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In current discourses on family planning practices like abortion and even 
surrogate motherhood, the image of the “traditional” family has been chal-
lenged by more diverse ideas about how a family could or should be, re-
opening debates on the conception of families in societies in and beyond 
Europe.1 During recent social, political, and economic crises and this pe-
riod of rapid social change, family planning has become a target of political 
attacks, as revealed by the 2021 Polish anti-abortion law and discussions 
around the lack of comprehensive sexual education.2

From a liberal perspective, juristic decisions that pave the way for sur-
rogate motherhood or queer couples raising children are a sign of progress 
and an urgently needed outcome of modern ways of life and modern val-
ues. From a conservative (backlash) perspective, however, such decisions 
appear to be a horror scenario, signaling cultural decomposition and de-
generacy. Although current criticism of practices of family planning and of 
family life are linked with right-wing populism that uses it as a “glue,”3 dis-
courses on this topic have been taking place for decades, ever since mod-
ernization began to bring about societal and political secularization. This 
was a time when individual orientation around civil rights and individual 
social advancement emerged. From then on, social change began to recon-
figure the image of family too.

The declining family size of and shifts in people’s understanding of a 
“traditional” family seem to be strong indicators of social transformation, 
so that our book begins by asking how social change brought about by mod-
ernization influenced the politicization of reproductive behavior in family 
and social policies as well as values and norms. The right to determine the 

Challenging Norms 
Family Planning as a Reflection of Social Change in Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe 

Edited by Heidi Hein-Kircher, Elisa-Maria Hiemer, and Denisa Nešťáková 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging


2	 Heidi Hein-Kircher and Elisa-Maria Hiemer

number of one’s own offspring became a major demand of women’s rights 
movements while the practice of limiting the number of children had al-
ready become obvious. Being related to modernization and changing living 
conditions and ways of life, it had already started to challenge and change 
current family norms. As a consequence, the practices of family planning 
started to change and challenged the established norms of sexual behavior 
and human reproduction. Around the end of the nineteenth century, it was 
still, by and large, unthinkable to consider sexuality outside of the context 
of reproduction.

Our first key premise is therefore that, since the late nineteenth cen-
tury, public discourses and political practices like the legal restriction of 
abortion and proceedings on reproductive rights have reflect the changing 
attitudes toward and practices of family planning. Changes in law and legal 
proceedings are basically a reaction to social developments as they prog-
ress and become visible. Nonetheless, they also form and mirror the reality 
in which people live, that is, they both reflect and shape societal transfor-
mations and value changes, as well as individual attitudes and behavior. As 
a consequence of cultural, social, and political modernization, “a knot of in-
tertwined transformation processes” can be observed, because “the process 
of modernization took place not only in the social environment, but also in 
our minds and hearts,” as Hans van der Loo and Willem van Reijen put it.4

Our second premise is that tracing these changes provides insights into 
societal norms and values. The latter have become apparent by talking pub-
licly about sexual behavior and making it an object of policies. The book’s 
chapters mainly focus on a bottom-up perspective and use different ap-
proaches in order to discuss the reciprocity of top-down and bottom-up 
processes in social change and cases in a historicizing perspective in East-
ern Europe. Such an approach provides a complementary understanding 
of social, norm, and value change there and incentives for a comparative 
social history. The chapters point out how the change and renegotiation of 
family-related values and norms, and thus women’s freedom of choice, are 
closely linked to social and ultimately political change. The volume thus 
tracks how modernization and changes in lifestyles, as well as state pol-
icies, led to changes in the way fertility and family were understood. Be-
fore we outline the state of research, and the concept and structure of the 
book, our understanding of the term “family planning” and the focus on 
Eastern Europe require attention. The term “family planning” is motivating 
for this book insofar as it allows us to understand the development of a 
social value. Looking back through history, birth control had become po-
liticized by the end of the nineteenth century under the influence of eugen-
ics and social hygiene discourses and also due to state politics, which was 
searching for answers to the questions of demographical and social change. 
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While the notion of “birth control” highlights the individual practices of 
regulating the number of offspring, “family planning,” a term developed 
and promoted in the United States, particularly by Margaret Sanger, from 
the 1930s on, encompasses a broader meaning that differentiates between 
sexuality and reproduction, and refers to individual choice.5 An interme-
diate term is “conscious motherhood,” mainly used in the interwar period, 
which indicates the shift in attitudes.6 Predominantly, however, mother-
hood continued to be discussed within the narrow framework of biological 
determinism and the idea of childbearing was seen as a woman’s ultimate 
life goal.7

