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Abstract

In this thesis, I investigate the German-speaking attachment-oriented parenting commu-

nity on Instagram. Focusing on a debate about new-right activities in the community,

I analyze how motherhood (self-)conceptions were discursively entangled with questions

of resistance to and tolerance of the new right. Two questions guide my thesis: 1) How

was attachment-oriented motherhood conceptualized in the debate? How were these con-

ceptions classed and racialized? 2) How did the community produce openness for the

appropriation by the new right? How did the community resist appropriation?

To answer these questions, I conduct a critical discourse analysis of 45 Instagram posts

and their comment sections. My thesis is grounded in motherhood theories, in particular

Hays’s intensive mothering, and theories that take seriously the intersectionality of power

structures. I also refer to Skeggs’s theory on gender, class, and respectability, and work

on whiteness and femininity Ahmed and Shome.

I find diverse conceptions of attachment-oriented motherhood that differed with regard

to their resistance to and reinforcement of intensive motherhood and far-right ideolo-

gies. Resistant motherhood concepts sought collective action and mobilized mothers’

responsibility for the opposition against the new right. Investment in the respectability of

attachment-oriented motherhood on the other hand obstructed the discussion about new-

right activities, diverting attention away from politics. Concepts of motherhood from

New-Age community members not only tolerated far-right ideology, but at times even

reproduced it, in particular in the concept of conspiritual motherhood.

Keywords: Attachment Parenting, Intensive Motherhood, Respectability, White Femi-

ninity, The German New Right, Critical Discourse Analysis, Social Media Studies
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background

In September 2020, the German newspaper Die Welt published an online article written

by Anne Dittmann titled “Sie treffen Mütter da, wo es weh tut”.1 The article discussed

activities of the German new right within the attachment-parenting community on Insta-

gram. It alleged that the new right was trying to gain influence on Instagram by dressing

up ideological messages as apolitical facts based on pedagogical expertise. Posts on topics

such as neurodiversity, child-care arrangements, and children’s rights promoted tradi-

tional notions of motherhood, ableist pseudo-medical theories, and anti-gender ideology.

Influential profiles within the community shared these messages, facilitating the spread of

the new right’s political agenda. The journalist drew on interviews and exchanges with

members of the community, public Instagram posts and videos, and an interview with an

expert on gender and the German new right. The article ended with a call to check the

credentials of self-proclaimed experts on Instagram and to stand up against the right.

While the article raised awareness of a recent phenomenon, the (far) right’s instru-

mentalization of ideals of motherhood, children, and the family has a long history. As

feminist scholars such as McClintock (1993) and Collins (1998) have argued, nationalism

is deeply gendered and racialized, relying on the construct of the family (as heterosexual,

nuclear, tied by blood, and white) to naturalize social hierarchies. In white supremacist

ideologies, white women are expected to reproduce the white nation and to raise their

children in service of the state (Frye, 1983). German National Socialists in the 1930s and

1940s promoted a motherhood ideal of sacrifice and strictness; until the Second World

War demanded their labor, women were expected to be housewives and mothers (Mierau,

2019; Vinken, 2011). In the post-war period, West German conservatives included the pro-

1”They hit mothers where it hurts”.
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1. Introduction

tection of the family in the Germany’s constitution, the Basic Law. The family needed

protection from ideological instrumentalization (Ostner, 2010; Pinl, 1986) and mother-

hood was reconstituted as “untouched, apolitical, good”, protected by the paternalist

family structure (Vinken, 2011, p. 217). Vinken (2011) shows that traces of these ideals

still affect German family policy and societal discourse today. Incremental changes in

family law and childcare policies have opened up the German family ideal to some degree,

moving toward a dual-earner model (Crus,mac & Köhler, 2016). Yet, while the figure of

the career supermom has become an alternative to staying at home, the pluralization

of motherhood conceptions still relies on neoliberal individualism, framing work-family

relations as choice while denying structual inequalities (Thiessen & Villa, 2010). While

same-sex marriage was legalized in 2017, proponents of legislative equality for LGBTQ+

families had fought against considerable resistance (Henninger, 2022).

The persistence of hegemonic ideas of whiteness, family, and motherhood in Ger-

man society and politics enabled new forms of antifeminist new-right campaigns to gain

ground. In the 2010s, protests against marriage equality and adoption rights for same-sex

couples as well as resistance against inclusive sexual education in schools mobilized thou-

sands of parents and so-called ‘concerned citizens’ (‘besorgte Bürger’) under the banner

‘Demo für Alle’ (‘Protest for everybody’) (Villa & Hark, 2015). As in other European

countries, these anti-gender protests were ideologically close to or overlapping with new-

right groups and political parties, such as the Alternative for Germany (AfD), founded

in 2013. The party upholds an ethnicist notion of the “traditional family”, which they

perceive as threatened by ‘gender ideology’ and (Muslim) migrant violence (Berg, 2019).

With the party’s election to the Bundestag in 2017, anti-gender ideology entered Ger-

many’s most powerful political institution.

Social media plays an important part in the new right’s strategy to gain politi-

cal influence. Their aim is to gain cultural hegemony using concepts and terminology

previously developed in left-alternative groups (Salzborn, 2017). According to Ganz and

Meßner (2015), the Internet has become a site of cultural conflict, in which blogs and

social-media platforms are used for antifeminist agitation and confrontation. At the same

time, the new right attempts to attract young people on social media through apolitical

lifestyle posts and strategic use of youthful, female influencers (Echtermann, Steinberg,

2



1. Introduction

Diaz, Kommerell, & Eckert, 2020). In this context, Dittmann’s article raised awareness

about yet another field in which the new right has attempted to spread its ideology online.

