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The complex subject will be introduced using a specifi c migra-
tion behaviour as an example: marriage-related migration in 
the context of ‘feminization of migration’. This migration phe-
nomenon has come more and more to the fore in the past two 
decades; on the one hand on the practical level of the empiri-
cally observable migration events in Europe, and on the other 
hand in scholarly research.

Migration research has revealed that there is independent migration 
by women in the form of labour migration and circular migration, as 
well as migration where family members follow their family to the 
destination country – a form of migration mainly aff ecting women 
and children. Women from eastern Europe are considered particular-
ly willing to migrate in both of these categories. Th e following ques-
tions tie in with this.

 § What is the trend of this development?

 § What is the particular background? It has to be 
made clear that ‘eastern Europe’ refers to the former 
communist states.

 § What aspects apply to the specifi c family patterns?

Inter-ethnic marriages have increased signifi cantly in Germany in re-
cent years. In the late 1980s around 36,000 marriages were registered 
between Germans and non-Germans. Five years ago that number 
had risen to more than 60,000, i.e. around 16% of all the marriages 
that year.

A far greater number of German men marry foreign women than 
German women foreign men. Th e most important countries of origin, 
currently, are Poland and Russia, which are the focus of the cursory 
presentation below.

Couples that married outside of Germany generally apply for family 
reunion in Germany. Spouses who came to Germany as part of this 
family reunion are granted a residency permit, and in the case of 
divorce they are given their own right of residence if the marriage 
existed for at least two years. Since this is an offi  cial ‘migration gate-
way’, the use of which is often still perceived with suspicion, the fol-
lowing section will briefl y present the set of motives involved. Th ere 
are three main aspects that play a role in marriages between Ger-
mans and Russians (where it is mostly the women who are Russian):

1. a good ‘fi t’ with regard to a more traditional relationship 
between the sexes

2.  the rapid change in gender-specifi c opportunities and risks in Russia

3.  migration with the hope of prospects and a life with 
     personal responsibility.

1: A good ‘fi t’ with regard to a more traditional 
relationship between the sexes

Family orientation is still very high among women from Russia. 
Th is is linked to their willingness to start a family early. However, 
the chances of women being able to implement this have fallen 
dramatically over the past two decades. Income levels are also far 
lower than what they were just after the disintegration the Soviet 
Union, or even during the late Soviet years.

One important background date is the age at which a person gets 
married for the fi rst time. Th is is generally far lower in eastern Eu-
rope than in Western societies. However, even during Soviet times 
there was a big gap between east and west: in the Baltic countries, 
the generative behaviour was much more similar to Western Eu-
rope than to Eastern Europe in all relevant factors.

Th is family orientation is in line with the expectations of a portion 
of the male population in Germany – this is what is meant by a 
‘good fi t’.
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“The ideal was that of the 
‘working mother’ and it 
was also the norm to have 
a family life with children 
while at the same time 
being in employment or in 
training.”
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Th ere currently seems to be a kind of 
‘catch-up process’ in post-Soviet Rus-
sia. Men orient themselves to a career 
without being controlled political-
ly, but they do have ‘trophy families’. 
Women are required to fulfi l tradi-
tional gender stereotypes.

Th is need of Russian men to ‘catch up’, 
of excelling in business and politics, is 
accompanied by a certain reservation 
when it comes to marriage. It would 
seem that the constantly falling mar-

riage rates are in fact due to the men. Given that the level of family 
orientation has remained high but that it is now no longer fulfi lled, 
the number of children born out of wedlock has increased dramati-
cally since the end of the Soviet Union.

3: Migration with the hope of prospects and a life 
with personal responsibility

One way out of the either-or confl ict, the confl ict of having to go 
without a family or without a job, is migration as a promising op-
tion. Migration is often linked to the hope that it will be possible 
to manage both work and family in conditions of greater social 
and economic security, and in a framework that makes everything 
easier: good infrastructure, the rule of law and a functioning ad-
ministration.

Th e family pattern preferred by the women from Russia (and other 
eastern European states) is confronted with complementary needs 
structures in Germany, which produces a very specifi c transcultur-
al and polycultural segment in the plurality of modern marriages. 
It would seem that women in eastern Europe/Russia struggle to 
combine their private and/or occupational aspirations despite – or 
because of – the political and social transformation processes. Al-
though they do not need to focus merely on survival as they would 
have had to 20 years ago, everyday living seems to be a problem, 
especially for women. Issues here are lack of support from the state 
regarding childcare, diffi  culties with job training and fi nding a 
job, and the fear of violence and crime.

2: The rapid change in gender-specifi c 
opportunities and risks in Russia

Th e young women who are currently starting a family in Germany or 
who want to start one generally have well educated mothers, who 
had both a job and a family in the Soviet Union. Th e ideal was that 
of the ‘working mother’ and it was also the norm to have a family 
life with children while at the same time being in employment or 
in training. Th is very often meant ‘staggered’ motherhood, mean-
ing that seven to ten or more years passed between births, and it 
went hand-in-hand with new marriages. 

Young women in Russia are rejecting this model more and more, 
since it is a double or even triple burden as long as looking after 
the home and the children is still a woman’s job.

One solution is therefore avoiding (early) motherhood as well as 
pursuing training opportunities, work and a career. Th is is clearly 
a ‘Western’ model and therefore only widespread in the cities.

A diff erent solution is the ‘off ensive’ re-traditionalization of the gen-
der-roles. Th is involves a model of marriage in which the men are the 
sole earners and the women look after the household and the children. 
Among scholars this phenomenon is seen as a consequence of the ‘crisis 
of masculinity’ that dominated the last years of the Soviet Union. Men 
felt demoralized in the Soviet state, and as companions of the capable 
women who could do everything, they felt ridiculed and debased.

„
“It would seem that women 
in eastern Europe/Russia 
struggle to combine their 
private and/or occupatio-
nal aspirations despite – or 
because of – the political 
and social transformation 
processes.”
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