Although these terms all refer to the limitation of the number of chil-
dren, “family planning” emphasizes the (right of ) women and their part-
ners to make the free and responsible choice to get pregnant, and hence 
encompasses the “self-determined use of contraceptive methods, which 
should enable the number of children and the regulation of pregnancy to 
be adapted to the individual wishes of a couple or the mother according 
to the respective life circumstances.”8 Until the development of “the pill,” 
aspects of family planning focused mainly on abortion, as well as the use 
of other anti-contraceptive and pregnancy-preventive tools like pessaries 
and condoms and practices like coitus interruptus. Today, it includes not 
only pregnancy prevention and abortion but also measures that support 
fertility, and education on sexual health. The Proclamation of Tehran in 
May 1968 concretized family planning in a juridical sense and established 
it as a basic human right.9

In our book, we want to explain the emergence and establishment of 
family planning practices in Eastern European societies in the twentieth 
century—communities that were deeply affected by dissolving imperial 
rule and nationalist attitudes associated with World War I, but also by a 
general demographic decline that was caused by the war and continued 
until 1921, exacerbated by supply shortages und epidemics. Then, the So-
viet legalization of abortion, as part of the Bolshevik social transformation, 
became a point of reference for all political activists agitating for “conscious 
motherhood.” In the period of peace from 1918/1921 until 1939, national 
states developed strict nationalizing politics and tried to emancipate them-
selves from legal norms imposed by the former imperial powers, as the de-
bates on abortion and family laws in Poland at the end of the 1920s show.10 
Although methods and policies around birth control were discussed inten-
sively, especially after World War I, Poland’s steady population growth was 
also regarded as a guarantor for its place on the map, being the sixth-largest 
state in Europe in terms of population. Juristic and medical experts, on the 
other hand, considered the high number of children as a main aggravat-
ing factor in the pauperization of the country (a problem that also became 
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recognizable in interwar Yugoslavia, as Ivana Dobrivojević Tomić shows). 
Thus, even though the number of inhabitants played a geopolitical role,11 
Poland did not actively pursue pronatalist policies, which shows the con-
tradictory position of family planning in political discourses.

World War II brought about population decline, so that pronatalist 
politics were pursued during the first postwar years. In sum, the Socialist 
politics developed contradictorily in the 1950s, since socialist regimes im-
plemented ideas on women’s emancipation by freeing women from family 
duties so that they were available for contributing to build the socialist so-
cieties. But abortion on demand was only legalized from the mid-1950s—
with exception of Romania—giving rise to what has often been labeled 
“abortion culture”12 in academic discourse to distinguish between methods 
of birth control in the East and the West, especially after 1989. However, 
despite official claims of gender equality and the emancipation of women, 
as Fanni Svégel shows in the case of Hungary, particularly during economic 
crises, motherhood and the notion of “the housewife” were promoted by 
the state. Therefore, the development of the notion of family planning in 
Eastern Europe was the subject of diverse political regimes, and “family 
planning” as a research perspective can thus be used as a lens for a broader 
understanding of social change. Furthermore, Eastern Europe can be stud-
ied as a kind of laboratory of value and norm change, because of the inter-
relation of nationalism, multiethnicity, and the regime changes.