Attachment parenting2 is a parenting philosophy that is based on Bowlby’s at-

tachment theory and is considered an alternative to more authoritarian approaches of the

past. In German, the approach is known as either bedürfnisorientierte or bindungsori-

entierte Erziehung. In this thesis, I use attachment parenting as an umbrella term that

includes a variety of related parenting styles: Gentle, needs-oriented, or honest parent-

ing, Neufeld’s approach, non-violent communication, Unerzogen, the artgerecht approach

and many more. These approaches share the prioritization of needs-fulfillment and the

maintenance of familial attachments over discipline, societal norms, and maintenance of

hierarchy. The parenting philosophy entails a specific perspective on human biology and

psychology: Behavior is interpreted as stemming from specific unmet needs instead of bad

intentions or character deficits. For instance, a child in a tantrum is seen as needing help

regulating emotions instead of trying to manipulate their parent. Attachment parenting

can be considered a form of intensive parenting, which, according to Bristow (2014), is

a cultural ideal that requires parents to spend increasingly more and qualitatively better

time with their children in order to ensure their well-being. It is often associated with

particular practices such as the family bed, baby-carrying, and long-term breastfeeding

(Faircloth, 2013).

Dittmann’s article was published at a time when racism and white complicity were

already on the radar of many social-media users because of the heightened visibility of

Black Lives Matter protests several months earlier. In the days following the publication,

the attachment-parenting community on Instagram heavily debated the article and its

implications. As some understood Dittmann’s article as attack on the parenting approach

as such, the debate not only concerned the content of the article, but also the author’s

journalistic decisions. Reactions from the predominantly female community ranged from

outrage over denial to defensiveness. After all, attachment parenting was supposed to free

parent-child relationships from the authoritarian legacies of previous generations.

2The English term is closely related to the works by William and Martha Sears, who have published
parenting manuals in the U.S. In the German attachment-parenting sphere, the concept is rarely
used in reference to the Sears. The Sears’ attachment-parenting approach has been found to uphold
traditional motherhood ideals (Ermann, Ponsford, Spence, & Wright, 2014).

3



1. Introduction

1.2. Aims and Research Questions

This thesis is an exploratory case study of intensive motherhood and power on a social-

media platform. I focus on the German-speaking attachment-parenting community on

Instagram, which reevaluated its practices and self-understanding in 2020 in a public de-

bate. This debate had been instigated by the Die Welt article that problematized gateways

for far-right ideology within the attachment-parenting community. As discursive event,

the debate motivated many members to consider the political dimensions of their par-

enting or mothering practices, respectively. I analyze how motherhood (self-)conceptions

were discursively entangled with questions of resistance to and tolerance of new-right ac-

tivities in the attachment-parenting community. Since motherhood is a highly affective

topic (Hays, 1996), I investigate both affective and discursive dimensions of the debate.

This thesis is grounded in an intersectional understanding of difference and its

(re)production. Understanding motherhood discourses not as universal, but as structured

by ideologies of class and race, I investigate how different attachment-oriented motherhood

conceptions were mobilized in response to Anne Dittmann’s article. I study how these

conceptions affected the community’s vulnerability for interventions by the new right.

These research questions thus guide my study:

1. How was attachment-oriented motherhood conceptualized in the debate? How were

these conceptions classed and racialized?

2. How did the community produce openness for the appropriation by the new right?

How did the community resist appropriation?

My thesis is situated within gender studies and social-media studies, since I contribute

to the study of the gendered politics of parenthood culture on Instagram. Therefore, I

understand my thesis as transdisciplinary endeavor.

1.3. Methodology, Method, and Material

1.3.1. Methodology

To answer my research questions, I approached the debate about attachment parenting

and the new right as phenomenon that was observed on, but not limited to social media.

4



1. Introduction

As Kubitschko and Kaun (2016) write, “offline and online activities do not belong to

separate worlds but in fact blend into one and the same ‘reality’ that constitutes peo-

ple’s everyday life”, understood as “mediated life” (p. 1). I therefore take seriously the

entanglement between discourses and materialities: How motherhood is constructed in

online discussions affects how motherhood is experienced and practiced - and vice versa.

Discourses enact power and have a regulatory function (S. Jäger, 2009).

Discourse theory (see section 1.4.2) enables me to analyze attachment-oriented

motherhood as discourse that provides specific knowledge about how motherhood is sup-

posed to be practiced and how motherhood relates to other spheres of life. When and how

does “the mother” emerge as subject position in the debate? Which power relations are

established by positioning oneself or others in these positions? How do gendered, classed,

and racialized power relations affect discourses of motherhood?

I understand the debate as discursive event, because the article’s publication trig-

gered a discussion that took up existing discourses and produced new discursive links

(S. Jäger, 2009, p. 132). This limits my study to a particular time frame and overarch-

ing discussion topic, reducing the volume of relevant material. The debate took place in

September and October 2020.

On social-media platforms such as Instagram, parents can find like-minded par-

ents, experts, and service providers to exchange experiences and advice on attachment

parenting. Instagram is not the only platform on which attachment-oriented parents and

professionals interact and community building happens online as well as offline. Yet, I

focus on Instagram for two reasons: 1) Instagram is more lifestyle-oriented than other

platforms; therefore, I expected that the debate would involve a broader range of users

with varying interest in politics. 2) Since the Die Welt article focused on Instagram, I

wanted to investigate how the community negotiated the article ‘among themselves’.

The attachment-parenting community often describes itself as ‘parenting bubble’.

The self-ironic metaphor suggests a like-minded, closed entity, which is protected from

outside influences. The ‘bubble’ can be conceived as imagined community following An-

derson (2006), who argues that virtually all communities are imagined as their members

“will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear them, yet in the

minds of each lives the image of their communion” (p. 6). Debate participants vary in the

degree to which they identify as member of the community. However, as long as they did

5



1. Introduction

not explicitly address this question, I was unable to differentiate between ‘true’ commu-

nity members and critical discussants. In my analysis, when I refer to debate participants

or community members, I do not mean to imply a specific degree of belonging.

