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A well-known proverb advises, "Dont look a gift horse in the mouth!" Ac-
cording to that saying, one shouldnt look for the negative side of a gift 

which at first blush seems generous—and certainly not speak of it in critical 

terms—in order not to appear unappreciative. This is exactly the dilemma 

which women in the GDR were constantly facing. Long accustomed to 

emancipatory rhetoric and fundamental laws from the State,1 they found it 

difficult to enunciate the limits of the equality given them as a gift from 'Fa-

ther State,'2 especially since this could be viewed as an anti-State opinion.3 

Furthermore, a comparative look at other countries—specifically, a look 

over the Wall—quickly silenced all criticism, since their own emancipation 

seemed so much more advanced, and that of their 'Western sisters' so back-

ward in comparison. As a matter of fact, with the beginning of the new 
womens movement at the end of the sixties, the Westerners often pointed 

to the so much more independent, and therefore supposedly also more self-

1 In my opinion, these began earlier than in Scandinavia in general, and particularly ear-

lier than in Sweden; in contrast to what Christina Florin and Bengt Nilsson emphasize in 

their contribution. Cf. "Something in the nature of a bloodless revolution." How gender 

relations became "equal status policy" in Sweden in the 1960S and 1970S, above. 
2 Hildegard Maria Nickel, "Mitgestalterinnen des Sozialismus"—Frauenarbeit in der 

DDR, in: Gisela Helwig u. dies (Ed.), Frauen in Deutschland 1945-1992, Bonn 1993, 

pp. 233-256, p. 235. 

3 This "scissors in the head" is also emphasized by an editor of the high-circulation and 

apparently much-read womens magazine "Fur Dich," in: Monika Jaeckel, Länderbericht: 

DDR, in: Deutsches Judendinstitut 1990, pp. 6—72, p. 57. 
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confident, East German women in order to underscore their own demands. 
It seemed to them that in the GDR, the rights they had wrested from men 
in their arduous struggles, and about which they were still trying to raise 
womens consciousness, already constituted national policy. 

For East German women, the specific mixture of the comparative and re-
lational history which was unique to German-German post-War history4 

had a rather numbing effect. Like Snow White in the fairy tale, the mirror 
on the walT was telling them that their own situation was really the 'fairest'. 
The result of the constant contact with the Western and apparently less con-
tented 'step-sisters' was that the ambivalent consequences of the GDRs 
equality policies were pushed into the shadows. The States programmatic 
promises to be solely responsible for implementing womens equality were 
accompanied by the claim of having the power to decide what an East Ger
man woman was supposed to want and what she was supposed to be like.5 

This definitional monopoly served to severely limit female autonomy in 
spite of all openings and options which the SED state offered to its women. 

This GDR-specific constellation of a "society ruled through and 
through"6 ('!durchhernchte Gesellschaft"), characterized by a particularly 
strong state will to direct and desire to control, makes it difficult to look 
behind the ideological vision of those in power to discover possible varia
tions—or even alternative ideas—on the part of female actors. The GDR 
dictatorship was lacking an autonomous public, and accordingly, an au-
tonomous womens movement which had, in a multitude of initiatives 
since the late sixties, been making its voice heard in Sweden, the Federal 
Republic of Germany and elsewhere, and was slowly gaining in influence. 
The "Demokratische FrauenbundDeutschlands," (Democratic Womens Al-
liance of Germany—DFD), founded in 1947, was a 'daughter' of the Party; 
as were all other mass organizations. It simultaneously served as a mode of 

4 See Jiirgen Kocka, Vereinigungskrise. Zur Geschichte der Gegenwart, Göttingen 1995. 
5 On the German-German world of images and their similarities and differences, see 

Gunilla-Friederike Budde, "Tiichtige Traktoristinnen" und "schicke Stenotypistinnen." 

Frauenbilder in den deutschen Nachkriegsgesellschaften—Tendenzen der "Sowjetisierung" 

und "Amerikanisierung?", in: Konrad Jarausch and Hannes Siegrist (Eds.), Amerikanisierung 

und Sowjetisierung in Deutschland 1945-1970, Frankfurt a.M. and New York 1997, pp. 243-273. 
6 This was how Alf Liidke and Jiirgen Kocka characterized it in their essays in: Harmut 

Kaelble, Jiirgen Kocka and Hartmut Zwahr (Eds.), Sozialgeschichte der DDR, Stuttgart 1994. 
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transmission; consequently, its function as a mouthpiece for women was 

limited.7 Those who publicly advocated womens rights usually did so in 

small doses and strategically, pursuant to State directive and control, as 

functionaries bound by orders. As such, since the opening of the East 

German archives, we have found out a great deal about the states ideas 

and plans regarding womens and family policies and their forms of real-

ization; in contrast, relatively little about the reactions of women, and even 

less about their own desires and dreams. 

