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M/others?: German School Stories at
the Turn of the 20th Century

Rieko TakaDpa

This article aims to clarify the structure and characteristics of school
stories in Germany around 1900, by analyzing how parents, in particular
mothers, are described in them.

In German school stories, which are set generally in a bourgeois fam-
ily, mothers, by contrast to Japanese mothers in modern Japanese litera-
ture, are helpless or indifferent to sons who are maladjusted at school.
But this is not to say that it results from a Western patriarchal construc-
tion. Rather, in most cases German school stories show that fathers can
no longer represent patriarchal authority.

However, what is important is not the fact that school stories criti-
cized parental helplessness. Our point here is merely that German middle-
class adults tolerated and moreover relished school stories dealing with
adolescent rebellion and decadence.

This is linked to the discovery of adolescence at the turn of the cen-
tury. German adolescents were discovered as “others”, who have problems
and anguish peculiar to them. This is one reason why school stories be-
came so popular in those days.

In particular, protagonists who have artistic sensibility and sexual
problems at puberty attracted the attention of German burghers. Hith-
erto, art and sex had been seen as existing outside of bourgeois respect-
ability, as being the opposite of bourgeois masculinity. German middle-
class adults began to recognize and admire another new world.

In the great popularity of school stories we can find the desperate
self-criticism and desire for self-renewal of the German middle class
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going to ruin, which turned out to have been futile.
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