

were deeply affected by this. The increasing participation of women in 

higher and longer education and gainful employment resulted in an indi-

vidualisation of womens lives and made them more independent of a male 

breadwinner.4 Additionally, the invention of new and the improvement of 

old methods of family planning and birth control resulted in a separation 

of sexuality and procreation, liberating women from the fear of unwanted 

pregnancies and making voluntary motherhood possible. Both develop-

ments opened up new options of individual life planning for women. Yet, 

changes in society did not only occur on a socio-economic, but also on a 

cultural level: in values, norms, attitudes, perceptions and cultural repre

sentations. Social and cultural developments intensified and reinforced 

each other and led to a radicalisation of society which became most signif-

icant in the womens movement of 1968. The 68 movement undermined 

the concept of the family, defined as a community based on kinship, as the 

basis of society. The 68ers developed and presented new forms of commu-

nities: unmarried cohabitation and communes, with or without children, 

designed not to last a whole lifetime. Social scientists inspired by the ideas 

of 1968 claimed the abolition of the traditional nuclear family and held it 

responsible for individual psychical and mental disorders.5 Originating 

from the 68 movement, the womens movement was a serious challenge to 

the traditional family as well. Both movements shook established family 

values and paved the way for a broad social and cultural acceptance of new 

forms of cohabitation, family life, and gender relations. 

On the background of the strongly restorative tendencies in post-war 
West Germany, the social and cultural changes of the family after the 

mid-sixties were experienced by contemporaries as even more dramatic 

than in other countries; they were experienced mainly as a crisis develop-

ment. We can observe an almost permanent discourse about the crisis of 

the family', which started in the sixties and lasted throughout the follow-

ing decades. The term crisis of the family' referred to the crisis of the 

4 Cf. Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, Vom "Dasein för andere" zum Anspruch auf ein Stuck 

"eigenes Leben": Individualisierungsprozesse im weiblichen Lebenszusammenhang, Soziale 

We/f vol. 34 (1983), pp. 307-340. 
5 Cf. Rosemarie Nave-Herz, Einfuhrung, in: Rosemarie Nave-Herz (ed.), Wandel und 

Kontinuität der Familie in der BundesrepublikDeutschland, Stuttgart 1988, pp. 1-10, here p. 7 f. 
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'normal' family, i.e. the nuclear, patriarchal two-generation family consist-

ing of a breadwinner husband and a housewife with two or more children, 

which had been the common family pattern for only some decades. The 

rather conservative crisis discourse can be followed on different levels of 

society, not least within family politics, where it resulted in the discussion 

and implementation of new social benefits. The development of such ben-

efits will be studied in this article. But family policy reacted not only to so

cial and cultural changes; it also created central categories and norms of 

social life, the legal framework and thus the scope and the limits within 

which social practices of family life, childhood, parenthood, and gender 

relations could take place. One of those categories was a new concept of 

parenthood, which emerged after the seventies within a political context 

originating from the crisis discourse. This article analyses how the new 
parenthood concept emerged and how parenthood was constructed in 

West German family politics. Even if the emphasis of the study lies on the 

political discourse, its interrelation with the social and cultural changes of 

society will be examined as well as the implementation of the resulting po

litical reforms. Applying a gender perspective, the study is mainly con-

cerned with the gender implications, further with the labour märket as-

pects of West German family policy. The intention is to understand the 

evolution of a certain kind of parenthood concept and family policy dif-

fering from Swedish, East German and other countries' concepts and 

policies. 

The social and cultural change of the family institution 
in West Germany since the sixties 

What exactly were the demographic, social and cultural changes of the 
family which West German politicians and social scientists were so much 
concerned about after the sixties? Exploring the family institution, we 

have to distinguish between marriage and parenthood. The process of 

change in social practice and in cultural norms and concepts affected both 

of them in West Germany. Marriage patterns altered significantly since 
the fifties: The number of weddings per iooo inhabitants declined from 

around II in 1950 to around 6 in 1989. Moreover, divorce råtes doubled 
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within two decades: Whereas only 14 per cent of all dissolved marriage 
ended by divorce in 1960, the percentage had risen to 28 in 1983.6 During 
the seventies and eighties, unmarried cohabitation became broadly ac-
cepted in society, and the number of men and women practising this new 
form of partnership increased decisively as well. In West Germany, un
married cohabitation was the typical form of life for single, young, well-
educated couples. In 1990, only 11 per cent of them had children.7 In con-
trast to e.g. Sweden where many unmarried couples had children, most 
West Germans married when the first child was born—on account of legal 
discrimination, partly on account of more traditional family values—, but 
the vast majority of them had been living together before.8 

Whereas the marriage institution eroded in social practice, politicians 
still held on to the value of marriage in the eighties. On a programmatic 
level9 and in practical politics, marriage—and not the existence of chil
dren—was the pivotal condition for a living form to be defined as and 
treated as a family. Unmarried couples were not defined as families, but as 
unmarried relationships (Nichteheliche Lebensgemeinschaften), whether they 
had children or not. They had to pay higher taxes than married ones, and 
they neither had the right to be the heir to each other nor to adopt chil
dren. For unmarried couples with children, the situation was quite com-

6 Maria S. Rerrich, Balanceakt Familie: Zwischen alten Leitbildern und neuen Lebensfor-

men, Freiburg i. Br., 21 990, p. 12 f. 
7 Norbert F. Schneider, Familie und private Lebensfuhrung in West und Ostdeutschland. 

Eine vergleichende Analyse des Familienlebens igjo—igg2, Stuttgart 1994, p. 131. See also Max 

Wingen, Nichteheliche Lebensgemeinschaften. Formen—Motive—Folgen, Osnabriick 1984. 
8 According to the results from a sample survey, 85 per cent of those who married in 1980 

had been living together before. The respective figures for 1970 and 1960 were only 9 and 4 

per cent. Cf. Rosemarie Nave-Herz, Familiäre Veränderungen seit 1950—eine empirische Stu

die, Oldenburg 1984, p. 115. See also Franz-Xaver Kaufmann, Familie und Modernität, in: 

Kurt Luscher et al. (eds.), Die "postmoderne" Familie. Familiale Strategien und Familienpolitik 

in einer Ubergangszeit, Konstanz 1988, pp. 391-416, here p. 397. In East Germany, the domi-
nating pattern of unmarried cohabitation differed from the West German one: in the eight
ies, in about 50 per cent of the partnerships, at least one of the partners was divorced and the 

couple lived together with children. Cf. Schneider, Familie, p. 132 f. 
9 E.g. in the Family Reports published by the Federal Government. Cf. Wolfgang Wal

ter, Vom Familienleitbild zur Familiendefinition. Familienberichte und die Entwicklung desfam-
ilienpolitischen Diskurses, Konstanz 1993 (=University of Konstanz, Social Sciences Dept., 
Research Programme "Society and Family", Working Paper No. 5). 
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plicated, since the father had no right to custody of the children. Espe-

cially conservative family politicians legitimated the legal discrimination 

of unmarried couples with the West German constitution, whose artide 6 

states that "marriage and family are under the state's special protection". 

The conclusion drawn was that married couples and families were better 

off than all other forms of living and cohabitation.10 In Swedish social and 

family policy, by contrast, marriage was not favoured like that, and unmar

ried or divorced parents could have joint custody of their children after 

1977.11 However, a process of change in attitudes can be observed in Ger-

many as well, and the public awareness of the legal problems of unmarried 

couples with children has risen during the nineties. Actually, a law giving 

them joint custody of their children came into force in July 1998. 
The social changes of marriage and partnership patterns have been de-

scribed by sociologists as a deinstitutionalisation of marriage.12 It was ac-

companied by declining numbers of children—per family and in absolute 

numbers. Since the late sixties, the number of children per woman has de-

creased, continuing a demographic trend which had started in the late 

nineteenth century. In the seventies and eighties, birth råtes declined so 

much that a pronatalist discourse emerged—something which had been 

taboo in West Germany until then because of Nazi population policy. The 

number of married couples who did not have any children at all was in-

creasing as well as the number of those with only one child: in the late 

eighties, half of all marriages were childless or had one child.13 With a 

total fertility rate of 1.4 in 1992, West Germany reported one of the lowest 

10 GG art. 6 par. 1: "Ehe und Familie stehen unter dem besonderen Schutz der staatli-

chen Ordnung". Cf. Viola Gräfin von Bethusy-Huc, Familienpolitik. Aktuelle Bestandsauf-

nahme derfamilienpolitischen Leistungen undReformvorschläge, Tubingen 1987, p. 6 f.; Schnei-

der, Familie, p. 15. 
11 Diane Sainsbury, Gender, Equality and Welfare States, Cambridge 1996, p. 66 f£; And

ers Agell, Sweden, in: Alec Samuels (ed.), Social Security and Family Law with special reference 

to the one-parentfamily. A Comparative Survey, London 1979, pp. 149-185, here p. 154. Cf. also 
Florins and Nilssons contribution in this volume. 

12 Cf. Hartmann Tyrell, Ehe und Familie—Institutionalisierung und Deinstitutionali-

sierung, in: Kurt Liischer et al. (eds.), Die "postmoderne" Familie. Familiale Strategien und 

Familienpolitik in einer Ubergangszeit, Konstanz 1988, pp. 145-156; Kaufmann, Familie und 

Modernität, p. 410, passim. 
13 Rerrich, Balanceakt Familie, p. 14. 
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råtes in Europé. Only Italy had an even lower one (1.3), while Sweden had 
by the early nineties reached one of the highest fertility råtes in Western 
Europé (2.1).14 Although the vast majority of children still lived in so-
called complete families,15 the increase in and growing acceptance of other 
forms of family life shook and qualified the normative power of the tradi-
tional nuclear family. Moreover, the family lost quantitative importance as 
well: In 1980, in only fifty per cent of all households lived children, and by 
the late eighties, the number of single households exceeded that of couple 
or family households.16 

Although the number of children decreased, the qualitative status of 
parenthood and childhood was enhanced.17 This process has been de-
scribed as an increasing institutionalisation and normative strengthening of 
parenthood—in contrast to the deinstitutionalisation of marriage.18 It had 
started already in the nineteenth century, when the mother-child-relation 
attracted scientific and political attention and mothers were made more 

14 Within the EU, only Ireland reported an even higher figure. Cf. Ann-Sofie Ohlander, 

Women, Children and Work in Sweden 1850—1993. Report for The International Conference on 