1.3.2. Sampling and Material

During the debate in the Fall of 2020 my position in the attachment-parenting commu-

nity shifted from personally invested, passive consumer to scholarly observer with critical

appreciation for attachment parenting. As the debate unfolded, I recognized that it was

revealing something about the possibilities and limitations of politicized parenting in Ger-

many.

Data sampling began unsystematically through Instagram’s save function and

screenshots. In the Fall of 2021, I systematically built the material corpus for my analysis.

In the search for debate contributions, I followed two strategies: First, I collected mate-

rial that was tagged with debate-specific hashtags (#BOGegenRechts, #BOOhneRechts,

#BOBleibtBO). Second, I looked up accounts that a) were popular in the community,

b) were mentioned in the material in regard to the debate, and c) frequently commented

in the material I had already found, in order to check for posts that did not use the

debate-specific hashtags.

My material corpus is only a partial representation of the debate, because content

has been deleted and archived, and some profiles have been deleted or renamed. As time

passes, the authenticity and reliability of social-media datasets is compromised, as Walker

(2017) has found. On the other hand, what has remained publicly accessible for over a

year can be considered a record of what is acceptable to articulate within the community.

In chapter 5, I discuss my observations of content deletions and account rebranding in

the aftermath of the debate.

Instagram posts consist of three main parts: A visual element (e.g., photos, illus-

trations, or videos), a caption that is limited to 2,200 characters, and a comment section

that allows for threaded replies. My material corpus consists of 45 captions and, in total,

3036 comments. In two cases I transcribed the scripts of videos, in which the account

owners talked about the debate. Otherwise, I did not include the main visual element in

my analysis, because authors often either chose non-specific images (like selfies or land-

scapes) or presented parts of the caption (title, quotes) in a simple design. AP Against

6



1. Introduction

the Right, a profile dedicated to the theme of the debate, was a notable exception. The

profile used stock images that represented family diversity.

Table A.4 in the appendix contains detailed information on all 45 posts. As visual-

ized in appendix A.2, 80 percent of all contributions in the material corpus were posted in

the two weeks following the article’s publication. Appendix A.3 presents all hashtags used

in the debate. It shows that most hashtags used in the debate were parenting-related.

I translated all quotes from the material appearing in this thesis myself from Ger-

man to English. In this process, spelling, grammar, and auto-correct errors common in

social-media communication have been removed. Any remaining mistakes are my own.

Otherwise, unique writing styles of the online world have been preserved as best as possi-

ble, for instance capitalized words (indicating either emphasis or screaming), punctuation,

and use of emojis.

1.3.3. Critical Discourse Analysis

According to Mackenzie and Zhao (2021) “discourse analytical research, which attends

to the interpretation of micro-level practices in relation to macro-social structures, is

particularly well suited to explorations of the interaction between motherhood as social

construct, mothering as social practice, and online discourse as social action” (p. 2). In

this thesis, I conducted a critical discourse analysis based on S. Jäger (2009).

Critical discourse analysis is a method to empirically study discourses as under-

stood in discourse theory (section 1.4.2). Its critique is directed at regimes of power

(S. Jäger, 2009). A critical discourse analysis is itself a contribution to a counter-discourse

and can provide its readers with arguments to challenge power regimes. It is a tool to

produce scholarship that can contribute to social transformation. Therefore, I consider

this method very suitable for feminist research.

Based on the material corpus, a structural analysis first provides an overview

of the themes to identify key aspects and trends in the material. For this purpose, I

coded the material using the web-based tool Taguette (https://www.taguette.org). I

mixed open and axial coding strategies, working through the material several times (Cope,

2010). The structural analysis revealed several dominant discussion themes that I present

in section 2.2. Additionally, I used Voyant Tools (https://voyant-tools.org) to gain

7
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1. Introduction

insights into the use of particular phrases and words. This helped me to identify patterns,

as Taguette does not have a search function nor the ability to add subcodes.

The structural analysis served to identify typical or distinctive discursive fragments

(sections of posts or comments) for detailed analysis. The steps Jäger proposes were

modified, because the material was published through the same medium and had to

follow the same platform logics (e.g., the necessity to add a main visual element). In the

detailed analysis, I focused on thematic-ideological statements and rhetorical means, in

particular, argumentative strategies, figures, and affective expressions.

Because of the ubiquity of emojis in the material corpus, I integrated emoji use into

my analysis. Studies have shown that emoji use is tied to gendered habits of communi-

cation and reproduces common gender cliches, such as women’s frequent association with

emotions (Aretz, 2018; Chen et al., 2018). In Mackenzie’s 2019 study of Mumsnet Talk,

a UK parenting forum, mothers’ use of emojis is discussed as part of their “affectively

oriented style” that implicitly positions writers as mothers.

Insights from the structural analysis and the detailed analysis were brought to-

gether in writing the three empirical chapters. Each chapter has a specific focus that is

derived from community members’ respective discursive positions. As much as a discourse

analysis aims at describing the whole qualitative bandwidth of a discursive formation

(S. Jäger, 2009, p. 198), I have had to limit my analysis to the most dominant positions

I identified in the material.

1.3.4. Research Ethics

Because I draw on material from social media, I have to consider ethical questions that

are particular to online research. A central ethical concern of online research is privacy.

