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The 20th century, the century Swedish author
Ellen Key had hoped would be the „Centu-
ry of the Child,“ saw an unprecedented ex-
pansion of expert knowledge on and state ac-
tivity in childrearing, education, and child-
ren’s welfare on both sides of the Atlantic.
The appropriate methods of raising child-
ren and the roles of mothers and of fathers
in the process as well as the scope and de-
gree of state intervention, however, remai-
ned contested. The conference, organized by
Dirk Schumann (German Historical Institute
Washington, D.C.), brought together Ameri-
can and European historians and focused on
three questions: How did concepts and prac-
tices of childrearing change over the course
of the century? What was the impact of pivo-
tal political developments and ruptures, such
as the change of political regimes and wars?
And how did transnational and transatlantic
academic communication shape concepts and
practices in individual nations?

Sonya Michel (University of Maryland, Col-
lege Park) set the stage by discussing how
children’s welfare and the national interest
became intertwined in the 19th century. Follo-
wing the Revolution, public discourse in the
USA called for a „Republican Motherhood“
that was to inculcate the values of the new
state in its future citizens. While fathers con-
tinued to lose authority, mothers became the
target of various kinds of advice-givers. Con-
structions of plight and deviance in public
discourse enabled the state to exert more con-
trol over the lives of its citizens but also to
provide relief. As the subjects of these inter-
ventions were able to mold them to their own
advantage, they contributed to the general ex-
pansion of this new state activity.

The first panel of the conference exami-
ned concepts of the roles of fathers and mo-
thers. In Wilhelmine Germany, as Carolyn

Kay (Trent University) showed, the rise of
the sciences coincided with an increase in
the number of advice books on childrearing
that acknowledged the pivotal role of the
bourgeois family for the strength of the na-
tion. These books, directed primarily at mo-
thers, agreed that discipline was the precon-
dition for attaining the other middle-class va-
lues. Caroline Hinkle McCamant (Universi-
ty of California, Berkeley) discussed a funda-
mental redefinition of fatherhood in the US.
At the beginning of the century, a father’s
principal task was to connect his family to
the outside world. Under the impact of sky-
rocketing divorce rates, the upheaval of the
First World War, and the rise of peer cultu-
re, advice-givers encouraged fathers to beco-
me emotionally close and playful compani-
ons of their sons. Rebecca Jo Plant (Universi-
ty of California, San Diego) examined a fun-
damental change of the definition of the mo-
ther’s role in the U.S. since the 1930s. Experts
warned that overly protective mothers would
weaken democratic fortitude and recommen-
ded close bonding between mother and child
only in its very early years. This redefinition
marked a break with the tradition of „Repu-
blican Motherhood“, as it devalued and pa-
thologized mother love. Till van Rahden (Uni-
versität Köln) posited a link between the legal
dismantling of patriarchy and the evolution
of West German democracy. While the chan-
cellorship of Konrad Adenauer had initially
been characterized by the restoration of the
patriarchal family it then became a period of
„experiments and new beginnings“ after the
Constitutional Court ruled in 1959 that fathers
and mothers had fully equal rights in the fa-
mily.
The second panel addressed the relationship
between parental rights and those of the sta-
te. Charles A. Israel (University of the South,
Sewanee, TN) described conflicts about reli-
gious and moral education in the American
South. At the turn of the century, this educa-
tion was seen primarily as the task of parents.
As Progressive reformers were focusing their
efforts at public schools, however, conserva-
tives in the South sought to give the Bible a
substantial presence in the classroom. Lynne
Curry (Eastern Illinois University) gave a de-
tailed description of a case of child abuse in
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Wisconsin in the 1980s and the failing respon-
ses of state agencies to it. The social worker
who was in charge of the case followed a „the-
rapeutic“ model in her actions, which gave
priority to keeping a family together and to
counseling its members over placing a child in
state custody. Dirk Schumann (German Histo-
rical Institute Washington, D.C.) argued that
parental involvement in school affairs made
a contribution to the democratization of West
Germany already in the late 1940s and 1950s.
As parents’ rights were acknowledged as „na-
tural rights“, many parents became actively
involved in school matters by participating in
newly formed parents’ councils and in face-
to-face encounters with teachers and offici-
als. John Cornell (Butler University) compa-
red the development of the Kindergarten in
both German states after 1949. West German
Kindergärten were for the most part half-day
institutions but they provided a realm of so-
cial learning in groups of mixed age and al-
lowed for some experimentation in teaching
methods. In marked contrast, their East Ger-
man counterparts relied on very traditional
teacher-centered methods and rigid separati-
on of age cohorts.

The third panel focused on various groups
of experts. Brian Ganaway (Presbyterian Col-
lege) discussed how in Wilhelmine Germany
male businessmen who dominated the mar-
ket for toys were successfully challenged by
female entrepreneurs. While the men offe-
red dolls that were standardized versions of
adults, the female producers used individua-
lized faces for their dolls, thus encouraging
girls to take an active role in playing with
them. Till Kössler (Universität München) ex-
plored the ways in which the Catholic Church
sought to change its educational institutions
in the 1910s and 1920s. As the Catholic colegi-
os modernized their facilities, curricula, and
disciplinary methods, Catholic pedagogy be-
gan to redefine education as a task that re-
quired the expertise of modern psychology.
Sibylle Brändli Blumenbach (Universität Ba-
sel) described the emergence of new relati-
onships between experts and their clients in
Basel, Switzerland, in the 1970s. The old con-
cept of removing a severely troublesome child
from its class and/or family gave way to an
approach centered on counseling and thera-

py. This granted children a substantial degree
of agency but also met with resistance from
clients.