Population andDevelopment in Cairo 1994, Stockholm 1994 (= SOU 1994:38), p. 50. The total 
fertility rate indicates the estimated number of children a woman will bear throughout her 
reproductive period. Looking at the birth rate figures (i.e. the annual number of births per 

1000 inhabitants), we get a similar picture: With a figure of 9.6, Italy had the worlds lowest 

birth rate, followed by West Germany with a rate of 10.5 (figures for 1988) (figures for Swe
den not reported). Cf. Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, Allés aus Liebe zum Kind, in: Ulrich 

Beck, Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, Das ganz normale Chaos der Liebe, Munich 1990, pp. 135-

183, here p. 136. 
15 90.5 per cent of all children under 18 years in 1981. Cf. Kaufmann, Familie und 

Modernität, p. 397. 
16 In 1987, there were 33 per cent single households, 28 per cent households with 2 per

sons, 18 per cent with 3 persons, 14 per cent with 4 persons, and 7 per cent households with 5 

and more persons. Cf. Rerrich, Balanceakt Familie, p. 16. 
17 The sociologist Franz-Xaver Kaufmann puts it the other way round: because of the in-

tensified normative, social and cultural demands on modern parenthood, more and more 

people decided to remain childless. Kaufmann, Familie und Modernität, p. 395. 
18 Tyrell, Ehe und Familie; Yvonne Schiitze, Zur Veränderung im Eltern-Kind-

Verhältnis seit der Nachkriegszeit, in: Rosemarie Nave-Herz (ed.), Wandel und Kontinuität 

der Familie in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Stuttgart 1988, pp. 95—114; Yvonne Schiitze, 

Von der Gattenfamilie zur Elternfamilie, in: Alois Herlth et al. (eds.), Abschied von derNor-

malfamilie? Partnerschaft kontra Elternschaft, Berlin et al. 1994, pp. 91-101; Kaufmann, Fami
lie und Modernität, pp. 354 f., 4iof. 
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and more personally responsible for the well-being of their children.19 The 

process continued throughout the twentieth century, when childhood as 

such gained more attention. Since the late sixties, a new cultural value and 

normative demand has emerged because of the possibility of voluntary 

motherhood (birth control, legal abortion). Women should give birth to a 

child only if they could take the responsibility. And, vice versa, the biolog-

ical mother was expected to bring up her child herself and not give it away 

as a foster child, to a childrens home or for adoption. On the whole, the re-

quirements on how to bring up a child perfectly' have increased enor-

mously during the last decades.20 The enhanced status of childhood found 

its expression also in welfare politics: in many Western countries, social and 

family law followed increasingly the principle of childrens well-being and 

started treating children as legal subjects with own rights.21 

Since the late sixties, demands concerning the upbringing of children 
were no longer exclusively made on mothers, but even on fathers. Ameri

can and European pedagogues, psychologists and psychoanalysts discov-

ered the father-child-relation to be equally important as the mother-

child-relation—both for the child and the father, fiirthermore for the 

whole family. The maternal task of taking care of and educating children 
turned into a parental task. Fathers were now considered not only to be 

capable of but also to be responsible for child-care to the same or at least 

to a similar extent as mothers.22 This very recent development indicates a 

19 Cf. Elisabeth Badinter, Die Mutterliebe. Geschichte eines Gefuhls vom ly. Jahrhundert bis 

heute, Munich 1984; Hartmann Tyrell, Soziologische Uberlegungen zur Struktur des 

biirgerlichen Typus der Mutter-Kind-Beziehung, in: Joachim Matthes (ed.), Lebenswelt und 

soziale Probleme. Verhandlungen des 20. Deutschen Soziologentages zu Bremen 1980, Frank-

furt/Main, New York 1981, pp. 417-428; Yvonne Schiitze, Die gute Mutter. Zur Geschichte des 

normativen Musters "Mutterliebe", Bielefeld 1986. 
20 Beck-Gernsheim, Liebe zum Kind, p. 168 f£; Marlene Stein-Hilbers, Wem "gehört" das 

Kind? Neue Familienstrukturen und veränderte Eltern-Kind-Beziehungen, Frankfurt/Main, 

New York 1994; Schiitze, Die gute Mutter, Schiitze, Veränderung; Schiitze, Gattenfamilie. 
21 See Göran Therborn, The Politics of Childhood: The Rights of Children in Modern 

Times, in: Francis G. Castles (ed.), Families of Nations. Patterns of Public Policy in Western 

Democracies, Aldershot 1993, pp. 241-291; Stein-Hilbers, Wem ''gehört" das Kind?, pp. 82 ff., 
108 ff. 

22 For the USA see e.g. David B. Lynn, The Father. His Role in Child Development, Mon-
terey, 1974; Michael E. Lamb (ed.), The Role of the Father in Child Development, Madison 
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transformation of the cultural concepts of childhood, fatherhood, mother-
hood and gender relations as well as a new construction of parenthood in 
the sense of shared and responsible parenthood. This new cultural concept 
of parenthood has found its expression in family and social policy in sev-
eral European countries: From the seventies onwards, social benefits ena-
bling parents to stay at home and care for their newborn children were im-
plemented in West Germany, the Scandinavian and other European 
countries, and from 1983, the European Council discussed a directive on 
parental leave and adopted it finally in 1996.23 Still, the concept of parent
hood differed from country to country, since it developed within different 
social, cultural, political and discursive contexts. In West Germany, the 
new parenthood concept found its expression in family policy by the intro-
duction of education allowances for parents in 1986. This social benefit was 
a late result of a political discourse taking its starting point in the concern 
about the crisis of the family. In the following, the development of this 
family policy discourse and the emergence of parenthood and education 
allowances since the sixties will be analysed. 

The late sixties: The discourse on childrens well-being 

As in most Western European countries, female labour-force participa-
tion increased in West Germany from the mid-fifties, and growing at a 
disproportional rate was the participation of mothers with children at pre-

1976. For Sweden: Lars Jalmert, Små barns sociala utveckling. En granskning av forskning om 

spädbarn, mammor, pappor, könsroller och daghem, Stockholm 1980, p. 64 ff.; Philip Hwang 

(ed.), Faderskap, Stockholm 1985. For West Germany: Dorothea-Luise 8c Theodor Schar-

mann, Die Vaterrolle im Sozialisations und Entwicklungsprozefi des Kindes, in: Friedhelm 

Neidhardt (ed.), Fruhkindliche Sozialisation, Stuttgart 1975, pp. 270-316; Wassilios E. Fthen-

akis, Väter, 2 vols., Munich 1985. For a research review see Rosemarie Nave-Herz, Die Be-

deutung des Vaters fur den Sozialisationsprozefi seiner Kinder. Eine Literaturexpertise, in: 

Jiirgen Postler (ed.), Traditionalismus, Verunsicherung, Veränderung. Männerrolle im Wandel?, 

Bielefeld 1985, pp. 45-75; Hildegard Macha, Die Renaissance des Vaterbildes in der 

Pädagogik, Pädagogische Rundschau vol. 45 (1991), pp. 197-214. 

23 See Sheila B. Kamerman, Alfred J. Kahn (eds.) Child Care, Parental Leave, and the 

Under js. Policy Innovation in Europé, New York et al. 1991; European Commission (ed.), 

Equal Opportunities for Women and Men in the European Union, Annual Report 1996, Brussels 
:997> P- 63 f-
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school and school age. Between 1950 and 1980, the percentage of working 

mothers with children under the age of 15 nearly doubled. In 1950 every 

fourth of these mothers was gainfully employed, in 1960 already every 

third. By the eighties, the figure had risen to over 40 per cent. Working 

mothers became an issue of great public and political interest. Yet, the em-

ployment rate of mothers with children at pre-school age increased only a 

little: from around 30 to some 35 per cent between 1961 and 1980.24 None-
theless, these working mothers with small children attracted most public 

and political attention, not only in West Germany. The public, political 

and scientific perception of the increase in maternal employment differed 

from country to country, though.25 In many countries, it corresponded 

with a shortage of labour, and both developments led to crisis discourses, 

but the crisis definitions could be completely different. In Sweden e.g., the 
problem was defined in terms of how to increase female and maternal la-

bour-force participation even more in order to mobilise as much Swedish 

labour as possible to maintain and increase the economic growth of the 

country. Resulting problems were how to qualify women for and integrate 

them into the labour märket and how to provide sufficient child-care facil-

ities quickly.26 This development of the Swedish political discourse was 

favoured by a variety of factors, of which the probably most important 

ones were the following three. Firstly, the trade unions had a strong influ-

ence on Swedish labour märket policy. They wanted to mobilise native 

24 Ingrid N. Sommerkorn, Die erwerbstätige Mutter in der Bundesrepublik: Einstel-
lungs und Problemveränderungen, in: Rosemarie Nave-Herz (ed.), Wandel und Kontinuität 

derFamilie in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Stuttgart 1988, pp. 115-144, here p. 117, and table 

p. 299. 

25 Actually, the increase in maternal employment and its perception cannot be distin-

guished. See Anita Nyberg, The social construction of married womens labour-force partic

ipation: the case of Sweden in the twentieth century, Continuity and Change vol. 9 no. 1 
(1994), pp. 145-156, and Jakob Tanner, Der Tatsachenblick auf die 'reale Wirklichkeit': zur 
Entwicklung der Sozial- und Konsumstatistik in der Schweiz, Schweizerische Zeitschrift fur 

Geschichte vol. 45 no. 1 (1995), pp. 94-108, who show convincingly how (labour märket) sta-
tistics construct social and historical reality. 

