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This arti cle traces the gendered con se quences of changes in the prob lem of com bin ing work and fam ily
caused by the col lapse of state social ism in for mer East Ger many. The tran si tion to cap i tal ism made the
trade-offs between work and fam ily more extreme, ampli fied the expe ri en tial dis tance between work and
fam ily, and increased the per ceived social value of work rel a tive to fam ily activ i ties. These pro cesses
high lighted gen der strat i fi ca tion: Women’s labor power was deval ued just as the value of paid employ -
ment increased, and women were increas ingly excluded from work just as women’s fam ily roles seemed
to lose value for soci ety. This study sug gests that fem i nists should con cep tu al ize postsocialist tran si tions 
not only as chang ing labor mar ket con di tions and state pol i cies but also as shap ing gen der rela tions
through chang ing the mean ings and expe ri ences of work and fam ily activ i ties.

In 1990, West Ger many incor po rated the for merly state social ist East Ger many
into its West ern, cap i tal ist sys tem, end ing 40 years of sep a ra tion and ini ti at ing a
trans for ma tion of social, polit i cal, and eco nomic orga ni za tion in the for mer East
Ger many. Four years there af ter, while con duct ing field work, I asked a class of
unem ployed women in East Berlin about their expe ri ences in the new, cap i tal ist job
mar ket. The women agreed emphat i cally that after uni fi ca tion, being a mother was
a sig nif i cant hand i cap when look ing for a job. This expe ri ence of dis crim i na tion
against moth ers was then force fully artic u lated as a global cri tique of the West Ger -
man sys tem. “In the West, the love of ani mals is actu ally stron ger than the love of
chil dren,” one woman offered. A class mate agreed bit terly, “It’s best not to have
chil dren, buy your self a dog.”
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This dis cus sion reflected changes in women’s access to employ ment in
postsocialist East ern Europe that fem i nist observ ers have begun to doc u ment and
the o rize. A com mon theme in this lit er a ture is that women gained polit i cal rights
through the col lapse of state social ism but lost eco nomic rights. Most often iden ti -
fied are the loss of guar an teed employ ment and sub si dies for child care. Fem i nist
observ ers feared these changes would force women back into tra di tional fam ily
struc tures and finan cial depend ence on hus bands. For the most part, how ever, the
actual impact of postsocialist eco nomic changes on gen der rela tions has not been
exam ined. In this arti cle, I show how the col lapse of state social ism affected a basic
ele ment of eco nomic orga ni za tion, the prob lem of com bin ing work and fam ily in
for mer East Ger many, and I trace the gendered con se quences of this pro cess.

I find that postsocialist tran si tion affected gen der rela tions by chang ing the per -
ceived social value of work and fam ily spheres. While pre vi ous schol ar ship mostly
focuses on changes in men’s and women’s access to employ ment and state
resources, I find that with the tran si tion to cap i tal ism, paid employ ment became
more valu able and peo ple per ceived a decrease in the social value accorded to fam -
ily activ i ties. Thus, women con fronted two kinds of losses—first, dis crim i na tion in
the labor mar ket, and sec ond, a form of social deval u a tion due to their iden ti fi ca tion 
with demand ing fam ily roles. These inter re lated pro cesses began to reor ga nize
gen der cat e go ries and high lighted gen der as a sort ing mech a nism in an increas ingly 
strat i fied soci ety. Simul ta neously, gen der ide ol o gies devel oped in state social ist
times con trib uted to a crit i cal view of the West Ger man sys tem as lack ing in sup port 
for human val ues.

WORK, FAM ILY, AND GEN DER IN
THE TRAN SI TION TO CAP I TAL ISM

Con tem po rary prob lems of bal anc ing work and fam ily are rooted in the devel op -
ment of indus trial cap i tal ism, dur ing which “eco nomic and famil ial activ ity grew
increas ingly sep a rate and dis tinct” (Matthaei 1982, 10) and “women became more
depend ent on men eco nom i cally” (Hartmann 1990, 158). This leg acy has com plex
impli ca tions for gen der rela tions today. Dif fer ent arrange ments for com bin ing
work and fam ily cause vari a tions in men’s and women’s access to paid employ ment 
and, thus, to the dif fer ent ben e fits of work and fam ily life. Equally impor tant, as
Nippert-Eng has argued, “ ‘work’ and ‘home’ sym bol ize con trast ing ideas or mean -
ings” (1995, 21). These con cepts indi cate sep a rate social realms asso ci ated with
dif fer ent times and places, sets of activ i ties, mean ings, and emo tions. As a result,
con flicts about the bound aries between work and fam ily and the roles men and
women should have in each sphere are con nected to strug gles over social val ues.

As I will show below, Ger man uni fi ca tion con fronted East Ger mans with new
expec ta tions about how work and fam ily were sup posed to be con nected—both in 
bio graph i cal sequence and in every day life. This had con se quences for respon dents’
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every day lives but also for their eval u a tion of the social tran si tion. While assum ing
the sep a ra tion of work and fam ily, and the asso ci a tion of men with work and women 
with fam ily char ac ter is tic of indus trial soci ety, respon dents often did not like how
these spheres were sup posed to be con nected in the West Ger man sys tem. This atti -
tude derived partly from con di tions of postsocialism and partly from expe ri ences
com bin ing work and fam ily in East Ger many before uni fi ca tion.

East Ger man Con di tions of Com bining Work and Fam ily

East Euro pean state social ism was char ac ter ized by very high work rates for
both men and women. Although women still han dled the bulk of child care and
domes tic work, they had gained some mea sure of finan cial inde pend ence from men 
through sub si dized child care and guar an teed employ ment (Heinen 1990; Scott
1978). Even among East Euro pean coun tries, East Ger man women’s work rates
were high, topped only by the Soviet Union and Czecho slo va kia. In 1980, 84.3 per -
cent of East Ger man women worked out side the home, com pared to 56.8 per cent in
West Ger many and 64.6 per cent in the United States (Inter na tional Labour Office
1986, Table 2).

As East Ger many devel oped eco nom i cally after its found ing in 1949, more and
more women entered the paid workforce. By the 1970s, most East Ger man women
were expected to, and mostly did, hold full-time jobs con tin u ously over the life
course. Most East Ger man women were also moth ers. Thus, the East Ger man method
of com bin ing work and fam ily was simul ta neous (Trappe 1994). This con trasts
with the more com mon sequen tial pat tern, in which women work before their chil -
dren are born, leave the labor force for sev eral years while chil dren are young, and
then return to paid employ ment.

In East Ger many, women’s high employ ment rates were cou pled with the tra di -
tional gen der divi sion of labor in which women are respon si ble for child care and
home mak ing. Spe cial ben e fits for moth ers pro moted women’s free dom of repro -
duc tive choice and finan cial inde pend ence while simul ta neously fos ter ing women’s
pri mary respon si bil ity for home mak ing and child care. Thus, East Ger man cou ples
gen er ally coor di nated two jobs and relied on two incomes but oth er wise main tained 
a tra di tional gen der divi sion of labor (Dölling 1989, 1994; Gysi 1990). East Ger -
man women pur sued work and fam ily goals simul ta neously, and accord ing to sur -
vey evi dence, were strongly sub jec tively ori ented to both work and fam ily (Gysi
and Meyer 1993).