While practices around controlling human fertility have always existed, 
only since the population decline in the nineteenth century, which was ex-
perienced all over Europe, and the emergence of modern ideas (like Mal-
thusianism), (biologistic) ideologies (like eugenics and racial hygiene), and 
medical knowledge, did it become a subject of public discourse. Such ideas 
mirrored intensively changes in behavior and attitudes since they radi-
cally questioned societal values and conceptions of the family and its size, 
which also carried moral and classicist13 or racist implications: Practicing 
restraint, becoming a mother, and sacrificing herself in marriage was a way 
for a woman to increase her social status. On the one hand, the lack of sex-
ual restraint resulting in children out of wedlock, or a high number of off-
spring, was considered a sign of lacking education, typical for people from 
lower classes,14 and a particular problem of prostitution, which is discussed 
in our volume by Dominika Kleinová. On the other hand, maternity obliga-
tions toward the society were ubiquitous in nationalizing discourses,15 and 
being childless or having only one child undermined the ideal of securing 
the future of the nation. The examples of Upper Silesian plebiscite propa-
ganda discussed by Allison Rodriguez and of the wartime Slovak Repub-
lic (Eva Škorvanková) show clearly how motherhood was politicized, even 
ideologized, and elevated for political goals.
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Political and social actors drew different conclusions regarding the state 
of the societies, depending on the ideological or political position of the re-
spective speaker. From a top-down perspective, the notions of “birth con-
trol” and “family planning” became politicized and political, and societal 
actors took measures to support the regulation of the birth rate, for exam-
ple through the legalization of abortion and the approval of “the pill,” or to 
contain or prevent birth control practices, for example through the crimi-
nalization of abortion and supportive social policies like child allowances.

In contrast to democratic and pluralistic societies, the Soviet legaliza-
tion of abortion as part of a wider Bolshevik vision of social transformation 
became a point of reference for all political activists agitating for “conscious 
motherhood” also outside the Soviet Union. Later on, in socialist regimes, 
the achievements of women who had been “freed” from family obligations 
were celebrated; this was part of a social engineering policy whereby con-
trolling the number of births was considered a key aspect of building a 
strong socialist society,16 for example, through the legalization of abortion 
in the early period of the Soviet Union. This approach was diametrically 
opposed to the criminalization of abortion between 1936 and 1955 and the 
awarding of mothers having numerous children. It demonstrates the vola-
tility of state family planning policy, which was subject to political conjunc-
tures. After the relegalization of abortion in the 1950s, politics in the Soviet 
Union and its satellites regarding motherhood became ambiguous, as Ieva 
Balčiunė discusses through the example of a Soviet Lithuanian women’s 
magazine, which instrumentalized motherhood and family planning to in-
doctrinate women with Soviet ideology. Although previously used in med-
ical and demographical discourses, “family planning” came into use for 
health policies only during the late period of the Soviet Union, as Nataliya 
Shok and Nadezhda Beliakova highlight.

After the emergence of “family planning” as a topic of societal and na-
tional importance, the discourses ranged ultimately between two poles: In 
a way very similar to today’s polarized views, some highlighted “societal 
progress” and “freedom of choice” in the twentieth century, while on the 
other side of the broad range of attitudes toward family planning, con-
traception, and families in general, we find discourses condemning the 
“demoralization” and “degeneration” of society. Such discourses are often 
accompanied by complaints about how the more liberal family planning 
practices and policies endanger the strength of the nation or state.17

The negotiation of family planning practices and hence of the broader 
conception of family thus became an important reflection of changes in in-
dividual behavior and in societal attitudes during modernization, tending 
to calibrate them. For example, in interwar Greece and Hungary, the trans-
forming family patterns were closely linked with the challenges of social 
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and cultural modernization, even in rural areas, as Tryfonas Lemontzoglou 
and Gábor Koloh explain. Thus, the analysis of such negotiations allows us 
to gain insights into the behavioral change of individuals and its justifica-
tion, as well as into prevailing moral standards, values, and norms.