26 Wiebke Kolbe, Turning Mothers into Parents: Welfare State Politics in Sweden and 
West Germany since the 1960S, in: Berit Gullikstad, Kari Heitmann (eds.), Kjann, makt, 

sammfunn i Norden i et historisk perspektiv. Konferanserapport fra det 5. nordiske kvinne-
historikermetet, Klsekken 08.-n.08.96, 2 vols., Trondheim, vol. 2, pp. 61-86, here p. 65 £ 
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married women and mothers instead of guest workers' or immigrants to 
solve the labour shortage problem, since they feared that cheap immigrant 
labour would undermine their concept of 'wage policy solidarity'. Sec-
ondly, the Swedish Government Official Report on future trends in 
Swedish economy (långtidsutredningen) published in 1962, which had an 
enormous impact on the political discourse, maintained that a further 
growth of the Swedish national economy could only be achieved if the 
huge reserve of married mothers was mobilised for the labour märket, and 
the committee suggested expanding public child-care facilities. Eventu-
ally, the emerging sex roles debate (könsrollsdebatten) spread the idea that 
women and men had (or should have) equal roles in society and that 
mothers should be gainfully employed as well as fathers should contribute 
to child care. The combination of economic arguments and the sex roles 
debate resulted in a broad political consensus that married women and 
mothers ought to have the possibility to choose between caring for their 
children at home and taking up gainful employment. To support them in 
joining the labour force, the state was to provide for sufficient numbers of 
child-care facilities. Actually, this was the starting point of a policy of in-
creasing and accelerating the building of day-care centres, beginning in 
1963 and enduring throughout the following decades.27 

The West German crisis discourse differed a lot from the Swedish one. 
In the Federal Republic, the increase in the participation of married moth
ers in the labour force was regarded as an alarming development rather 
than a solution to the labour shortage, which was just as severe a problem as 
in Sweden. Yet, this shortage could to some extent be remedied with refu-
gees from East Germany and Eastern Europé, though not completely. 
Therefore, the Federal Government encouraged the systematic recruiting 
of so-called guest workers from Southern Europé from the end of the fif-
ties and especially after 1961, when the Berlin Wall was built.28 This be-
came necessary because of the general consensus that the limits of mobilis-

27 Ibid.; Gunhild Kyle, Gästarbeterska i manssamhället. Studier i industriarbetande kvinnors 

villkor, Stockholm 1979, pp. 150-232; SOU 1962:10 Svensk ekonomi 1960-196$. Betänkande av 

1959 års långtidsutredning, pp. 39 ff., 96 ff., 149, 153 ff., 175 ff. Cf. also the contributions of 
Hinnfors and Florin/Nilsson in this volume. 

28 Cf. Johannes-Dieter Steinert, Arbeit in Westdeutschland: Die Wanderungsvereinba-

rungen mit Italien, Spanien, Griechenland und der Tiirkei und der Beginn der organisierten 
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ing married women for the labour märket had been reached.29 The 

industrys efforts to attract married women for the labour force by offering 

part-time work met reluctant or even disapproving reactions from politi-

cians and the public during the fifties. In the sixties however, when the la

bour shortage still existed, hundreds of thousands of married women actu-

ally took up part-time employment. Between 1960 and 1973, the number of 

part-time workers (nearly all of them female) tripled from 800,000 to 2.6 

millions. In view of this part-time-'boom', this kind of married womens 

gainful employment became at least partly accepted by the public.30 

During the fifties, though, public opinion about married womens and 

especially married mothers' employment had been extremely restrictive. 

This was partly due to the experiences of the Nazi period, when the state 

intruded on the supposedly private sphere of family life, and during the 
war, when many married women and mothers had joined the labour force. 

It was also partly due to East Germany's family and labour märket policy, 

where married women and mothers were consistently integrated into the 

labour force and where the state provided child-care facilities. The West 

Germans wanted absolutely to delimit themselves from former fascist and 

contemporary communist politics, which in their opinion destroyed fam

ily life as well as womens' health and were opposed to their natural obliga

tion as mothers.31 The 'principle of subsidiarity' (Subsidiaritätsprinzip), 

originating from catholic social theory, became the guideline for Chris-

tian-Democratic social and family policy in post-war West Germany. Ac-

Anwerbung ausländischer Arbeitskräfte, Archivfur Sozialgeschuhte vol. 35 (1995), pp. 197-209, 
esp. pp. 200 f£; Jiirgen Fjalkowski, Gastarbeiter als industrielle Reservearmee? Zur Bedeu-
tung der Arbeitsimmigration för die wirtschaftliche und gesellschaftliche Entwicklung der 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Archiv fur Sozialgeschichte vol. 24 (1984), pp. 399-456. 
29 Moeller, Protecting Motherhood, p. 177. 
30 Cf. Christine von Oertzen, Teilzeitarbeit und die Lust am Zuverdienen. Geschlechterpoli-

tik und gesellschaftlicher Wandel in Westdeutschland, 1948-1969, Göttingen 1999. Cf. also von 
Oertzens contribution in this volume. Numbers from Ingrid Kurz-Scherf, Teilzeitarbeit: In-
dividuelle Notlösung und/oder Vorbotin einer neuen Zeitordnung? Plädoyer fur die Entpa-
triarchalisierung der herrschenden Zeit-Ordnung, in: Ursula Muller, Hiltraud Schmidt-

Waldherr (eds.), FrauenSozialKunde. Wandel und Differenzierung von Lebensformen und Be-

wufltsein, Bielefeld 1989, pp. 42-57, here p. 46. 
31 See above, note 3. For East Germany cf. Gesine Obertreis, Familienpolitik in der DDR 

1945—1980, Opladen 1986, and Budde's contribution in this volume. 
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cording to this principle, the state shall only interfere in private life', when 

the capacity of smaller social units, such as the family or the business, to 

guarantee their members' social security has been reached.32 The political 

reluctance concerning state interference corresponded well with the atti-

tude of most West Germans towards the state, which was skeptical, if not 

distrustfiil, again due to the experiences with the Nazi regime. Both 

peoples attitude towards the state and the attitude of politicians attitude 

towards the function of social and family policy differed from Sweden. 

The Swedes had a strong confidence in their state, and Swedish policy was 

characterised by an attitude of social engineering originating from the 

1930S. Swedish social-democratic politicians were convinced that policy 

could and should actively shape and change society.33 

Even if the West Germans were wary of the state, the public objection 

towards working mothers was so strong that there were even voices claim-

ing a prohibition of maternal employment by law. In an opinion research 

poll from 1958, 59 per cent of the interviewed advocated such a law for 

mothers with children under the age of ten. In 1966, public opinion still 

had not changed in this respect.34 Throughout the fifties and early sixties, 

several sociological studies asserting the harmful consequences of mater

nal employment for children were published and became quite influential 

on the political discourse.35 For most West German contemporaries, the 

32 See the so-called Rothenfelser Denkschrift which defined the social political positions of 

the Christian-Democratic party: Hans Achinger et al., Neuordnung der sozialen Leistungen. 
Denkschrift aufAnregung des Herrn Bundeskanzlers erstattet, Köln 1955. From a catholic point 
of view: Joseph Höffner, Der Start zu einer neuen Sozialpolitik, Köln 1956. 

33 For the Swedish attitude of social engineering cf. Yvonne Hirdman, Att lägga livet 

tillrätta. Studier i svensk folkhemspolitik, Stockholm 1990, esp. pp. 10 ff., 97 ff.; Yvonne Hird

man, Social Engineering and the Woman Question: Sweden in the Thirties, in: Wallace 

Clement, Rianne Mahon (eds.), Swedish Social Democracy: A Model in Transition, Toronto 

1994, pp. 65-81. For evidence of this attitude in post-war Sweden cf. Florins and Nilssons 

contribution in this volume. 
34 Elisabeth Pfeil, Die Berufstätigkeit von Muttern. Eine empirisch-soziologische Erhebung, 

Tubingen 1961, p. 35 £; Federal Minister for Labour and Social Affairs (ed.), Bericht der Bun-

desregierung tiber die Situation der Frauen in Beruf Familie und Gesellschaft, Bonn 1966 (in the 

following quoted as Frauenenquéte), p. 78. 
35 E.g. Otto Speck, Kinder erwerbstätiger Mutter, Stuttgart 1956. For an analysis of this 

research see Yvonne Schiitze, Miitterliche Erwerbstätigkeit und wissenschaftliche For-
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crisis of the family originated to a high extent from the increase in work-

ing mothers, which was experienced as a crisis development itself. The 
central problem to be solved thus was how to make sure that mothers 

stayed at home with their children (at least with their children at pre-kin-

dergarten or pre-school age) to prevent the traditional family from being 

destroyed.36 Following this public and political opinion about maternal 

employment, West German family policy aimed explicitly at relieving 

husbands and fathers economically in their breadwinner function in the 

fifties and sixties: Child allowances and tax deductions for wife and chil

dren increasing the male breadwinner's income would enable his wife to 

stay at home and take care of household and children. Accordingly, the 

state was very reluctant to support public or private child-care facilities. 

Both the Christian-Democratic government and the Social-Democratic 
opposition united in the political goal to make the gainful employment of 
married women and mothers dispensable.37 This family policy was actu-

ally quite functional until the mid-fifties, as long as the Federal Republic 

faced high unemployment råtes. In the following two decades of labour 

shortage, though, West German family policy conflicted glaringly with 

the needs of the labour märket. In contrast to Sweden, where family and 

labour märket policy have corresponded with each other since the mid-

sixties, their contradiction was not eliminated but rather sharpened in 

West Germany at the same time: In the sixties, the debate about the 

harmfulness of maternal employment was intensified by a delayed recep

tion of international psychoanalytic research on psychological develop

ment during early childhood. As a consequence, childrens well-being be-

schung, in: Uta Gerhardt, Yvonne Schiitze (eds.), Frauensituation. Veränderungen in den letz-

ten zwanzigjahren, Frankfurt/Main 1988, pp. 114-138, esp. p. 116 ff. 
36 Cf. Moeller, Reconstructing. 
37 See e.g. Franz-Josef Wuermeling, Die Familie in der industriellen Gesellschaft. Ihr 

ethischer und wirtschaftlicher Schutz eine vordringliche Aufgabe, Bulletin, January 10,1957, 
p. 59 f. The Christian Democrat Wuermeling was the first Federal Family Minister. See also 

the Social-Democratic post war social policy concept: Walter Auerbach et al., Sozialplan fur 

Deutschland, Berlin 1957, p. 113. For the negative attitude of family politicies towards child-
care facilities see Franz-Josef Wuermeling, Jugend in der Grofistadt, Bulletin, November 25, 

1960; Max Wingen, Der Beitrag der Familienpolitik fur die Erziehungskraft der Familie, in: 

Kulturbeirat beim Zentralkomitee der deutschen Katholiken (ed.), Die Erziehungskraft der 

Familie. Berichte und Dokumentationen, Köln 1967, pp. 62-100, here p. 85. 