None the less, con crete indi ca tors such as below-replace ment-level birth rates,
the fact that women’s desire for part-time work far exceeded its avail abil ity (Gysi
and Meyer 1993), and the more than three hours of house work done by East Ger -
man women per day (Nickel 1993) show how dif fi cult it was for women to have male
employ ment pat terns and still man age fam ily life like women. Rueschemeyer’s
(1982-1983) eth nog ra phy of three work col lec tives in East Ger many also shows
that work-fam ily con flicts were a sig nif i cant source of ten sions.
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Despite the strains, in East Ger many, for the gen er a tions com ing of age in the
1970s and 1980s, the fea si bil ity of com bin ing par ent hood and con tin u ous employ -
ment over the life course for both men and women was taken for granted (Gysi and
Meyer 1993; Trappe 1994). This was due to a com bi na tion of eco nomic, polit i cal,
and social pol icy fac tors.1 The demand for women’s labor was sus tained by the eco -
nom ics of short age char ac ter is tic of East Euro pean state social ism (Kornai 1980).
The sup ply of women’s labor was sus tained through polit i cal pres sure on women to
work full time, low wages, and social pol i cies designed to main tain women’s labor
force attach ment while pro mot ing moth er hood (Penrose 1990; Trappe 1994). These
pol i cies included gen er ous mater nity leave, a short ened work week with out loss of
pay for moth ers of two or more chil dren, a paid day off each month avail able to most 
women for house work (the “house work day”), and pro vi sion of vir tu ally free day
care.

Postsocialist Con di tions of Com bining Work and Fam ily

The tran si tion to West Ger man cap i tal ism changed the con di tions that had sus -
tained both the demand for and the sup ply of women’s labor. The cur rency union of
July 1990 ini ti ated rapid, mas sive col lapse of East Ger man indus try. The unem -
ploy ment rate for for mer East Ger many rose from 1.6 per cent in the first half of
1990 to 7.3 per cent in the sec ond half of 1990. In the first half of 1994, it was 15.7
per cent (Euro pean Com mis sion 1992, 1995). Job loss fig ures more accu rately indi -
cate the actual mag ni tude of eco nomic dis lo ca tion. As of 1992, almost half of the
jobs in for mer East Ger many had been lost (Bosch and Knuth 1993).

Many of East Ger many’s pol i cies designed to keep moth ers in the labor force
were aban doned. Ben e fits such as the year of paid mater nity leave and the short -
ened work week with out loss of pay were replaced by less gen er ous West Ger man
pol i cies (Berghahn and Fritzsche 1991; Rosenberg 1991). More over, many West
Ger man pol i cies were designed to encour age women to stay home, mak ing them
eco nom i cally depend ent on bread win ner hus bands (Moeller 1993; Ostner 1994).
Although fem i nist observ ers feared East Ger many’s exten sive sys tem of pub lic
child care facil i ties would be closed after uni fi ca tion, afford able day care remained
avail able in many parts of for mer East Ger many (Bundesministerium für Familie,
Senioren, Frauen und Jugend 1994).2

Changes in quan ti ta tive indi ca tors of the rela tion ship between gen der, work, and 
fam ily were extreme. For the first half of 1994, men’s unem ploy ment rate was 10.4
per cent com pared to women’s rate of 21.3 per cent (Euro pean Com mis sion 1992,
1995). The birth rate fell by 46 per cent between 1989 and 1991 and con tin ued to
drop, a phe nom e non “unprec e dented for an indus tri al ized soci ety in peace time”
(Eberstadt 1994, 138). Clearly, the con se quences of Ger man uni fi ca tion reached far 
beyond polit i cal struc tures and mac ro eco nomic changes into the every day sphere
of prob lems of com bin ing work and fam ily. Fem i nist accounts of postsocialism
focus on exactly these con nec tions.
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FEM I NIST AC COUNTS
OF POSTSOCIALIST TRAN SI TION

The con nec tions between the tran si tion from state social ism to cap i tal ism and
arrange ments for com bin ing work and fam ily are cen tral in fem i nist accounts of the 
impact of postsocialist eco nomic changes on women. Three basic ver sions of what
the tran si tion is and how it is linked to gen der rela tions inform this lit er a ture: the o -
ries of women in cap i tal ism, the o ries of women and the state, and the o ries of
women in state social ism. These are not com pet ing expla na tions but per spec tives
appear ing in var i ous com bi na tions through out the lit er a ture. While the o ries of
women and cap i tal ism and the o ries of women and the state look for ward to the con -
di tions and con straints that would pre sum ably develop in newly emerg ing cap i tal ist 
soci et ies, the third approach sug gests that leg a cies of state social ism should pro -
foundly shape gen der rela tions in postsocialism.

The ories of women in cap i tal ism see Ger man uni fi ca tion as replac ing a sys tem
of social ist redis tri bu tion with pri vate prop erty and a com pet i tive labor mar ket. In
this frame work, women are likely to lose eco nom i cally because the new labor mar -
ket is cap i tal ist. Marx ist-fem i nists see women’s labor mar ket marginalization as
inte gral to the main te nance of gen der hier ar chy in cap i tal ist soci et ies, and the his -
toric role of women as a reserve army of labor in cap i tal ist econ o mies also sug gests
that con di tions of high unem ploy ment would tend to force women into mar ginal
employ ment.

This approach directs atten tion to devel op ments in women’s labor mar ket posi -
tions. For exam ple, Quack and Maier (1994) exam ine gendered con se quences of
eco nomic restruc tur ing in postunification Ger many. Nickel’s (1993, 1994) work
links eco nomic change to the con struc tion of gendered notions of com pe tence.
Fodor’s (1996) study of Hun gary, Poland, and Slovakia shows that attrib utes typ i cal 
of some groups of women in state social ism, such as aca demic cre den tials and ser -
vice sec tor expe ri ence, increased in eco nomic value in the postsocialist tran si tion.

The ories of women and the state see the postsocialist tran si tion as a change in
pol icy regime. The state is viewed as affect ing gen der rela tions through its
redistributive actions and because state pol i cies shape iden tity con struc tion and
cul tural cat e go ries. For exam ple, Duggan’s (1993) com par i son of the rel a tive costs
of child rear ing borne by men, women, and the state in East and West Ger many
found that women pay more and men and the state pay less in the West Ger man sys -
tem. Haney’s (1997) study of the Hun gar ian wel fare state dur ing and after the
social ist period exam ines changes over time in state def i ni tions of women’s social
wel fare prob lems and rem e dies as well as the con se quences of these changes for
women’s abil ity to pur sue their own inter ests.

Both of these approaches pre dict that postsocialism should push women out of
work and back into the home, mak ing them more depend ent than before on hus -
bands’ incomes. Eco nomic restruc tur ing would tend to marginalize women’s posi -
tion in the labor force and uni fi ca tion would replace East Ger man pol i cies attach ing 
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women to the labor force with West Ger man pol i cies encour ag ing moth ers to stay
home sup ported by a hus band. The com bined impact of eco nomic restruc tur ing and 
with drawal of state sup port would lead to changes in gen der rela tions in the fam ily.
Chris tina Schenk, Ger man fem i nist activ ist and mem ber of par lia ment, warned,
“men will once more be the ‘bread win ners’ and heads of the fam ily, with women
pri mar ily assum ing respon si bil ity for repro duc tion” (Schenk 1993, 166).