A comparative and contextualizing historical perspective on different 
forms of family planning allows us to trace such social and value changes 
on the micro level and their consequences for individual behavior, which 
are often silenced because of their intimate character, but are necessary to 
understand the macro-level processes within societies. The lens on “family 
planning” allows us to reconsider social history in Eastern Europe, which 
should take , into consideration the new periodization of normative change 
in the twentieth century, proposed by Isabel Heinemann in her chapter.

A Brief Outline of Research

Historiography on family planning practices emerged about two decades 
ago in several different contexts that we outline only very briefly here, while 
the chapters offer broader overviews of the state of research. One of the 
most influential books has been Dagmar Herzog’s synthesis Sexuality in 
Europe,18 in which Eastern Europe is only mentioned as a suggestion for 
further investigation. In general, research on family planning practices has 
been—naturally—a topic for the histories of medicine and science,19 while 
histories linking this topic with transnational knowledge transfer20 and 
value change have yet to be written. Even if a rich literature for single states 
and periods21 mainly written by anthropologists, ethnologists, political sci-
entists and medical historians exists, we find hardly any trans-epochal22 
or trans-regional and comparative studies with a historical focus.23 Hence, 
we can cluster existing research quite roughly: most recent studies (mainly 
in edited volumes) focus on one period like the interwar years24 or the 
post–World War II period, which is more popular for transnational com-
parisons.25 Other studies only focus on one aspect of family planning like 
eugenics,26 birth control,27 and gender relations,28 or most recently on the 
impact on subjectivities29 and in relation to “biopower.”30 Of all these pub-
lications, most do not take Central and Eastern Europe into deep consid-
eration; if such countries are mentioned, they stand for Eastern Europe as 
pars pro toto and are often placeholders to allow for “West–East” contrast 
rather than a lens to examine transfers and similar developments.31 Overall, 
interest in the topics of sexuality and reproduction in Eastern Europe has 
been increasing only in recent years:32 We now find research on sexuality33 
with holistic approaches to human relationships, yet with different inter-
pretations of liberalism34 mirrored in the respective countries’ sex educa-

Challenging Norms 
Family Planning as a Reflection of Social Change in Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe 

Edited by Heidi Hein-Kircher, Elisa-Maria Hiemer, and Denisa Nešťáková 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging


	 Introduction	 7

tion programs,35 but most of the studies or edited volumes only focus on 
one country or period and do not conceptualize value and norm changes.36

With regard to the periods that have been most intensively researched, 
the interwar period and socialism seem to be the main focus. Particularly, 
the activism in favor of “conscious motherhood” in connection with the 
discourses on a new family and abortion law in Poland around 1930 has 
been broadly discussed and seems to have produced the most rich research 
for an Eastern European state in the interwar period. Nonetheless, as Syl-
wia Kuźma-Markowska makes clear in her chapter, not all the existing 
studies have been interlinked yet.

In summary, a comparative history of family planning in Eastern Europe 
as an outcome of social and value change with a broad temporal scope is 
still a desideratum. In the field of social sciences and social history,37 im-
portant steps have been made toward scrutinizing the region in a compar-
ative way; however, the existing research does not contextualize the issue 
of family planning and its practices against the backdrop of changing re-
productive regimes.38 Combining macro and micro perspectives on histor-
ical processes seems to be an urgent challenge of historiography—one to 
which this volume will make a significant contribution. Hence, analyzing 
the understanding of family planning will be a valuable lens for research 
on social impacts on value and norm changes, and vice versa, on the im-
pact of changing values and norms for social change.39 Both historical40 and 
contemporary41 statements by religious authorities illustrate well the long-
term struggle for interpretative power over human sexual behavior, or, 
more precisely, the creation of a new cultural reality where an “increasing 
number of matters can/should be analyzed without religious assumption.”42