10 I45 



came the key concept of the public and political discourse about the crisis 

of the family. 
Only a certain part of the research on early childhood development 

gained publicity in West Germany, viz. only the results concerning hospi-

talism and so-called maternal deprivation. John Bowlby, the 'inventor of 

maternal deprivation, had studied children who lived permanently in 

childrens homes and found out that maternal absence led to severe psychic 

damage. He called this complex maternal deprivation.38 Bowlby's results 

concerning institution children were in the scientific and public discourse 

simply transferred to the completely different situation of children with 

working mothers, who were accused of abandoning their children while 

they were away at work. As a result, the mainstream of the West German 

scientific discourse—successively diffusing into the public and political 

discourse—asserted that the biological mothers continuous presence dur-

ing the childs first three years was required for his or her healthy psychic 
development.39 At the same time, the international research, as it was 

adopted in scholarly discourse in other countries, had quite a different 

character. Whereas the theories about maternal deprivation started domi-

nating the West German scientific and political discourse about child care 

and family life only some fifteen years after their emergence,40 they had in 

the meantime been complemented or displaced in other countries, e.g. the 

United States, Great Britain and Sweden, by other psychological and ped-

agogic theories. The research which became important for e.g. the Swed-

ish discourse after the late sixties asserted that maternal employment and 

public child-care as such were not harmful for small children, who could 

38 John Bowlby, Maternal Care and Mental Health. A Reportprepared on behalf of the World 
Health Organization as a contribution to the United Nations programme for the welfare ofhome-

less children, Genéve 1951. 
39 Cf. Schiitze, Miitterliche Erwerbstätigkeit, p. 124 ff.; Sommerkorn, Erwerbstätige 

Mutter, p. 130 £; Ursula Lehr, Die mutterliche Berufstätigkeit und mögliche Auswirkungen 

auf das Kind, in: Friedhelm Neidhardt (ed.), Fruhkindliche Sozialisation, Stuttgart 1975, pp. 
230—269, here p. 242 ff. For an analysis of Bowlby's and others' theories on the mother-child-
relation see Denise Riley, War in the Nursery. Theories of the Child and Mother, London 1983, 

p. 92 ff. 
40 Indicating this delay, Bowlby's most famous book Maternal Care and Mental Health 

was published in German first 22 years after the English edition: Mutterliche Zuwendung und 

geistige Gesundheit, Munich 1973. 
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very well reläte to more than one constant person.41 The political demand 

for particular scientific results was thus quite different in different coun-

tries. 

In West Germany the political discourse maintaining that the biologi-

cal mother was so important for the child led to demands for a maternity 

allowance (Muttergeld). It was to be paid to mothers who exclusively took 

care of their children and were not then employed. This social benefit 

aimed explicitly at restricting the labour force participation of mothers. 

The most engaged advocates were psychoanalysts and paediatricians such 

as the well-known doctors Theodor Hellbriigge and Johannes Pechstein. 

They raised their expert voices, warning in an emotional language of the 

terrible consequences for especially babies and small children of having 

them in day-nurseries. In their opinion, the result of institutional child-
care was "socially handicapped children". They asserted that West Ger
man mothers did not know enough about small childrens psychic devel-

opment: they joined the labour force, leaving their babies to inadequate 

public child-care facilities, in fatal ignorance of the disastrous conse

quences of their doing. Therefore, the doctors demanded both an infor

mation campaign for young women and welfare benefits for mothers 

which would encourage them to stay at home with their small children.42 

This expert discourse addressed explicitly and successfully to politicians 

and the public. During the sixties and seventies, medical and social scien-

tists, philanthropic organisations, the churches, and the trade unions were 

all united in the demand for some kind of social benefit for mothers ena-

41 Cf. Schiitze, Miitterliche Erwerbstätigkeit, p. 135; Ivan F. Nye, Lois W. Hoffman, The 
Employed Mother in America, Chicago 1963; Ivan F. Nye, Lois W. Hoffman, Working Moth

ers. An Evaluative Review of the Consequences for Wife, Husbandand Child, San Francisco et 

al. 1974; Riley, War in the Nursery; Jalmert, Små barns sociala utveckling, Siv Thorsell, 

Könsrollsfrågan och barnomsorgen, in: Annika Baude (ed.), Visionen om jämställdhet, Stock

holm 1992, pp. 94-105, esp. p. 94 f. 
42 E.g. Theodor Hellbriigge, Zur Problematik der Säuglings- und Kleinkinderfiirsorge in 

Anstalten.—Hospitalismus und Deprivation, in: Handbuch der Kinderheilkunde, vol. III, Ber
lin et al. 1966, pp. 384-404; Johannes Pechstein, Sozial behinderte Kinder, in: Theodor 
Hellbriigge (ed.), Kindliche Sozialisation und Sozialentwicklung, Munich et al. 1975, pp. 79-101; 
Johannes Pechstein, Elisabeth Siebenmorgen, Dorothea Weitsch, Verlorene Kinder? Die Mas-

senpflege in Säuglingsheimen. Ein Appell an die Gesellschaft, Munich 1972, esp. p. 82. See also 
many of the artides in the scientific journal Der Kinderarzt in the sixties and seventies. 
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bling them to stay at home to care for their small children.43 In 1969, 
Marie Schulte-Langforth, a former scientific expert of the Federal Minis-
try for Labour and Social Affairs, worked out the first detailed proposal 
for a maternity allowance. It was taken up by the well-known social scien-
tist and advisor for family and population policy Max Wingen and by the 
German Society for Public and Private Welfare who presented "recommen-
dations for the introduction of a maternity allowance", to the Social-
Democratic Family Minister Käthe Strobel in 1971. Maternity allowances 
were also discussed in the regional youth welfare departments at the be-
ginning of the seventies.44 Still, the time was not yet ripe for such a new 
welfare benefit: The ideas about how and for which groups of mothers it 
should be realised differed too much, which was one reason why it was not 
implemented in politics during the sixties and seventies. The main reason, 
however, were the enormous costs. 

The early seventies: The firstparents appear 

The famous anthropologist Margaret Mead had already in 1954 called the 
discourse on maternal deprivation "a new and subtle form of anti-femi-
nism in which men—under the guise of exalting the importance of mater-

43 E.g. Elisabeth Pfeil, Die Frau in Beruf, Familie und Haushalt, in: Ferdinand Oeter 

(ed.), Familie und Gesellschaft, Tubingen 1966, pp. 141-175, here p. 172; Edith Hinze, Lage 

und Leistung erwerbstätiger Mutter. Ergebnisse einer Untersuchung in Westberlin, Berlin, Köln 
1960, pp. 289 £, 294; DGB, Abteilung Frauen (ed.), Programm des Deutschen Gewerkschafts-
bundes fur Arbeitnehmerinnen, Diisseldorf 1969, p. 20; Klemens Brockmiiller, Gesellschaft-
liche Funktionen der Frauen besser honorieren, Ge-werkschaftliche Rundschau fur die Bergbau-
undEnergiewirtschaft 1968, pp. 110-119, here p. 116; Deutscher Verein fur öffentliche und pri

vate Fiirsorge (ed.), Die Mutter in der heutigen Gesellschaft. Gesamtbericht uber den 6j. Deuts

chen Fiirsorgetag in Milnchen, Frankfurt/Main 1964. Cf. also Frauenenquéte, p. 84. 
44 Marie Schulte-Langforth, Muttergeld. Vorschlag einer Hilfe fur Mutter mit kleinen Kin-

dern, Stuttgart 1969; Max Wingen, Ein Muttergeldkonzept und seine Problematik, Zeits-

chriftfur Sozialreform vol. 17 (1971), pp. 268-280; Deutscher Verein fur öffentliche und private 
Fiirsorge, Empfehlungen des Deutschen Vereins zur Einfuhrung eines Muttergeldes, Nach-

richtendienst des Vereins fur öffentliche und private Fiirsorge vol. 51 (1971), pp. 174-175. Wingen 
was a scientific expert in the Federal Ministry for Youth, Family and Health in the sixties. In 
the seventies and eighties, he worked as a professor at different universities and as a scientific 
advisor on family and population policy. 
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nity—are tying women more tightly to their children than has been 

thought necessary since the invention of bottle feeding and baby car-

riages."45 Against the background of the emerging womens movement, 
Meads remark gained new relevance and actuality. The womens move

ment was a radical challenge to the traditional family. Marriage and 

motherhood became suspect as the primary tasks of women, or as a female 

destination altogether. Feminists accused the traditional family of being 

oppressive to women and of being an important tool in maintaining a pa-

triarchal society. Female self-realisation was the new slogan, and this— 

feminists assumed—was something which could hardly be achieved 

within the traditional family. Women should become economically inde-

pendent of their husbands by taking up a gainful employment. They 

should have the right to decide about their own bodies by practising birth 

control and being offered free abortion.46 Actually, a broad 'new' womens 
movement started in West Germany on the abortion question. It was the 
fight against a restrictive abortion law which united many feminists, 

which gave the movement strength and which was most spectacular in the 

public.47 Through the womens movement, the conservative crisis dis-

course got new nourishment. When the social development of thousands 

of married women and mothers entering the labour force was accompa-

nied by the womens movement's claims for female emancipation and 

equality (Gleichberechtigung), this was experienced as a threatening combi-

nation by contemporaries who wanted to maintain the traditional gender 

order and family pattern. Women seemed now to refuse to fulfil their pri

mary roles as wives and mothers, to accept marriage as their purpose in 

life, and to bear and rear children, searching for their so-called self-realisa-

45 Margaret Mead, Some theoretical Considerations on the Problem of Mother-Child-

Separation, American Journal of Orthopsychiatry vol. 24 (1954), pp. 471-483, here p. 477. The 
discourse on maternal deprivation gained publicity in the U.S.A. as early as at the beginning 

of the fifties, which explains Meads—in comparison with West Germany's—early reaction. 
46 For a "classic" of the West German new women's movement see Alice Schwarzer, Der 

"kleine Unterschied" undseine grofien Folgen, Frankfurt/Main 1975. 
47 For the history of the West German new womens movement and its campaign against 

the abortion law see Frevert, Frauen-Geschichte, p. 276 f£; Alice Schwarzer, So fing es an! 10 

Jahre Frauenbewegung, Köln 1981; Alice Schwarzer, Frauen gegen den Paragraph 218.18 Proto-

kolle, aufgezeichnet von Alice Schwarzer, Frankfurt/Main 1971. 
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tion instead. The demands for a maternity allowance intensified and in-
creased during the seventies, which may be interpreted as a reaction to 
women challenging the gender order. Actually, we can observe a discursive 
struggle: the childrens well-being discourse was to a certain extent estab-
lished as an anti-discourse against the womens emancipation discourse. 
Conservatives like the Christian-Democratic member of parliament Al
bert Burger and the social scientist and political advisor Max Wingen as-
serted that womens equality was realised "at the expense of their children", 
that "the needs and demands of (small) children set limits to [womens] 
emancipation", and they claimed "young adolescent womens protection 
against a misdirected idea of emancipation".48 