Nonetheless, I will attempt in the following comments to focus on the 

actors—also the beneficiaries of the measures—in addition to state direc-

tives and implementation of womens and gender policies. This is done by 

way of interviews, but is definitely also based on archived materials, since 

the GDR did, in its thirst for self-documentation, store feedback from cit-
izens ("Eingaben") and other less comfortable documents which illuminate 
the "other side"—albeit in a strictly classified manner. 

In looking at womens policies and their implementation in the GDR, 

the general question arises of whether the period selected for the work-

shop, namely the sixties and seventies, doesnt derive too much from a 

"Western perspective". How were womens policies made in the first 

decade of the GDR? Can the "transformation", which rightly is ascribed 

to Sweden and the Federal Republic for the sixties, be observed with sim

ilar clarity in the GDR society? Since the seventies, was the course really 

set in the direction of progress, in the sense of an unrestrained develop-

ment toward equality, or can contrary tendencies be identified as well? 

1. Years of break-up: The fifties 

From the beginning, East German womens policy was labor policy.8 

The two aspects were inseparably connected with one another. Consis-

tent with the Socialist classics, led by August Bebel and Clara Zetkin, 

7 On the history of the DFD, see Elke Mocker, Demokratischer Frauenbund Deutschlands 

(194J—1989). Historisch-systematische Analyse einer DDR-Massenorganisation, Diss. FU Berlin 
1991-

8 Comparative studies on the situation of East and West German women in the labor 

märket following the second world war now in: Gunilla-Friederike Budde (ed.), Frauen 

arbeiten. Weibliche Erwerbstätigkeit in Ost- und Westdeutschland nach 1945, Göttingen 1997. 
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equality meant integration into the labor märket. Family exigencies, 
economic necessity and state propaganda fostered that process: 
many women were required to be self-sufficient or were their families' 
sole breadwinners; the "lack of men" caused by the war—contempo-
raries referred to it not very gallantly as a "surplus of women" 
("Frauenuberschujl")—as well as the increasing exodus from the country 
led to shortages in the labor force and necessitated taking advantage of 
the "womens reserve"" ("Frauenreserve"). In addition to the economic 
necessity, the state was also endeavoring to guide women from the pri
vate sphere, where influence and control was more difficult, into the 
more easily manipulated public sector of the labor märket. This endeavor 
was backed by the state-directed publicity which established the ideal 
image as the working woman, and which increasingly made the role of 
the "mere housewife" difficult to justify. 

The integration of women into societys production processes was 
established with the help of legal regulations. The Soviet military 
administrations Order 253, of 17 August 1946, established "equal pay for 
equal work" and was codified within Article 18 of the GDR's constitu-
tion three years låter. This was complemented by qualification programs 
especially designed for women; supporting measures soon followed. The 
"Law for the Promotion of the Work Force, for the Increase in Produc-
tivity, and for the Improvement of the Material and Cultural Status of 
Blue- and White-Collar Workers" ("Gesetz zur Förderung der 
Arbeitskräfte, zur Steigerung der Arbeitsproduktivität und zur Verbesserung 
der materieilen und kulturellen Lage der Ar b eiter und Angestellten'), passed 
in April of 1950, established both a right and a certain obligation to 
work. Two years låter, the "Resolution to Develop Plans for the Promo
tion of Women" ("Beschlufl zur Erarbeitung von Frauenförderungsplänen'), 
as well as the associated "Measures to Increase the Number of Women 
Active in Industry" ("Majinahmen zur Erhöhung des Anteils der 
beschäftigten Frauen in den Betrieben"), attempted to acknowledge 
womens "special situation" of having "double burden" by introducing a 

9 On the history of "Housework Day" in the GDR and the FRG, see Carola Sachse, Ein 

"heifies Eisen." Ost- und westdeutsche Debatten um den Hausarbeitstag, in: Budde (Ed.), 

Frauen arbeiten, pp. 252-285. 
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monthly "housework day" ("Haushaltstag") for women.9 In addition, the 

"I. Implementation Regulation for the Order to Establish Pre-school 

and After-school Facilities" ("I. Durchfiihrungsbestimmung zur Verord-

nung iiber die Einrichtung der vorschulischen Erziehung undHörte"), which 

was issued in September of that year, marked the beginning of childcare 

facilities as well as of counseling centres for pregnant women and moth-

ers, the latter being started in June of 1953. It also ushered in material as-

sistance on a multitude of levels, all of which combined to assist women 

in maintaining their balancing act between gainful employment and 
work in the home. 

Dramatically increasing råtes of womens gainful employment in East 

Germany attest to the success of these state initiatives. In the mid-i95os, 

half of all women in the GDR were gainfully employed; this figure rose by 
ten percent in each of the following decades. The East German media de-
picted women at work or active in their brigade—hard-working tractor 

drivers, city mayors with a vision for the future, or expert engineers—in 

magazines, DEFA films and novels; this was consistent not only with the 

state propaganda, but also with the subjective experiences of many East 

German women. The minutes of the early womens meetings, character-

ized by the pathos of a new beginning, reflect the fact that the speaking 
was dominated by extremely self-confident women who proudly pointed 

out their position in the production process. 