Conceptional Premises

Understanding family planning as a practice that resulted from value 
changes in turn caused by social changes allows us to include examples in a 
micro-historical perspective on reproduction, and thus enables us to trace 
and understand social change. In doing so, we are aware of the normative 
notion the concept of “value” might carry (i.e., the level of “desiredness” for 
a certain behavior), but we want to introduce value change as an analytical 
perspective for understanding mutually stimulating social processes that 
are dependent on the given social situation of women or couples. Since 
birth control was quite a common practice, as the decline in the birth rate 
and the politicization of the topic show, its negotiation gives us insights in 
the moral standards of a society, as well as its values and norms and how 
these changed with regard to sexuality, reproduction, and family values 
in general. Hence, we can observe a correlation between value and norm 
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changes at the individual, societal, and state level. “Family planning” dis-
courses and related value and norm change can thus be considered as an 
analytical lens for tracing social change in different historical situations and 
under different social, economic, and political conditions.

Even though “value change” originated as a sociological term for charac-
terizing societal changes in the 1950s and 1960s, it lends itself beyond that 
context as a tool to examine historical change in value concepts and norms. 
The German historian Andreas Rödder, for example, conceptualized it as 
a historical research perspective that uses sociological approaches as an 
incentive and interrelates with (historical) research on political cultures.43 
Using Rödder’s concept as a starting point, we define values or value con-
cepts as “general and fundamental normative ideas of order” that prescribe 
the way individuals and collectives think, talk, and act, and can therefore be 
explicitly articulated or implicitly assumed.44 They are seen by contempo-
raries as designed for stability and permanence, even if they are not passed 
on in their entirety intergenerationally. What becomes clear in a historical 
perspective is that these attitudes may well change in the long term as a 
result of influences such as modernization, changing living conditions, and 
other factors. Therefore, we can understand values “as a property that is di-
rectly dependent on the perspective to which it is attributed. Values are not 
something that precedes what is evaluated, but something that emerges 
from what is evaluated. Values are not presupposed, but derived. They are 
not premises, but results of the evaluated.”45 Swiss philosopher Urs Sommer 
therefore assumes that concepts of value developed when “the framework 
of what was commanded and forbidden in Old Europe broke away,” that is, 
when societies became secularized and modernized, and in order to “solve 
the justification problem of non-religious morality.”46 At the same time, they 
are an expression of general democratization and individualization.47 If val-
ues provide orientation, they are also “conceptions of the desirable”48 and 
thus express individual and collective ideas of goals that go beyond needs. 
They are therefore “vocabularies of motives . . . they are internalized by the 
person and operate as mechanisms of social control,”49 whereby one can 
justify not only future but also past actions, because motive attributions 
and expectation attitudes become equally possible.50 Through this, values 
form the basis of social norms, which regulate supra-individual behavior 
and thus determine social life, so that values express and reflect people’s 
basic dispositions and their position in a group.51 Hence, they are coined 
inter alia by ideologies, the state and its institutions, socioeconomic and 
political conditions and constraints, as well as by (culture and gendered) 
morality. Accordingly, norms are changeable.52

To historicize value change therefore means to focus on the change of 
social norms and on the transitions of human dispositions. Family plan-
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ning is particularly suitable for this purpose, since, after the individual, the 
family (the couple) is the smallest unit of a society. The “change in attitudes 
toward the individual and his or her position in society (sexuality, gender 
norms, parent–child relationship, relationship between state and individ-
ual),”53 that is, the relationship between changes in values and norms and 
social but also political change, can be worked out from this bottom-up 
perspective as applied in this volume. Our understanding of family plan-
ning is therefore a reflection of family images and values and develops at the 
interface of individuals, society, and state. Although transnational transfers 
(as Isabel Heinemann highlights in her chapter) and shared argumentation 
are discernible, our understanding of family is adapted to the respective 
situation: the family planning discourses that are acted on in the respective 
societies sharply reflect attitudes to women and overall societal concerns. 
They point to contemporary understandings of one’s own society or nation 
and, within these, the roles of men and women.54