Since the mid-seventies, maternity allowances were discussed in parlia
ment as well, now under the new term education allowance (Erziehungs-
geld).49 At the same time, a new factor appeared in the debate: the prob
lem of incipient mass unemployment. The period of economic boom and 
labour shortage was coming to an end, and unemployment figures were 
increasing. In this situation, education allowances were also discussed as a 
means of reducing the number of unemployed women, who suffered of 
the labour märket situation even more than men.50 In 1977, the federal 
state of Lower Saxony, led by a Christian-Democratic government, 
planned to introduce education allowances in a regional pilot project and 

48 Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle VIII/151, May 10, 1979, p. 12097 f-

(Albert Burger); Max Wingen, Bevölkerungspolitik als Gesellschaftspolitik—eine Replik, 

Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte B 21/1978, pp. 29-37, quot- p- 35; Max Wingen, Rahmensteue-
rung der Bevölkerungsbewegung als gesellschaftspolitische Aufgabe, Aus Politik und Zeitge

schichte B 52/1977, pp. 3-19, quot. p. 11 £ See also Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim, Vom Geburten-
riickgang zur Neuen Miitterlichkeit? V b er private und politische Interessen am Kind, Frankfurt/ 

Main 1984, p. 118 f. 
49 In the following, the term child-care allowance is used synonymously with the source 

term education allowance, since child-care allowance is the internationally usual term for this 

social benefit. 
50 In December 1976, the unemployment rate had reached 4.8 per cent, which corre-

sponded to about one million unemployed. The rate for females was higher: It amounted to 

6.1 per cent. Cf. Die Frau in der ojfenen Gesellschaft. Materialien zurfreiheitlich-sozialen Politik 

1-2/1977, special issue on unemployment. See esp. Roswitha Verhiilsdonk, Spezielle Prob-
leme der Frauenarbeitslosigkeit, pp. 2-4, and: Die Lage auf dem Arbeitsmarkt. Februar-Be-

richt 1977 der Bundesanstalt fur Arbeit, pp. 16-18. 
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asked the Federal Government for financial support. The Lower Saxonian 

social minister Hermann Schnipkoweit argued in the Bundesrat that an 

education allowance would solve two problems at once: working mothers 

would get the possibility to care för their new-born child, and several un-

employed women could get the mothers' working places instead. This 

would be an economical solution, since a mother receiving an education 

allowance of 350 DM per month would be much cheaper for the state than 

a woman receiving unemployment benefits amounting to 60 per cent of 

her former net income.51 The same ideas can be found in the federal 

Christian-Democratic partys "programme for regaining full employ-

ment", presented in 1977.52 The Federal Government of social democrats 

and liberals doubted, though, whether introducing education allowances 

would help to solve the unemployment problem and criticised the effort to 
(ab)use a family policy measure as an instrument of labour märket policy 
in times of economic crisis.53 

The transformation from the gender specific term maternity allowance 

to the gender neutral education allowance after the mid-seventies indi-

cated that the mothers person became less important. The focus shifted 

towards the child instead, or rather towards the activities of caring and 

51 Deutscher Bundesrat, report on the 446th sitting, June 3, 1977, p. 108 f. For compari-

son: In 1977, the average gross wage of a female industrial worker was 1,486 DM per month. 

For female white-collar workers, the average gross wage amounted to 1,924 DM per month. 

My own calculations based on Statistisches Bundesamt, Statistisches Jahrbuch fur die Bundes-

republik Deutschland 1978, Stuttgart 1978, pp. 452, 457. For the låter implementation of regio

nal child-care allowances in Lower Saxony in a pilot project from 1978 to 1980 see: Institut 

fur Strukturforschung und Entwicklungsplanung (ed.), Erziehungsgeld: Förderung der Betreu-

ung und Erziehung von kleinen Kindern und Verbesserung der Lebenssituation von Familien; 

Modellversuch in Niedersachsen, Hannover 1982; Federal Minister for Youth, Family, Women, 

and Health (ed.), Erziehungsgeld, Erziehungsurlaub und Anrechnung von Erziehungszeiten in 

der Rentenversicherung. Gutachten des Wissenschaftlichen Beirats fur Familienfragen beim Bun-

desministerfur Jugend, Familie, Frauen und Gesundheit, Stuttgart et al. 1989, p. 69 ff.; Christi

ane Schiersmann, Germany: Recognizing the Value of Child Rearing, in: Sheila B. Kamer-

man, Alfred J. Kahn (eds.), Child Care, ParentalLeave, and the Under js. Policy Innovation in 

Europé, New York et al. 1991, pp. 51—79, here p. 69 f. 
52 Cf. Ursula Miinch, Familienpolitik in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Maflnahmen, De~ 

fizite, Organisation familienpolitischer Staatstätigkeit, Freiburg 1990, p. 54 f. 
53 See Herbert Ehrenberg, Social-Democratic Federal Minister for Labour and Social 

Affairs, Deutscher Bundesrat, report on the 446th sitting, June 3,1977, p. 109 f. 
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educating. This became also clear in the first parliamentary bill on child-

care allowances, which was proposed by the Christian-Democratic party 

in the Bundestagin 1974. Its aim was "to promote the childs development 

to the best possible extent" and it was "grounded on the insight that the 

first three years oflife are decisive for the childs further development."54 

What was new in the seventies was that the childs well-being did not 

necessarily need to be guaranteed by the mother any more. Feminists 

claimed that it was not alone the role of mothers to take care of children, 

but that children needed their fathers as well. Psychologists, pedagogues, 

and social scientists defined fathers as persons capable of taking care of 

small children and important persons to whom children could reläte 

emotionally.55 Actually, more and more men accompanied their wives to 

birth preparation courses, attended the delivery, engaged in baby care and 

began to reflect about their role as fathers.56 These ideas and practices of 

fatherhood were something new in modern European history, and they 

had a revolutionary potential, destroying old norms of the male bread-

winner family and of complementary gender roles. The impact of the 

new concepts on the political discourse during the seventies was obvious: 

the advocates of childrens well-being started to refer to more research 

stressing the relevance of one or several persons to whom the small child 

related.57 And from the middle of the decade, politicians were discussing 

education allowances in seemingly gender neutral terms. They were de-

manded for 

'parents', 'families', or for 'mothers or fathers'. But there were striking 

rhetorical inconsistencies: gender neutral and gender specific terms were 

used synonymously. Education allowances were advocated for 'the 
family', one parent', and mothers', and all these terms were used as syno

nyms, assuming without question and explicitly that 'one parent' was "as 

54 Entwurfeines Gesetzes ilber die Gewährung von Erziehungsgeld (Bundeserziehungsgeldge-

setz—BEGG), BT-Drs. 7/2031, April 24,1974, p. 5 £ 
55 E.g. Rosemarie Nave-Herz, Das Dilemma der Frau in unserer Gesellschaft: Der Anachro-

nismus in den Rollenerwartungen. Texte und statistische Daten zur Einfuhrung in eine "Gesch-
lechter-Soziologie", Neuwied, Berlin 1972, p. 31 ff. See also above, note 22. 

56 Cf. Fthenakis, Väter, vol. 1, pp. 131-209; Schiitze, Veränderung, p. 109. 
57 See e.g. Federal Minister for Youth, Family, and Health (ed.), Zweiter Familienbericht. 

Familie und Sozialisation, Bonn 1975, p. 44 f., passim. 
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a rule the mother", as in the above-mentioned Christian-Democratic 

party bill. In other cases, the inconsistencies derived from the use of gen-

der neutral terms in a gender specific context. Education allowances were 

claimed for 'parents', using a gender neutral language, but all arguments 

for the reform referred exclusively to the specific living conditions of '-

mothers', as in the Federal Government's Second Family Report published 

in 1975. These inconsistencies made clear that the 'parent' for which edu

cation allowances were designed was just another term for 'mother'.58 

However, parents had entered the political discourse, and the new cul-

tural and political concept of parenthood was something innovative, in 

spite of the mentioned inconsistencies. One could at least expect that its 

emergence indicated the beginning of a change in the cultural and politi

cal construction of the family and of gender relations. Still, this process of 
cultural and political change went on rather slowly—at least in compari-

son with Sweden where a law on parental leave was implemented in 1973 
and where the two-breadwinner family became the legal norm and the 

dominating social practice already in the seventies.59 Moreover, the West 

German transformation from motherhood to parenthood proceeded with 

a rather uneven development including internal contradictions and incon

sistencies. 

To begin with, the Federal Government introduced a social reform in 

1979 which interrupted the development from motherhood towards par

enthood. Not being fully convinced of the concept of child-care allow

ances, the coalition of Social Democrats and Liberals offered a paid mater-

nity leave (Mutterschaftsurlaub) of six months only for gainfully employed 

mothers instead—five years after the introduction of parental leave in 

Sweden. Maternity leave was supported by a job guarantee, and maternity 

benefits were to substitute for regular wages. The West German govern-

ment presented this as a health policy reform, which allowed them to re-

fuse the oppositions claims for including fathers and non-employed 

mothers. The leave was exclusively motivated with the gainfully employed 

mother's need of physical and psychical regeneration after a delivery. The 

Ministry for Labour and Social Affairs obtained even a special expert 

58 Zweiter Familienbericht, pp. 93 ff., 137 ff. Cf. also Kolbe, Turning Mothers, p. 68 f. 
59 Cf. Florins and Nilssons contribution in this volume. 
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opinion to prove this need.60 This reform, and especially its motivation, 
was a sort of anachronism, a step back into the fifties and sixties, when 
family and maternity policies focussed on the health of mother and child 
rather than on child care.61 

The introduction of maternity leave had a labour märket aspect as well. 
The Federal Government presented the reform originally as part of a pro-
gramme to consolidate the national economy. The hope was—as in the 
case of child-care allowances, where the Federal Government had refused 
to combine family and labour märket policy aims—that maternity leave 
would contribute to relieve the labour märket, since unemployed persons 
could at least be temporarily employed on the working places of mothers 
in maternity leave.62 But employers' organisations and the Christian 
Democrats doubted the reforms positive effect on the labour märket. 
They criticised it for being a "working place prevention law" (Arbeitsplatz-
verhinderungsgesetz) instead, since in their opinion it was too expensive for 
the businesses. The result would be employers hesitating to engage young 
women, who were likely to become pregnant.63 Furthermore, the Chris
tian Democrats criticised paid maternity leave for discriminating against 
non-employed mothers. They feared that the reform would encourage 
these mothers to take up a gainful employment during pregnancy in order 

60 Gesetzentwurf der Bundesregierung zur Einfiihrung eines Mutterschaftsurlaubs, BT-Drs. 

8/2613, March 5,1979. For the expert opinion see Johannes Zmarzlik, Verfassungsmäfiigkeit 

des Mutterschaftsurlaubs. Sozial-, arbeits- und familienpolitische Fragen, DerBetrieb no. 16, 

April 17,1981, pp. 843-847. 