But these womens forums of the fifties also served in large measure to il-

lustrate the limitations of this integration. The female actors described their 

experiences in lively debates. Only late in the proceedings, following the 

obligatory bows and pat phrases of thankfulness directed to the SED re-
gime, did the tension usually rise when a woman laborer or farmer ascended 

to the speakers' podium. Dozens of women from all areas of employment, 

voices quivering nervously only at first, were waiting to provide concrete, 

sometimes humorous but always very self-confident descriptions of their 

everyday working life; generally, these included harsh judgments of their 

male colleagues. The harmonious cooperation between male and female 

workers, depicted above all in the media, was quickly exposed as an illusion. 

The talk was not of peaceably cooperating colleagues working together to 

build Socialism, but rather of competition and resentment. What took 

place behind closed doors within the enterprises, namely at meetings of the 
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womens committees which were established in the enterprises in 1952,10 

was aired to a larger public which was not what the SED had intended.11 

The numerous meeting minutes reveal that at the womens conferences, 
women in no way acted exclusively as zealous thankful recipients of state 
handouts. On the contrary, the records convey the impression that here, at 
least in the early years of the GDR, a cleverly veiled, semi-public opposi
tion culture was being cultivated, which above all contradicted the ideal-
ized image of the collective "we" of the East German work force. Despite 
all claims to the contrary, the GDR too had its typical womens and mens 
areas of employment, typical mens and womens jobs, and traditional hier-
archies in enterprises among female and male blue- and white-collar 
workers. The power of the state was apparently often unable to penetrate 
through to the microlevel of relationships among workers; it failed as a 
result of internal dynamics in the enterprises. In narrative interviews, East 
German women are almost unanimous in complaining about encounter-
ing difficulties within the family and at their workplace if they developed 
career ambitions going beyond mere white-collar employment. As early as 
the fifties, working wives were accepted virtually without limitation by 
East German men; however, female colleagues—and especially supervis
ors—were tolerated only with the utmost reluctance. 

As such, the fifties seem to be a period of time during which, at least in 
terms of the labor märket, a series of measures were undertaken by the 
state which had the goal of providing a general opening of opportunities 
for women and their integration in the long term. However, the talk was 
always of "a solution to the womens question", not of calling traditional 
gender roles into question. Led by the short-circuit equation of gainful 
employment with emancipation, womens steps forward were measured 
according to a "male way of walking."12 The goals were correspondingly 

10 On the role of the enterprise womens committees, see Petra Clemens, Die Kehrseite 

der Clara-Zetkin-Medaille. Die Betriebsfrauenausschiisse der 5oer Jahre in lebensgeschicht-

licher Sicht, in: Feministische Studien i (1990), pp. 20-34. 
11 On this point, see: Gunilla-Friederike Budde, "Heldinnen der Arbeit". Öffentliche 

Fremd- und Selbstdarstellungen von Arbeiterinnen in der DDR der funfziger und sechziger 

Jahre, in: Klaus Tenfelde and Peter Hiibner (Eds.), Arbeiter in der SBZ/DDR, Bochum 1998 

(in press). 
12 Nickel, Mitgestalterinnen, p. 233. 
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unilinear. Women were supposed to catch up with what men had already 

attained. The lifelong male employment biography, without any gaps at all 

if possible, was "declared as the normal case."13 Womens variations, with 

breaks for family reasons and more flexible hours of work, were branded as 

a deviation from that, full of defects, and to be overcome. 

2. Transformation or continuity? The sixties 

Nonetheless: the issue of equal rights for women was on the agenda from 

the very first years of the GDR. As such, the break occurring in the sixties 

seems, at first glance, to be less striking than in, for example, the Federal 

Republic or Sweden. But it existed nevertheless. Beginning in the early 
sixties, the discussions on womens issues became more differentiated. 
There is no other point of time in GDR's history when traditional gender 
roles were called into question so openly in magazines and official docu-

ments. "Taking the goal of overcoming the cultural system of gender pola-

rization as a measure of emancipation, the sixties are the most progressive 

years in the GDR's history."14 

Just at the end of the fifties, when the euphoria of new beginnings was 

waning, "anti-fascism" as a basis of legitimation was paling and a look over 

at the West was causing dissatisfaction instead of self-confidence, it be

came important to secure existing loyalties and/or create new ones. This 

was the atmosphere which had led to an increasing wave of emigration in 

the last years before the Wall was built, such that vacancies existed in all 

areas of the labor märket—especially those requiring high qualifications— 
for which replacements had to be found. Statistics which were held strictly 

confidential document that a large number of those who had moved over 

to the West were apparently highly-qualified young men. More and more, 

the GDR was becoming a "womens country". With the housewives' bri-

gades established in 1958, the so-called "mere housewives" were to be uti-

13 The same is true for the West German labor märket, as Karin Hausen and others have 
shown. See ibid., Frauenerwerbstätigkeit und erwerbstätige Frauen. Anmerkungen zur 

historischen Forschung, in: Budde (Ed.), Frauen arbeiten, pp. 19-45. 
14 Susanne Diemer, Patriarchalismus in der DDR. Strukturelie, kulturelie und subjektive 