According to Lee, Fielding, and Blank (2016), the boundary between public and private

is fluid and context-dependent. Some, such as the Association of Internet Researchers,

an organization devoted to transdisciplinary critical Internet research, therefore advocate

for a context- and process-based approach to ethics (Franzke, Bechmann, Zimmer, Ess,

& Association of Internet Researchers, 2020). Others more firmly argue for the practice

of informed consent when conducting social media research (Franzke, 2020; Weller &

Watteler, 2021).

8
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Yet, informed consent is not feasible in all research contexts. Fuchs (2018) cautions

against making informed consent a universal requirement. When conducting critical online

research of “digital media in the context of power structures” (p. 389), informed consent

would effectively prohibit this kind of research and and in some cases even endanger the

researcher. Townsend and Wallace (2016) have developed a critical-realist research ethics

to guide decision-making in online research. They suggest that the need for informed

consent should be based on whether a user can reasonably expect privacy in the studied

context, how vulnerable the research subjects are, and how sensitive the research topic is.

When informed consent is not possible, different strategies of anonymization can be used.

For this study, I decided against informed consent, as my study is power-critical

and therefore, I expected consent would be denied. Other scholars and critics, who voiced

their critiques of questionable content in the attachment-parenting community publicly

on Instagram, have been targeted with hateful messages. Instead, I opted for pseudony-

omization and paraphrasing. The public nature of public posts and comments is made

explicit in Instagram’s data policy. Users may not always be aware of this, but the fact

that the article that instigated the debate referenced content from Instagram and men-

tioned accounts by name should have raised awareness of the publicness of Instagram.

Public Instagram posts are accessible by anyone with and without Instagram account and

thus privacy expectations should be very different from, for instance, closed Facebook

groups.

The topics of discussion as such were not particularly sensitive. Studies on moth-

erhood online sometimes also involve the children, because they are often visible in the

content produced. In my material, children were sometimes mentioned by discussants

but without identifying information. The most sensitive information was the discussants’

political stance, as some people shared party-political affiliations or sympathies. I do con-

sider the community as potentially vulnerable. Cis and trans women as well as non-binary

people, especially of color, are particularly vulnerable to gendered and racialized online

violence (Hackworth, 2018). Absolute anonymity cannot be guaranteed, but I take several

measures to protect all community members that contributed to the material corpus.

I assigned each cited account a new first name and gave a vague description of the

type of account (e.g., Marie, parenting expert, 200 followers). This also pertains to the

accounts mentioned by name in the Die Welt article as well as to Instagram accounts of

9



1. Introduction

organizations. I chose names that reflected the persons’ gender, ethnicity, and approxi-

mate age to the best of my knowledge. Paraphrasing through translation from German

further improves the protection of privacy. The number of followers may also be identi-

fying information. In order to give an impression of the account’s size and professional

ambition without providing exact numbers, I gave rough estimates instead.

1.3.5. Positionality

Haraway (1988) advocates for partial perspectives and positionality as key concepts for an

accountable, feminist knowledge production. She argues that it is the acknowledgment of

partiality that makes it possible “to see together without claiming to be another” (p. 586).

Positionality implies responsibility, vulnerability, and the resistance of finality. Stressing

the collectivity of feminist knowledge production, Haraway writes: “Situated knowledges

are about communities, not about isolated individuals. The only way to find larger vision

is to be somewhere in particular” (p. 590).

Being both invested in attachment-oriented parenting and in feminist scholarship

and practice, my perspective on the attachment-parenting community is at once appre-

ciative and critical. The informational content provided on Instagram has been a valuable

resource to me in my three years of parenthood. I could often identify with mothers’ de-

pictions of their everyday challenges and joys, feeling less alone in a new country during

the pandemic. At the same time, I struggle with the you-can-do-it-all attachment-oriented

mother figure that manages to fulfill her own needs as well as her child’s and partner’s.

Economic realities affect the ability to realize attachment parenting as lifestyle.

I grew up in a working-class family that upheld the belief in upward mobility through

education. Although I have accrued very specific cultural capital, it has yet to reveal

its convertibility into economic success. Hanging on the edge of the precipice that is the

middle-class, I realize the pressures exerted on mothers like me to invest in ourselves and

our children, in order to access respectability and to be validated as ‘good mother’. Still,

my digital and physical bookshelves are filled with parenting books (not just for research)

- evidence of the difficulty of resistance.

As white person, I have had the privilege to choose to engage with critical race

and whiteness studies, and to learn from friends, peers, and diverse media about the daily

impact of racialization and life in white patriarchal capitalism and my role in upholding
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whiteness as power structure. As McIntosh (2018) writes, as white women “we participate

in racism, patriarchy, heterosexism, and classism through our performances of whiteness

in our everyday mundane acts” (p. 111). As I write this paragraph, I perform “white

virtue” (Yancy, 2014) as ‘good’ white ally and scholar; I may gain legitimacy through

this project in a way that is unattainable for Black critical-race scholars because of my

whiteness. Nonetheless, I am bound to miss ways in which whiteness operates in the

material I analyze as well as in my own analysis: Yancy (2014) cautions, “because whites

inhabit the normative structure of whiteness, there are ways in which the casualness of

white power and privilege will escape being rendered visible” (p. 48).

As much as my personal social location affects how I came to think of the debate

as research topic, how I designed my research project, and how I interpret my findings,

the knowledge produced in this thesis also weaves together insights from critical debate

participants themselves, from conversations with peers, friends, and my husband, and

from feedback from my supervisor and other researchers. The knowledge product that is

this thesis can therefore be viewed as collective in a sense, and now humbly enters into

conversation with a broader readership.

1.4. Theoretical Grounding

In this section, I present the theoretical strands in which my thesis is grounded. First,

I discuss theories of intensive motherhood and consider intersectional perspectives on

motherhood, focusing on class and whiteness. Next, I elaborate on discourse theory, which

shapes my understanding of the material and is the theoretical basis for my methodology.

