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According to stereotype, the 1950s saw a “flight to
domesticity” among West German women. After they
were forced into the workplace to replace men called to
war, and after they performed extraordinary feats to feed
their families during the crisis years following the col-
lapse, women retreated to the domestic sphere to keep
house and raise children for their bread-winning hus-
bands. Only in the 1970s and 1980s, as feminism cre-
ated new opportunities for working women and as the
economic slump made it more difficult for families to
survive on the earnings of a male head-of-household,
did women emerge from the household to become a sig-
nificant presence in the labor force. A quick glance at
the statistics reveals the inadequacy of this stereotype.
Nearly twomillionwomen joined theWest Germanwork
force between 1947 and 1955; by 1961, 48.9 percent of
all women aged 15 to 60 performed paid work. In fact,
the increase in women’s paid employment between 1950
and 1961 exceeded that of the following two decades
combined –feminism and the oil crisis notwithstanding.
Given the still-commonmisperceptions of women’s roles
in the 1950s, Klaus-Joerg Ruhl’s Verordnete Unterordnung
is a welcome exploration of forces shaping women’s em-
ployment between 1945 and 1963.

Despite women’s considerable presence in the work-
force, and despite the dependence of the booming West

German economy on female labor, women’s positions in
the labor force remained unfavorable. Working women
faced not only systematic, institutional discrimination,
but also social derision and resentment. Rather than be-
ing rewarded for their role in West Germany’s recovery,
they continued to be reserve workers, hired and fired ac-
cording to the short-term needs of the economy and lim-
ited mainly to segregated, unskilled, and poorly-paid po-
sitions. Rather than gaining sympathy for being forced
to juggle household, child-rearing, and workplace duties,
they were accused of raising a generation of neglected,
ill-adjusted children. Ruhl’s principle question is, quite
simply, why? Why did employedwomen continue to suf-
fer discrimination, despite their indispensability to the
economy? And what efforts were made to change this
state of affairs (p. 11)?

After 1945, improved status for West German women
seemed likely. The old polity, ideology, and even aspects
of the economic structure were discredited; there was
great public awareness of women’s crucial role after the
collapse; women themselves gained confidence as a re-
sult of this role; the Basic Law guaranteed equal rights
regardless of sex; and employers desperately needed la-
bor as the economic miracle got underway. Neverthe-
less, male privilege and discrimination against women
were barely shaken in the Federal Republic. The Bun-
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destag upheld paternal authority within the family and
separate wage classifications according to sex. Although
the Constitutional Court ruled both measures unconsti-
tutional in the late 1950s, it suggested creating categories
of “light” and “heavy” work to replace “women’s” and
“men’s” work, thus changing nothing but the language
of discrimination. Except in the case of pregnant women
and nursingmothers, the government showed little inter-
est in women’s working conditions. Child care and im-
proved vocational training were practically non-issues;
only women’s sections of the unions even articulated
such needs. Reflecting on the promising start following
the collapse of Nazi Germany and the institutionalized
sexism of the 1950s, women’s historians have pondered
the question of a “lost opportunity” for emancipation for
West German women. Was there indeed such a possibil-
ity? If so, whywas it not realized? Although Ruhl neither
uses this term nor fully grapples with previous consid-
erations of the problem, his work fits squarely into this
context.

Verordnete Unterordnung offers a useful two-part
framework for understanding employed women’s posi-
tions in West Germany during the 1950s. The economy
(which demanded women’s employment) triumphed
over the conservative ideologues (who opposed it), but
the conservative ideologues in turn triumphed over em-
ployed women in the arena of public relations (p. 13).
Since employment was in the economic interest both
of women and of their employers, women, including
mothers of young children, worked in ever-greater num-
bers. But since the conservatives successfully dominated
public discourse concerning working women, the latter
never gained the recognition and rewards they deserved.

Ruhl develops this analysis on the foundation of de-
tailed archival reconstruction. Before completing Verord-
nete Unterordnung, Ruhl published two volumes of doc-
uments concerning women in the postwar period, and
his devotion to archival material is reflected in Verordnete
Unterordnung as well. Drawing on materials held at the
Bundesarchiv, the Archiv des Deutschen Gewerkschafts-
bundes, and the Nordrhein-Westfaelisches Hauptstaat-
sarchiv as well as an extensive consideration of contem-
porary published literature, Ruhl covers such topics as
the attempts to prevent the “women of the rubble” from
permanently entering the construction industry; the dis-
putes between unions and employment offices on labor
protections for women in light of the unemployment fol-
lowing the currency reform; the consolidation of the con-
servative opposition to women’s employment; the de-
bates around the Equal Rights clause of the Basic Law;

and the implications of the Equal Rights clause for fam-
ily law and differential wage scales based on sex.

Although his introduction lists several factors shap-
ing women’s employment, the main characters in Ruhl’s
text are the occupation authorities and employment of-
fices (in the first section), governmental bodies, and orga-
nized Catholicism. The debates among these players on
labor protections, equal rights, family law, and equal pay
form the backbone of the book and are related in tremen-
dous detail. The book includes lengthy sections on sub-
jects not directly related to women’s employment, such
as money-for-children (almost always attached to men’s
wages), fathers’ authority over their children, and hus-
bands’ authority over their wives. In including this ma-
terial, Ruhl does more than remind us that discussions
of women’s employment always occurred in the larger
context of efforts to restore a “normative” family charac-
terized by a bread-winning father, a housewife, children,
and patriarchal authority over wife and children. He also
provides a great deal of material on crucial aspects of
women’s history between 1945 and 1963 well beyond the
issue of employment. Scholars concerned with the post-
war family or conservative Catholicism, for example, will
find much of interest here –even aside from the arenas in
which family issues and Catholicism intersected with the
question of women’s employment.

