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In What Difference Does a Husband Make? Women and Marital Status in Nazi and Postwar Germany, historian Elizabeth Heineman is particularly intrigued by the fact that, in her conversations with citizens of the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) in the early 1990s, the term “women standing alone” “did not trigger an association with the postwar period or with a particular generation of women left single by the [Second World W]ar.”  Such an association was, by contrast, very common among her West German interlocutors.  Heineman attributes this discrepancy at least in part to the fact that “topics that had left mountains of records in West Germany, like the status of unwed mothers and war widows’ pensions, seemed to have been nonissues in the East,” at least as far as available documents seemed to indicate.
  She later qualifies this statement by saying that the Sozialistische Einheitspartei (Socialist Unity Party, or SED) sought to transform marital status into a less salient marker of difference as it tried to convince both single and married mothers to seek fulfillment in motherhood, workforce participation, and political activism.  The SED’s efforts notwithstanding, “[a]t least through the 1950s, the experiential divide between married and single women remained firm.”

There is in fact quite an elaborate archival paper trail revealing intense contestation of the parameters of normative marital sexuality in the early years of the GDR (founded in 1949).  While it is true that media outlets in the GDR did not bewail the fate of “women standing alone” (i.e., women who had lost their husbands during the Second World War and/or the many women who could not find husbands due to the gendered demographic imbalance following the war
) in the way that their counterparts in West Germany did, this does not mean that marital status had lost its significance as a marker of social difference for East German women in particular.  “Progressive” impulses in the articulation of state policy were at odds with “ideological retraditionalism,” that is, an effort to “provide fresh grounds and justifications” in the form of rhetoric about the forward-looking nature of socialist society that could just as easily be used “for projects to reinstate traditional forms of social relations.”

The extant documentation thus both substantiates and challenges not only Heineman’s arguments but also Dagmar Herzog’s recent findings that “while East Germany entered a period of sexual conservatism in the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s in many respects comparable with the sexual conservatism of West Germany in those years, there were also already in the 1950s notable elements of liberality in the East which had no parallel in West Germany.”
  On November 24, 1955, the GDR’s Ministerial Council approved the Ordinance regarding the Contraction and Dissolution of Marriage (henceforth Marriage Ordinance) that took effect on November 29th and was intended as a stopgap measure before the full-scale reform of family law that only came with the promulgation of a new Family Legal Code in 1965.  Paragraph 1 of this ordinance stipulated that both the male and female partner had to have attained the age of eighteen in order to contract a valid marriage.  This constituted a sharp break from previous practice (that still prevailed in West Germany, incidentally) whereby men had to be eighteen in order to wed, but women did not.  The stated impetus for the change was to guarantee that women entered the state of matrimony as fully consenting partners, thereby giving teeth to the constitutional guarantee of gender equality to which West German authorities were only paying lip service, at best.  But the reform proved to be singularly unpopular, as this paper will reveal, and a fertile site for contesting attitudes regarding premarital sexuality, notions of respectability, and conceptions of (female) personhood in the nascent years of the GDR.

One of my larger goals is to bring the historiography of gender, sexuality and family in the GDR into more extensive dialogue with larger debates about East German history, and in particular with Mary Fulbrook’s notion of a “participatory dictatorship.”
  Fulbrook sees the culture of Eingaben, or epistolary petitions directed by citizens of the GDR to various state organs, as a primary vehicle through which East Germans expressed grievances about the allocation of scarce resources and attempted to influence the direction of state policy without challenging the ideological basis of SED rule.
  But if the GDR was as “participatory” a dictatorship as Fulbrook avers, then the forms that such participation could take were more multifarious than her characterization of Eingaben would allow for.  When it came to the contestation of moral standards regarding family life, the culture of Eingaben effectively constituted a semi-public forum for engaging with topics that the regime would rather have left unspoken.  The question then becomes not merely one of whether the SED sought (however unsuccessfully) to make single motherhood a non-issue by espousing a “liberal” attitude towards premarital sexuality; it becomes also one of showing how East Germans took the limited discursive means at their disposal to point to the discrepancy between normative expectations (whether conservative or liberal) and lived reality.
Premarital Pregnancy as an Impetus to Marriage

The stipulation in Paragraph 1 of the GDR’s 1955 Marriage Ordinance that both prospective spouses had to be at least eighteen years of age in order to get married sparked a flurry of correspondence from aggrieved parents and from the underage marital aspirants themselves.  In raising the age of consent for marital unions, the government intended to prevent hastily contracted marriages that all too often ended in divorce.  In the spirit of the much-trumpeted equality of men and women before the law, officials sought to make sure that young women were able to provide fully informed consent to marital unions rather than having (typically older) male partners or parents offer such consent on their behalf.  The idea was that marriages to which the female partners fully consented, and which were not contracted solely under the pressure of a premarital pregnancy so as to avoid the taint of bearing a child out of wedlock, would prove to be more resilient.
  The September 1950 Law for the Protection of Mothers and Children and for the Equality of Women guaranteed the legal equality of wed and unwed mothers and of their children, but as with the legal stipulation of gender equality also contained within that law, the discrepancy between theory and practice was often a marked one.