Looking at the macro or state level, it is clear that states did recognize a 
danger in underlying conceptions of family and the resulting practices. All 
measures linked to family planning—from midwife policies to birth and 
childcare, family or child allowances, and access to abortion—underwent 
multiple changes in the twentieth century. Whereas in the early period of 
the Soviet Union, for example, abortion was legalized, it was criminalized 
between 1936 and 1955, before being legalized again, while in Socialist 
Rumania from 1966 to 1989 it was prohibited. Other states, for example 
Slovakia55 and Hungary,56 as well as right-wing movements57 encouraged 
couples to have numerous offspring and thus to create a “strong body of 
people”58 in the interwar period. Although it was particularly important for 
East Central European states where people were deprived of agency under 
foreign rule for a long time and the concept of securing statehood played a 
huge role in national self-determination, Poland established a progressive 
legalization of abortion in 1933.59 The strength of the (newly emerged) East 
European nation-states, which always had a significant population percent-
age (up to one-third) of national minorities before World War II, was key to 
public discourses on birth control, while the respective national minorities 
were interested in strengthening their communities through consolidation 
of their families.60 Then, as Jakub Gałęziowski shows, the issue of war rape 
challenged political and clerical actors as well as gynecologists in terms of 
their attitude toward abortion, because they were faced with “unwanted 
pregnancies/children” resulting from these sexual violations; decisions 
were made on an individual, case-by-case basis.61 However, in the first de-
cade after World War II, East European states generally pursued pronatalist 
politics, with the important exception of Czechoslovakia’s policies against 
the Roma population in Slovakia.62
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From the late nineteenth century onward, therefore, European states be-
gan to respond to political and social events by introducing social and fam-
ily policy measures, such as legal bans on abortion (for example, sections 
218–20 in the German penal code in 1871), and the introduction of ma-
ternity protection periods as part of the trade regulations in the Habsburg 
monarchy in 1885 and in the German Empire in 1878. Such regime-led pol-
icies around reproduction form a key difference from earlier periods. Until 
the noticeable decline in birth rates in the nineteenth century, population 
and thus biopolitics (a term coined by Michel Foucault63 referring to politi-
cal intervention into people’s private lives by the state) were not in the field 
of vision of state policy. After that, however, the private sphere and thus 
conceptions of the family became increasingly politicized, so that, even be-
fore World War I, the social democrat and hygienist Alfred Grotjahn could 
state that birth control is “no more a private affair, but of cultural, national 
and eugenic concern.”64 At that time, although churches still promoted the 
biblical command to “be fruitful and multiply,”65 in the course of social 
secularization after the Enlightenment, the increasing influence of politi-
cal ideologies such as neo-Malthusianism, and the emergence of eugenics 
in the late nineteenth century, the church finally lost its supremacy over 
the interpretation of family constellations and sexuality during twentieth 
century, because couples practiced birth control without taking religious 
dogmas into account,66 as Michael Zok controverts with regard to Poland 
particularly in the 1980s. Nonetheless they continued to exert a certain in-
fluence on legislation regarding fetal rights, as the examples of Ireland and 
Poland discussed by Anja Titze show.

