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Historians have long understood that wars
can serve as a catalyst for change. In his recent
book „Postwar: A History of Europe Since
1945“, Tony Judt, argues that „World War II
created the conditions for a new Europe.“ The
possibilities for change during this period we-
re especially apparent in terms of gender re-
lations. In Europe, the immediate aftermath
of the war brought with it the need to con-
front massive death and destruction, conti-
nuing privations, dislocations, and, for wo-
men, the risk of rape. But at the same time,
peace offered the prospect of new opportu-
nities. Both communism and liberal democra-
cy held out the promise of equality for women
and wellbeing for them and their families. Yet
the demands of rebuilding nations and resto-
ring social order took immediate precedence.
The tensions between the political and econ-
omic needs of nations, the promises of new so-
cial orders, women’s ongoing struggle for re-
cognition, autonomy, and equality, and men’s
efforts to recast masculinity in the wake of
unprecedented violence—constituted the ma-
jor themes of a conference at the German
Historical Institute Washington, D.C in May
2008. The event was sponsored by the GHI,
the German Academic Exchange Service (DA-
AD), and the University of Maryland, Colle-
ge Park and organized by Karen Hagemann
(University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill),
Sonya Michel (University of Maryland, Colle-
ge Park) and Corinna Unger (GHI).

Tony Judt’s study implies that conditions
for creating „the new“ were greater in Europe
than in the United States. Was this in fact the
case? From the perspective of gender, the war
opened up possibilities for women and men
on both sides of the Atlantic. But the extent
to which those possibilities were realized va-

ried considerably across societies. An interna-
tional group of 45 scholars explored this ques-
tion. Comparing gender developments in the
United States and the two Germanys during
„the long postwar“ they examined the varia-
tions and asked how gender developments in-
tersected and were affected by the trajectories
of market democratic and communist regimes
as well as the impact of idiosyncratic cultu-
ral continuities. By extending the investigati-
on to 1989, the conference was able to trace
both continuities and change over a long ex-
panse of gender relations, sorting out the im-
pact of the war itself from other factors that
came into play during the period.

The papers of the first panel „Gendering the
aftermath of war“ addressed the immediate
consequences of the Second World War and
their long term effects. ATINA GROSSMANN
(The Cooper Union) examined sexual relati-
ons, from rape to consensual sex, between
German women and occupying allied armies’
male soldiers. Grossmann argued that men
used sexuality to enact personal and political
domination of German women. At the same
time, she asserted that today too many scho-
lars emphasize the debilitating horror sur-
rounding these events, thus effacing women’s
agency in the historical record. CHRISTINA
MORINA (Friedrich-Schiller-University of Je-
na) discussed how male and a handful of fe-
male architects and urban planners in 1940s
and 1950s Frankfurt/Oder and Dresden gen-
dered their building designs. Morina made
the case that, by adopting modern, functio-
nalist designs, these professionals developed
masculine blueprints for the usage of urban
space. ULRIKE WECKEL (US Holocaust Me-
morial Museum) illustrated how U.S. and
U.K. occupation forces, particularly military
newsreel film crews, gendered Nazi violence.
She posited that these crews filmed female
perpetrators of atrocities (mostly KZ guards)
in a way that detached femininity from ge-
nocide. The idea that women too committed
atrocities transgressed the crews’ traditional
assumption about the gender order. AMY RU-
TENBERG (University of Maryland) looked at
U.S. conscientious objectors from the Korean
to Vietnam War periods and argued that, over
time, draft avoiders increasingly saw their re-
sistance to the U.S. federal government as a
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masculine act. Multiple masculinities devel-
oped during this period, with the result that
warrior men no longer held a monopoly on
masculinity. In her comments, KAREN HA-
GEMANN suggested that the conference in
its comparison needed to take carefully into
account not only the specific economic, so-
cial, political and cultural circumstances and
their rapid change but also the distinct dif-
ferences that existed between individual and
collective, communicative and cultural me-
mory. She emphasized that gender is a pro-
ductive analytical tool for the exploration of
the aftermath of war, because gender relati-
ons, in particular in the families, were one of
the most important fields in which societies
dealt with the aftermath of war. Families were
supposed to heal the wounds left by war. Gen-
der relations, marriage and the family thus be-
came private arenas for coping with the after-
math of war.