The Marriage Ordinance also constituted a bold attempt to assert the validity of the German Democratic Republic as the legitimate German state by diverging from the family law still in effect for the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), where young women under the age of eighteen could still get married.  Indeed, a number of letter writers threatened to abscond, if only temporarily, to the West in order to circumvent what they perceived as the GDR’s arbitrary and unnecessarily harsh new regulation.  As we shall see, some Ministry of the Interior officials felt that exceptions should be granted to the new age limit, lest the ordinance augment the degree of political disaffection with the SED and hasten, even if only to a relatively small degree, the exodus of East Germans that was to continue until the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961.


In late October 1956, almost a year after the issuance of the Marriage Ordinance, Ursula S., who gave her age as being under eighteen, wrote to President Wilhelm Pieck asking him to grant permission for her to marry her fiancé, who was serving for two years in Potsdam as chief petty officer in the recently established Nationale Volksarmee (National People’s Army, or NVA).  She was in her third month of pregnancy, and she noted that “of course both parents do not want me to give birth to a child while I am unmarried.”  While she explicitly attributed this motivation to her parents, and while she might have also wanted to avoid being left alone to care for their as yet unborn child, she noted that “since we both lead virtuous lives, I trust that you can certainly bend the law in this instance.”
  Werner Z. and his bride made an argument similar to Ursula’s at an even later date (April 1957); he hoped to avoid the “moral humiliation to which my fiancée and I would be subject in our circles of relatives and acquaintances.”

Ursula S.’s desire to marry so as to avoid the stigma of giving birth to a child out of wedlock served to remind President Pieck that popular prejudices (and especially those of her own parents) against unmarried mothers had not simply disappeared overnight, as the SED’s propaganda about the legal equality afforded to children regardless of the marital status of their mothers was apt to proclaim.  At the same time, her insistence that she and her fiancé led “virtuous lives” despite having engaged in premarital sexual intercourse would not have been reconcilable with a more conservative conception of virtue.  President Pieck was a relatively popular figure in the GDR, and it is perhaps in part for this reason that Ursula S. felt that if she asked for an exception to the rule for the right reasons, then that rule could and would be bent.  Even more instructive, however, is her ostensible belief that Pieck would agree with her rationale for making an exception to the Marriage Ordinance, if only in her particular case.  The local authorities, after all, were preventing her from being able to continue to lead a “virtuous life,” and if they did not see the error of their ways, then presumably the President of the GDR would.


In some cases, couples’ own knowledge of the law (or learning about it through third parties) prevented them from seeking premature marriage in the face of premarital pregnancy in the first place, at least according to Schmidt, the leader of the Department of Internal Affairs) in the District Council) of Suhl.
  But even if not all prospective spouses might have known of the new provision, petitioners to President Pieck did not plead ignorance of the law.  Helga W., a seventeen-year-old writing in June 1957 who had been engaged since March of the same year, described her “biggest wish” as being able to marry before she gave birth to her child in November.  This wish was not in any way impinged upon by her awareness that “a single mother in the GDR has the same rights as other mothers do.”
  Werner K., the father of an underage daughter, argued in January 1957 that it did not make sense to deny the right to marriage to young women who were almost eighteen since “I am of the opinion that a young person who is 17 ¾ years old can possess the ethical, bodily, and mental maturity that the new law expects of an eighteen-year-old.”
  In a letter directed to a local governmental organ that was forwarded to the President, Hans S., a father of a sixteen-year-old daughter, argued that “there would be no drawbacks for the state [if his daughter were to be married before her eighteenth birthday].”  It would, however, constitute a “hardship” for the couple should their desire to marry not be recognized, since, after all, a Standesbeamter (registrar of births, marriages, and deaths) had reassured him that “in special cases and upon application permission for a premature marriage would be granted.”


The Ministry of Justice had sowed the seeds for the perception that the new regulation could be bent by exempting couples including an underage partner from the provisions of the Marriage Ordinance if they had registered their intent to marry before the ordinance took effect on November 29th and if they married by the end of 1955.
  But Justice officials, citing the juridical problems (which remained unspecified) that would result, proved unwilling to respond to public pressure to change the law.