Structure

Protests and discourses against restrictions on birth control make it clear 
that this issue is perceived and advocated as a right of women to choose; it 
has had a considerable mobilizing effect to this day67 and motivates women 
to self-empowerment, since this issue is essentially about their fate. The 
possibility for a woman or a couple to practice family planning according 
to their own needs and wishes has become a freedom-inspired social value 
in modern, urbanized, industrialized societies. This is seen in the three 
chapters following the book’s first part on “transnational perspectives” and 
preceding the concluding remarks in part V. Isabel Heinemann writes on 
the interrelations of family planning, reproductive decision-making, and 
health feminism as a mobilizing and self-empowering movement. Anja 
Titze discusses the development of the concept of fetal rights as a jurid-
ical restriction on women’s rights from a comparative perspective, using 
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Irish and Polish case studies. Both contributions scrutinize the interdepen-
dencies between right-wing and conservative movements propagated by 
political or religious leaders and legal developments and their confronta-
tion with national women’s rights initiatives that try to defend the right to  
self-determination. Agata Ignaciuk’s final remarks tie together the differ-
ent approaches of this publication, framing the chapters and case studies 
by stimulating further debates. Arguing for a holistic approach that also 
considers the history of technology, she suggests historizing research on 
the diverse developments that impacted family planning and birth control 
activism. In part II, “On the Stage: Negotiating the Intimate/Private,” three 
chapters focus on historical events that catalyzed public discourse about 
the intimate and private sphere of the family. Allison Rodriguez scrutinizes 
the gendered nature of the 1921 plebiscite election posters in Upper Silesia, 
where women solely appear as mother figures in both the Polish and Ger-
man imaginary. The national burden of motherhood became a challenge 
for women who fell victim to war rape; Jakub Gałęziowski describes cases 
where women had to deal with both an unwanted child and societal stigma, 
having been deprived of access to abortion. After 1945, Poland’s leaders 
imposed pronatalist policies, creating the image of one big Polish family 
to which every man and woman should contribute.68 While illegitimacy is 
usually considered normatively as not conforming to traditional family val-
ues, Tryfonas Lemontzoglou’s study of Greece challenges these traditional 
paternalist notions of parenthood and values by demonstrating a positive 
correlation between out-of-wedlock births and long-term relationships, 
which runs counter to the thesis of the social vulnerability of these family 
constellations.

Part III, “Against the Norms: Revisiting Family Concepts,” offers four 
studies about the politicization and ideologization of family planning en-
tangled with individual life challenges and how the ideological load of 
family as a value influenced the view of women. Gábor Koloh’s chapter 
about German Catholic and Hungarian Calvinist farming communities in 
nineteenth-century Hungary reveals that the lower birth rates in Calvinist 
families positively affected the upbringing of children. Moving onward to 
the interwar period, Dominika Kleinová scrutinizes the public discourses 
of prostitutes and motherhood in Czechia. She sheds light on the specific 
birth control methods that were used throughout the century and looks at 
the idealizations of family that were inherent in that discourse. The idea of 
sexuality and love as a political battlefield for Polish politics is analyzed by 
Michael Zok from the late communist era up until today. He argues that 
Polish society is split, and that the current conservative backlash is wid-
ening the gap. The section finishes with a longue durée approach by Fanni 
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Svégel, who traces Hungary’s journey from so-called abortion culture to 
family planning. She identifies five childbirth paradigms induced by histor-
ical turning points of the twentieth century.

An important premise for our comparative volume is not only to trace 
conceptions as symptoms of social change on a national level, but also to 
emphasize the transnational exchange of activists. Since the politicization 
of birth control began under imperial auspices through the application of 
central state regulations, the respective national groups developed their 
own variants of the discourses around birth control.69 The formation of na-
tion-states after the end of World War I was a catalyst for change in family 
concepts, since the aim was now to consolidate the statehood that had been 
achieved or, in the case of Greece, confirmed, also in terms of population 
policy. At the same time, attitudes developed under the influence of the So-
viet model, as birth control through (free) abortion was received as women’s 
right to choose, first until 1936, then from 1956. Another turning point was 
World War II and the German occupation of Central and Eastern Europe, 
which caused societies to suffer significant population losses. After 1945, the 
aim was to increase the population, but the new hegemonic Soviet vision 
included promoting the liberation of women from domestic childrearing. 
Accordingly, family values and concepts changed under Soviet influence.

