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The transition to parenthood in 
german pregnancy advice literature

Research questions: How are parents-to-be adressed in 
advice literature? Which subject positions are offered to
them?

Method: Discourse analysis

Analytical perspective: Interpellation

„Discourse does not merely represent
or report on pregiven practices and 
relations, but it enters into their
articulation and is, in that sense, 
productive.“
(Butler 1995: 138)
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Dissertation project

Theoretical background: 
Medicalization

1984 2013

Feminist cultural-historical analyses

▪ Strong medicalization of pregnancy

▪ Risk-oriented prenatal care

▪ Monitoring and responsibilization of
pregnant persons

▪ Disregard of social and environmental 
factors

▪ Personalization of the unborn child

▪ Theoretical shift: from pregnancy as
‚natural‘ capacity of female bodies to
‚naturalization‘ as discursive strategy
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Risk discourses and body concepts

„Is she unduly burdened or can look forward to having her 
child light-heartedly, does she smoke during pregnancy, drink
alcohol or take medications, is she physically or mentally ill, 
does she move a lot or little, is she overnourished or
undernourished – all this, as we know today, influences the
development of the unborn child.“ (Hüther/Weser 2015: 142)

⇒ The pregnant body as a risky vessel or environment and the unborn child as
its „precious cargo“ (Lupton 2012)
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Risk discourses and body concepts

▪ Pregnant body as production unit
▪ Ambiguous messages about risks
▪ Creating uncertainties and 

promising reassurance

“Women who want to do everything 
‘right’ and prepare down to the tiniest 
detail may experience pregnancy as a 
difficult test they have to pass with an A+. 
[…] Luckily, pregnancy – the production of 
the baby – as well as birth run 
automatically. […] The baby comes into 
the world (normally) after 40 weeks – no 
matter whether you have occupied 
yourself with every possible risk or passed 
the process in utter ignorance! To avoid 
unnecessary worries, you should 
nonetheless know as much as possible 
about the pregnancy and the involved 
practical requirements.”

(Jordan/Ufberg 2011: 9f.)
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„How you yourself can observe the
development of your child

If you observe yourself and your body
attentively, you will repeatedly find signs
to indicate that your baby grows
continually and develops well.

[…] Try to simply enjoy the movements
of your child. Leave the judgement on 
the child‘s condition to your medical
advisor. He has the more reliable 
means.“

(Kainer/Nolden 2009: 68)

▪ Establishing a routine of self-monitoring
▪ Ambivalent message: „Relax“ vs. „be alert“
▪ Child movements as disquieting and reassuring
▪ Unreliable boundary between ‚normal‘ discomforts

and complications

Risk discourses and body concepts
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„Consider your pregnancy
as a natural, healthy
condition that a woman‘s
body is well prepared for. 
[…] Stay relaxed, 
composed and trust your
own rational assessment, 
but also your gut instincts
(„Bauchgefühl“). Well 
informed, you will be your
own best counselor!“
(Höfer/Scholz 2014: 7)

Risk discourses and body concepts

▪ Common notion of pregnancy as
natural: Runs by itself – if not disrupted

▪ Instincts and body signals as
instruments in addition to expert 
medical knowledge and monitoring

▪ Bodies and minds of women as
potential risk factors

⇒ Discursive efforts to consolidate
concepts of pregnancy as natural bodily
phenomenon and as risky process in 
need of monitoring
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Bodily changes and gender

„In the first weeks you might still like 
your new femininity and maybe even 
enjoy your extra curves. But in the 7th, 
8th month at the latest you will think: 
This is enough.”
(Heil 2008: 31)

„Some women feel too fat and 
deprived of their femininity.“
(Gebauer-Sesterhenn/Villinger 2012: 121)

Discourses on attractiveness
and femininity
▪ 2nd Trimester: Promise of

gaining femininity
▪ 3rd trimester: Threat of

losing femininity
▪ Ideal of making an effort

to look appealing

„Having a baby is not the
End of Style.“
(Dannhauer 2017)
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Advice literature for fathers-to-be:

▪ Explicit descriptions of sexuality before, during and 
after pregnancy

▪ Assessment of the pregnant body in terms of appeal
and fitness for sexuality

▪ Partly demeaning and dehumanizing language

Bodily changes and gender

“Many women need an extended period of 
time to feel ‘at home’ in their body again, 
to accept its maybe changed appearance 
and to learn to love it again. […] Tell your 
partner repeatedly and spontaneously 
what you like about her looks, that she 
feels good, smells good, you like the sound 
of her voice… and that you love her.”

(Richter/Schäfer 2014: 155f.)

