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THE CHANGING VIEW OF ABORTION: 
A STUDY OF FRIEDRICH WOLF'S CYANKALI 

AND ARNOLD ZWEIG'S JUNGE FRA U VON 1914 

SABINE SCHROEDER - KRASSNOW 
Douglass College - Rutgers University 

I 

Since the Enlightenment, the motif of unwanted pregnancy has 
begun to appear in German literature.(1) Until fairly recently, the 
standard pattern was that the woman would have the child and 
then commit infanticide. Only in our century has a new solu- 
tion to pregnancy emerged. This solution is the woman's decision 
not to carry the pregnancy to term, to have an abortion. 

In 1871 paragraphs 218 and 219 became part of Prussian law. 
"Performing an abortion on oneself was now punishable with up 
to five years in the penitentiary, performing an abortion on some- 
one else with up to ten years."(2) Not surprisingly, once the ille- 
gality of abortion had become law, the courts tried increasing num- 
bers of women who had aborted, while at the same time, the num- 
ber of women tried for infanticide decreased.(3) By the mid- 
1920's, the number of estimated yearly abortions had risen to be- 
tween 500,00 and 800,00, with about 10,000 deaths resulting from 
attempted abortions.(4) 

The type of woman who committed infanticide had by the turn 
of the century become extinct, or was at least close to becoming 
extinct. These women were usually 

bourgeois girls from "a decent home" (which is 
often marked by the presence of a tyrannical father) 
who are seduced by a "socially higher standing" 
man, usually of the nobility (often enough an 
officer). These girls promptly got pregnant at the 
first and only occasion of intercourse and thereby 
wreaked havoc on the entire bourgeois household.(5) 
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Generally this woman was "virtuous, charming, pious, honest, 
inexperienced to naive, totally a child of nature."(6) Usually this 
woman was put to death by the law or driven to madness or sui- 
cide (or both) by societal pressures. 

The fictional women who abort, on the other hand, are no longer 
of the Gretchen variety. They are not passive victims. They control 
or at least attempt to control their own lives. Their actions are self- 
determined and rational. The socially higher male seducer no 
longer exists. Instead of the woman being the victim of the man, 
both are victims of society or circumstance. The deaths of these 
women are usually the result of an infection which the women 
contract during an illegal abortion. 

There are several literary works in which an abortion occurs, 
although it does not always occupy a prominent place within the 
work. In Frank Wedekind's play, Fruhlingserwachen, Wend la 
Bergmann terminates her pregnancy with an abortion. The play 
clearly has a purpose beyond simply showing the plight of a young 
unmarried woman who gets pregnant, but certain characteristics 
that seem to be necessary for this type of woman can already be 
found in Wend la. A member of a socially lower class, Wend la is 
genuinely befriended by Melchior Gabor. Once pregnant, she 
encounters the usual obstacles in her search for an abortion before 
she eventually returns to her mother for help. Her mother, 
however, chooses to deny the fact of the pregnancy, at the cost of 
endangering her daughter's life. Wend la dies from the infection 
she contracted during the illegal abortion. 

The poem "Curettage" by Gottfried Benn concerns itself exclu- 
sively with the abortion itself. However, the abortion appears in a 
clinical light only, and the woman remains without an identity and 
without characteristics. The author is more concerned with the 
analogy of intercourse and the abortion than he is with the woman 
and her fate. The poem ends when the ether takes full effect, 
moments before the actual abortion. 

It is interesting that Bertolt Brecht in his poem "Von der 
Kindesmorin Marie Farrar" momentarily returns to a topic that 
was by that time (1922) already dated. Again, the emphasis of the 
poem is on the social issues. This orientation becomes clear when 
the heroine is characterized as "a minor, without any significant 
characteristics, rickety, an orphan."(7) Although the poem por- 
trays an infanticide, the first two stanzas deal with Marie Farrar's 
unsuccessful abortion. In her second month of pregnancy, Marie 

2

Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 4, Iss. 1 [1979], Art. 3

https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol4/iss1/3
DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1073



Schroeder-Krassnow 35 

seeks the aid of a woman who gives her two injections, and when 
those do not bring about the desired effect, Marie tries to aid them 
by henceforth living tightly laced and drinking alcohol with 
peppercorns ground into it.(8) In line with the standard pattern 
of the woman who commits infanticide, Marie Farrar dies in the 
jail at Meissen, after she is sentenced.(9) 

At first glance, it appears as if Brecht has returned to a topic 
that is no longer en vogue. But it is made clear in the poem that 
Marie Farrar commits infanticide only because her abortion 
did not work out. Thus, Marie Farrar has certain traits that are 
characteristic of a woman who has an abortion. She is indepen- 
dent, no mention is made of a man, she finds the abortionist her- 
self, and also pays her herself, and she works until the day of the 
delivery. Only when the abortion fails and she has to confront the 
pregnancy and birth does she also assume traits that are character- 
istic of the woman who commits infanticide. She prays to the 
Virgin Mary, and true to the mold, she dies in jail after having 
been judged guilty by society. 

