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Abisag Tiillmann (1935-1996) was a German photojournalist and theater photographer
known for her moving depictions of political events, urban life, and human vulnerability. She
published her photos in major newspapers and magazines. Tiillmann’s photograph Playing and
Learning in a “Children’s Collective” provides a glimpse into the state-run childcare system of

the GDR, designed to facilitate mothers’ entry into the workforce and instill socialist ideology.



While the system dissolved after reunification, it left a complex legacy, influencing childcare

policies and gender roles in Germany today.
Narrative

In 1970, Abisag Tillmann photographed Playing and Learning in a "Children's
Collective.” The photograph captures children playing with their caregiver in a children’s
collective in Frankfurt am Main.' This scene is representative of the extensive state-run childcare
system in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) that included nurseries for children aged one
to three years old, kindergartens for children aged three to six years old, and other secondary
schools and youth organizations. It was designed to free mothers from childcare responsibilities
during the day, so they could join the workforce and contribute to the economy. It was also
designed to indoctrinate children with a socialist ideology. Studies have revealed no significant
correlation between this system of prolonged separation from family with serious mental health
impacts. However, some individuals have reported weaker relationships and a low sense of
individuality and creativity. After reunification, this system dissolved, thus creating another
challenge for East German families who were adapting to new social, economic, and political
realities. In the long term, this change contributed to a decline in birth rates and increased
disparities in childcare access based on income. In the twenty-first century there have been more

recent reforms to expand and equalize childcare services across Germany.

Throughout her career, Tiillmann used photography to interpret the time’s most pressing
political events and the conditions of everyday life from a variety of perspectives. Specifically,
she focused on the vulnerability of human existence. Her work encompassed the urban
landscapes and culture of the 1960s, the student movement and the political impulses of 1968,
and liberation movements in Algeria, Rhodesia-Zimbabwe, South Africa, and the Israeli

Palestinian conflict.? Tiillmann died on September 24, 1996, at age 60. Her collection has since
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been inherited by the Prussian Heritage Image Archive, and the Abisag Tiillmann Foundation

was founded in Frankfurt in September 2008.3

About 20 other photographs taken by Tiillmann are also featured in the Germany History
in Documents and Images collection, many of which capture other elements of the socialist state.
A Non-Traditional “Family” (1978) is representative of the commune movement of 1968,
another practice that collectivized care work. In this photograph, Tiillmann captured three
families sitting around a table in front of their shared farmhouse.* “Establish Abortion Clinics
Here” (1975)° features one of the car signs the Frankfurt Women’s Center decorated for a group
trip to Holland, where abortion was legal. The abortion rights movement has a strong positive
correlation to the autonomy and the agency that childcare collectives afforded women.
Tiillmann’s photography shows the socialist regime in the GDR should not only be remembered
for stagnating economic growth and stifling political dissent. It should also be remembered for
being one of the first nations to collectize and fund care work, thus freeing women to fulfill a

more equal role in society.
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Figure 2: “Establish Abortion Clinics Here” (1975)”
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