The second panel, entitled „Role reversals:
Work and consumption regendered“ dealt
with economic, social and cultural effects
of WW II. SUSANNE HILGER (Heinrich-
Heine University Düsseldorf) asked whether
German pharmaceutical companies served as
bellwethers when it came to changing gen-
der norms. She demonstrated that the lea-
ding Schering Company, when it introdu-
ced the birth control pill in West Germany
in the 1960s, targeted mainly married wo-
men with children. This politics reflected in
her reading the general conservatism of Ger-
man society. LAURA PUACA (Christopher
Newport University), examining women sci-
entists from the 1950s, noted that these wo-
men framed their work as a form of Cold
War service and did not perceive this role
to be in tension with their domestic respon-
sibilities. JOE PERRY (Georgia State Univer-
sity) studies a coterie of German public opi-
nion research experts during the 1950s and
1960s, showing that to a high degree these ex-
perts gendered consumption as masculine by
using masculine language and targeting men
with supposedly masculine products such
as auto tires and gasoline. JESSICA WEISS
(California State University, East Bay) ana-
lyzed letters written by female homemakers
to women’s magazines during the 1950s and
1960s. These women objected to Betty Frie-

dan’s critique of the U.S. homemaker in her
book The Feminine Mystique. They saw ho-
memaking as a craft, not a burden and fu-
sed it with femininity as well as ideals of self-
sacrifice, non-consumerism, and even anti-
communism. Commentator KATHY PEISS
(University of Pennsylvania) noted that, to a
certain degree, all four panelists dealt with the
question of postwar conservatism. She recom-
mended that the panelists pursue this angle
of analysis further by, for instance, examining
whether groups such as homemakers, scien-
tists, and marketing experts gendered emoti-
on as feminine and rationality as masculine.

The third panel, „New sexualities“ explo-
red questions related to the sexual rheto-
ric in the public sphere, sexual consumerism
and the criminalization of homosexuality. JO-
ANNE MEYEROWITZ (Yale University) ad-
dressed sexuality in the public sphere of the
post-war United States by looking at cultu-
ral evidence of sexual liberalism. She ques-
tioned the dominant interpretation of sexu-
al „containment“ offered by Elaine Tyler May
and argued against the dominance of sexual
conservatism by showing, for example, how
erotic literature flourished, and how Holly-
wood revised its production code to allow
films that depicted abortion, prostitution, and
interracial relations. She preferred the con-
cept of a „long sexual revolution,“ linking the
events of the 1950s to the broadening of sexu-
al mores that had developed in the 1920s and
those that would take hold in the 1960s and
1970s. Likewise, ELIZABETH HEINEMANN
(University of Iowa) posited that West Ger-
man sexuality must be tied to its Wilhelmine
past, suggesting German uniqueness in this
area. Focusing on the consumption of sexu-
al wares to explore sexuality in private, and
on legislation regarding sexual consumption
to examine sexuality in public, she challenged
Dagmar Herzog’s influential thesis about the
link between Nazism and postwar sexuality
to argue that postwar West German behavior
was not so much a reaction against Nazi per-
missiveness as it was an extension or comple-
tion of a long sexual revolution that was part
of modernization. The question of whether a
„new sexuality“ existed in the postwar period
was also up for debate in the papers by JEN-
NIFER V. EVANS (Carleton University) and
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ROBERT G. MOELLER (University of Califor-
nia, Irvine). Both analyzed how the postwar
period failed to usher in dramatic changes
for gay men. Evans argued that despite the
decriminalization of homosexuality and the
lauding of 1920s sexual progressivism, there
was still much sexual alienation in key East
German institutions. By looking at the expe-
rience of homosexual men, she showed how
same-sex desire became associated with polit-
ical opposition, demonstrating the limits of a
total sexual revolution in the postwar east. Si-
milarly, Moeller, by looking at how West Ger-
man experts viewed homosexuality, claimed
that homosexual men faced just as much per-
secution in the postwar period as they did du-
ring the war. He asked why laws that the Na-
zis enforced persisted in the Federal Republic,
suggesting a continuous tension between ho-
mosexuality and liberalism, especially in pub-
lic. UTA POIGER (University of Washington)
claimed in her comment that the papers of-
fer new insights into the links between sexua-
lity, consumption, and social change. She al-
so highlighted the difference between the two
Germanys in the postwar period.