Dimensionen der Geschlechterpolarisierung, Opladen 1994, p. 72. 
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lized, initially for seasonal labor, in order to benefit the production process 

both in ideal terms and on a long-term basis.15 

The beginning of the sixties marked a shift of the womens Leitbild 

from the working woman to the working woman with qualifications.16 

The search was on for "women to be developed"—the original GDR lan-

guage was "zu entwickelnde Frauen—to staff the enterprises. The laborer 

was to become a skilled laborer; the skilled laborer a master craftsperson; 

the master craftsperson was to go to school and then assume a leadership 

position—this was the ideal-typical career path for East German women. 

The starting gun for that action was fired with a document published one 

day before Christmas by the Politburo of the SED and supposedly in-

itiated by Lotte Ulbricht. The stated goal of the Communiqué, titled 

"Woman—Peace and Socialism" ("Die Frau—der Frieden undder Sozialis-

mus") was to "take more advantage of women than we have to date in 

building up Socialism." It was conceded that the "capabilities and achieve-
ments of women" had thus far been "insufficiently utilized to promote 

their own development and to fiirther societal progress." Above all, the 

lack of women in leadership positions provided the opportunity to point 

out deficiencies in the promotion of women. "All leadership positions 

within the Party in industrial and agricultural enterprises, the state appa-

ratus, cultural institutions, trade unions and other mass organizations" 

were held to be committed to "realizing the resolutions of the Party and 

the government regarding promotion and development in a more goal-

oriented manner and continually supervising their implementation."17 

The aim of this comprehensive campaign was a long-term shift in di-
rection. Enterprises, official authorities, secondary schools and univer-

15 For the GDR viewpoint on this, see: Hans Jurgen Arendt, Zur Entwicklung der 

Bewegung der Hausfrauenbrigaden in der DDR 1958 bis 1961/62. Eine besondere Form der 

Einbeziehung nichtberufstätiger Frauen in die Lösung der volkswirtschaftlichen Aufgaben 

beim Aufbau des Sozialismus, in: Jahrbuch fur Wirtschaftsgeschichte 1979, pp. 53-79. In con-

trast, Monika Mattes paints a less successful picture with Vom Ich der Kiiche zum Wir des 

Kollektivs. Zur Geschichte der Hausfrauenbrigaden, in: 1999. Zeitschriftfur Sozialgeschichte 

des 20. und21. Jahrhunderts 2 (1996), pp. 36-61. 
16 See Irene Dölling, Gespaltenes Bewufitsein—Frauen- und Männerbilder in der DDR, 

in: Helwig/Nickel (Eds.), Frauen in Deutschland, pp. 23-52; p. 28. 
17 Die Frau—der Frieden und der Sozialismus, published by the Central Committee of 

the SED, Womens Working Group, Berlin 1962, p. 5. 
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sities were now obliged to provide regular reports as to which positions 

women were being utilized for, why they were poorly represented—or 

lacking altogether—in leadership positions, and which measures were 

being considered to alleviate that lack. It was expected that periodic lists of 

"women to be developed" ("zu entwickelnde Fraueri') would be submitted, 

to be followed by reports of female success stories. Brigades were dis-

patched for assessment visits and discussions in enterprises, clinics, pri-

mary and secondary schools, and were given the task of reporting the sit

uation to the state. The departments of agitation and propaganda directed 

the mass media to devote themselves regularly to the topic of highly-qual-

ified women, and ordered quarterly reports to be submitted regarding 

where, how often and in what form this order had been complied with. 

Womens conferences were called and subsequently assessed. 
In the first years following issuance of the Communiqué, the numerous 

reports, evaluations, and analyses bluntly exposed the existing dismal state 

of affairs. The motto was "overcoming the underestimation". Too much 

was being left to "run itself" in terms of the promotion of women; the spe

cial situation of women was not being taken sufficiently into considera-

tion; enterprise directors were holding onto too many traditional preju-

dices; the demands placed were too high in comparison with male col-

leagues; the topics selected by women in the area of science and academia 

were treated too marginally; male colleagues and spouses were too back-
ward; women allowed themselves to get discouraged too quickly: This was 

the ever-recurring catalogue of explanations contained in the countless 

analyses of the causes. 
In contrast to this activism of good intentions, which at least spurred on 

discourse, no concrete measures followed for quite some time. After all, 
the SED state felt obliged to do more detailed research and establish sci-

entifically something which was apparently a matter of public concern. In 

May 1964, the GDR Council of Ministers resolved to create the scientific 

council "Women in Socialist Society" ("Die Frau in der sozialistischen Ge-

se Ils chaf t") within the GDRs Academy of Sciences. The leader of the re

search group was the lawyer Prof. Dr. Anita Grandke. The "Perspective 
Plan of the Scientific Council" ("Perspektivplan des wissenschaftlichen Bei-

rates"), dated 30 March 1965, stated: "The Council is commissioned by the 

Council of Ministers to precisely analyze the situation of women in the 
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GDR, and to outline the perspectives for the development of women by 