Such changes in the divi sion of labor would have con se quences for gen der hier -
ar chy and gen der iden ti ties. Men, pre sum ably, would ben e fit as men, gain ing an
advan tage in the labor mar ket as well as the unpaid labor of wives in the home.
Women, who had relied on con di tions sup port ing both work and fam ily ori en ta -
tions, would expe ri ence loss of auton omy, being forced home or forced to choose
between work and fam ily ori en ta tions.

The kinds of argu ments I have des ig nated the o ries of women in state social ism
view that sys tem as one in which the state and com mu nist party con trolled pro duc -
tion and (re)dis tri bu tion and largely orches trated all pub lic arenas. The spe cific set
of rela tion ships among party, state, econ omy, and soci ety in state social ism resulted 
in an ide ol ogy and expe ri ence of fam ily life as a ref uge from the all-per va sive state
and, there fore, a realm of free dom and indi vid u al ity. Women sup pos edly ide al ized
this realm of free dom and indi vid u al ity and thus did not ques tion gen der inequal ity
in the fam ily. The pub lic world of work, in con trast, was viewed rel a tively
neg a tively.

Heinen (1995) argues that Pol ish women’s pro fessed desire to stay home dur ing
the late social ist period reflected a gen eral stance crit i cal of social and polit i cal
devel op ments. Haney (1994) shows that Hun gar ian women’s dis course dur ing state 
social ism divided the world into the pub lic and the pri vate and val ued highly the
loca tion of women in the pri vate, fam ily world in oppo si tion to the state’s offi cial
dis course, which val ued women as work ers. In Einhorn’s view,

the fact that the gendered domes tic divi sion of labour remained largely unchanged
may there fore be explained in terms of the desire to main tain the fam ily as a non-
polit i cized sphere, in a form of pas sive resis tance to what was per ceived as a ubiq ui -
tous state pres ence. (1993, 51)

This approach sug gests that East Euro pean women would be complicit in
(re)con struct ing their own depend ence on more tra di tional fam ily struc tures. East
Euro pean women’s strong com mit ment to tra di tional fam ily iden ti ties led fem i nists 
to fear East Euro pean women would will ingly go “back to the home” after the col -
lapse of state social ism removed the polit i cal pres sure to work. More impor tant,
this approach directs atten tion to how par tic u lar polit i cal and eco nomic arrange -
ments shape the mean ings of work and fam ily activ i ties and the con struc tion of gen -
der iden ti ties.

Each of these per spec tives makes an indis pens able con tri bu tion to our under -
stand ing of the impact of Ger man uni fi ca tion on gen der rela tions. How ever, my
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find ings sug gest, par a dox i cally, that the back ward-look ing per spec tive of the o ries
of women in state social ism pro vides the best clues to con cep tu al iz ing the con nec -
tions between gen der and postsocialist tran si tions. The ories of women and cap i tal-
ism and women and the state direct atten tion to how eco nomic orga ni za tion and
social pol i cies struc ture men’s and women’s access to employ ment and resources,
but my research shows that such changes are just the most vis i ble indi ca tors of
changes in the mean ings and expe ri ences of work and fam ily activ i ties. My find -
ings con firm the valid ity of focus ing atten tion on how work and fam ily activ i ties
and gen der iden ti ties are defined in rela tion to key prin ci ples of social orga ni za tion.

In what fol lows, I show that as the axes of social dif fer en ti a tion and power
changed in for mer East Ger many after uni fi ca tion, so did the mean ings and expe ri -
ences of work and fam ily roles, with dif fer ent con se quences for men and women.
These changes were driven by the inter sec tion of two pro cesses: rapid, vis i bly
increas ing social strat i fi ca tion and redraw ing of the bound aries between work and
fam ily. These inter re lated pro cesses changed the char ac ter of work, mak ing it more
com pet i tive, less friendly, and more strictly sep a rated from fam ily while simul ta -
neously chang ing the rel a tive value of the spheres of work and fam ily in favor of
work. These pro cesses high lighted gen der as a mech a nism of strat i fi ca tion in an
increas ingly strat i fied soci ety: Women’s labor power was deval ued while simul ta -
neously the value of paid employ ment increased and, just as women were increas -
ingly excluded from the pub lic world of work, women’s fam ily roles seemed to lose
social value.

RE SEARCH METHOD AND SAM PLE LIM I TA TIONS

The argu ments in this arti cle are based on in-depth inter views with for mer East
Ger mans con ducted between 1993 and 1995 (three to five years after uni fi ca tion).
In-depth inter view ing is one way to iden tify con nec tions between sub jec tive expe -
ri ences and social change. For this arti cle, inter view tran scripts were ana lyzed to
uncover con nec tions between the large-scale struc tural changes involved in
postsocialist trans for ma tion and men’s and women’s every day expe ri ences of
change in the prob lem of com bin ing work and fam ily. This arti cle focuses on
themes ech oed through out the inter views.3 It exam ines per cep tions of changes in
work and fam ily lives and the rela tion ship between work and fam ily spheres, as
well as men’s and women’s dif fer ent posi tions with respect to these changes.

All respon dents had already begun work lives and founded fam i lies under East
Ger man con di tions, and most (97 per cent) were between 19 and 41 years old at the
time of uni fi ca tion. This par tic u lar gen er a tion pro vides excep tion ally inter est ing
per spec tives on the social trans for ma tion because they expe ri enced com bin ing
work and fam ily under both East Ger man and postsocialist con di tions.

Respon dents were recruited through social net works of friends and acquain -
tances of the author as well as through women’s pro jects and a pro ject for the
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unem ployed. Poten tial respon dents were told that they would be asked to describe
how their work and fam ily lives had changed as a result of Ger man uni fi ca tion.

A sam ple of 38 sets of East Ger man par ents was drawn from two large East ern
Ger man cit ies and one small city. The sam ple con tains 36 mar ried and 2 unmar ried
het ero sex ual cou ples with chil dren. Respon dents’ chil dren ranged in age from not
yet born to 17 years at the time of Ger man uni fi ca tion and from 2 to 21 years (70
per cent between 5 and 14 years) at the time of the inter view. Forty-eight respon -
dents had com pleted skilled work or semiprofessional train ing, 7 were mas ter
crafts men, and 21 held uni ver sity degrees.

In-depth, open-ended inter views con ducted in Ger man by the author cov ered
job hunt ing and employ ment in the new, cap i tal ist labor mar ket; child care arrange -
ments before and after uni fi ca tion; and finan cial and emo tional depend ency of part -
ners. In most cases, hus bands and wives were inter viewed sep a rately and then
together. Inter views were com pleted in three to six hours in two sep a rate meet ings.
Respon dents were encour aged to speak freely about any thing they felt was rel e vant
to the topic of work and fam ily in East Ger many after Ger man uni fi ca tion.

Inter views were tran scribed ver ba tim by native speak ers of Ger man and ana -
lyzed and coded by the author using a com puter-based cod ing and retrieval sys tem
(Folio VIEWS). Codes were devel oped based on research ques tions and cat e go ries
that emerged from the evi dence. Coded tran scripts were ana lyzed to dis cover com -
mon themes and gen der dif fer ences. Quo ta tions from inter views pre sented here are
rep re sen ta tive of gen eral pat terns dis cov ered in the inter view mate rial.4

A spe cific cau tion applies to inter pret ing Ger man inter views about Ger man uni -
fi ca tion. Although East and West Ger many were two states between 1949 and 1989, 
as Borneman argues, the two Germanys must be seen as sep a rate parts of one
whole. Dur ing the 40 years of state social ism, each part of Ger many tried “to cre ate
its own cul tural ideal in an inti mate pro cess of mir ror-imag ing and misrecognition”
(1992, 5). I have tried to keep in mind Stöhring’s warn ing that “the East-West prob -
lem atic is a field bloom ing with pro jec tions” (1994, 51).