Ruhl’s characterization of organized Catholicism and
of Adenauer’s coalition government deserves some at-
tention. Whether the differences between postwar or-
ganized Catholicism’s family politics and National So-
cialism’s population politics outweighed the similarities
has long been the subject of both popular and schol-
arly debate. This is no trifling matter, since not only
was organized Catholicism extremely influential in the
CDU/CSU’s family policy, but Franz-Josef Wuermeling,
the Federal Republic’s first Family Minister, emerged
from this tradition and remained closely committed to
it. Ruhl is careful to distinguish between the Na-
tional Socialist and the organized Catholic approaches
to the family (p. 159). He is cautiously sympathetic
to organized Catholicism and to Wuermeling, describ-
ing the latter as a “tragic figure” who “versuchte, sich
mit dem katholisch-restaurativen Gedankengut des 19.
Jahrhunderts gegen eine unaufhaltsam fortschreitende
Gesellschafts- und Wirtschaftsentwicklung zu stemmen
– und wurde einfach zur Seite geschoben” (p. 153).

Ruhl is more critical in his evaluation of the
CDU/CSU, especially its members’ decision to support
the Equal Rights clause of the Basic Law and their sub-
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sequent reluctance to revise family law in a way that re-
flected equal rights. He describes the CDU/CSU’s switch
to a stand supportive of equal rights in the Parliamen-
tary Council as a purely cynical maneuver, made with
the upcoming elections in mind and with no intention
whatsoever of actually ending legal discrimination (217).
TheCDU/CSU’s later resistance tomakingwives the legal
equals of their husbands was the natural outcome of this
cynicism – and not a wrenching conflict of conscience
among parliamentarians suddenly confronted with an
understanding of the full implications of equal rights for
women (p. 227). Nevertheless, Ruhl does not character-
ize the Adenauer government as unanimously commit-
ted to the cause of patriarchal authority. Thomas Dehler
(FDP), whose Justice Ministry was responsible for draft-
ing the revised family law, strongly opposed husbands’
authority over their wives (partly because, as a conser-
vative Protestant, he was irritated by organized Catholi-
cism’s meddling) – although he still supported paternal
decision-making in matters concerning the children (p.
237).

Given the centrality of the Equal Rights clause and
the subsequent discriminatory family legislation to the
question of women’s “lost opportunity” for emancipa-
tion, Ruhl’s evaluation of these subjects is a significant
contribution to the historiography. Most important, it
challenges the image of a uniformly conservative Ade-
nauer government and calls into question Wuermeling’s
influence (see, for example, Delille and Grohn below)
– without, however, denying the government’s funda-
mental opposition to genuine equal rights for women.
Specialists will want to consult Ruhl’s chapters on these
themes in conjunction with Robert Moeller’s work on the
same subjects.

The exhaustive detail with which Ruhl treats these
subjects, however, comes at a price. While it is essen-
tial to recall the context in which debates concerning
women’s employment occurred, the need for the amount
of space Ruhl devotes to such “contextual” themes as the
establishment of the Familien-Verbaende is not always
clear, and women’s employment per se seems short-
changed. Thirty-five pages on the revision of family law,
for example, are followed by only eighteen on the de-
bates concerning sex-specific wage scales (pp. 225-79).
Other topics directly relating to women’s employment
are covered only fleetingly or not at all. These themes
include pension law, programs for the integration of war
widows and refugee women into the labor market, the
applicability of money-for-children to women’s employ-
ment, education, and vocational training. Ironically, al-

though Ruhl states that the center of his analysis lies in
the period 1948-57/58, his discussion of the era of occu-
pation is more clearly focused on women’s employment
per se. His detailed reconstruction of official discussions
of women’s employment during this period provides a
much-needed supplement to the literature on women’s
experiences before and immediately following currency
reform (see esp. Meyer and Schulze below). In addition
to considering additional themes relevant to women’s
employment, future scholars may be able to expand on
Ruhl’s work by looking more deeply at actors other than
organized Catholicism and state institutions. Ruhl makes
clear in his introduction that working women’s expe-
riences are not the focus of his study, but even at the
level of policy making and public debate, there is much
yet to be done. Ruhl devotes pages to Catholic organi-
zations’ positions on the Equal Rights clause but only
two paragraphs to the women’s organizations that or-
chestrated the letter-writing campaign that eventually
forced the CDU/CSU to give up their opposition to the
clause (pp. 213-14). We learn about the Deutscher Gew-
erkschaftbund’s Division for Women and its leaders only
on page 297; the Deutsche Angestelltengesellschaft, whose
Women’s Division leaders were quite vocal, does not ap-
pear at all. To be sure, the union archives are not as ex-
tensive as the federal government’s, but reference to the
union’s and the SPD’s women’s magazines might have
provided a greater sense of labor’s and feminism’s voice
in the debates. The voice of these contemporary experts
on women’s work is most sorely missed in Ruhl’s discus-
sion of women’s employment-related health problems.
Here, the author uncritically adopts the analysis of 1950s
observers who were generally hostile to women’s work,
or at least to the notion that the employer and the state
might have to incur some expense in order to improve
conditions for women. Thus in Ruhl’s analysis, for exam-
ple, womenmore than men suffered psychological symp-
toms such as insomnia and headaches because of their
“im ganzen labileren Nervensystems” (p. 316), and not,
as many contemporaries insisted, because they had to en-
dure demeaning treatment at the workplace and perform
a “second shift” at home.

Despite certain gaps, Verordnete Unterordnung will
prove a useful work for historians of West German
women and social policy. Ruhl’s detailed analysis of con-
servative ideology and legislative developments should
be taken into consideration in any further investigations
of women in the Federal Republic. It is a welcome ad-
dition to the still-young (and scantily populated) field of
postwar German women’s history.
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