The fourth panel „The fluidity of ethnicity
and race“ discussed the contradictions and
paradoxes of old and new constructions of
collective and individual identities in the af-
termath of the Second World War. ANGELA
TUDICO (University of Maryland) looked at
the transnational migration process through
her paper on war brides who attempted to
immigrate to the U.S. after the war. Tudico
argued that America’s prewar racial and eth-
nical distinctions persisted in the postwar pe-
riod, challenging the notion that World War
II was a watershed moment in U.S. race re-
lations. MALIA MCANDREW (John Carroll
University) too explored the intersections of
race and gender in her discussion of the U.S.’s
cooption of beauty norms in transforming its
former enemy into an ally during the occupa-
tion of Japan. The U.S., according to McAnd-
rew, understood that women were essential
to this transition. In its attempts to democra-
tize and Americanize women in Japan, the
U.S. used cultural milieus like fashion maga-
zines in an attempt to inject ideas of indivi-
dualism and western ideals of beauty into the
minds of Japanese women. MONIKA MAT-

TES (Center for Contemporary History, Pots-
dam) looked specifically at how and why fe-
male guest workers were recruited to work in
West Germany during the 1960s and 1970s.
She argued that the inclusion of women in
the guest worker programs aimed for a high-
ly gendered labor market policy. Women we-
re selectively recruited from abroad only to
reinforce gender hierarchies in the West Ger-
man labor market. Therefore, as STEVE ES-
TES (Sonoma State University) pointed out
in his comment, looking specifically at female
workers can shed new light on the dynamics
of labor migration, but also extends the tradi-
tional economic view of the market to one that
included a social space.

The papers presented in the fifth panel
„Politics, protest, and civil society“ sought to
challenge conventional chronological narrati-
ves that present developments in the 1960s as
a radical departure from the earlier postwar
period. Indeed, the question of whether or not
the sixties represented continuity or disconti-
nuity came up repeatedly throughput the con-
ference. BENITA ROTH’S (Binghamton Uni-
versity) paper took an explicitly sociological
view in examining the development of multi-
ple feminisms in terms of resource mobiliza-
tion and their creation through networks ba-
sed on collective activist identity. She found
that different feminisms arose among black,
Chicana, and white middle-class activist net-
works due to differences in the resources
available to these groups and the necessity for
non-white feminists to address issues of in-
equality beyond those concerned solely with
gender. TILL VAN RAHDEN (University of
Montreal) argued that the recognition that fa-
mily life and democracy were intimately re-
lated was not a product of the 1960s but ra-
ther arose in the immediate postwar period:
as scholars like Robert Moeller have shown
earlier, the family was seen as a „way stati-
on“ between Nazism and democracy—a trai-
ning ground for political participation—and
as such it was necessary that it become more
egalitarian. DOROTHEE WIERLING (Univer-
sity of Hamburg) examined a different aspect
of the relationship between personal history
and political involvement. Using oral histo-
ry interviews of women in established ma-
nagement positions in East Germany, Wier-
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ling found that, although women in the GDR
may have had better opportunities for pro-
fessional advancement than their West Ger-
man counterparts, most were still restricted
to cultural and social occupations. They de-
manded more from their lives than state po-
licy delivered, and that on subtle levels they
resisted the narrow version of success that the
government attempted to project. The com-
ment by MYRA MARX FERREE (University
of Wisconsin-Madison) emphasized the rela-
tionship between the three nations’ different
socialist traditions and the development of fe-
minism. In West Germany, where socialism
was an important influence, it was necessa-
ry for feminists to „break away“ from tradi-
tional privileging of the class struggle in or-
der to prioritize gender issues. In the U.S., she
argued, this was not a factor, and for East Ger-
man women, feminist objectives were dicta-
ted by the state, making their task one of ful-
filling goals established from above.