61 Cf. Wiebke Kolbe, Mödrarna och välfärdsstaten. Svensk och västtysk moderskapspol-

itik under 1950-talet: en jämförelse, Historisk tidskrift vol. 112 no. 4 (1992), pp. 502-516, esp. 

pp. 503, 506 f. 
62 BT-Drs. 8/2613, p. 9; Miinch, Familienpolitik, p. 56; Michaele Schreyer, Aspekte einer 

Wirkungsanalyse des Mutterschaftsurlaubs, Sozialer Fortschritt vol. 28 no. 4 (1979), pp. 73—75, 

here p. 73. 

63 See Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle VIII/144, March 15, 1979, p. 

11394 (quot.: Stefan Höpfinger from the Christian-Social Union, the Bavarian sister party of 

the Christian-Democratic Union) and p. 11403; Sozialpolitische Wohltaten nicht auf Kosten 

der Betriebe. Argumente gegen den Gesetzentwurf zum Mutterschaftsurlaub, Deutsche 

Handwerkszeitung, May 11,1979. For more details cf. Wiebke Kolbe, Wie aus Muttern Eltern 

•wurden. Wohlfahrtsstaatliche Politik in Schiueden und der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1945—1990, 

unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Bielefeld, Dept. of History and Philosophy, 1999, 

chap. 7. 
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to profit from maternity benefits as well. In the name of equality between 
employed and non-employed mothers, the Conservatives claimed child-
care allowances for all mothers instead of a maternity leave for only gain-
fully employed women.64 Equality between different groups of mothers 
became the central matter of dispute in the family policy discourse of the 
late seventies and early eighties. It was much more dominant than the 
question of equality between the sexes or an expansion of maternity leave 
to fathers.65 Nevertheless, all contemporary proposals for an education al-
lowance formally addressed both parents. During the late seventies and 
early eighties, the opposition took frequent parliamentary initiatives to in-
troduce federal education allowances for parents', and some Christian-
Democratic federal states introduced at least regional allowances.66 Still, it 
took nearly a decade before a federal reform of education allowances for 
parents was introduced, which eventually institutionalised the new par-
enthood concept in West German family policy. 

The eighties: The conservatives' dilemma 

The eighties were—not only in West Germany, but in other European 
countries as well—the decade of conservative backlash: The political cli-
mate altered, a 'new conservatism' emerged, and the former Social-Liberal 
Federal Government (since 1969) was replaced by a coalition of Christian 
Democrats and Liberals in 1982. The following analysis concentrates on 
the conservative discourse since it has become the dominant one in West 
Germany's family policy in the eighties, leaving distinct marks on the con-
struction of parenthood. In the political discourse on the family, the 'con-

64 See Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle VIII/144, pp. 11388,11393,11403, 

passim, and VIII/151, pp. 12087, 12097, I2I04 f-> passim; Stellungnahme des Bundesrates zum 

Gesetzentwurf der Bundesregierung zur Einfuhrung eines Mutterschaftsurlaubs, BT-Drs. 8/2613, 
p. 17. 

65 Cf. Kolbe, Mutter, chap. 7 and 8. 
66 E.g. Entwurf eines Gesetzes iiber die Einfuhrung eines Familiengeldes (Bundesfamilien-

geldgesetz—BFGG), BT-Drs. 8/3443, November 28, 1979; Entwurf eines Gesetzes iiber Fami-

liengeld fur Nichterwerbstätige (Familiengeldgesetz—FamGG), BT-Drs. 8/3577, January 18, 
1980. For the federal states' benefits see Federal Minister for Youth, Family, Women, and 

Health, Erziehungsgeld, pp. 75-91. 
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servative turn resulted in the emergence of a 'new maternalism', praising 
the rediscovery of maternal values in an inhuman, rationalised world. It 
was propagated by conservative politicians like the Christian-Democratic 
Labour Minister Norbert Bliim and the Christian-Democratic Employees' 
Social Committees.67 Feminists also accused parts of the womens move-
ment, especially the new 'difference feminists', for supporting the conser-
vatives—even if not intended—and for undermining the feminist 
movements claims for gender equality.68 The most prominent and con-
tested example for a feminist new maternalism was the so-called mothers' 
manifesto (Muttermanifest) published by a group of female members of 
the young environment party Die Grunen in 1986. It led to a severe conflict 
between the party s feminists and other feminists.69 

Another expression of the new conservatism was the emergence of a 
broad and enduring pronatalist discourse from the mid-seventies onwards, 
gaining acceptance and legitimacy in the Federal Republic for the first 
time. Pronatalist aims were combined with the childrens well-being dis
course and with the value of the so-called 'family housewife'. The falling 
birth råtes became another legitimisation for intentions to restrict female 
and maternal labour force participation—besides the childrens well-being 
discourse and, usually unspoken, the continuing mass unemployment. 

67 CDA, Die sanfte Macht der Familie. Leitsätze der 19. Bundestagung der Sozialausschiisse 

der Christlich-Demokratischen Arbeitnehmerschaft, 9.-77. Oktober 1981 in Mannheim, Königs-
winter 1982; Norbert Bliim, Einfuhrung: Wir sind fur die Mutter, in: ibid., pp. 6—xo; Deut-

scher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle VIII/151, p. 12110 f. (Norbert Bliim). 
68 E.g. Gisela Anna Erler, Frauenzimmer. Fur eine Politik des Unterschieds, Berlin 1985. 

Critical: Astrid Osterland, Konservative Tendenzen in der Frauenbewegung (I), in: Wolf 
Schäfer (ed.), Neue soziale Beiuegungen. Konservativer Aufbruch im bunten Gewand, Frank-

furt/Main 1985, pp. 72—79; Claudia Pinl, Vom kleinen zum grojlen Unterschied. "Geschlechterdif-
ferenz" undkonservative Wende im Feminismus, Hamburg 1993. In the eighties, the womens 
movement found itself split into the branches of 'equality feminism' and 'difference 

feminism'. This was an international phenomenon. See e.g. Libreria delle donne di Milano, 

Non credere di avere dei diritti, Torino 1987, who were regarded as typical representatives of 
'difference feminism' and controversially discussed even in other countries. 

69 Das Muttermanifest. "Leben mit Kindern—Mutter werden laut", in: Marion Meier, 

Monika Oubaid (eds.), Mutter—die besseren Frauen. Uber den Zusammenhang von §218 und 

Hausarbeit, Braunschweig 1987, pp. 84-88. For the feminist controversy about the mothers' 

manifesto see Inka Haas, Gebärstreik. Frauen gegen den staatlich verordneten Muttermythos, 

Frankfurt/Main 1998, p. 135 ff. 
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The Third Family Report published by the Federal Government in 1979 
e.g. maintained that the state could legitimately intervene if it were proved 
that married womens labour force participation led to a severe decrease of 
the birth rate.70 The conservative discourse with its specific mixture of 
childrens well-being and pronatalism thus concentrated on mothers 
rather than on fathers or parents. 

However, the Conservatives could not evade the ongoing change in so-
ciety. They found themselves in a dilemma: On the one hand, they were 
concerned about the social and cultural transformation of gender relations 
and family patterns and endeavoured to uphold traditional family values. 
On the other hand, they were aware that the process of social and cultural 
change was an irreversible one, at least to a certain extent. Therefore if 
they did not want to lose political credibility and electors, they had to 
adapt their cultural norms and values both to the social development and 
to the gender equality discourse. They did not only submit to the dis
course of modernity, though. On the contrary, they adopted opposing' 
values too, trying to make them fit into their own view of life.71 The emer-
gence of education allowances and the new parenthood concept can be 
interpreted as originating from an uncertainty caused by an ongoing ero
sion of the common ideas about the family, the parent-child-relation and 
gender relations. This erosion led to attempts to reestablish new identity-
producing, reliable concepts and to react with adequate political reforms. 
This happened in a process of permanent negotiation and contest,—or, as 
Reinhard Koselleck puts it, a process of a "semantic struggle to define po
litical and social positions and maintain or push through them", which 

70 Federal Minister for Youth, Family, and Health (ed.), Dritter Familienbericht, Bonn 

1979, p. 31. Although the Third Family Report was published by a Social-Liberal govern-
ment, it was written by an expert committee with rather conservative members. They were: 
Willi Albers, Professor in Economics, University of Kiel (chair), Rosemarie von Schweitzer, 
Professor in Domestic and Consumption Sciences, University of Giefien, Hermann Schub-

nell, Professor in Population Sciences, University of Mainz, Rita Siissmuth, Professor in Ed-
ucational Theory, Teacher Training College Dortmund, and låter Federal Family Minister. 

71 Of course, the advocates of 'modernity' had to make concessions to the conservative 

discourse as well. For more details of this discursive struggle cf. Kolbe, Mutter, chap. 7. To 
avoid the impression of a merely functionalistic interpretation, it should be emphasized here 
that the mutual impact of opposing discourses does not only result in an adoption of certain 
political strategies and tactics, but often also in a change of peoples convictions. 
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"has been constitutive for all periods of crisis".72 These "conflictual pro-
cesses that establish meanings"73 often resulted in compromises. In the 
case of West German family policy, the result was a conglomerate of '-
traditional' and 'modern' family values and gender norms characterising 
also the construction of parenthood in the eighties. The following analysis 
of the education allowance reform implemented in 1986 will illustrate the 
ensuing inconsistencies and internal contradictions within the West Ger
man parenthood concept. 

The construction of parenthood in West German 
family policy in the eighties 

The conservatives borrowed the term equality from the discourse on 
equality of the sexes and converted it into a term of political struggle for 
their aims,74 maintaining that "our question of equality goes even further 
than socialisms question of equality. We do not only want equality 
between man and woman on the labour märket, we also want equality 
between the non-employed woman and the employed housewife and 
mother."75 Consequently, from 1986, the new coalition of Christian 
Democrats and Liberals replaced maternity leave by an education allow
ance according to the flat rate principle (i.e. at the same amount for every-
one) for all mothers in the name of equality between employed and non-
employed mothers.76 Inspired by Alva Myrdals and Viola Kleins model 
of 'womens two roles',77 conservative politicians proclaimed a female 
"freedom of choice" between the roles of housewife/mother and worker— 

72 Reinhard Koselleck, Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte, in: Reinhard Koselleck, 
Vergangene Z.ukunft. Z.ur Semantik geschichtlicher 7.eiten, Frankfurt/Main, 21992, pp. 107—129, 
quot. p. 113 (my translation). 