Knowledge transfer and mutual influence through networks are high-
lighted in the fourth part, “Across Borders: Shaping the Knowledge,” where 
Sylwa Kuźma-Markowska’s chapter provides a comprehensive insight into 
liberal, socialist, Catholic, and Jewish discourses in interwar Poland and 
points out surprising similarities of opinions among groups that were ideo-
logically opposed. Eva Škorvanková analyzes the pronatalist policies of the 
wartime Slovak Republic, its ideological influences from Nazi Germany 
and fascist Italy, and the Slovak Catholic discourses that resulted in a clero- 
fascist symbiosis. Ieva Balčiūnė’s chapter sheds light on the Sovietization 
of Lithuanian society through the magazine Soviet Woman and depicts its 
strategies for implementing traditional gender roles by constructing anti- 
Western attitudes.

To conclude, the authors approach our leading question from different 
angles and with different modes of analysis. They discuss the importance 
of education as a precondition for decision-making, enabling people to act 
on their own terms rather than conforming to state interests. They also 
shed light on how processes of social, value, and norm change have been 
tightly intertwined since the nineteenth century, including liberalization, 
individualization, and secularization due to mental, political, and cultural 
modernization, and through the development of science, technology, and 
medicine. In every chapter, we see that there were frictions between what 
was desired and realities of everyday life. However, these frictions can be 

Challenging Norms 
Family Planning as a Reflection of Social Change in Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe 

Edited by Heidi Hein-Kircher, Elisa-Maria Hiemer, and Denisa Nešťáková 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/Hein-KircherChallenging


	 Introduction	 13

used as indicators of social transformations. All cases discussed in our 
volume show that family planning shaped social values and norms in the 
long term, by revealing how the specific conditions for family planning in 
Eastern Europe were in transition before conceptions of state, nation, and 
societies changed.

Our volume focuses on the intersections of various disciplines and 
wishes to create a comprehensive picture of family planning in modern 
East European history. Through the different but ultimately complemen-
tary perspectives our authors contribute, we seek to bring together current 
research approaches on different groups in this region, particularly in the 
multiethnic areas of East Central, northeastern, and southeastern Europe. 
With this book, we want to stimulate cross-disciplinary dialogue that offers 
a historicizing and comparative glance at the perception of Central and 
Eastern Europe’s processes of societal modernization and the understand-
ing of modernity from the perspective of family conceptions and values. 
We also hope that this work will provide an incentive for others to include 
analysis of family conceptions in this region in future research and that it 
will inspire more and deeper comparative analyses.

PD Dr. Heidi Hein-Kircher is director of Martin Opitz Library (Herne) 
and professor at Ruhr University Bochum. Between 2003 and 2024, she 
was on the research staff of the Herder Institute for Historical Research 
in East Central Europe in Marburg, Germany, where she was head of the 
Academic Forumsince 2009. She earned her MA and PhD from Heinrich 
Heine University in Düsseldorf. . In her research, she focuses on gender 
and family history, urban history, historical security, and minorities stud-
ies, as well as on the emergence of modern values and norms in Eastern 
European societies since the nineteenth century. She is the author and ed-
itor of several books.

Elisa-Maria Hiemer is a postdoctoral researcher in the ERC project  “De-
mocratising the Family?” at Freie Universität Berlin. Previously she was a 
researcher and project lead at the Herder Institute for Historical Research 
on East Central Europe, Marburg. She received her PhD in Slavic Studies 
with a thesis on German Jewish and Polish Jewish literature in 2018. Her 
research is based on the intersection of literary sciences and history. With 
a focus on narrativization and marginalized viewpoints, her topics include 
Polish-German relations, memory, and gender studies. She is currently 
finishing a book on sexuality and abortion in interwar Poland and is coed-
itor of the Handbook of Polish, Czech, and Slovak Holocaust Fiction, which 
was published in 2021.
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