POSTSOCIALIST TRAN SI TION:
IN CREASING SO CIAL STRAT I FI CA TION AND

NEW BOUND ARIES BE TWEEN FAM ILY AND WORK

Under con di tions of East Ger man state social ism, hav ing a job that paid the bills
with money left over for liv ing was a taken-for-granted part of every day life for
most East Ger mans. From the point of view of peo ple try ing to orga nize their work
and fam ily lives, unem ploy ment did not exist. In postsocialist East Ger many, eco -
nomic down siz ing and restruc tur ing resulted in mass lay-offs and high unem ploy -
ment; both get ting and keep ing a job became uncer tain. It is impos si ble to over es ti -
mate the impact this had on the mean ings and expe ri ences of com bin ing work and
fam ily.
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In creasing So cial Strat i fi ca tion and Postsocialist Anx i eties

Through out the inter views, respon dents jux ta posed the inev i ta bil ity of hav ing a
job in East Ger many to the pos si bil ity of not hav ing one after uni fi ca tion. For exam -
ple, a young med i cal doc tor com mented on gen eral changes in his life since
uni fi ca tion:

Well, dif fer ent things are impor tant now in con trast to before [uni fi ca tion]. For exam -
ple, how do I get a job? How can I pay my rent? Uhhh, how do I avoid going under in
this soci ety? Before, I could always pay my rent, I always had an apart ment and a job.
Before, a dif fi cult prob lem was, how do I get a pair of jeans?

A mid dle-aged father dis cuss ing his idea of a good fam ily life pointed out that in
East Ger many, the tran si tion from school to an appren tice ship had been taken for
granted.

Before [uni fi ca tion]—they [the kids] did n’t have to worry about that; if they man aged
to fin ish 10th grade, then they man aged to get an appren tice ship. It’s not that way any -
more, now a days it actu ally mat ters how good they were in school.

In East Ger many, the tran si tion from an appren tice ship to a real job was also pre -
dict able because most East Ger mans were hired by the workplaces in which they
were trained.5

In East Ger many, unem ploy ment was unusual. Instead, it was a chal lenge to
avoid a full-time job. From the point of view of the state, to work less than full time
was shirk ing your duty to soci ety. In the 1977 employ ment law code (Arbeitsgesetz- 
buch), only pen sion ers (due to age or dis abil ity) had a right to part-time work; oth -
er wise, part-time work was only allowed as a tem po rary solu tion for women with
excep tional fam ily respon si bil i ties. Enter prises were sup posed to pres sure
part-tim ers to work full time (Arbeitlang 1991, 74-8).

The coer cive impact of these pol i cies was clear in dis cus sions of arrange ments
for bal anc ing work and fam ily in East Ger man times. For exam ple, a phar ma cist
proudly described how she had obtained spe cial per mis sion to work part time in the
mid-1970s because her son had a mild dis abil ity. Another woman explained how
uni fi ca tion made it pos si ble for her to stay home with her chil dren. In her view,
before uni fi ca tion, her hus band had earned enough money to sup port her and their
baby. How ever, she did not take time off work after her year of legal mater nity leave
because this was viewed as unde sir able by the state. She explained,

I was sim ply afraid . . . to do some thing which was totally unpop u lar and for which I
would prob a bly have had to endure very many “con ver sa tions” from the side of the
state about why I want to do that.

In stark con trast to East Ger man times, when it was dif fi cult to avoid hav ing a
job, even this min i mum require ment for labor mar ket suc cess became uncer tain
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after uni fi ca tion. Thus, con fron ta tion with the cap i tal ist labor mar ket gave rise to
what Ger mans call Existenzangst (exis tence anx i eties), fears of fall ing below the
min i mum stan dards for exis tence. Respon dents artic u lated such fears in con nec -
tion with job search dis cus sions and by way of try ing to describe the most fun da -
men tal changes they expe ri enced as a con se quence of Ger man uni fi ca tion.

For instance, Mrs. Strauss, assis tant direc tor of an art gal lery, explained that only 
after Ger man uni fi ca tion could she under stand why cer tain East Ger man com mu -
nist pol i ti cians (in East Ger many before uni fi ca tion) had held the “prim i tive” view
that guar an tee ing a job and an apart ment for every one was more impor tant than
abso lutely any thing else. She explained that her insight into this posi tion grew out
of her first expe ri ences with exis tence anx i eties. These arose after Ger man
uni fi ca tion,

when for the first time I really was afraid that—I mean with out being old or sick, or
what ever, uhm, that I could some how end up sleep ing under a bridge, I could really
under stand [those prim i tive East Ger man, com mu nist pol i ti cians].

Just as it became more dif fi cult to get and keep a job, the poten tial rewards of
work ing increased. Although employed peo ple with semiprofessional and pro fes -
sional degrees were much hap pier with their incomes than were peo ple in work -
ing-class jobs, most respon dents felt that their work was better paid in uni fied Ger -
many than before uni fi ca tion.6 Sev eral respon dents also men tioned as an advan tage
in the new sys tem the chance to earn a lot if they worked a lot or worked very hard.

In con trast, the East Ger man income dis tri bu tion was rather flat and con sumer
goods short ages con strained chances to dis play income dif fer ences that did exist
(Ebert 1993; Wilpert 1993). Because West Ger man money buys access to West ern
con sumer mar kets, postunification incomes have more buy ing power than the old,
East Ger man incomes did. The inter sec tion of increas ing income strat i fi ca tion and
access to West ern con sumer mar kets in postunification Ger many gave rise to sta tus
anx i eties, fears of being left out or left behind in the emerg ing, con sump tion-based
sta tus sys tem.

The dif fer en ti a tion of social classes based on increased income dif fer ences was
described as a fun da men tal part of the uni fi ca tion expe ri ence. For exam ple, Mrs.
Frisch, a kin der gar ten assis tant, felt that social rela tions had become less “human”
after uni fi ca tion. When asked to describe how this was so, she offered,

Well, a “better-earner” has his nose imme di ately a lit tle bit higher, so that peo ple are
divided into dif fer ent classes. Well, you’re the lower strata, you’re just a social wel fare 
recip i ent, and good, at least you have a job, I’ll still talk to you at least . . . I mean, not
every one is that way, but in gen eral.

She con ceded that there were social dif fer ences in East Ger man times but
empha sized how much less impor tant this was.
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Oh yeah, I think so [there were social dif fer ences] but that was barely any thing, there 
were just two—the work ing class and then those who were polit i cally active. But
per haps that just did n’t carry as much weight because they lived com pletely iso lated
from us.

From the other side of the emerg ing divide, a young med i cal doc tor explained
how his work life had changed because of uni fi ca tion:

It is also . . . a dif fer ence, a big dif fer ence, in terms of the social respect that doc tors
get, that is . . . East Ger many, at least it called itself the work ers and farm ers state and
. . . a worker, a skilled worker, earned more than a doc tor. . . . I do notice that now [after
Ger man uni fi ca tion], law yers, doc tors, this kind of thing, now they’re the higher
social strata in com par i son to before, when, uhh, they sort of swam along in the
mid dle.