1970/80 as well as the situation and development of the family. It is to co-

ordinate scientific work and secure community involvement, as well as to 

assist the Council of Ministers in preparing important decisions." It con-

tinued, "Womens development has attained a high level in the GDR. It is 

now crucial to place the emphasis on the full realization of all of womens 

capabilities and talents, consistent with the demands of the comprehen-

sive building up of Socialism and the continued development of the per-

sonalities of our women. In this, we must proceed from a scientific analy

sis of the situation of women, the specific conditions for development 

within individual areas, and with a clear view of the perspectives of women 

in terms of fundamental issues." Four working groups were assigned the 

following topics: 1. The societal role of women in the comprehensive 

building up of Socialism, taking the development of women in the area of 

employment into special consideration; 2. Problems in the development of 

Socialist family relationships; 3. Basic issues associated with the techno-

logization of housework; and 4. The role of intellectual-cultural life for 

the development of women and their active involvement in the develop

ment of literature, art and cultural life as a whole.18 

"Everyone found it important to solve the problem of women ideologi-

cally, by doing away with antiquated attitudes on the part of men, but at 

the same time providing women with the consciousness that they have 

equal rights and have equal skills", was the conclusion stated at a discus-

sion evening with scientists, white- and blue collar women workers on the 

Womens Communiqué in Dresden on 12 and 13 January 1962.19 In fact, the 
multifaceted campaigns which followed the "Womens Communiqué" 

seem to have fostered the desire for discussion on the part of the East Ger

man public as well. The "womens question" was on everyones lips, and 

this provided the excuse for openly stating criticisms which had previously 

been expressed only with hesitation. After all, one could always point to 

the Communiqué when demanding opportunities for advancement or 

when confronted with discrimination—and have a real chance of success. 

18 See Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen, hereinafter abbreviated as 

SAPMO, DY30/IV A2/904/332. 
19 SAPMO DY53/21/613/7431. 
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In contrast to the fifties, the role of men, and specifically their familial 

responsibilities, were now being discussed openly. Beginning in 1962, the 

media could apparently no longer afford to give short shrift to these issues. 

As the womens committee of the SED concluded just a few months after 

the appearance of the Communiqué, "In general terms, it can be stated 

that, beginning with Neues Deutschland and continuing in almost all dis-

trict newspapers, the problems of women played a larger role following the 

Communiqué. Letters from readers, artides on competent women and 

girls, interviews with council chairs, party secretaries, BGL-directors 

(trade union officials) and other responsible fimctionaries, as well as 

womens pages ... appear almost daily."20 

When the initial vigor was threatening to wear off two years låter, 

women continued to insist self-confidently that they be taken seriously. At 
a conference of the central leadership of the health services trade union on 
2 October 1963, Dr. Böhmer, a woman, took the offensive. The war meta-

phors which peppered her comments underscored womens awakened 

pugnacity: "I would like to say that this fortress of prejudice [against 

women in leadership positions] did not even fall under the heavy artillery 

of the Womens Communiqué. Some claim: the fortress is probably invin-

cible. Then again, theres another side which says: maybe the artillery of 

the Womens Communiqué just wasnt heavy enough. I would like to say 

this: the fortress is not invincible, and the artillery is outstanding. The 

problem is surely with the positioning of the cannons in some places, 

where the artillery isn't being adjusted and handled properly ... These are 

the ones who, following the appearance of the Womens Communiqué, 

exhibited an incredible amount of activity, so that—and I say this from 
personal experience—some women stood there baffled as to how they 

could have been voted onto a commission from one day to the next. Some 

women didnt know what they were getting into. They were inside so 

quickly. That all wore off again. You know that there are functionaries 

today who are hibernating when it comes to womens promotion and the 

content of our Communiqué ... I certainly hope that these functionaries 

won't be sleeping for seven years like Sleeping Beauty. I think it's up to us, 
we women have to wake up these functionaries; of course, not with a 

20 SAPMO DY30/IV 2/17/18. 
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Princes kiss like with Sleeping Beauty, but with substantive discus-

sions."21 

At the end of 1969, the Berlin newspaper Fur Dich published an article 

titled "Must the Household Scale Hang Crooked?" which addressed the 

rhetorical question, "Can the main portion of household chores, which 

amount to about 50 hours per week for a 4-person household, continue to 

be allotted to women at a rate of 80 %?" in order to follow immediately 

with the answer, "Absolutely not. Men simply must take over 50 % of it." 

This was followed by a series of exemplary cases', in which individual 

women reported on their successes in retraining their husbands.22 A short 

film by the DEFA studios, commissioned by the Womens Committee of 

the FDGB (trade union association) on the occasion of "Womens Day 

1969", attempted to portray a transformed role consciousness: it showed a 

father who left the house early in the morning with a little child, dropping 

it off at the kindergarten of his enterprise, and who got into line at the HO 

state shop after work and then took care of the necessary housework. 