73 Joan W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, New York 1988, p. 5. 
74 Wolf Rainer Leenen, Bevölkerungsfragen zwischen Alltagsideologie und politischem 

Kalkiil, Soziale Welt, special issue 1,1982, pp. 221-242, here p. 223. 
75 Federal Minister for Labour and Social Affairs Norbert Blum, Deutscher Bundestag, 

Stenographische Protokolle VIII/151, p. 12110. 
76 Gesetz ilber die Gewährung von Erziehungsgeld und Erziehungsurlaub (Bundeserzie-

hungsgeldgesetz—BErzGG), December 6,1985, BGB1.11985, p. 2154. 
77 Alva Myrdal, Viola Klein, Womens two roles. Home and work, London 1956. 
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but not a male freedom of choice between the roles of'housemanVfather 

and worker.78 At the same time, though, the Christian Democrats de-

clared their support for the values of 'equality', 'freedom of choice' and 

'partnership' between the sexes.79 Accordingly, they had included fathers 

in their claims for an education allowance since the late seventies, and 
when it was finally introduced in 1986, it actually addressed parents', ena-

bling either the mother or the father to stay at home with the newborn 

child for some months. By this welfare reform, the new cultural concept of 

responsible parenthood was eventually institutionalised in West German 

family policy. In contrast to Sweden, where politicians tried to use a gen-

der neutral language as far as possible, talking mostly about parents' when 

the law on parental leave was introduced, responsible West German poli

ticians mentioned explicitly that the new parents' included also fathers. 
Consequently, and differing from Sweden, the West German term Eltern 
(parents) was often explicitly used as a synonym for Mutter und Väter 
(mother and father).80 In contrast to this, education allowances were most 

often motivated in terms of childrens needs for a close relation to their 
mother—not to their father or either of the parents. In the eighties, there 

were still rhetorical inconsistencies like the above mentioned: Many poli

ticians used the term one parent' as a synonym for 'mother'. The whole 

discussion about the introduction of education allowances in parliament as 

well as in most of the mass media centred on mothers. So did the 

governments information material about the new social benefit, which 

78 E.g. Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle VIII/151, pp. 12073, 12097; 

X/157, September 13,1985, pp. 11785 £, 11789,11798 ff.; X/174, November 14,1985, pp. 13054 f£, 

13058. 
79 E.g. Leitsätze der CDU fur eine neue Partnerschaft zwischen Mann und Frau. Be-

schlossen auf dem 33. Bundesparteitag der CDU vom 19.—22. März 1985 in Essen, in: Heiner 
Geifiler (ed.), Abschied von der Männergesellschaft, Frankfiirt/Main 1986, pp. 191-214; Federal 
Governments Press and Information Office (ed.), Politik fur Frauen, Bonn 41989, pp. 59, 

136 ff. 
80 E.g. Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle X/157, PP-11786,11789 (Chris-

tian-Democratic Family Minister Heiner Geifiler); X/174, p. 13053 (Geifilers Christian-
Democratic successor Rita Siissmuth); Federal Minister for Youth, Family, Women, and 
Health, Erziehungsgeld, p. 76 £; Federal Governments Press and Information Office, Politik 
fur Frauen, p. 59; Federal Government's Press and Information Office (ed.), Politik fur die 

Familie, Bonn 41989, p. 20 ff. Cf. also Kolbe, Turning Mothers, pp. 72, 76. 
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presented as a rule mothers and hardly ever fathers as recipients of educa-

tion allowances in its case examples.81 

In spite of this, the law on education allowances created parenthood as 
something gender neutral—at least at first glance. The terms parents' or 
one parent' were used synonymously with the terms 'family' or with 
'mothers or fathers'. However, there were not only contradictions con-
cerning mothers, fathers and parents between the reform and the politi-
cal discourse, but also within the reform, since its design was partly con-
tradictory to the gender neutral concept of parenthood: education allow
ances were not designed as a social benefit to substitute for regular aver-
age or higher wages. Rather, they were conceived of as giving some extra 
financial support to single-breadwinner families for the time when the 
economy of the family was extraordinarily burdened with expenses for 
the newborn child. At best, they were designed to replace a low income 
understood as an extra salary. The allowances were paid to all parents— 
either mothers or married fathers—who took care of their newborn chil-
dren themselves, independent of whether the parent had been gainfully 
employed before the childs birth or not. The allowance was paid at an 
amount of 600 DM, while the monthly average gross wage of a female 
industrial worker was nearly four times as high as that.82 The benefit was 
paid for ten months, and employed parents had the right to education 
leave (Erziehungsurlaub) during that time. After the leave, they had a 
claim to their job. Part-time employment up to nineteen hours a week 
could be combined with receiving the benefit, on the condition that the 
employer agreed to the reduction of working hours. Periods of education 
leave were taken into account in the pension scheme. Those who com
bined part-time employment and education leave faced disadvantages, 
though: They lost their 'baby years' from the pension scheme partly or 

81 E.g. Federal Minister for Family, Senior Citizens, Women, and Youth (ed.), Erzie-

hungsgeld, Erziehungsurlaub, Bonn 1995; Federal Governments Press and Information Of

fice, Politik fur die Familie. 
82 In 1986, the average gross wage of an industrial worker per month was 2,223 DM for 

females and 3,159 DM for males. For white-collar workers, the average gross wage amounted 

to 2,945 DM per month for females and 4,349 DM for males. Our own calculations based on 

Statistisches Bundesamt, Statistisches Jahrbuch fur die Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1987, Stutt

gart 1987, pp. 483, 490. 
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completely. The law thus impeded the combination of employment and 

education leave. 
The maximum education allowance was paid to all parents during the 

first six months. After that period, it was means-tested, depending on the 

family income. The Federal Government estimated that because of the 

income limits, in 1986 only 40 per cent of all parents would receive the 
maximum allowance and 20 per cent would lose their claim to the benefit 

completely after the sixth month.83 Until 1994, education leave was grad-

ually extended to three years, but education allowances were paid only for 

the first two years, whereas the last year of the leave remained unpaid. 

Since the benefit was not increased and income limits were not lifted, its 

real value diminished even more. In 1997, about a decade after the imple-
mentation of the reform, less than ten per cent of the couples with one 
child were entitled to receive the whole education allowance after their 

next childs birth. Fifty per cent of the West German and förty per cent 

of the East German couples lost their claim to the benefit completely 

after the sixth month since their income was too high. Because of their 

lower incomes, single mothers received on average higher education al

lowances than couples. But even among them the portion of those who 

did not obtain any benefit from the seventh month onwards was compar-

atively high: about one third in West and one fifth in East Germany.84 

This development gradually undermined a family policy benefit once 

meant to increase the appreciation of care work. For the majority of par

ents, the most important effect of the education allowance reform had 

turned out to be the claim to the job rather than economic security dur

ing the leave. Yet, due to the protests of the employers' organisations and 

parts of the ruling coalition, who had criticised that education leave 
would be too favourable for the employees and too costly for the enter-

prises, dismissals during education leave had been allowed 'in certain 

83 Gesetzentwurf der Bundesregierung: Entwurf eines Gesetzes ilber die Gewährung von Er-

ziehungsgeld und Erziehungsurlaub (Bundeserziehungsgeldgesetz—BErzGG), BR-Drs. 350/85, 

August 16,1985, p. 16. 
84 My own calculations based on microcensus data. Cf. Kolbe, Mutter, chap. 8. East Ger

mans were usually entitled to higher education allowances and more often than West Ger
mans received them for longer periods than six months since their average incomes were 
lower. 
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cases'.85 On the whole, the reform favoured non-employed parents more 
than gainfully employed ones. The limited security concerning the job, 
the low amount of the allowances, and the disincentives for combining 
education leave and part-time employment made a main breadwinner 
necessary. This corresponded with a tax and social law most favouring 
single-breadwinner families most.86 

Moreover, education allowances were explicitly designed to substitute 
for public and private child-care facilities, since they were regarded as 
cheaper for the state and better for childrens psychological development. 
West Germany remained one of the European countries with a very low 
supply of child-care facilities especially for children under the age of three 
and for school children in the afternoon. In 1990, only two per cent of 
West German children under the age of three and five per cent of the 
school children were provided with a place in a public day-nursery.87 Ad-
ditionally, there were hardly any all-day schools. Schools finished at dif-
ferent times every day, at the latest about lunch time. A parent was ex-
pected to be waiting for the children whenever they came home, to pre-
pare lunch for them and to help them with their homework. The lack of 
child-care facilities and all-day schools meant in practice that one parent 
had to give up his or her job or could only work part-time for several years 
after a childs birth. Taking care of children thus remained the duty of one 
parent to a higher degree than in Sweden and East Germany, where par
ents were partly relieved from that duty through welfare state institutions 
like public child care, all-day schools, and free school meals. 

In contrast to the Swedish construction of equally shared parenthood in a 
two-breadwinner family, the West German political concept of parenthood 

85 For the criticism and final compromise see: Bangemann äufiert Bedenken gegen Er-
ziehungsgeld-Gesetz, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, February 14, 1985; Streit iiber das Er-
ziehungsgeld. Das Thema Arbeitsplatzgarantie, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, March 4, 

1985; Ein Gesetz gegen die jungen Frauen, Suddeutsche Zeitung, July 17, 1985; Kabinett be-
schliefit Einfuhrung eines Erziehungsgeldes, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 18, 1985; 
Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle X/157, PP- n8o3 f-> n8lS f- (members of 

the liberal party). Cf. also Miinch, Familienpolitik, pp. 58-61. 
86 Cf. Kolbe, Mutter, chap. 2 and 8. 
87 In East Germany and Sweden, the percentages were 50 and 33 respectively for children 

under the age of three and 85 and 60 respectively for school children. See, also for compara-
tive data on other European countries, European Commission, Equal Opportunities, p. 62. 
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was a modernisation of the womens two-roles model. This model suggests 

three different periods in the course of a womans life: firstly, a period of ed-

ucation and some years of gainful employment, secondly, a 'family phase' of 

15-20 years until the children leave school and/or home and, thirdly, the re-

turn to employment until retirement.88 The model was modernised in three 

aspects in the eighties. Firsdy, the pure 'family phase' was made shorter: 
only 3—6 years, until the children entered kindergarten or school. Secondly, 

it was followed by a combined period of part-time work and children being 

looked after in the kindergarten. Part-time work was even allowed during 

education leave, i.e. during the 'family phase'. Thus, a new transition period 

between the family phase and the låter employment phase was created. 