Sta tus anx i eties were artic u lated in con nec tion with the explo sive expan sion of
con sumer oppor tu ni ties after uni fi ca tion. For exam ple, the art gal lery assis tant
direc tor quoted above com mented that at first she sim ply enjoyed the con sumer cor -
nu co pia. How ever, the social dif fer en ti a tion aris ing from increased income strat i fi -
ca tion together with new con sump tion oppor tu ni ties made her feel inse cure; she
empha sized that this was a new expe ri ence for her.

I’ve sud denly got com plexes about my apart ment . . . in front of Alex an der [a friend],
for exam ple . . . because in the mean time he’s got a totally won der ful con do min ium in
a ren o vated build ing, fur nished with only the best, and I know that not one of my
pieces of fur ni ture would ever make it into his apart ment. . . .  That’s new.

The com mon expe ri ence of tran si tion from a soci ety with full employ ment to a
com pet i tive labor mar ket under lies the dif fer ences in indi vid ual oppor tu nity that
existed among the respon dents. In East Ger man times, the per va sive and directly
expe ri enced result of labor short age for most peo ple was that “as soon as you were a 
lit tle bit good, they wanted you.”7 In con trast, in the com pet i tive labor mar ket, a lot
of peo ple appar ently are not needed at all. Because of increased income strat i fi ca -
tion and access to West ern con sumer mar kets, the vis i ble social cleav age between
those who suc ceed at work and those who do not increased rap idly.

Expe ri ences of rap idly, vis i bly increas ing social strat i fi ca tion sharp ened the
con flict between work and fam ily by intro duc ing new exis tence and sta tus anx i eties 
into the trade-offs between work and fam ily ori en ta tions. A fam ily ori en ta tion
poten tially threat ened one’s social exis tence, whereas a work ori en ta tion could lead 
to lim it less mate rial suc cess. Many peo ple felt forced to make work an even higher
pri or ity than before uni fi ca tion, and oth ers com mented on the temp ta tion to pur sue
income-max i miz ing strat e gies. Because of eco nomic inse cu rity and the con sumer
cor nu co pia, there was a temp ta tion to make as much money as pos si ble, even if this
meant neglect ing other aspects of life.
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Gendered Con se quences of In creasing So cial Strat i fi ca tion

The social tran si tion gave old forms of female deval u a tion new mean ing. As
noted above, women are much more likely than men to be unem ployed in for mer
East Ger many. How ever, dis crim i na tion against women in employ ment per se is
not new; in East Ger many, women were chan neled into lower pay ing, lower sta tus
jobs (Nickel 1993; Sorenson and Trappe 1995). The dif fer ence is that in postuni fi -
ca tion Ger many, women’s fam ily roles threat ened to exclude them from jobs alto -
gether. Although many moth ers were still employed four years after uni fi ca tion,
being a mother was widely per ceived to be a fatal lia bil ity in the job mar ket. For
men, this implied a gen eral unfriend li ness toward fam i lies or children in the West
Ger man social sys tem, whereas for women, it also could mean a deval u a tion of
them selves as women. Most of the women in my sam ple referred to being a woman
or being a mother as a dis ad van tage in the cur rent labor mar ket. They expressed a
new expe ri ence of being dis ad van taged because they are women.

The fol low ing exchange between a hus band and wife illus trates men’s and
women’s dif fer ent per spec tives on dis crim i na tion against women in the labor mar -
ket. A young, self-employed envi ron men tal con sul tant argued that an employer
sees a per son with chil dren as less “pro duc tive” and “deploy able,”

and he always sees you with chil dren as worse, worse as an employee than a per son
who does n’t have chil dren.

His wife imme di ately inter jected a gendered ver sion of the prob lem:

As a rule, women are asked—it’s one of the injus tices that men are almost never
asked—whether they have chil dren or how they imag ine deal ing with the sit u a tion if
the chil dren get sick.

A related gen der con se quence of labor mar ket dis crim i na tion against women is
an emerg ing dis tinc tion between moth ers and women with out chil dren. Although
respon dents usu ally assumed that women were moth ers (as most East Ger man
women were), some women focused on the dis tinc tion between women and moth -
ers. For exam ple, Mrs. Klein, an unem ployed chem ist, explained that she had
missed work a few times when her child was sick and con cluded,

and the out come was, as I said, that I was laid off by the firm, but I had col leagues the
same age as me who did n’t have chil dren and, nat u rally, they did n’t miss work
because of their chil dren, and one of these women kept her job and I had to go,
although I’m sure we were equally good from a pro fes sional stand point.

Women are more respon si ble than men for mon i tor ing and resolv ing con flicts
between work goals and fam ily life; thus, the sharp ened con flict between work and
fam ily had dif fer ent con se quences for men and women. While men and women
shared new kinds of uncer tainty and anx i ety around work and fam ily issues,
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focus ing on suc cess at work did not con flict with notions of mas cu lin ity and men
did not feel that being a man was a dis ad van tage in the labor mar ket. In con trast,
women felt deval ued because they were women and some felt a grow ing divide
between women with and with out chil dren. Thus, the tran si tion ini ti ated changes in
gen der cat e go ries that posed more dif fi cult issues for women than for men.

Draw ing New Bound aries be tween the Fam ily and the Work place

As the con text of increas ing strat i fi ca tion mag ni fied the trade-offs between
work and fam ily ori en ta tions, changes in the labor mar ket and the orga ni za tion of
work began to draw new bound aries between the social spheres of work and fam ily.
This helps explain why respon dents often viewed the West Ger man sys tem as plac -
ing a low soci etal value on the fam ily. Nippert-Eng’s (1995) argu ment that work
and fam ily are not sim ply “spatio-tem po ral” and “social struc tural” but also “con -
cep tual” cat e go ries is use ful here. The social trans for ma tion that engulfed for mer
East Ger many impli cated all of these dimen sions. Thus, increased prac ti cal dif fi -
cul ties of bal anc ing work and fam ily were accom pa nied by an ampli fi ca tion of the
expe ri en tial dis tance between fam ily and work iden ti ties.

After uni fi ca tion, East Ger man state pol i cies such as the “house work day,”
which had forced workplaces to rec og nize and accom mo date fam ily roles, were
aban doned. The char ac ter and focus of the work place changed as well. Partly due to 
changes in the role of the work place in soci ety and partly due to eco nomic restruc -
tur ing, social rela tions at work became less friendly and more com pet i tive and fam -
ily respon si bil i ties were posed as obsta cles to suc cess at work. In con trast to the
increas ingly com pet i tive, unsta ble work sit u a tion, the fam ily’s sig nif i cance as a
sta ble set of rela tion ships and a realm of sol i dar ity was under scored.

With uni fi ca tion, many things that had been orga nized through the work place
were trans ferred to the state and pri vate orga ni za tions. As Wilpert (1993) argues, in
East Ger many, the work place was sup posed to be the “cen ter of life.” East Ger many
was an excep tion ally strong ver sion of a soci ety in which social inte gra tion is
achieved through firm-cen tered, paid labor because of its extremely high work
rates, per va sive ideo log i cal empha sis on the impor tance of work, and the fact that
social pro grams were orga nized through workplaces (Kohli 1994). Func tions of the 
work col lec tives in East Ger man state social ist enter prises had included social
activ i ties and the advance ment of women (Rueschemeyer 1982-1983).

