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2.3 Women in German Society

LESSON OVERVIEW:   
This lesson focuses on the lives of women in Germany. Historically, as in the United States, gender roles dictated women as 
caregivers and men as providers. Students will read articles, conduct research, and view a PowerPoint to help them answer the 
following: What impact does tradition have on German women of the 21st century? How have the lives of women changed in 
the last 75 years? How do the obstacles that women faced “yesterday” compare with those of today? Do women share the same 
rights and privileges as men? If an increase in the birthrate will help the economy of Germany, what can be done to encourage 
women to have more children, and is this right?

TEACHER BACKGROUND INFORMATION:
A woman’s role in German society was traditionally circumscribed by the three “K” words: Kinder (children), Kirche (church), and 
Küche (kitchen). As in other nations, such as Great Britain and the United States, women have slowly gained equal rights in the 
20th century. In 1919 they received the right to vote. Although the Nazi period reaffirmed the traditional woman’s role as wife 
and mother, during World War II, some women assumed positions traditionally held by men.

In West Germany, the Basic Law of 1949 (article 3.2) indicates that “Men and women shall have equal rights,” but it was not 
until 1957 that the civil code was amended to 
conform to this statement. After World War II, 
despite the severe shortage of young men that 
made marriage impossible for many women, tra-
ditional marriage once again became society’s 
ideal. Employment and social welfare programs 
remained predicated on the male breadwinner 
model. Even in the early 1950s, women could 
be dismissed from the civil service when they 
married. Women resumed the traditional role 
as homemakers and mothers and largely with-
drew from employment outside the home. West 
Germany relied on “Guest Workers” and refugees 
from the GDR to fill the ranks of needed employ-
ees. In East Germany, however, women remained 
in the workforce. The Soviet-style system man-
dated women’s participation in the economy, 
and the GDR implemented this key objective by 
opening up educational and vocational oppor-
tunities to women. To permit women to be both 
mothers and workers, the government provided 
an extensive system of social supports, such as a highly developed day-care network for children.1

1  Women in German Society. (n.d.). Retrieved July 2011, from German Culture: http://www.germanculture.com.ua/library/facts/bl_women.htm
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In the late 20th century and early 21st century, Germany has made significant progress regarding equal rights for women. For 
example, girls outperform boys in schools. At grammar schools they account for 56 percent of graduates; the share of young 
women embarking on higher education totals almost 50 percent, and 42 percent of doctorates are awarded to women. More 
women are embarking on careers, but the glass ceiling remains regarding salaries and women in executive positions. The Gen-
eral Equal Treatment Act was passed in August 2006 to comply with European Union guidelines; the law includes pledges to 
make it easier to more effectively prosecute discrimination against women in the workplace. The EU has called on Germany to 
adopt such legislation for years.

The reunification of Germany in 1990 has resulted in the greater desirability for women to enter the labor force, but one of the 
major impediments has been the paucity of childcare facilities and kindergartens for young children. In addition, the length of 
the primary school day needs to be adjusted to meet the increase in working parents, or additional afterschool programs also 
need to grow. Since 2007 there has been a government-sponsored parental support program, and mostly women have used 
the program, although it applies to both parents.

Women are far more strongly established in politics than in the top echelons of business. In the SPD and CDU, the two main 
political parties, almost every third and fourth member, respectively, is female. The rise in the proportion of women in the Bund-
estag has also grown: in 1980 women comprised only eight percent of all members of parliament, the figure now (2009-2013) 
is closer to 32%. Angela Merkel was elected the first female German Chancellor in 2005.

Parent leave polices have an important impact on gender equality both in the workplace and with respect to child care policies. 
In a study of 21 countries on the effects of parental leave policies, Germany ranked 3rd after France and Spain for two parent 
families. According to this study, Germany came in 2nd with married women taking paid leaves, whereas it ranked 12th with 
fathers taking paid parental leaves.2

2  R. Ray, J. Gornick, J. Schmitt, Ray, Rebecca (2009) Parent Leave Policies in 21 Countries: Assessing Generosity and Gender Equality. Center for Economic and Policy Research,  
 Washington, DC.

TIME: 
(2-3) 45 minute class periods

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES:
 • Changing Lives of Women Charts- US and Germany (Handout 2.3.1 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • Redefining Their Role Article and Questions (Handout 2.3.2 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • In Germany, a Traditions Falls, and Women Rise Article (Handout 2.3.3 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • The Losers of Unification Article (Handout 2.3.4 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • An Everyday Story Painting (Powerpoint 2.3.5 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • Women in German Society Powerpoint (Powerpoint 2.3.6 on Instructional Resource Disc)

 • Role Playing Tickets Template (Handout 2.3.7 on Instructional Resource Disc)

PROCEDURE: 
DAY 1: 

Anticipatory Set: Prior to discussing the changing lives of women in Germany, the teacher should facilitate a discussion of the 
changing lives of women in the US over the past 75 years. The teacher may conduct a straw poll of the class asking how many 
students have mothers/fathers who work, grandmothers/grandfathers or great-grandmothers/great-grandfathers (if known) 
who work(ed). The students should begin to fill out Part 1 of the Changing Lives of Women Chart (US) (Handout 2.3.1 on 
Instructional Resource Disc) as much as possible using prior knowledge. If there is Internet access, the teacher may want to 
allow students to conduct further research. (Note: Sample answers are provided as well as websites.) The teacher may want to 
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divide the class into small groups to allow more personal discussions to be held. Perhaps the students could share personal 
stories. Each group should have a spokesperson to share their groups’ findings. The teacher should have students file this paper 
for future reference.