Thirdly, the model was extended to 'parents', embracing fathers as well as 

mothers—at least formally. But the West German concept of parenthood 
did not mean a shared parenthood in the sense of fathers' and mothers' 

equal and symmetric responsibility for both child care and family mainte-

nance. West German parents were rather made into unequal parents with 
complementary tasks: one parent was mainly responsible for child care, 
while the other was chiefly responsible for family maintenance. This com

plementary construction of child-care parent and breadwinner parent was 
neither a gender neutral nor an equal one: the child-care parent was socially 

and economically dependent on the breadwinner parent, and the political 

and public discourse on family policy and gender relations made unambigu-

ously clear that the child-care parent was supposed to be the mother, while 

the breadwinner was conceptualised as the father.89 The formation of the 
new concept of parenthood thus did not really challenge the strong male 

88 Cf. Myrdal, Klein, Womens two roles. 
89 This construction shows quite well that gender is a relational category: One sex/gender 

cannot be imagined isolated from the other; it is always implicitly related to its opposite. The 
meaning of gender is thus created in terms of difference. Moreover, the gender difference is 
usually connected with a hierarchy, the male being the dominant, powerful category. Cf. Joan 
W. Scott, Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, The Uses of Poststructuralist 

Theory for Feminism, Feminist Studies vol. 14 (1988), pp. 33-50, esp. p. 36 ££.; Yvonne Hird-

man, Genussystemet, in: Demokrati och makt i Sverige. Maktutredningens huvudrapport, 

Stockholm 1990 (=SOU 1990:44), pp. 73-116, here p. 76 f.; Dorthe Gert Simonsen, Kennets 

gränser, Poststrukturalistiske strategier—historieteoretiske perspektiver, Kobenhavn 1996, p. 114 
ff.; Iris Rittenhofer, K0n som diskurs, in: Ann-Dorte Christensen, Anna-Birte Ravn, Iris 

Rittenhofer (eds.), Det kennede samfund. Förståelser af ken og socialförändring, Aalborg 1997, 
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breadwinner model, which had dominated West Germanys social and fam-
ily policy since the Second World War (and the German Reichs policy 
since the emergence of a modern welfare state at the end of the nineteenth 
century), but it modernised it at least—in contrast to Sweden where the 
emergence of parenthood in social and family policy went hand in hand 
with an erosion of the former male breadwinner model.90 

In spite of the formål institutionalisation of parenthood, education al-
lowances aimed primarily at mothers. Actually, nearly 99 per cent of the 
recipients of the benefit were mothers, and the percentage of fathers taking 
education leave has hardly increased since the reforms implementation.91 

Consequently, politicians and social scientists discussed the effects of the 
reform almost exclusively with respect to mothers. Their judgements dif-
fered according to their political orientation. Conservative politicians like 
Family Minister Rita Siissmuth and the Ministrys scientific expert com-
mission were convinced that the reform would improve womens position 
on the labour märket, enabling them to return to gainful employment 
some years after a childs birth—whereas before the implementation of ed
ucation leave, they had to give up their job when they wanted to stay at 
home longer than only for some months.92 Female social-democratic poli-

pp. 17-49; Carol Hagemann-White, Die Konstrukteure des Geschlechts auf frischer Tat er-

tappen? Methodische Konsequenzen einer theoretischen Einsicht, Feministische Studien vol. 

11 no. 2 (1993), pp. 68-78, here p. 71. 
90 Cf. Kolbe, Turning Mothers, pp. 72, 76. The male breadwinner model approach was 

introduced in comparative welfare state research by Jane Lewis and Ilona Ostner. They dis-
tinguish different "welfare regimes" according to the strength of the male breadwinner no-
tion in social policy. Cf. Jane Lewis, Ilona Ostner, Gender and the Evolution of European So
cial Polides, Bremen 1994 (= ZeS-Working Paper No. 4/94, Centre for Social Policy Research, 
University of Bremen). Until the 1960S, all Western European countries can be classified as 
having strong male breadwinner models. Since the sixties, Sweden is regarded as a weak male 
breadwinner state, whereas the Federal Republic of Germany still belongs to the strong male 
breadwinner countries. See also Sainsbury, Gender, p. 41 £, who describes the Swedish par
enthood concept as one element of the 'individual' welfare state model, which corresponds to 
Lewis' and Ostner's weak male breadwinner model. 

91 Cf. Federal Minister for Youth, Family, Women, and Health, Erziehungsgeld, p. 50; 

Bettina Paetzold, "Eines ist zu wenig, beides macht zufrieden". Die Vereinbarkeit von Mutters-

chaft undBerufstätigkeit, Bielefeld 1996, p. 117. 

92 Deutscher Bundesrat, report on the 554th sitting, September 27, 1985, p. 445. Similar 
also ibid, p. 448 f. (Cornelia Schmalz-Jacobsen, liberal senator in Berlin); Federal Minister 
for Youth, Family, Women, and Health, Erziehungsgeld, p. 195. 
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ticians and scientists like Heide Pfarr, Professor of Law at the university of 
Hamburg and låter Social Minister of the Federal State of Hesse, who 
served as a scientific expert in the parliamentary debate about education 
allowances in 1985, held the opposite opinion: In their eyes, education al-
lowances discriminated against gainfully employed mothers and rather 
worsened than improved their situation since the law did not offer the pos-
sibility to combine child care and employment and the benefit did not sub-
stitute for a regular wage.93 Pfarr and other feminist jurists and social sci
entists criticised the education allowance reform for furthering the model 
of 'womens two roles' and for intending and successfully reaching the un-
spoken aim of forcing women out of the labour märket at least for a period 
of several years.94 Margarete Landenberger even argues that education al
lowances are an example of a family policy measure serving to solve labour 
märket problems: The policy of excluding certain groups from the labour 
märket was made more attractive by declaring it as a means of family pol
icy and as a matter of female 'freedom of choice'.95 

93 Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographische Protokolle X/157, P- l:8o6; X/174, pp. 13046 f., 
13058 (female members of the social democratic party); Deutscher Bundestag, Committee for 
Youth, Family, and Health, report on the 6oth sitting, October 17, 1985, pp. 88—92 (Heide 
Pfarr). 

94 Pfarr, ibid.; Heide Pfarr, Das Erziehungsgeld ist nicht viel mehr als eine Gebärprämie, 

Frankfurter Rundschau, March 9, 1985; Heide Pfarr, Schöne neue Frauenwelt, Die Zeit, 

March 15,1985; Heide Pfarr, Mit dem "Ja" zum Kind sackt die weibliche Berufsbiographie ab. 

Von der Illusion einer beliebigen Vielfalt der Lebensentwiirfe der Frau. Rede zur Verleihung 

des Elisabeth-Selbert-Preises, Frankfurter Rundschau, December 3, 1991; Gunhild Gut-
schmidt, Letzdich ein "Männerförderungsprogramm". Die Auswirkungen von Erziehungs

geld und Erziehungsurlaub, Frankfurter Rundschau, January 9, 1993; Gunhild Gutschmidt, 
Die gerechtere Verteilung des "Arbeitsmarktrisikos Kind". Erziehungsurlaub und geld drän
gen Frauen zugunsten von Männern aus dem Berufsleben, Frankfurter Rundschau, August 4, 

1997; Marion Malzahn, Erziehungsgeld—des Ministers Beitrag zur Frauenemanzipation. 
Was die Bundesregierung unter Gleichberechtigung, Partnerschaft und Wahlfreiheit ver-

steht, Kritische Justiz vol. 18 no. 2 (1985), pp. 184-192, esp. p. 190 ff.; Ostner, Slow Motion, 
p. 102 f.; Kirsten Scheiwe, Labour Märket, Welfare State and Family Institutions: the Links 
to Mothers Poverty Risks. A Comparison between Belgium, Germany and the United 

Kingdom, Journal of European Social Policy vol. 4 no. 3 (1994), pp. 201-224, here p. 216. 
95 Margarete Landenberger, Erziehungsurlaub: Arbeitsmarktpolitisches Instrument zur 

selektiven Ausgliederung und Wiedereingliederung von Frauen, in: Karl Ulrich Mayer, Jutta 
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Conclusion 

Although the principle of subsidiarity suggested that the state would not 

intrude into the private sphere of the family, West German Christian-

Democratic family policy proved the contrary. From the very beginning, it 

reacted to socio-economic, demographic and cultural developments con-

cerning the family institution. In doing so, it established certain norms of 

'the family' and of generation and gender relations. Thus, it shaped the 

framework for the social practices of family life, promoting certain forms 

of living and discouraging or even discriminating against others. Conser-

vative family politics, which has dominated West Germany's federal fam

ily policy most of the time since World War II, except in the seventies, 

aimed at making maternal employment superfluous and at encouraging 

mothers to stay at home and care for their (small) children. These politics 

corresponded well with labour märket policy until the mid-fifties and 

from the mid-seventies onwards. In the two decades of full employment 

and labour shortage in between though, they conflicted glaringly with the 

needs of the labour märket—a contradiction that was hardly resolved. As 

a result, the increasing number of working mothers had to solve the con-

flict between child care and gainful employment individually, without the 

help of the state or even with state policy impeding this task. Christian 

Democrats wanted to relieve the double burden of working mothers not 

by building child-care facilities—which was the main strategy in Sweden 

and East Germany—but by enabling mothers to give up their employ

ment in order to take care of their children themselves at least for a certain 
time. Maternity respectively education allowances should serve this pur

pose. Yet, the Conservatives had to make concessions to the social and 

cultural changes of family life and gender relations: since the seventies, 

they have expanded their concept of educational allowance to include fa-

thers. This eventually led to the education allowance reform addressing 

both parents, by which a new concept of parenthood was institutionalised 

in West German family policy. The result of a rather conservative dis-

course maintaining childrens well-being, pronatalism, maternal values 

and the values of the traditional family, interfering with the challenges of 

social and cultural change, was a rather inconsistent concept of parent

hood. Accordingly, the relations between mothers', 'fathers', and parents' 
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were contradictory as well. The emergence of new constructions of par-
enthood was an international phenomenon. Still, parenthood concepts 
varied from country to country, since they developed within different so
cial, cultural, political and discursive contexts. Whereas Swedish parent
hood was conceptualised as equally shared parenthood with both mothers 
and fathers being responsible for child care and family maintenance, West 
German 'parents' consisted of a child-care parent and a breadwinner par-
ent with complementary tasks. 
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