After uni fi ca tion, the cen tral inte grat ing role played by the work place was weak -
ened because of high unem ploy ment, increased sub jec tive impor tance of con sump -
tion and free-time activ i ties, and removal of respon si bil ity for social pro grams from 
firms (Wilpert 1993). East Ger man enter prises were replaced by cap i tal ist busi -
nesses. Teams in profit-ori ented firms were no lon ger respon si ble for help ing
women find child care or giv ing women paid leave for house work.

Fur ther more, the com pe ti tion to get and keep jobs after uni fi ca tion changed
social rela tions at work. Before uni fi ca tion, respon dents reported, social rela tions
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at work were friend lier and less com pet i tive.8 For exam ple, an elec tri cian work ing
as a fur ni ture deliv erer explained the con se quences of uni fi ca tion for his work life:

Well, now, first you have to keep in mind . . . that every one’s become afraid for their
jobs for the first time, of being demoted or laid off. . . . Before, in East Ger man times, it
was rel a tively buddy-buddy; this is gone after the tran si tion [i.e., uni fi ca tion] because
every one is afraid they might lose their job.

A tool-and-die maker work ing for a large, inter na tion ally rec og nized West Ger -
man firm used an exam ple to describe how rela tions among work col leagues had
changed. For learn ing to set up and oper ate new, expen sive machin ery, he and a
coworker had been prom ised extra pay for their increased skill, respon si bil ity, and
shift work. This did not mate ri al ize so they requested ful fill ment of the prom ises.
Instead, they were returned to their old depart ments and oth ers took over the new
machines. He explained,

It’s com pletely irra tio nal, we made the mis take, now, in ret ro spect, I can say it was a
mis take . . . we taught other peo ple what we’d learned . . . we brought them together
and said, now pay atten tion, what if we have an acci dent or get sick or what ever. The
machine can’t stand idle. It costs 320DM an hour when it’s idle. . . . And they’re doing
our work now. As a result, we hurt our selves this way. It was our own mis take.9

He learned that in the cur rent work envi ron ment, he should keep his skills and
knowl edge for him self.

In addi tion to induc ing increased dis trust and com pet i tive ness among cowork -
ers, long-stand ing work place-cen tered social rela tions were dis rupted through
mas sive lay offs. This meant that peo ple were less likely to have friends at work
merely because old friends had gone and new friend ships had not yet devel oped.

Yet, many employed respon dents noted real advan tages to work ing in postunifi-
cation Ger many, includ ing improved work con tent, work orga ni za tion, and access
to resources needed to get a job done or do a job well. An archi tect explained that
before uni fi ca tion she designed things she doubted would be built. After uni fi ca tion,
she saw her designs mate ri al ize rap idly. This pos i tive change in work con tent also
con trib uted to an increased sep a ra tion between work and fam ily for some because it 
drew the focus of work time away from social rela tions toward work pro cess.

The trans fer of social pro grams out of the work place, the newly com pet i tive
atmo sphere, the decreased focus on social rela tions at work, and the dis rup tion of
preunification, work place-cen tered social rela tions all ampli fied the expe ri en tial
dis tance between work and fam ily. Because work and fam ily, as Nippert-Eng
(1995, 21) has argued, are “defined inversely by the other within a con cep tu ally
closed sys tem,” rad i cal eco nomic restruc tur ing foregrounded the sig nif i cance of
the fam ily as a sta ble set of rela tion ships and a realm of social sol i dar ity.

East Ger mans con fronted the com pet i tive labor mar ket pre dis posed to value
fam ily highly. East Ger man state social ism placed a high social value on fam ily
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roles through pol i cies that mate ri ally sup ported the nuclear fam ily form and
women’s home mak ing respon si bil i ties. There were inter est-free loans for mar ried
cou ples and the so-called house work day avail able to wives and moth ers. Work -
places were expected to accom mo date women’s fam ily roles by find ing or pro vid -
ing child care and allow ing moth ers of two or more chil dren to work fewer hours per 
week with out loss of pay (Arbeitlang 1991; Trappe 1994, 1996).

In per sonal life, the fam ily was also highly val ued as a ref uge from the per va sive
pres ence of the state and a realm of self-affir ma tion. As the econ omy in East Ger -
many dete ri o rated, work life became less sat is fy ing and peo ple looked to the fam ily 
as a realm in which to find self-affir ma tion (Gysi 1990; Nickel 1993). Sur veys after
uni fi ca tion con firm the con tin u ing high value placed by East Ger mans on fam ily
life. Störtzbach (1995, 132) reports a stron ger ori en ta tion to fam ily, par ent hood,
and chil dren in the East ern than in the West ern part of Ger many. For exam ple, only
44 per cent of respon dents age 20 to 39 in the West agreed with the state ment, “You
can not be really happy if you do not have chil dren,” whereas the per cent age agree -
ing in the East was fully 70 per cent.

The ories of women in state social ism sug gested the fam ily, which had hith erto
been ide al ized as a ref uge from the state, might be revealed as a locus of gen der
inequal ity as the state and party with drew from orches trat ing pub lic life and civil
soci ety devel oped as a realm of indi vid u al ity and free dom. How ever, my find ings
sug gest that fam ily has taken on a new ide al ized mean ing—it rep re sents a remain -
ing realm of sol i dar ity in a soci ety char ac ter ized by com pe ti tion.10

This is because uni fi ca tion rap idly trans formed the pub lic world of work into a
highly com pet i tive envi ron ment. How ever, fam ily life appeared rel a tively sta ble
and unchanged—it was where preunification sol i dar i ties and social net works were
pre served.11 As one respon dent explained,

Fam ily . . . that’s actu ally the only thing that stays when every thing else goes to hell,
your per sonal rela tions with your rel a tives. . . . You could almost see that as the philo -
soph i cal quin tes sence of the time sur round ing uni fi ca tion . . . at least for our fam ily.

Gendered Con se quences of the New Bound aries between Work and Fam ily

Changes in work orga ni za tion and work place cul ture began to redraw the
bound aries between work and fam ily in ways that affected men and women dif fer -
ently. Because women are more respon si ble for prac ti cal prob lems of child care and 
mon i tor ing fam ily well-being, changes in both for mal and infor mal prac tices that
tended to exclude fam ily con cerns from the work place affected women more than
men—both men and women rec og nized this.

For mal pol i cies that struc tured the rela tion ship between work and fam ily for
women in East Ger man times were viewed as giv ing social sup port for women’s
fam ily roles. For exam ple, an unem ployed hotel worker and her hus band dis cussed
com bin ing work and fam ily before and after uni fi ca tion.
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Wife: Gen erally it’s so, we had a job and a fam ily. . . . 
Hus band: That’s noth ing extraor di nary. I’m sure it’s the same way in other places too.
Wife: Yeah, of course, but in many cases we still have that. The women work and have a

fam ily and do the laun dry, the cook ing, and God knows what else . . . which gets rather
tir ing in the long run and so it would be nice if you could work 6-hour days.12

Hus band: Well yeah, that’s what I said. Before [uni fi ca tion] that was rec og nized. Inso far
as a woman got a house work day every month, women’s spe cial role was guar an teed.