Panel six, „Gender, states, and families“, ex-
plored the ways in which social policy un-
der both communism and capitalism was fun-
damentally gendered. At the heart of each
paper was the contention that the seemingly
„private“—family and gender relations—and
the seemingly „public“—government poli-
cy—were intimately connected. While DON-
NA HARSCH’S (Carnegie Mellon University)
and ALICE WEINREB’S (University of Michi-
gan) papers limned the gendered implications
of postwar social welfare policy in the two
Germanys—the former locating East Germa-
ny within a longer history of Stalinism and the
latter taking an explicitly comparative look
at the two Germanys—JENNIFER MITTEL-
STADT (Pennsylvania State University) focu-
sed on the United States and its military wel-
fare state. Harsch analyzed the relation of wo-
men, work and the family in the postwar gen-
dering of the GDR’s Welfare Dictatorship. She
argued that by the 1970s, the social welfare
policy of the GDR could tentatively be cal-
led maternalist, a term that brought with it
implications of a focus on mothers and child-
ren and not just on production. By overloo-
king such developments, Harsch contended,
historians have unwittingly perpetuated the
neglect of gender and family implicit in Stali-
nism’s nineteenth-century intellectual herita-

ge. Weinreb explored the gendered ideologies
and perceptions of women’s roles as workers
or mothers inherent in the decision to provi-
de, in the case of East Germany, or not to con-
tinue, in the case of West Germany, lunches
for school children. In the west, school lun-
ches were seen as markers of poverty; thus,
ending school lunches was an indicator of
recovered prosperity and collective identity.
In the east, by contrast, school lunches we-
re seen as a marker of „socialist modernity,“
a feature that allowed women-as-workers to
achieve „full socialist development.“ In both
east and west, however, state rhetoric—if not
state policy—dictated that providing nutriti-
on was the mother’s role. In her comment,
SONYA MICHEL picked up on Harsch’s use
of the provocative term maternalism, encou-
raging attention to the specific historical im-
plications of this term. Mittelstadt’s work, she
noted, serves as a corrective to another blind
spot in historical writing on the welfare sta-
te: the failure to identify the social services
provided by the military, particularly after the
shift to an all-volunteer army in 1973, as a fun-
damental part of the welfare state. Moreover,
this development of the military welfare sta-
te was fundamentally gendered, attempting
to fix the army’s image in the wake of Viet-
nam and prop up the male breadwinner. Also
significant is the fact that the military welfare
state was developing just as the civilian welfa-
re state was being eroded by conservative po-
liticians. While conservatives viewed the lat-
ter, along with other aspects of „big govern-
ment,“ as destroying family values, they saw
the army as an honorable institution protec-
ting the family. These developments raise the
intriguing question of whether militarism is
actually better for the welfare state than com-
munism.

In the final roundtable, RICHARD BES-
SEL (University of York), STEVE ESTES,
LAURA MCENANEY (Whittier College),
UTA POIGER, and MARJAN SCHWEGMAN
(Netherlands Institute for War Documentati-
on) brought together the themes of the con-
ference and provided questions for further
thought. For them, the conference title, „Gen-
der and the Long Postwar,“ contained two of
the most important concepts linking all of the
papers. The first was the idea of the postwar,
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and how it should be both periodized and
characterized. The half-century that followed
the close of the Second World War is known
for its dynamism, and the range of topics pre-
sented at the conference reflected a diversity
of available regional, national, and transna-
tional developments and experiences. Com-
mentators questioned when the postwar pe-
riod ended, the existence of turning points,
and even if it has yet ended. Periodization
could not be discussed without also raising
questions of causality and continuity vs. chan-
ge. The first interrogates the extent to which
the events of the postwar can be linked to
World War II itself. Or, as McEnaney put it,
is there a difference between the postwar and
the Cold War? From the papers presented, it
seems possible that at certain time and places,
especially in the United States, individuals ac-
ted and reacted to Cold War policy rather
than to conditions stemming directly from
World War II. It was also evident from the
panels, however, that at times a longer view,
one that bridges the periods before and after
World War II, is necessary to fully understand
the historical trends of the second half of the
twentieth century. Several of the participants
noted that the postwar period was also a post-
Holocaust era. The second major theme was,
of course, that of gender in all of its guises.
Papers explored historical subjects’ represen-
tations of femininity, masculinity, and sexua-
lity, and their willingness to accept or propose
alternatives to existing gender norms. Scho-
lars linked gender to all facets of postwar—
demobilization experiences, migration, recon-
struction, myth- and memory-making, alte-
red work and family patterns, sexuality, and
consumerism as well as violence and com-
bat—demonstrating persuasively that a gen-
der perspective must be part of any compre-
hensive account of the period.