Some of the better known works of the postwar period in which 
abortion functions are Ilse Aichinger's short story "Spiegelgesch- 
ichte" (1948) and Herbert Eisenreich's short story "Ein Asthet" 
(1950), as well as Karin Struk's novel Die Mutter (1975). In the 
short stories, the women die as a result of an abortion and the 
abortion is the reason and the point of departure in each story. 
In Karin Struck's novel, the abortion is only one of many 
demeaning and unpleasant experiences of women and is thus 
much more peripheral to the work as a whole. 

II 

I have taken two literary works which appeared within two 
years of each other in order to demonstrate the problems that are 
common to all women having illegal abortions, and also to show 
how emancipated from the petty-bourgeois girl the woman of the 
twentieth centry has become and how quickly this change has 
occurred. 

Few people today are familiar with Friederich Wolf's play Cyan- 
kali, which premiered with the "Gruppe junger Schauspieler" 
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at the Lessing-Theater, Berlin, on September 6, 1929.(10) After 
great initial success, the play quickly lapsed into oblivion. Wolf 
himself re-edited the play in 1946, and it was broadcast both in 
East and West Germany at that time. Perhaps as a result of the 
heated debate in West Germany during the 70's over the abolition 
of paragraph 218, the play was resurrected for the state.(11) 
As a physician and a member of the KPD, Wolf was thoroughly 
familiar with the question of abortion and the discriminatory 
aspects of the law, which prohibited poor people from getting what 
the rich could easily buy. When the civil code was revised in the 
1920's, the anti-abortion law was to be abolished, and Wolf and 
others hoped that at least "socially indicated" abortion would be- 
come legal. 

The main topic of Cyankali is Hete Fent's pregnancy and her 
abortion. The play has eight scenes and covers roughly six weeks, 
from the sixth week of Hete's pregnancy to about the twelfth week, 
when Hete finally aborts and dies three days later. Of six female 
characters in the play, four are pregnant, and all of the women 
in the play somehow or other face the question of abortion. 

The drama focuses on Hete and her experience. Like all the 
other characters, she can barely eke out an existence for herself. 
As the play progresses, Hete becomes more and more realistic 
about her economic situation and gives up her dream of having 
a child. Her reason for the abortion is social necessity. "It doesn't 
have a place to lie in, no diaper, no basket, no food...."(12) Hete 
loves her boyfriend Paul, and this love turns into a desperate, 
unfulfilled hope for help from him. Paul does not see the preg- 
nancy on a personal level. He transfers his responsiblity to the doc- 
tor, arguing with him at the end: "You would have to try to change 
this, you, the doctor, would have to have the courage to raise your 
voice..." (C,343). Characteristically for Paul, his argument with 
the doctor does not concern the specific case of Hete but rather the 
larger social issue. 

The next person to whom Hete turns for help is Prosnik, the 
superintendent. He is no newcomer to the abortion business, al- 
though he tries to conceal this fact. In the economic and social 
struggle, Prosnik is caught between the two sides and is despised 
by both. He could help Hete, but his price is too high; he wants her 
for himself. 

The next two characters from whom Hete solicits help are not 
people she knows from everday contact like Paul and Prosnik. 
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Dr. Moller is willing to perform an abortion for a woman who can 
afford it, but is not willing to incriminate himself for Hete. His 
cynical detachment makes it clear that Hete is not the first poor 
woman who has come to him for help. An older man, he is sexist 
and at the same time paternalistic in his attitude towards Hete. 
The fact that he refers to Hete as "girl" (C, 315 and 316) and "my 
child" (C, 316) several times is evidence of this attitude, especially 
since he also switches from the formal "Sie" to "du" (C, 316). 
He is not willing to help her and in the end, certainly more for his 
own protection than hers, he pretends never even to have seen 
her, and reverts to the "Sie" form. He no longer addresses Hete 
directly, but starts talking about her in the third person, until she 
becomes just another figure in the statistics. 

Madame Heye, the abortionist, refuses to perform the abortion 
when she realizes that Hete is already coming down with a serious 
infection from a previous attempt to abort. Touched, nevertheless, 
and scared by Hete's threat of suicide, Madame Heye eventually 
gives Hete the poison for the abortion. This can hardly fail to have 
disastrous results in the hands of somebody as desperate and igno- 
rant as Hete. 

Hete at last receives help where she least expects it, from her 
mother.(13) Frau Fent at first diagnoses her daughter's condition 
as the flu (C, 333). She does not want to cope with Hete's 
pregnancy. However, faced with Hete's fears, she decides to help 
her daughter. "When my child comes to me... scared to death... 
then I do, what I am feeling... Everything... Especially for her!" 
(C, 344) and later she says: 

Yes, I did it, because my child came to me in pain and fever and 
fear, my child came to me, because nobody wanted to help her, 
and because she finally came to me, to her mother--that's 
why I did it.(C, 344) 

Frau Fent's love for her daughter finally overrules her own 
reaction to the pregnancy and any objections that she might have 
to the abortion. But Frau Fent's help comes too late, and Hete 
dies. The actual cause of death is unclear. Of course, Hete's 
death stems from the pregnancy and the abortion, but it remains 
unclear whether Hete dies from the infection, from an overdose of 
the poison, from the second "illegal operation"(C, 339), or 
whether she dies as a result of childbed fever. Surprisingly, this 
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