Many respon dents shared this man’s view that after uni fi ca tion women’s “spe -
cial role” was no lon ger guar an teed.13

In East Ger many, rather than being some thing to hide from one’s col leagues
because it might cause dis ad van tages, in some instances, moth er hood could actu -
ally be used to bar gain with super vi sors. For exam ple, a nurse requested a year of
unpaid leave from her job dur ing East Ger man times because she did not want to put 
her one-year-old in day care. Her super vi sor refused and the nurse bar gained with
the fact that she would be enti tled to one and a half years of leave paid by her
employer after the birth of a sec ond child.

They said, you have to work for one more year, and so I pre sented them with the bill on 
that: . . . if you make me come back to work for another year now instead of giv ing me
leave, I’ll get preg nant again imme di ately and have my sec ond child and then you can
pay for another year and a half and you can pay a lot.

For mal pol i cies that had forced workplaces to accom mo date women’s fam ily
roles in East Ger man times were com ple mented by infor mal prac tices. Such prac -
tices were rooted in the shared under stand ing, backed up by the power of the state,
that in cer tain instances moth ers had the right to be away from work to care for chil -
dren and that it was the respon si bil ity of the work col lec tives to make up for these
absences some how.14

In sum, the postsocialist tran si tion inter acted with East Ger man prac tices by
assign ing women the respon si bil ity for mon i tor ing and resolv ing work and fam ily
con flicts and posed the ampli fied con flict between work and fam ily more sharply
for women than for men. As fem i nist the o ries of gen der and postsocialist tran si tion
sug gested, restruc tur ing tended to marginalize women’s posi tion in the labor force
and mag nify women’s every day prob lems of bal anc ing work and fam ily. Con trary
to the assump tions implicit in many fem i nist accounts, how ever, this prob lem was
shared by men and women.

The His and Hers of Postsocialist Transformation

Fem i nist observ ers often sug gested that postsocialist tran si tion would result in
women’s going back into the home and becom ing more depend ent on hus bands’
incomes. My find ings show that this was true for some fam i lies but that, for the
most part, nei ther men nor women viewed this as desir able. This is partly a leg acy of 
state social ist prac tice and partly a result of new, postunification con di tions.
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East Ger man men clearly accom mo dated very well to wives who earned full-
time incomes yet man aged fam ily life like women—it is this model that male respon -
dents found desir able, not the sup posed advan tages of a finan cially depend ent,
stay-at-home wife. Postunification con di tions actu ally enhanced the attrac tive ness
of this model.15 Increasing social strat i fi ca tion con trib uted to the desir abil ity of hav -
ing two incomes in a fam ily to pro vide a buffer against unem ploy ment and unpre -
dict able expenses. In addi tion, the dif fer ence between one and two incomes was
often the dif fer ence between just get ting by and doing well. Thus, the fact that after
uni fi ca tion women could no lon ger count on get ting a job at all, let alone one com -
pat i ble with home mak ing and child-rear ing respon si bil i ties, was a prob lem for
men.

Men clearly indi cated inter ests in wives’ incomes.16 Men often responded to my
ques tions about the ideal finan cial arrange ment within a mar riage with some thing
sim i lar to the fol low ing:

Well [I’d like] both part ners [to] earn a lot! Would you like me to name a spe cific sum?
Well, let’s see, I’d be sat is fied . . . or I’d say ideal would be if we had 5,000DM a month
together. That would be ideal.

Men did not nec es sar ily value women’s unpaid labor in the home over women’s
income earn ing. For exam ple, a con struc tion bri gade fore man liv ing at the con -
struc tion site dur ing the week because this increased his income expressed his
resent ment about this arrange ment when asked whether uni fi ca tion had changed
con di tions of com bin ing work and fam ily for him per son ally. He responded
emphat i cally,

Yes [they have changed]! My wife does n’t have a job! . . . And I have to make up the
lost earn ings. Then she has to see, I sim ply demand that of her, that liv ing at the con -
struc tion site is nec es sary so that the fam ily can live, as we would if we both earned
rea son able sal a ries.

Yet, while men lost some of the cer tain ties about work and fam ily arrange ments
that were nor mal in East Ger man times, women expe ri enced the social trans for ma -
tion as pos ing the con flict between work and fam ily espe cially sharply for women
and thus threat en ing their auton omy because they were women. For exam ple,
women often inter preted the ques tion about ideal finan cial arrange ments in a mar -
riage as ask ing whether a wife should earn her own money. The wife of the respon -
dent who felt it would be ideal to earn “5,000DM together” inter preted my ques tion
as fol lows:

Well, it really should be that the woman can earn her own keep, I think, so that she isn’t 
depend ent on her hus band. That is, I think it’s def i nitely better, the way it was gen er -
ally in East Ger many, that each part ner was work ing and had an income some how and
could be respon si ble for his own keep and the chil dren were, more or less, taken care
of together.
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She linked her fears of becom ing finan cially depend ent to the social tran si tion
after uni fi ca tion by next refer ring to West Ger man mar riages.

We also know fam i lies now, also fam i lies in the West, where the wife does n’t work,
and that’s some how a lit tle bit odd, I think. . . . These are acquain tances, we don’t
know them very well, but . . . it seems that the rela tion ship is at least partly not that
good, that the woman is after all more of a sub or di nate.

In this pas sage, she pro jects her fears of what not work ing could mean for her
onto West Ger man mar riages, express ing her sense that becom ing part of West Ger -
many has threat ened her auton omy in some ways because she is a woman.

CON CLU SION: GEN DER IN
POSTSOCIALIST TRANS FOR MA TION

This study com pels reconceptualization of fem i nist notions of the con nec tions
between postsocialist eco nomic changes and gen der rela tions. While the o ries of
women and cap i tal ism and women and the state pre dicted that postsocialist tran si -
tion would push women back into the home, this assumed that the mean ings and
expe ri ences of work and fam ily activ i ties would remain the same despite state
social ism’s col lapse. In con trast, I argue that the tran si tion to cap i tal ism changed
how work and fam ily activ i ties con nect men and women to resources and sta tus.
Thus, even if women’s employ ment rate had not changed, con tin u ing tasks of com -
bin ing work and fam ily would have been infused with new exis tence and sta tus anx -
i eties and women would have borne these costs more directly than men. While the -
o ries of women and state social ism pre dicted that East Euro pean women might see
labor mar ket free dom as a chance to leave paid employ ment and focus on fam ily
roles, my find ings sug gest that women quickly recon structed their inter ests in rela -
tion to new eco nomic real i ties.

Yet, my find ings val i date the per spec tive offered by the o ries of women and state
social ism inso far as it directs atten tion to how work and fam ily activ i ties are
embed ded in broad polit i cal and eco nomic con fig u ra tions and linked to strug gles
over social val ues. In for mer East Ger many, postsocialist tran si tion did not sim ply
change men’s and women’s access to paid employ ment but ini ti ated changes in the
rela tion ship between work and fam ily spheres that seemed to threaten the via bil ity
and social value of fam ily activ i ties. Among for mer East Ger mans, this con trib uted
to a deeply crit i cal eval u a tion of the West Ger man sys tem as lack ing sup port for
human val ues.