Here, I also consider the relationship between discourse and affect, primarily drawing on

the work of Sara Ahmed. Lastly, I provide a disambiguation on terminology to describe

far-right politics.

1.4.1. Intensive Motherhood, Class, and Whiteness

Motherhood has been one of the most central topics in Western feminist scholarship. It has

been theorized as site of oppression and as site of empowerment and peace (O’Reilly, 2020).

O’Reilly (2020) discusses several feminist theories on motherhood and suggests that they

can be viewed as complementary, together providing concepts and vocabulary for feminist
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motherhood studies. The first she discusses is Rich’s differentiation between motherhood

as institution and ideology andmothering as identity and practice. O’Reilly also highlights

Ruddick’s theory on maternal thinking which degenders mothering: Ruddick argued that

maternal practice and thinking were a not a matter of gender but of practices of care.

Building on Ruddick, O’Reilly proposes the concept of empowered mothering, which both

challenges dominant discourses and transforms mothering practice (p. 30).

O’Reilly discusses Hays’s ideology of intensive mothering as reconfiguration of

motherhood under neoliberalism. Hays (1996) describes intensive mothering as ideol-

ogy according to which child-rearing methods “are constructed as child-centered, expert-

guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” (p. 8). These

methods are underpinned by the idea of children as innocent and motherhood as sacred

(p. 128). Hays notes that commitment to the ideology of intensive mothering was shared

by women from different social backgrounds, even though realization of intensive moth-

ering as practice was dependent on women’s resources. However, intensive mothering

is an unreachable ideal, as contradictory expectations are placed on women: On the one

hand, focus on child-rearing is constructed as unproductive under capitalism; on the other

hand, a strong orientation toward paid work and the self is constructed as violation of

gendered expectations to care for children. While this contradiction has been described

as the “mommy wars”, Hays shows that mothers do not, as is commonly assumed, think

of their paths as the only right way. On the contrary, the women interviewed by Hays

were uncertain about their decisions. Hays argues that the resulting feeling of inadequacy

requires ideological work that justifies mothers’ respective choices and in turn reproduces

intensive mothering as ideology. To stay with Rich’s concepts above, in this thesis, I use

intensive motherhood when referring to intensive motherhood as ideology, discourse, and

institution.

Hays’s theory is central to this thesis, since attachment parenting is a form of

intensive motherhood. Faircloth (2014) has shown that attachment parenting, while on

first glance challenging some defining elements, can be characterized as a type of intensive

motherhood. While attachment parenting seems to be anti-expertise, as mothers are

supposed to follow their instincts and own knowledge, Faircloth argues that a market of

“attachment parenting gurus” sells mothers expertise in how to use these instincts. Lyons

(2020) discusses this contradiction, the “expert paradox”, as inherent feature of intensive-
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motherhood discourse. Faircloth, furthermore finds that attachment parenting presents

itself as anti-consumerist. However, she argues this is more a rejection of mainstream

childcare products than an anti-capitalist approach, evidenced by an emphasis on natural,

organic, low-tech materials and products.

Hays’s theory has been built on in the last decades: How mothers reproduce,

negotiate, and challenge intensive motherhood has been the subject of many studies in

various contexts (Ennis, 2014). In particular, intensive motherhood has been discussed in

relation to intersectional power structures. For example, Taylor (2011) discusses class and

race differences in the ideologies of motherhood, arguing that privileged women attempt

to resolve the cultural contradictions of intensive motherhood by exploiting marginalized

women.

Intersectionality is a concept developed by Crenshaw (1989) that builds on Black

feminist thought and critiques single-axis frameworks that fail to recognize the insep-

arability of Black women’s experiences as Black and female. As, Carbado, Crenshaw,

Mays, and Tomlinson (2013) argue, intersectional scholarship “interrogat[es] the inter-

locking ways in which social structures produce and entrench power and marginalization”

and is invested in their transformation (p. 312). Levine-Rasky (2011) advocates for the

intersectional study of whiteness and middle-classness as potential reinforcing sites of

domination, arguing that “in power relations, class and ethnicity will reinforce each other

in some circumstances while they will contradict each other in different circumstances”

(p. 248).

Understanding motherhood from an intersectional perspective means taking into

account how, among others, class and race impact mothers’ ability to practice (intensive)

mothering and restrict their access to subject positions that are endowed with legitimacy

and respect. This perspective highlights the work that intensive motherhood does in

securing power structures.

Although Hays emphasizes commonalities between mothers, she also investigates

differences based on “their social positions and their past and present cultural milieux”.

She notes class differences with regard to “baseline standards” of good motherhood (p. 86)

and finds that “it is middle- and upper-middle-class mothers who are most likely to take

the labor-intensive tenet of intensive mothering to the extreme” (p. 115). Vincent (2009)

also discusses how class shapes mothers’ experiences with intensive-motherhood discourse.
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She argues that motherhood is “a site in which class is realised and reproduced, with those

who do not conform to the normative ideal at risk of being exposed as morally insufficient”

(p. 118). Vonk (2019), discussing critical motherhood theories, argues that the dominant

group provides the norms, values and practices that determine who is a “good mother”.

She writes that “privilege is thus not inherently connected to white femininity but is

embodied in bourgeois significations and performances” (p. 132).

This perspective is compatible with Skeggs’s (1997) theory of gender, class, and

respectability. She understands class as “discursive, historically specific construction, a

product of middle-class political consolidation, which includes elements of fantasy and

projection” (p. 5) Classed discursive frameworks serve to legitimize material inequalities.

She argues that “respectability embodies moral authority: those who are respectable

have it, those who are not do not” (p. 2). Respectability marks class in that it signifies

distinction from the working class and the poor (p. 47), which is why Skeggs argues that

respectability is primarily the “concern of those who are not seen to have it” (p. 1).