However, an image which was supposed to be thought-provoking was in 

danger of being misunderstood. As the Womens Committee warned after 

looking through the script, "The impression must in no way be raised that 

only on the 8th of March should men live up to their responsibilities at 

home with housework and child-rearing."23 

In addition to demonstrating the increased amount of attention ac-

corded to the issue, these actions also show the shift in emphasis in 

womens policies during the sixties. Previously, the concentration had 

clearly been on the role of women in working life, whereas now the signif-
icance of the family was taking center stage. With the passing of the Fam
ily Law Code (Familiengesetzbuch) of 1965, the work of women as house-

wives and mothers was to receive recognition as necessary societal work 

equal to gainful employment. This paved the way for the inevitable state 

support for the family.24 

21 SAPMO DY34/2941. 

22 SAPMO DY34/7763. 
23 Ibid. 
24 This was also reflected in the rapid increase, beginning in the seventies, of family re-

search studies. This is emphasized by Anita Grandke in her "preface" in: Jutta Gysi (Ed.), 

Familienleben in der DDR. Zum Alltag von Familien mit Kindern, Berlin (East) 1989, p. 7. 
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The first steps in that direction had already been taken in 1954 at the 

initiative of Justice Minister Hilde Benjamin, but the publicly-discussed 

drafted legislation had not yet taken legal effect. Other topics, such as na-

tionalization and solving problems in the labor märket, were considered 

more urgent at the time, particularly since the SED was dominated by 

those sharing Friedrich Engels opinion that the family would no longer 

play a significant role in a Socialist state, since its function would be taken 

over by the state.25 Furthermore, the SED state exhibited a certain inse-

curity when it came to the family, whose great ideological significance was 

recognized, but which seemed much more difficult to regulate and control 

due to its private character.26 Added to this was the fact that at that time, 

the hope still existed that in the area of family law, the unity of German 

legal development would be maintained 27 

But this was by no means the end of the issue. In 1965, a revised text was 
published for public debate; millions of copies were distributed. Thou-

sands of suggestions addressed directly to the Minister were received from 

the people. A total of 23,737 were registered.28 In the Ministry, Hilde Ben

jamin had all suggestions, objections and points of criticism transferred to 

a punch-hole card system especially developed for that purpose; they were 

then discussed by working groups. In the end, approximately 230 sugges

tions for change from the population were taken into consideration in the 

final text of the legislation. Most of them were letters written by women. 

In the magazine "Neue Justiz", the Minister warned against allowing "the 

people s discussion to largely become a womens discussion".29 

Between April and October 1965, the GDR's newspapers constantly in-
itiated discussion of the Family Law Code, answered letters to the editor, 

25 According to Anita Grandke in an interview, cited in: Andrea Feth, Hilde Benjamin— 

Eine Biographie, Berlin 1997, p. 207. See Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private 

Property and the State, in: Karl Marx/Friedrich Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 21, Berlin 1973, 

pp. 26-173 (German edition). 
26 See Gesine Obertreis, Familienpolitik in der DDR 1945-1980, Opladen 1986, p. 321. 
27 See Feth, Hilde Benjamin, p. 216 et seq. 
28 Submission by the Grundkommission zur Ausarbeitung des Familiengesetzbuches: 

Begriindung der Anderungen des Entwurfs des Familiengesetzbuches of 6 October 1965, 

SAPMO-BA JIV 2/2A/1123. 
29 Neue Justiz, 1965, p. 230. 
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and published exemplary stories, for example, that justices of the peace in 
Karl-Marx-Stadt had invited all couples married within the past six weeks 
to an event in order to allow the young spouses to discuss their concerns 
with experts; or that jurors and judges had been holding local discussions 
in small groups in order to do justice to many various interests.30 

The FLC (FGB) finally passed into law at the Volkskammer on 20 De
cember 1965. According to it, the basis of family relationships was the 
principle of the marriage bond for life and of the equal position of women 
in all areas of life. Without being expressly stated, it followed that the 
FLC referred to marriages in which both partners were employed. This 
Leitbild was definitely consistent with societal reality in the GDR, in 
which as early as 1965, 70 % of all women of working age were employed, 
making up 46% of the entire work force. Furthermore, Hilde Benjamin 
emphasized that the idea of equality demanded that both spouses had the 
responsibility of mutually supporting one anothers work and social activ-
ities. She also demanded a new mens consciousness in childcare and 
-rearing, which was then provided for in § 9. At the same time, § 12, Sec. 2 
provided that the spouse who does not earn any income contributes to the 
support of the family by working in the home and raising the children. 
Divorce was possible "if the court has determined that serious grounds 
exist to believe that the marriage has lost its meaning for the spouses, the 
children, and therefore for the community as well" (§ 24, Sec. 1). One of 
the divorced parties would receive custody of the children; the other would 
receive visitation rights and must pay child support (§25). Alimony for a 
divorced spouse was generally allowed for a maximum of two years follow-
ing the divorce (§ 29). Upon divorce, common assets were generally to be 
divided in equal shares (§39, Sec. 1). 