The fourth panel explored the links bet-
ween concepts of education and visions of
national futures. Katharine Norris (American
University) examined how child psychology
became a key academic discipline in France
on the eve of World War I. As demographic
decline exacerbated fears of archenemy Ger-
many, French children were regarded as a na-
tional resource of utmost importance. In the
eyes of magistrates, educators, and politici-
ans, child psychology was a helpful disci-
pline, but psychologists were often accused
of trying to manufacture mental abnormali-
ty where there was none. Examining the Bo-
hemian Lands, Tara Zahra (University of Mi-
chigan, Ann Arbor) challenged the view that
the concept of collective education typical-
ly stood in fierce opposition to that of edu-
cation in the family. German and Czech na-
tionalists set up their own networks of edu-
cational and child welfare institutions prior
to 1914. When, following the Nazi takeover
of Bohemia in 1938/39, all of its educatio-
nal institutions were placed under state con-
trol, Czech nationalists called upon families
to turn their homes into bulwarks of Czech
nationalism. Katherine Bullard (University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign) described the
ambivalence of the U.S. Children’s Bureau,
a product of Progressive reform. Founded in
1912, the Bureau cast its programs as necessa-
ry assistance for those representing the fu-
ture of the nation. This concept of „social ci-
tizenship“ was based, however, on an explicit
distinction between Whites and non-Whites.

The fifth panel addressed effects of war
on childrearing and education. Ellen L. Berg
(University of California, Berkeley) refuted
the view that wartime kindergarten in the U.S.
redefined Americanization as complete and
potentially coercive assimilation. As the term
„war work“ became shorthand for the broa-
der goals of kindergarten activities, it denoted
for the most part the teaching of useful hab-
its such as conservation techniques and calls
to save for the Red Cross. Andrew Donson
(University of Massachussetts, Amherst) de-
scribed how the outbreak of the First World
War led to revisions of curricula and class-
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room activities in Germany that introduced
references and materials previously shunned
as too „political.“ As teachers were encoura-
ged to develop close relationships with their
students and to experiment with curricula,
key demands of reform pedagogy were ful-
filled, albeit in a nationalistic and militaristic
spirit.

The sixth and final panel addressed interna-
tional transfers and exchanges. Eckardt Fuchs
(Universität Mannheim) introduced a syste-
matic framework for investigating the histo-
ry and mechanics of internationalism. He de-
scribed three phases of international exchan-
ge, a first one from 1820 to 1870 that was mar-
ked by a „sainte alliance“ of private and re-
ligious actors, a second one of institutiona-
lized international cooperation between 1870
and 1914, and a third after 1918 in which the
League of Nations took over many respon-
sibilities. Examining American photography
of children in America and Europe, Christoph
Ribbat (Universität Bonn) put forth the thesis
that the image of the innocent child was not
a timeless concept but a (re)creation of the ye-
ars of the Second World War. In the interwar
years, some photographers depicted the Great
Depression by focusing on the plight of fami-
lies, others showed children as strange and
sexualized beings. Europe’s Children, a pho-
tobook published in 1943, then exemplified a
paradigm shift to make a poignant appeal for
help. Brian Puaca (University of North Caro-
lina, Chapel Hill) argued that exchange pro-
grams were a highly successful form of cul-
tural transfers from the U.S. to West Germa-
ny in the first postwar decade. While some
teachers criticized that fundamental facts and
skills were not always given sufficient atten-
tion in America, both teachers and students
were profoundly impressed by extracurricu-
lar activities in American schools.

In general comments on the conference,
Seth Koven (Villanova University) raised a
number of conceptual and methodological is-
sues. Educational institutions had to be con-
ceptualized in a broader sense both as sites
of teaching knowledge and of providing so-
cial services and also as points where interna-
tional and national influences intersected. He
also called for a periodization that emphasi-
zed unevenness and the plurality of moder-

nities as well as for more international compa-
risons, noting for example that the „democra-
tization of education“ had different meanings
in the U.S. and in Germany. Adding a speci-
fically American perspective, David McLeod
tentatively suggested an overarching narra-
tive that centered on „state surveillance“ in
the early 20th century, „state provision“ in the
1960s and 1970s, and „state demands“ the-
reafter. European influences had an impact on
this process up until the 1930s.

The discussion that followed focused main-
ly on how to conceptualize the 20th century
as a distinct period in the history of child-
rearing and education. One common thread
could be seen in the increase of state activi-
ty. Examining the varying definitions of „citi-
zenship“ seemed to be one particularly useful
approach; another seemed to be exploring de-
finitions of „normality,“ not the least that of
gender roles. Parental authority could be con-
structed in various ways vis-à-vis state autho-
rity and that of experts. The rise of the latter
was obvious but their actual influence needed
to be explored. Children could be conceptua-
lized in multiple ways that reflected various
degrees of intrusion and distance on the part
of their educators and the fact that they now
became aware of their own development.

The papers and discussions of the confe-
rence have shown how current research pro-
jects in the field redefine questions about the
structure and function of the welfare state
by focusing on discourse, representation, and
agency. They have thrown into sharp relief the
problems of periodization and conceptualiza-
tion of the „Century of the Child.“ The results
of the conference will be published as a collec-
tion of essays.

An extended version of this report will
be published in the upcoming issue of the
Bulletin of the German Historical Institute
(http://www.ghi-dc.org/bulletin.html).
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