Taking an implicitly intersectional perspective, she theorizes that respectability “contains

judgements of class, race, gender and sexuality and different groups have differential access

to the mechanisms for generating, resisting and displaying respectability” (p. 2).

Respectability is conceptualized as discursive position, which “informs the take-

up and content of subject positions” (p. 12). Skeggs describes the “subject position of

caring” requiring not only specific skills, but also attributes that match the expectations

stemming from discourses of femininity and motherhood (p. 67). Transferred to intensive

motherhood, a caring subject might obtain respectability by, for instance, framing their

stay-at-home motherhood as loving sacrifice for the benefit of the child. The extent to

which the claim to respectability is validated by others depends on the wider discursive and

institutional context, for instance racial and class stereotypes of unfit or failed mothers.

In Western discourses, Shome (2014) argues, “the white mother’s subject posi-

tion is (. . .) ironically dependent on the necessary failure of the nonwhite native mother”

(p. 133). Her investigation of Diana as idealized white transnational mother shows how

intensive-motherhood discourse is not only classed, but racialized and embedded in West-

ern (neo)colonial logics. Shome (2000) understands whiteness

as a process constituted by an ensemble of social and material practices in which
whites (and often non-whites for survival) are invested, by which they are social-
ized, and through which they are produced. (. . .) whiteness is contextual, and its
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complexities are best understood through an attention to its various geopolitical lo-
cations and their intersections with the interlocking axes of gender, class, sexuality,
nation/ality, colonialism, and, today, the politics of transnationalism. (p. 368)

Similarly, Frankenberg (1993) discusses whiteness as co-construction with gender and

class, cautioning that it is “fundamentally asymmetrical, for the term ‘whiteness’ signals

the production and reproduction of dominance rather than subordination, normativity

rather than marginality, and privilege rather than disadvantage” (p. 237).

An intersectional perspective challenges feminist theories of motherhood that as-

sume a white middle-class subject. Collins (1994) introduces the concept of motherwork

as mothering practice of non-white mothers in the United States, which challenges the pri-

vate/public dichotomy, dependency on male partners, and which centers women’s work for

the survival of the individual and the community. Building on Collins and Frankenberg,

Aanerud (2007) sketches a theory of antiracist white mothering, for which she identifies

three crucial practices: “teaching children that racism is a white problem that demands a

multiracial solution, interrupting identities formed according to a good white/bad white

binary, and learning to use white privilege strategically” (p. 32).

1.4.2. Discourse and Affect

In this thesis, discourse theory provides a lens through which I understand my material.

However, I also make use of affect theory, following theorists who argue for a comple-

mentary view of discourse and affect. In this section, I outline my discourse-theoretical

perspective and discuss the links between affect and discourse.

Discourse theory describes how power operates through knowledge. According to

S. Jäger (2009), who discusses Foucault, discourses are parts of the broader ensemble of

knowledge production, which also includes institutions, authors, and regulations. Dis-

courses exist in specific discursive formations, whose continuities and discontinuities are

of particular interest in discursive analyses. Hall, Evans, and Nixon (2013), also referring

to Foucault, state that “all knowledge, once applied in the real world, has real effects

and, in that sense at least, ‘becomes true’. Knowledge, once used to regulate the con-

duct of others, entails constraint, regulation and the disciplining of practices” (p. 33).

Discursive formations are culturally and historically specific. According to Hall et al.

(2013), “different discursive formations and apparatuses divide, classify and inscribe the
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body differently in their respective regimes of power and ‘truth’” (p.35). Discourses are

entangled with each other in discursive formations and thus have specific discursive effects

(S. Jäger, 2009).

As Mackenzie (2019) writes, discourses can be understood as constitutive prac-

tices, meaning a discourse “regulates our sense of who we are, what we know and the

power to define that knowledge and subjectivity” (p. 10). Subjects are understood as

“figures who personify the particular forms of knowledge which the discourse produces”,

whereas subject positions are the discursively produced locations from which subjects

become intelligible as subjects (Hall et al., 2013, p. 40). A discursive position is the polit-

ical/ideological location from which a subject participates in a discourse (S. Jäger, 2009,

p. 164).

Theories of affect and emotion have been proposed as turn to the non-represen-

tational and unconscious, and have therefore been framed as antithetical to discourse

theory (Wetherell, 2012). However, Wetherell argues that discourse and affect are in-

terwoven phenomena and advocates for the study of affective–discursive practices. She

understands affect as “embodied meaning-making” (p. 4). She points to how affect is

created in evaluative formulations, even when there is no explicit reference to affect and

emotion.

Ahmed also considers affect and discourse in relationship. In her concept of affec-

tive economies, she understands affect as effect of the circulation of objects and signs: “the

more signs circulate, the more affective they become” (Ahmed, 2004b, p. 45). Ahmed’s

(2004a) notion of collective feelings is moreover helpful to understand how affect works

in narratives to secure or deny belonging. She argues that “we need to consider how

[emotions] work, in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship between

the psychic and the social, and between the individual and collective” (p. 27). Hartzell

(2020) understands emotions “as the subjectively felt states made possible by the circu-

lation of affect through public collectivities” (p. 134), but argues that these are entangled

in practice.

1.4.3. Conceptualizing Right-Wing Politics

In this thesis, I am not concerned with the new right as discursive actor. However, the ar-

ticle and debate discussed how the new right appropriated attachment parenting for their
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purposes. In the material, there were abundant references to right-wing organizations,

people, and ideas using various terminology. Discussants used descriptors like right-wing

or extreme right seemingly interchangeable, but sometimes also strategically as in the

case of the term Nazi (see section 3.4).

