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Despite the fact that she wrote some 400 philosophical
works, addressing issues as diverse as the rights of
women, the need for a men’s liberation movement, and
the legitimacy of marriage independent of church or state
sanction,  Helene Stöcker has been all but forgotten in
modern-day Germany.  In fact philosophy remains an
overwhelmingly male occupation in Germany, as it does
in many other nations.  Annegret Stopczyk, the organiser
of the First Annual International Conference of the Helene
Stöcker Geselleschaft e.V.,  is writing her doctoral
dissertation on the subject of Helene Stöcker’s conception
of ethics, and she will be one of only two German women
to hold a doctorate in philosophy when she completes
her work.  Stopczyk chose to hold the conference from
November 10–12 to coincide with the anniversary of
Helene Stöcker’s birthday.

This week proved to be significant for another reason as
well.  On November 9 Stopczyk invited me to accompany
her in a march to protest racism and neo-nazi activities
(with its call for a Leitskulture - a leading or dominant
culture)  currently on the rise in Germany.  We joined
some 200,000 others in a spontaneous march that wound
its way through the heart of Berlin from a Jewish
synagogue that had been burned down by the Nazis
during Kristall Nacht on November 9–10, 1938 to the
Brandenburg gate which had been right next to the wall
separating Berlin into east and west until November 9,
1989.  At the gate demonstrators heard speeches from
various religious leaders and members of every political
party asking that people go beyond mere tolerance of
those who seem different to an acceptance of them.

Invitations to the conference had gone out to lay and
professional philosophers as well as to members of the
press, but both the roster of presenters and the audience
consisted overwhelmingly of women, none of whom
represented the media.  The few men who did show up
rarely stayed for more than a couple of hours.  I asked
Stopczyk about this and was told that because the
conference had been organised by a woman and had as
its theme a female philosopher it had most likely been
summarily dismissed as insignificant by both the
community of German philosophers and the press.

Running in tandem with the conference was a display of
books in one of the local book shops by and about women
philosophers from antiquity to the present.  On the walls
of the shop’s small adjacent gallery hung more than a
dozen frames with illustrations, photos, and textual
passages introducing conference participants to Sappho
(600 B.C.),  Hildegard of Bingen  (1098-1179),  Moderata
Fonte  (1555-1592),  Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz  (1648-
1695),  Mary Wollenstonecraft (1759-1797),  Rosa
Luxemburg  (1871-1919) and many others.   I was told
that this display represented only a small fraction of the
total number of largely forgotten, and often silenced,
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female philosophers.  What I found fascinating was that
Helene Stöcker had quite a large following in her day
(1869-1943) despite the fact - or perhaps because of the
fact - that she was never allowed to hold a teaching
position in any university.  But she had been the first
woman allowed to study philosophy in university and
became very well known as a philosopher for the masses,
so to speak, with her public lectures, her philosophy
salons, and her strong political activism.  The society she
founded around the turn of the century had some four
thousand members, almost half of which were men.

The theme of the conference,  ‘Do we need a new ethic?’
was a theme that became very important to Helene
Stöcker after she had lived through the first world war.
For her it involved three different but connected themes:
the question of what a personal ethic ought to be based
on,  the question of what kind of cultural ethic would
afford women the same rights as men,  and the issue of
how women’s Weltanschauung could be incorporated into
a German national ethic that could prevent future
bloodshed.  In one of the keynote presentations Stopczyk
summarised Stöcker’s Liebesethic (ethic of love) as
consisting of four primary elements:  Lebensliebe  (an
appreciation for all aspects of one’s own life, even the
difficult times), Geschelchtsliebe (love of your own body -
versus the Victorian/religious disgust for the body in
general and sexuality in particular - and the right to live
in union with another without the need for official state
or church sanction), Mutterliebe  (respect for motherhood,
including men’s responsibility for the children they father,
state support for single mothers, and the right of women
to choose not to bear children), and Menschenliebe
(pacifism and respect for fellow human beings, as
practiced between two individuals at a time, rather than
as an abstract and impractical universal love of humanity).

Stöcker’s philosophy focused more on personal
development  (Persönichkeit)  than on grand theoretical
philosophical systems for cultural development with
which most of her male contemporaries were busying
themselves.  She promoted self-expression by means of
one’s own lifestyle  (Selbstbestimmung), the pursuit of a
personal life goal  (Lebensaufgabe)  based on an individual
conception of one’s place in the greater scheme of things
(Weltanschauung)  as a legitimate aim in life, and the
practical actualisation of theories or ideas within the
reality of everyday life  (Ideen verwicklichen).  Stöcker
argued that in meeting these criteria each individual
would find the satisfaction of a deep-seated desire for
self-development termed  Entwicklungsdrang  for which
there is no equivalent word in English.

Along with a number of workshops, in which we
discussed questions about what a new ethic might look
like, there were also a number of presentations including
a discussion of contextual ethics (Gernot Böhme,
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Darmstadt), a reading and discussion on the theme of
whether published philosophical texts show that men and
women think differently  (Marit Rullmann,
Gelsenkirchen), what differences there are in the
discursive styles of men and women and how these affect
philosophical dialogue  (Peter Raabe, Vancouver), and
Nietzsche’s conception of women  (Carol Diethe, London).
One of the most memorable presentations was given by
Anneliese Palavan, Stopczyk’s mother, who spoke
straight from the heart about what life was like for both
her mother and herself as a teenage girl during the
oppressive Nazi regime.

The discovery of the philosopher Helene Stöcker and
other women philosophers, participation in discussions
devoted to the articulation of a personal ethic for both
men and women, against the backdrop of a demonstration
calling for a humane attitude  (Menlichkeit)  and tolerance
in a nation with a terrible history of violent intolerance,
gave conference participants an unforgettable week in
Berlin.
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