High-level Ministry of the Interior officials, by contrast, were inclined to allow for exceptions to the new rule and expressed frustration at the unwillingness of the Ministry of Justice to consider the possibility of doing so.  In a January 24, 1957 letter from Interior State Secretary Hegen to the Minister of the Interior Karl Maron (whose tenure lasted from 1955 to 1963), Hegen noted that the Ministries of the Interior and of Justice had received numerous appeals from couples seeking to secure permission to marry while at least one partner was under the age of eighteen.  And Ursula S. was not alone in appealing to President Pieck; Pieck’s office reported having received 600 such petitions during the year that had elapsed since the issuance of the Marriage Ordinance.  Hegen described the case of Frau S., who owned a farm in the district of Naumburg.  She sought permission for her 21-year-old son to marry his pregnant 17-year old fiancée Erika W., who was already living in the farm household.  Since Frau S.’s husband was disabled, she relied upon the labor of her son and prospective daughter-in-law to run the farm, and if they had to elope to West Germany in order to get married, as Hegen noted, the farm would be devoid of its sustaining labor force.   Hegen mentioned an analogous case in which approval was sought for a farmer’s son to wed the 17.5 year-old Ilse S., who, like Erika W., was already living in her future husband’s home.
  The director of the Schwerin Department of Internal Affairs had violated the Marriage Ordinance by waiving the age requirement for marriage in at least three cases, as had the mayor of the small town of Brunau.  Instead of castigating these local officials for their flouting of the law, Hegen believed that their ostensible intransigence resulted from their inability to reconcile the consequences of a young couple leaving the GDR to get married in East Germany with their political convictions (which implicitly involved strengthening the demographic viability of East Germany).

While Hegen ultimately did not advocate altering the new age of marital consent, he did openly question whether its inflexible application was appropriate for the geopolitical circumstances in which the GDR was operating.  Indeed, he warned that the threat to “democratic legality” posed by the Ministry of Justice’s unwillingness to grant exceptions to the rule was more serious than any juridical problems that it feared.  He noted that in 1954, 33 East German 15-16 year-old women got married, 841 16-17 year-old women did, and 3327 17-18 year-old women did, while in 1955, 9 15-16 year-old women got married, 720 16-17 year-old women did, and 3288 17-18 year-old women did.
  Maron apparently agreed with Hegen’s perception of the need to adjust the law to reflect prevailing marital trends and safeguard against negative political and economic consequences; indeed, he forwarded Hegen’s letter in only slightly edited form to Minister of Justice Hilde Benjamin on February 6, 1957.
Conclusion

In contesting the parameters of the new age of marital consent, state officials and GDR citizens were to some extent speaking at cross-purposes to one another.  State officials were predominantly interested in strengthening the legitimacy of East German jurisprudence, even in the face of some recalcitrant local officials who were apparently willing to bend the rules for some women under the age of eighteen to get married.  Their concern to enhance the birthrate and stem the exodus of East Germans to the Federal Republic seemed to be contradicted by an ordinance that tempted at least some young East Germans to flee the GDR for the more “liberal” marriage law of the FRG.  In this sense, the freedom to marry could serve as a metonymy for a larger set of freedoms against arbitrary and coercive state measures along the lines of those economic measures that had sparked the uprising on June 17, 1953.


 In the absence of a public discussion about the marital travails of older generations of women resulting from the consequences of the war, it is understandable why the mothers of these young women might have been particularly eager for their daughters to enjoy the comforts of married life.  As became glaringly apparent in the 1954 public discussions of a family law code draft, in which 300,000 GDR citizens participated but which were cut off in November of that year when the meetings increasingly veered from the prescribed script,
 many East Germans did not accept on face value the SED’s promulgation of “socialist” familial policies and values.  Indeed, East Germans were not hesitant to remind the government that a legal decree did nothing to eliminate the societal and familial pressures that still stigmatized unwed motherhood, especially in rural milieus.  And, like those who left the GDR for any number of other reasons, these couples were willing to vote with their feet.  For a government that claimed to speak on behalf of the “moral views of the working people” (Moralanschauungen der Werktätigen), it was not exactly welcome news to learn that its values conflicted those with at least some of the “working people.”  And high-ranking Ministry of the Interior officials implicitly argued that the Marriage Ordinance went against a code of marital ethics that they to at least some extent shared with disgruntled members of the general population.
In arguing for the integral role played by conjugality in forming citizens in Third Republic France, Judith Surkis maintains that “[i]n examining the sexualization of political subjects as an ongoing process rather than as a singular event, I emphasize how instability and incoherence were part of how gender and sexual norms were both elaborated and transformed.”
  An analogous process was underway during the formative years of the GDR.  By providing tantalizing clues about the texture of ongoing official and popular negotiations of marital norms both old and new, and by gesturing towards the ways in which propagandistic assertions of “socialist” expectations for marital life could be accepted, disputed, and transformed, the drafters of the Eingaben examined above provide evidence of the indeterminacy and contingency that characterized the elaboration of marital norms during the formative years of the GDR.  This instability did not shake the normative power exerted by the SED’s expectations for marital behavior, and, following Surkis’s argument, ultimately served to strengthen them.
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