Conference Overview:

PANEL I: GENDERING THE AFTERMATH
OF WAR

Atina Grossmann (The Cooper Union, New
York): Close Encounters: Sexual Violence and
Fraternization in Occupied Germany

Christina Morina (Friedrich-Schiller-
University of Jena): Visions for the Rebirth of
the City: War, Postwar and the Planning of

East Germany’s Reconstruction
Ulrike Weckel (US Holocaust Memorial

Museum): Gendering SS-Violence: Presenta-
tions of Captured Male and Female Concen-
tration Camp Personnel in Allied ‘Atrocity
Films,’ 1945-46

Amy Rutenberg (University of Maryland):
Service by Other Means: Changing Percepti-
ons of Military Service and Masculinity in the
United States, 1940-1973

Commentator: Karen Hagemann (Universi-
ty of North Carolina at Chapel Hill)

PANEL II: ROLE REVERSALS: WORK AND
CONSUMPTION REGENDERED

Susanne Hilger (Heinrich-Heine Universi-
ty Düsseldorf): The Gendering of Markets:
West German Industry and the Construction
of Gender Identities in the Long Postwar Era

Laura Puaca (Christopher Newport Univer-
sity): „Scientific Womanpower“ in Postwar
America

Joe Perry (Georgia State University): Opini-
on Research and the New Capitalist Man in
1950s West Germany

Jessica Weiss (California State University,
East Bay): Last of the Dying Breed: Housewi-
ves and Domesticity in the Long Postwar U.S.

Commentator: Kathy Peiss (University of
Pennsylvania)

Panel III. NEW SEXUALITIES
Joanne Meyerowitz (Yale University): Sex

Wars of the 1950s in the United States
Elizabeth Heineman (University of Iowa):

Sexuality in West Germany: Post-Fascist, Post-
War, or Post-Wilhelmine?

JenniferV. Evans (Carleton University):
Men, Morality, and Unnatural Desire in Cold
War East Germany

Robert G. Moeller (University of California,
Irvine): Private Acts, Public Anxieties, and the
Fight to Decriminalize a Not So New Sexuali-
ty in the Federal Republic of Germany

Commentator: Uta Poiger (University of
Washington)

PANEL IV. THE FLUIDITY OF ETHNICITY
AND RACE

Monika Mattes (ZZF, Potsdam): Gender
and Migration in the West-German Postwar-
Society - The Example of Female „Guest-
Workers“, 1955-1973

Angela Tudico (University of Maryland):
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White on Departure? War Bride Immigration
Challenges the Whiteness Thesis

Jennifer Malia McAndrew (John Carroll
University): Gendering Japan: Promotion of
U.S. Ideals of Womanhood in Postwar Politics

Commentator: Steve Estes (Sonoma State
University)

PANEL V: POLITICS, PROTEST AND CIVIL
SOCIETY

Benita Roth (Binghamton University):
American Economy and Higher Education in
the1950s and 1960s: Second Wave Feminist
Origins

Till v. Rahden (University of Montreal):
„Germ Cells“ – The Private Realm as a Politi-
cal Project in the Bonn Republic: On Some Si-
milarities between the Fifties and the late Six-
ties

Dorothee Wierling (University of Ham-
burg): Politics, Careers, Lives: Women in the
1960s GDR

Commentator: Myra Marx-Ferree (Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madison)

PANEL VI: GENDER, STATES AND FAMI-
LIES

Jennifer Mittelstadt (Pennsylvania State
University): The American Military Welfare
State

Donna Harsch (Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity): Women, Family, and „Postwar“ in the
Gendering of the GDR’s Welfare Dictatorship

Alice Weinreb (University of Michigan):
Nourishing Mother/Nourishing State: Tensi-
ons over Feeding Children in Post-war East
and West Germany

Commentator: Sonya Michel (University of
Maryland)

PANEL VII: FINAL ROUNDTABLE
Richard Bessel (University of York)

Steve Estes (Sonoma State University)
Laura McEnaney (Whittier College)
Uta Poiger (University of Washington)
Marjan Schwegman (Netherlands Institute for
War Documentation)
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