3. The time of the "MuttipolitU'z": The seventies 

In her speech at the 2nd Womens Congress of the GDR, held on n-13 
June 1969 in Berlin, Ilse Thiele, Chairwoman of the DFD, drew the fol-
lowing conclusions: "The development of behavior patterns within the 

30 On this point, see also the biography by Marianne Brentzel, Die Machtfrau. Hilde 

Benjamin 1902-1989, Berlin 1997, pp. 314 et seq. 
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family which promote the personalities of all family members is not being 

achieved without conflicts, and—as everyone knows - it's not all domestic 

bliss. Add to this the new social position of women, their desire to receive 

further qualifications and education, which are accompanied by more 

changes in family life. Men and women must feel themselves equally re-

sponsible for the raising and care of the children, and for taking care of 

household chores. We should all work toward developing relationships in 

all families which are consistent with the character of our Socialist soci-

ety."31 In her subsequent speech, Prof. Lieselott Herforth, based on her 

professional everyday experiences, underscored the fact that the equal pa

rental responsibility anchored in the FLC was not yet in any way consis

tent with reality: "It's true that women give birth to the children—on that 

level, it's safe to assume that we won't attain mens equality—but every 
child that comes into the world has parents ... conclusion: men have chil

dren too (laughter). Many of my male colleagues have told me, bursting 
with pride, that they had just had a son or a daughter!—and even pre

sented me with their vacation papers for the happy occasion (laughter). 

But—and this is certainly a contradiction—I unfortunately also occasion-

ally hear: "How stupid, Mrs. X is having another baby! It just won't work 

with these women! They're throwing our entire plan to the dogs (laughter 

and applause)."32 With this, both women underscored the fact that the 

consciousness-raising process, especially when it came to men, had not yet 

been completed; to some extent, it had not yet even started. 

Within a few years of the effective date of the Family Law Code, ex

perts in the GDR were even forced to admit that the gap between the 

Leitbild espoused there and the actual situation had gotten larger instead 
of smaller.33 Above all, developments in three areas showed how little the 

behavior of many marriage partners fit within the prescribed framework: 
First of all, more and more married women and mothers were taking part-

time instead of full-time work.34 Secondly, the birth rate declined rapidly; 

31 SAPMO DY31/54. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Cf. Autorenkollektiv (under the direction of Anita Grandke), Familienrecht. Textbook, 

Berlin (East) 1972, p. 34. 
34 On this point, see also: Christine v. Oertzen and Almut Rietzschel, Das "Kuckucksei" 

Teilzeitarbeit. Die Politik der Gewerkschaften im deutsch-deutschen Vergleich, in: Budde 
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and finally, the number of divorces also increased steadily.35 All three phe-

nomena show clearly that the equally-balanced division of work between 

the genders had apparently still not been realized; that the lions share of 

household and familial responsibilities was being shouldered by women;36 

and that they were seeking undesired compromises like part-time work 

and limiting the number of children because of these chronic excessive de-

mands upon them. 

It was this drastic drop in the birth rate and the significant increase in 

part-time work, which had not led to successive employment of previously 

non-working women as intended, but rather to a reduction in the working 

hours of full-time employees,37 which provided the impetus for the socio-

political measures resulting from the VIII. Party Conference of the SED 

in 1971. Under the motto, "Influencing the Reproductive Function of the 

Family" ("Beeinflussung der Reproduktionsfunktionen der Familie")—known 

as "MuttipolitiJi ("Mommy policies") in the GDR vernacular—the SED 

developed a concept in family policies the following year which was above 

all designed to lighten the burden of working mothers. The "Law on the 

Interruption of Pregnancy" ("Gesetz iiber die Unterbrechung der Schwanger-

schaft"), effective as of 9 March 1972 which provided for abortion on de-

mand within the first three months of pregnancy to be funded by the so

cial insurance carrier, was not a reaction by East German legislators to 

womens demands, as had been vehemently made by members of the new 

womens movement in the Federal Republic since 1971. Rather, welcoming 

the trouble for the FRG government, which was under pressure on the 

issue, as a desired side effect, it was used to introduce a number of socio-

(Ed.), Frauen arbeiten, pp. 2x2-252; Christine v. Oertzens contribution to this workshop, her 
completed dissertation on the subject, and soon, the comprehensive studies by Almut Rietz-
schel on the history of part-time work in the GDR. 

35 An analysis of the realization of the resolutions taken at the IX. Party Congress in the 

area of womens policies from the year 1980 stated: "The number of divorces rose steadily 

until the mid-i97os. With 44,803 divorces in the year 1976, the highest number since 1965 
were registered. Since that time, the number of divorces has remained almost constant." 