Both men and women agreed that the tran si tion to cap i tal ism sharp ened con -
flicts between work goals and fam ily life. This was partly because of dis crim i na tion 
against women in employ ment but also due to broader changes in the rela tion ship
between work and fam ily. Ris ing unem ploy ment and vis i bly increas ing social strat -
i fi ca tion were iden ti fied as fun da men tal aspects of the social tran si tion, and these

534      GEN DER & SO CI ETY / Au gust 2000



fac tors increased the value of paid employ ment. Com pe ti tion to get and keep jobs,
changes in social rela tions at work, and the changed role of the work place in soci ety 
all decreased the cer tainty of being able to both have a fam ily life and get and keep a
job. Thus, these fac tors posed fam ily respon si bil i ties as obsta cles to suc cess at
work. These inter re lated pro cesses made the trade-offs between work and fam ily
ori en ta tions more extreme and ampli fied the expe ri en tial dis tance between work
and fam ily lives.

Both men and women dis liked the dis rup tion of estab lished pat terns of com bin -
ing work and fam ily. For the most part, men wanted to con tinue the prac tice of
social ist times, rely ing on both their wives’/girl friends’ domes tic labor and income. 
Sim i larly, women usu ally wanted to con tinue hav ing both a job and a fam ily. More -
over, new exis tence anx i eties and con sumer oppor tu ni ties increased the desir abil ity 
of hav ing two incomes in a fam ily. In the East Ger man case, women did not will -
ingly go back to the home and men did not usu ally want their wives to stay home.
Thus, inso far as patri ar chal fam i lies in cap i tal ism are sup posed to be partly based
on men’s inter est in exclud ing women from paid employ ment, I did not find the
return of such fam ily types in for mer East Ger many.

How ever, the con se quences of the sharp ened con flict between work and fam ily
were dif fer ent for men and women. Focusing on suc cess at work did not con flict
with notions of mas cu lin ity and men did not feel that being a man was a dis ad van -
tage in the labor mar ket. In con trast, women feared and expe ri enced dis ad van tages
in the labor mar ket because they were women. Women expe ri enced loss of auton -
omy as women because the tran si tion threat ened to force women to stay home or to
choose between suc cess at work and fam ily life. Women expe ri enced two forms of
deval u a tion at once. Women’s labor power was deval ued while simul ta neously the
value of paid employ ment increased. In addi tion, because East Ger mans viewed the 
social tran si tion as decreas ing the social value accorded to fam ily activ i ties,
women’s fam ily roles seemed to lose value.

This helps explain the harsh eval u a tion of the West Ger man sys tem, noted at the
begin ning of this arti cle, as lack ing sup port for human val ues. This global cri tique
hinged on notions of fam ily and gen der, spe cif i cally the idea that both work and
fam ily lives are part of nor mal life for both men and women and that the work place
should accom mo date employ ees’ fam ily lives. From this point of view, the impor -
tance of dis crim i na tion against moth ers in the labor mar ket as a sym bol of some -
thing very wrong in the West Ger man sys tem is clear. Respon dents seemed to be
ask ing, “What kind of a soci ety dis crim i nates against its moth ers in access to the
basic require ments of a nor mal life (in this case, a job)?” The asso ci a tions of
women with the fam ily and the fam ily with pos i tive, solidaristic val ues con trib ute
to the power of the sym bol: In it, eco nomic com pe ti tion takes pre ce dence over nur -
tur ing and caretaking.

While gen der ide ol o gies pro vided ide als against which respon dents eval u ated
the tran si tion to cap i tal ism, as dis cussed above, changes in the rela tion ship between 
work and fam ily had dif fer ent con se quences for men and women in real life. The
per spec tive I have des ig nated as “the o ries of women and state social ism” pro vides
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the best frame work for these find ings because it directs atten tion to how eco nomic
and polit i cal struc tures shape the way indi vid u als expe ri ence work and fam ily
activ i ties in every day life. As I have argued, the con se quences of postsocialist eco -
nomic changes for gen der rela tions in for mer East Ger many went beyond changes
in rel a tive access to employ ment to encom pass the con struc tion of new mean ings
for work and fam ily activ i ties as well as changes in women’s sense of their place as
women in soci ety.

NOTES

 1. This infor ma tion has already been cov ered exten sively. Rel a tively short dis cus sions include
Dölling (1989); Duggan (1993); Einhorn (1989, 1993); Ferree (1993); Helwig (1993); Mocker, Rüther,
and Sauer (1990); Rosenberg (1991); and Trappe (1996). More com pre hen sive dis cus sions of East Ger -
man women and fam ily pol i cies include Arbeitlang (1991), Diemer (1994), Penrose (1990), and Trappe
(1994).

 2. Despite many facil i ties clos ing, this was true because the birth rate dropped so fast. In East Berlin
in the mid-1990s, it was com mon to see kin der gar tens adver tis ing room for more chil dren.

 3. Rudd (1999) ana lyzes dif fer ences among respon dents.
 4. Quo ta tions and exam ples are from my own inter view tran scripts; names and details were

changed to pro tect respon dents’ ano nym ity.
 5. In both parts of Ger many, most young peo ple com pleted an appren tice ship.
 6. It is impos si ble to sim ply com pare preunification and postunification incomes because the rel a -

tive cost of sta ple items such as food and rent increased sub stan tially, whereas the rel a tive prices of dura -
ble con sumer goods, elec tron ics, and travel decreased. This con clu sion is based on exten sive dis cus sions 
with infor mants about the rel a tive costs and val ues of things and money in the preunification and
postunification peri ods.

 7. The excep tions were peo ple who fell out side the polit i cally accept able. While none of my
respon dents had been polit i cal dis si dents, many described their aware ness that one could eas ily trans -
gress state-deter mined norms. Fur ther more, there was a small per cent age of peo ple who could not (or
did not want to) fit in who were labeled as “aso cial.”

 8. Sim i larly, Bast-Haider’s (1995) study of women work ers in one cloth ing fac tory in for mer East
Ger many after uni fi ca tion found an “esca la tion of aggres sive ness among indi vid u als” due to the “rein -
tro duc tion of hier ar chy at all lev els of work” (1995, 57).

 9. He faulted the man ag ers, not the work ers doing “his” work.
10. Buschoff (1997) con firms the generalizability of this find ing.
11. Many thanks to Alissa Shethar for point ing out this basis for what I ini tially saw as unre flec tive

adher ence to a vision of fam ily as sta ble or as purely per sonal.
12. Ear lier in the inter view, she argued that women should get reg u lar hours but work full time. Else -

where (Rudd 1997), I show that as the inter view pro gressed, she fal tered in her defense of women’s right
to earn an inde pend ent income in the face of her hus band’s strong pref er ence to have her home more.

13. Buschoff (1997) reports sur vey evi dence con firm ing that for mer East Ger mans cur rently eval u -
ate the aban doned East Ger man reg u la tions for com bin ing work and fam ily very pos i tively.

14. One neg a tive result was that women were con sid ered less pro duc tive and chan neled into posi -
tions con sid ered lower pri or ity by the state (Nickel 1993). Employers with more clout could selec tively
recruit men.

15. The two excep tions among my 38 cases are sug ges tive: In one case, the hus band’s income was
very high, and in the other, the value of the wife’s unpaid labor was much higher than her poten tial
income.
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16. This is rea son able given Holst and Schupp’s (1996) find ing that for most house holds in for mer
East Ger many, the per cent age of house hold income accounted for by wives’ earn ings had increased
since 1990.
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