Research on right-wing politics has developed different concepts and typologies of

the right. Mudde (2019) differentiates between the mainstream right (conservatives and

liberals) and the far right, which includes both the extreme and the radical right. While

the extreme right rejects democracy, “the radical right accepts the essence of democracy,

but opposes fundamental elements of liberal democracy” (p. 16). Today, the radical right

is often populist, dividing society into “the pure people and the corrupt elite” (p. 17).

The new right refers to a shift in ideology, strategy, and organization of the right.

Salzborn (2017) describes the new right as extreme, whereas Mudde (2019) refers to the

new right more broadly as intellectual movement of the far right. In this thesis, I refer to

the new right and far-right ideology, since these terms capture a broader spectrum, unless

specific terminology (such as Nazi or extreme right) is brought up in the material.

1.5. Previous Research on Motherhood Online

My thesis adds to the fast growing research on motherhood and social media. According

to Mackenzie and Zhao (2021), motherhood online has developed into its own interdisci-

plinary research field that “highlights the complex interaction and interrelation between

gendered social practices, identities and communities on the one hand, and new tech-

nologies, affordances and social media on the other” (p. 1). In this section, I discuss

research that considers various aspects of motherhood on social media, such as gendered

constructions of and resistance to parenthood ideals, the role of affect online, and the re-

production of whiteness in motherhood communities. I also review research that focuses

on motherhood online in Germany.

Social media in particular has become a focus of research on motherhood, since

mothers are among the most avid users of such platforms (Basden Arnold & Martin,

2016). Basden Arnold and Martin argue that research on motherhood and social media

is important because social media not only affects how motherhood is experienced, but

mothers in turn affect motherhood constructions online. The interactional nature of social

17



1. Introduction

media allows parents to be not only consumers, but co-constructors of parenting discourses

(Geinger, Vandenbroeck, & Roets, 2014; Steiner & Bronstein, 2017).

Social media has been discussed as a site through which mothers negotiate and

perform intensive motherhood, but also as a site of resistance to dominant discourses of

motherhood. Mackenzie (2019) investigates the UK-based forum MumsNet Talk. She

finds that “gendered parenthood” was the most pervasive discourse, which “works to fix

individuals who are parents in distinct, binary subject positions along gendered lines: as

mothers and fathers” (p. 58). Her study furthermore shows how discourses of parenthood

and motherhood are negotiated and subverted. She finds that interactional norms can

constrain access to subversive subject positions.

The perpetuation of dominant motherhood discourses in online communities has

been studied in many respects, such as intensive pregnancy (Tiidenberg & Baym, 2017),

“wine mom” culture (Harding, Whittingham, & McGannon, 2021; Newman & Nelson,

2021), and (self)marketization (Archer, 2019; Jorge, Marôpo, Coelho, & Novello, 2022).

Studies often note constraints on the resistance to dominant discourses. For instance,

Abetz and Moore (2018) find that mothers discussing motherhood online are constrained

by the narrative of the “mommy wars” because they are positioned as combative. The

authors call for new metaphors to exit the “logic of combative mothering” (p. 278). Baker

and Walsh (2022) analyze American anti-vaccination influencers’ strategic appeals to

mothers on Instagram during the pandemic. They find three recurrent tropes that repro-

duce hegemonic discourses of motherhood: The protective mother, the intuitive mother,

and the doting mother. They find that “anti-vaccination [was promoted] as feminine ideal

to which mothers ought to aspire” (p. 14).

In recent years, studies have investigated affective dimensions of motherhood on so-

cial media. Lehto (2019) analyzes a Finnish debate on social media about a breastfeeding

controversy using Ahmed’s affect theory. She finds that shame and disgust stuck to certain

bodies, producing specific norms of motherhood and heteronormativity. Lehto (2020) also

studies the affective power of the “bad mother” figure in Finnish motherhood blogs, which

challenges dominant motherhood discourse. She argues that the figure helps establish a

“new normal” of motherhood, in which “bad” motherhood has replaced perfect mother-

hood, but still is “good”, affective, and polarized. Using an affective-discursive method,

Mustosmäki and Sihto (2021) study social-media reactions to a Finnish celebrity’s revela-

18



1. Introduction

tion of negative feelings toward new motherhood. They find that commentators “sought

to maintain, negotiate and challenge the norms surrounding maternal feelings” (p. 225).

These studies demonstrate the value of studying social-media debates on motherhood

issues and illustrate how affect theory and discourse analysis can be fruitfully combined.

Mackenzie and Zhao (2021) point out that existing research on motherhood online

has focused on rather homogeneous groups and call for more diversity. Gibson (2019)

more explicitly critiques research that understands white women’s experiences online as

universal, without considering how whiteness shapes motherhood online. She develops

hypotheses about motherhood communities as white spaces, however does not test them

in her article. Hartzell (2017) analyzes white mothers’ online protest against the acquittal

of Trayvon Martin’s killer. She finds that white mothers “disidentified with normative

white motherhood and reidentified with a race-conscious, antiracist formation of mother-

hood, mobilizing an affect of care” (p. 64). Hartzell concludes that anti-racist motherhood

contributes to the subversion of dominant racial logics, however, in the process also re-

produces dominant discourses of motherhood.

Several studies have investigated motherhood in the German-speaking parts of the

Internet. In a study of the German debate about #RegrettingMotherhood, Heffernan

and Stone (2021) discuss how the hashtag raised awareness and visibility of mothers’

ambivalence and regret. They contextualize the debate by considering the constraints

and history of German motherhood ideals and Western discourse on motherhood more

broadly.

Schmidt (2020) analyzed the practices of motherhood lifestyle bloggers as new

form of paid labor. She finds that bloggers curate what they believe is ‘interesting’ and

’authentic’, deliberately constructing an ‘imperfect’ image of motherhood. Knauf (2019)

also analyzed German family blogs. She found that family blogs shifted publicized private

life, challenging the public/private divide, and also disenchanted the family through self-

critical reflection of problems.