SAPMO DY30/IV 2/2042/29. 
36 According to the report on studies undertaken by the Leipzig Institute for Märket Re

search regarding 80 % of the tasks to be done, in: Die Wirtschaft 22 (1974), pp. 12 et seq. 
37 On this point, see the comments by Rietzschel in: Budde (ed.), Frauen arbeiten. 
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political measures categorized under the motto "the will to have children" 

{"der Wille zum Kind"). In May of 1972, three new regulations were issued 

at once which were primarily directed to women: the "regulation on the 

increase in state assistance for births and the lengthening of maternity 

leave", the "regulation on the introduction of the 40-hour work week and 

increase in minimum vacation time for working mothers with several chil

dren", as well as the "regulation on the granting of loans at preferred råtes 

to young couples" with the possibility of "Abkindern" ("childrening off the 

loan"—decreasing the debt with each additional child). Starting in 1974, 

these benefits also applied to single parents; nurseries and kindergartens 

were built up; and finally, years spent raising children were taken into ac-

count when calculating retirement pay.38 Although these measures bene-

fitted the women of the GDR on the one hand, they were actually in con-

flict with the equality principles contained in the FLC. In reacting to 

womens double burden exclusively by granting them special privileges, 

the SED state's family policies simultaneously reinforced the traditional 

role divisions and the idea that family tasks were primarily womens re-

sponsibility. The compatibility of family tasks and gainful employment 

became a purely womens problem; men, in contrast, were largely absolved 

from family responsibilities. 

The ideas of East German women and men did not remain unaffected 

by this. In a survey undertaken by the GDR's Institute for Opinion Re

search in the summer of 1975 on "the position of women in the family and 
society", whose findings were kept locked up as "strictly confidential", the 
question of whether married women with small or schoolchildren should 

be employed was answered with "she should be fully employed" by only 

9.8 % of women. 72.1% were in favör of "shortened hours", and a full 9 % 
thought that they should "not be employed". The opinion that women 
should interrupt their working lives until the children are at least three 

years old was approved by almost 72 %. Twenty percent of these had, in 

fact, taken a break of two or more years following the birth of their chil

dren. The question of the optimal number of children was answered with 

38 See Ute Gerhard, Die staatlich institutionalisierte "Lösung" der Frauenfrage. Zur 
Geschichte der Geschlechterverhältnisse in der DDR, in: Kaelble et al. (eds.), Sozial-

geschichte, pp. 383-403; p. 391. 
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two by 72.6 % of respondents. Only about 8 % found three or more ch.il-

dren to be desirable, while almost 15 % preferred one-child families. Sixty 

percent of the women responded to the question of who took care of the 

children when they were sick with "I do"; not quite 2 % answered, "my 

husband".39 

Apparently, the results of the survey had an alarming effect. Inge Lange 
informed Erich Honecker of the results at the end of November, along 

with a handwritten note, "I suggest discussing these questions in the Cen

tral Committee!" As usual, however, she simultaneously attempted to 

twist the results for the benefit of the SED government by way of elever 

maneuvering. Glossing over problems, her own assessment emphasized 

the fact that "The overall less positive assessment of this entire issue com-

plex compared with the survey of 1970, is apparently the result of the 

higher standards which many women have derived from their equality."40 

The fact that this equality' had not been achieved by any means in the 

seventies either, contrary to the countless soapbox-style speeches made 

since the existence of the GDR; that in reality there was actually move-

ment in the wrong direction, was discussed behind closed doors, if at all. 

The DFD, the official representative organization of East German 

women, had been perverted more and more in the course of its existence 

from being the mouthpiece of "women laborers and farmers" to being the 

mouthpiece of the Party. Critical voices were heard from other sources as 

well: above all, women songwriters and authors began to envision alterna-

tive female realities in song texts, essays, and novels. As Christa Wolf, 

echoing the thoughts of many, wrote in the preface to Maxie Wanders 
protocol collection titled "Guten Morgen., du Schöne" "Women, matured 

through their real and relevant experiences, have signaled a radical de-

mand: to live as complete persons, to be able to use all their senses and ca-
pabilities." She continued, "This demand represents a great challenge to a 
society ... after all, whether intentionally or not, society created the de

mand; it can no longer be satisfied only with plans for womens promotion, 

childcare facilities, and financial support for children; and I believe that it 

cannot be attained by delegating more women to those bodies where all 

39 SAPMO DY30/IV 2/2942/34. 
40 Ibid. 
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over this mans world, in our country as well, the 'important questions' are 

being decided by men. Should women even have the desire to be inte-

grated in larger numbers into those hierarchically-functioning appara-

tuses? To take over roles to which men have done so much damage over 

the centuries?"41 Books, songs and films which posed these heretical ques

tions and presented "unmanageable heroines" advanced to cult status. In a 

place where an autonomous public was not allowed to articulate its con-

cerns, they represented a counter-publicity whose desires and utopias of 

gender equality were not system-specific and were very similar to those of 

their "sisters" in the West. 

41 Christa Wolf, Beriihrung. Ein Vorwort, in: Maxie Wander, "Guten Morgen, du Schöne." 
Frauen in der DDR. Protokolle, 8th ed., Darmstadt 1981, pp. 9-19; p. 17 (German edition). 
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