„Postnatal: Sex, a few
other things, and sex“
(Nichols 2009: 3)

„My wife is human again
The responsibility is partly 
yours to tinker the worn 
out, mangled, probably 
female being with whom 
you created a real human 
back into a presentable, 
halfway passable, daylight-
fit person.”
(Busemann 2010: 196)
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Bodily changes and gender

„Co-pregnant?

Daddy‘s belly is getting bigger, 
too? This is not unusual, and 
can even be accompanied by
tiredness, nausea, food
cravings and indigestion. 
Extreme cases are called
‚couvade syndrome‘. […] The 
hormonal balance of fathers-
to-be changes: Testosterone, 
the hormone of belligerence, 
decreases, and prolactine, the
caring hormone, increases. […] 
Sounds like a useful brooding
programme of nature!“

(Weigert/Lütje 2018: 171)

Narratives of ‚male pregnancy‘ are
contextualised as

▪ Naturalization of caring fatherhood

▪ Rejection of the idea of ‚male 
pregnancy‘, linked to threatening loss
of masculinity

▪ Discursive efforts to consolidate
involvement in pregnancy and baby
care with conservative ideas of
masculinity

„Pseudo-pregnant? Why men could be, 
but shouldn‘t.
Men are not pregnant. Just to be very
clear: The pregnancy of your wife is no
excuse for you to grow a fat belly and 
complicate your already strained
relationship with moody behavior.“
(Wiechmann 2008: 151)
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Conclusions

▪ Tensions in consolidated concept of pregnancy as ‚natural‘ and risky
▪ Idea of transnatal continuity moves responsible parenthood to the time before birth
▪ Medical risk discourses are intertwined with concepts of biography and life transitions

▪ Tensions in consolidated concepts of hegemonial masculinity and caring fatherhood
▪ Temporary discursive destabilization of gender relations and gendered subject positions

– within a binary frame

⇒ Pregnancy advice literature discursively (re)produces concepts and ideas
of biographical transitions, bodies, and gender

12

Janne Krumbügel



Janne Krumbügel
j.krumbuegel@em.uni-frankfurt.de

Literature:
Butler, Judith (1995): For a careful reading. In: Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, 
Nancy Fraser (eds.), Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange, pp. 127-144.

Lupton, Deborah (2013): The social worlds of the unborn. Palgrave pivot. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Lupton, Deborah (2012): ‘Precious cargo’: foetal subjects, risk and reproductive citizenship. In: 
Critical Public Health 22, 3, S. 329–340.

Oakley, Ann (1984): The captured womb. A history of the medical care of pregnant women. 
Oxford: Blackwell.
m

Cited advice books:
Busemann, Christian (2010): Papa To Go. Schnellkurs für werdende Väter. München: Goldmann.
Dannhauer, Kareen (2017): Guter Hoffnung - Hebammenwissen für Mama und Baby. Naturheilkunde und ganzheitliche Begleitung. 
München: Kösel-Verlag.

Gebauer-Sesterhenn, Birgit; Villinger, Thomas (2012): Schwangerschaft und Geburt. Aktualisierte Neuausg. München: Gräfe und Unzer.

Heil, Alexandra (2008): Alles wird anders. Frau auch. Was Ihnen Schwangerschaftsratgeber nicht verraten und die beste Freundin nicht zu 
sagen traut. München: mvg Verlag.

Höfer, Silvia; Scholz, Alenka (2014): Meine Schwangerschaft. Tag für Tag faszinierende Bilder und umfassender Rat. München: Gräfe und 
Unzer.

Hüther, Gerald; Weser, Ingeborg (2015): Das Geheimnis der ersten neun Monate. Reise ins Leben. Weinheim: Beltz.

Jordan, Sarah; Ufberg, David; Kepple, Paul (2011): Schwangerschaft - Betriebsanleitung. Handbuch zur Prozessoptimierung und Erhöhung 
des Produktkomforts - mit Sicherheitshinweisen. München: Mosaik-Verlag.

Kainer, Franz; Nolden, Annette (2009): Das große Buch zur Schwangerschaft. Umfassender Rat für jede Woche. München: Gräfe und
Unzer Verlag.

Nichols, Clay (2009): Windelalarm. Das große Papa-Überlebenstraining. Köln: vgs Egmont.

Richter, Robert; Schäfer, Eberhard (2014): Das Papa-Handbuch. Alles, was Sie wissen müssen zu Schwangerschaft, Geburt und dem ersten 
Jahr zu dritt. 3. Auflage. München: Gräfe und Unzer.

Weigert, Vivian; Lütje, Wolf (2018): Das große Mama-Handbuch. Alles über Schwangerschaft, Geburt und das erste Jahr. Überarbeitete 
Neuausgabe. München: Kösel.

Wiechmann, Daniel (2008): Hilfe, wir sind schwanger! Das Kopfkissenbuch für werdende Väter. München: Knaur.

All citations translated by JK