Next, the teacher should project the slide of Christoph Wetzel’s 1988 painting, An Everyday Story (Powerpoint 2.3.5 on Instruc-
tional Resource Disc). Using the photograph analysis steps developed by the National Archives, the teacher should guide the 
students through an oral discussion of the piece.

Step 1:   Observation – Study the artwork for 2 minutes. Form an overall impression and then examine individual items. Next, 
divide the piece into quadrants and study each section to see what new details become visible. Then, list people, 
objects, and activities in the scene.

Step 2:   Inference – Based on what you have observed above, list three things you might infer from this visual.

Step 3:   Questions – What questions does this visual raise in your mind? Where could you find answers to them?

It will be interesting to see if the students will connect this painting to the GDR (former East Germany), or if they will think it is 
a current depiction of a mother from the US. The teacher should share the description of the painting, setting the stage for the 
homework assignment. If time allows the teacher may lead the students in a discussion after sharing the following:

In Christoph Wetzel’s 1988 painting, An Everyday Story, the divided canvas proudly depicts women’s accomplishments in the 
German Democratic Republic. On one side, a woman operates a large piece of heavy machinery in a rolling mill, cool and 
competent behind the enormous mass of metal and gears. On the other side, the same woman helps her two children prepare 
for school in the morning. In the act of combing her daughter’s hair, she looks out directly at the viewer, her expression asking: 
“And why are you surprised?” This painting, displayed as part of a 1995 exposition on art commissioned by government agen-
cies in the GDR, graphically displays that government’s ideological commitment to women’s paid labor, especially in jobs that, 
in capitalist societies, are often thought to be inappropriate for women.3

For homework, the teacher should distribute the article, Redefining Their Roles by Tiffany Lee (Handout 2.3.2 on Instructional 
Resource Disc) and assign the questions.

DAY 2: 

The teacher should ask the students to share their answers from the homework reading. As students share their findings, they 
should fill in the Changing Lives of Women Chart – Germany (Part 2 of Handout 2.3.1). As a modification, the teacher may 
show the Women in German Society Powerpoint (PowerPoint 2.3.6 on Instructional Resource Disc) today rather than Day 
4, as an introduction to the topic of women’s roles.

DAY 3: 

The teacher should divide the class into two groups and assign each group one of two articles. Each student should be given 
an individual copy of either: In Germany, a Tradition Falls, and Women Rise, by Katrin Bennhold (Handout 2.3.3 on Instructional 
Resource Disc) or The Losers of Unification: In Some Cases Maybe Communism Was Not Such A Bad Idea by Henry Rehn (Handout 
2.3.4 on Instructional Resource Disc). As a team, students should read their assigned article and be able to compare and 
summarize the information they have already recorded. Any new details should be added to their charts. Each group should 
then share its findings with the class.

DAY 4: 

As a modification, the teacher may (1) show the Women in German Society Powerpoint (PowerPoint 2.3.6 on Instructional 
Resource Disc) as a summation of what the students have learned, (2) conduct the Whole Group Reflection, or (3) using the 
information gathered from the articles discussed on Day 3, the teacher will facilitate a full class discussion on how the parental 
leave policy has had an impact on both men and women.

3  Elizabeth H. Tobin and Jennifer Gibson, “The Meanings of Labor: East German Women’s Work in the Transition from Nazism to Communism”, Central European History, Vol. 
28, No. 3 (1995), pg. 301.
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WHOLE GROUP REFLECTION: 
 • As a class discussion or in essay form, have students respond to the question: What similarities/differences can be seen be-

tween the roles of American and German women of the 21st century?

 • Students may write a persuasive essay stating what steps Germany should take in regards to women’s rights in order to 
retain its leadership role in Europe and the world arena.

MODIFICATION:  
 • The teacher may show the Women in German Society Powerpoint (PowerPoint 2.3.6 on Instructional Resource Disc) 

prior to the activities as an introduction or as a summation of what the students will/have learned. The “Question” slides offer 
the teacher an opportunity to access students’ prior knowledge, and recall his/her ability to synthesize learned knowledge.

EXTENSIONS:
 • In pairs, students may write a dialogue between a former East German and former West German woman after 1990 to dis-

cuss their views on their situations. 

 • In pairs, have a husband and wife discuss the impact on their family life of the paid family leave or the extended school day. 

 • Write an essay discussing the far-reaching impact of reforms such as the extended school day and paid parental leave that 
have and will have an effect on the lives of German women.

 • Students will role-play a meeting between the government and its constituents. To allow each student to participate, the 
teacher will need to monitor the time each group is engaged. For the first round, the teacher will give ten students a ticket 
(Handout 2.3.7 on Instructional Resource Disc) indicating their role: 

 ° Five representing government- 1 chancellor, 1 from the Social Democratic Party (SPD), 1 from the Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU), 1 from the Green Party, and 1 from Die Linke

 ° Five representing the German people: 1 German Turk, 2 former East Germans, 2 former West Germans 

To begin the dialogue between the two groups, the teacher should propose the questions:

1. What do you think is right/wrong with our current policies dealing with women in the workforce? 

2. Related to women’s rights, what suggestions do you have that will help Germany remain a major leader in Europe and 
the world?

http://www.tatsachen-ueber-deutschland.de/en/society/main-content-08/women-and-men-in-working-life.html
http://www.tatsachen-ueber-deutschland.de/en/society/main-content-08/women-and-men-in-working-life.html
http://www.germanculture.com.ua/library/facts/bl_women.htm