In a study of visualizations of motherhood on Instagram, Knauf and Mierau (2021)

find that German motherhood bloggers reproduce intensive motherhood. Photos show

physical and emotional closeness between mothers and children. The authors discuss the

visual continuities of Instagram posts with historical depictions of mothers and children

reaching back to paintings of Virgin Mary in the Middle Ages.
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There was only one study on the German attachment-oriented community on social

media, as far as I was aware. Allert (2020) conducted an ethnographic study of German

attachment-oriented digital-nomad families on social media. She finds that, although

these families proclaimed to have exited the system, their dependency on the economics

of Internet platforms has increased. Self-optimization and efficiency characterize their

lifestyle, and carries over to the education of their children.

As exploratory study, my thesis fills a gap in the knowledge about motherhood

constructions in the German attachment-parenting online community. Studies from other

countries and other platforms suggest that intensive motherhood is the overarching dis-

course that structures online encounters. Still these studies also point to many different

forms of mothering in the concrete. The use of discourse analysis, informed by affect

theory, has been a fruitful methodological approach in previous research.

1.6. Chapter Outline

In the following three empirical chapters, I investigate different facets of attachment-

oriented motherhood and their relationship to the right. My empirical chapters are orga-

nized by discursive positions that were taken up in the debate: Members opposed to the

far right, members invested in the respectability of motherhood, and members engaged

in New-Age practices.

In chapter 2, I first provide an overview of the article’s main points and present

an overview of the debate based on the structural analysis. Then, I discuss the absence

of fathers in the debate and material, which explains the exclusive focus on motherhood

in this thesis. I find that mothers were both the main discursive actors and discur-

sively positioned as main parents in the debate. In the remainder of the chapter, I

analyze attachment-oriented mothers’ resistance against right-wing influences: I find that

attempts to formulate empowered motherhood or to politicize attachment-oriented prac-

tices still in part reproduce the discourse of intensive motherhood, in particular through

the notion of mothers’ individual responsibility. I also discuss two alternative conceptions,

based on feminist and antiracist knowledge and the concept of motherwork, which posed

a counter-discourse to intensive motherhood.

20



1. Introduction

In chapter 3, I investigate defensive responses to the debate that centered around

the legitimacy and respectability of attachment parenting and its community. First,

I present my argument which ties together Hays’s (1996) concept of intensive mother-

hood and Skeggs’s (Skeggs (1997)) theory of class and respectability. Using stay-at-home

motherhood as an example, I argue that it had functioned as marker of middle-class white

womanhood. However, the debate had (temporarily) destabilized this function, necessi-

tating new discursive strategies to establish respectability. I discuss three such strategies:

the depoliticization of parenthood, the use of Nazis as rhetorical figures, and the framing

of intrusions into the community as violent.

Chapter 4 focuses on the subgroup of New-Age attachment-oriented members.

The first four sections concern discursive strategies: Principles of attachment parenting

were discursively entangled with the subgroup’s individualistic worldview, reinforcing the

notion that everything was a matter of beliefs. New Age members also harbored a disdain

for labels and categories, preferring a vague notion of humankind as global family. Then,

I discuss how love formed the basis for a hierarchy between two groups in the debate: New

Age members and critics of the new right. I further analyze how the concepts of empathy

and trauma were used to maintain this hierarchy and to shift the debate to the critics’

“psychological wounds”. Then, I discuss maternal whiteness as a discursive position that

mobilized these discursive strategies in a discussion on racism. Lastly, I outline the concept

of conspiritual motherhood, a discourse that linked intensive motherhood, spirituality, and

right-wing conspiracy theories.

In the concluding discussion (chapter 5), I return to my research questions and

bring the three chapters into conversation. While I find that there are many forms that

attachment-oriented motherhood can take, they all entail a strong notion of responsibility.

The degree to which they resist or reinforce either intensive motherhood or (far-)right

ideology, respectively, varies. Based on observations of the aftermath of the debate, I

draw tentative conclusions about the lasting effects of the debate.
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Following the Die Welt article, a weeks-long debate disrupted the German attachment-

parenting community. Many understood the article as a call to position themselves against

the new right and to investigate the allegations. Others interpreted the article as threat,

as discussed in chapter 3. This chapter focuses on responses to the article that generally

concurred with its findings. Different strategies of resistance were pursued in the de-

bate, which reproduced, reconfigured, and resisted intensive-motherhood discourse. This

chapter concerns resistance as maternal empowerment and discusses power-critical inter-

ventions articulated from feminist and anti-racist discursive positions.

The chapter is structured as follows: First, I briefly summarize the article’s main

points (section 2.1). Then, I introduce the main themes and discursive positions that

emerged in the debate. This section draws the structural analysis and quantitative insights

(section 2.2). In section 2.3, I discuss the absence of fathers in the debate, explaining why

the rest of my analysis centers on motherhood as opposed to parenthood or both mother-

and fatherhood. The rest of the chapter concerns discursive strategies of resistance within

the attachment-oriented community. Section 2.4 deals with the discursive entanglement

of motherhood conceptions and the responsibility to resist the new right. Sections 2.6

and 2.7 deal with alternative or additional approaches of resistance. In the former, I

analyze how feminist and anti-racist knowledge was mobilized within the attachment-

parenting community to produce a counter-discourse. In the latter, I discuss strategies of

resistance of women of color, whose interventions challenged the community’s discussion

culture.

2.1. Summary of the Article

As described in the introduction, the Die Welt article that triggered the debate alleged

that (far-)right content was shared within the German attachment-parenting community
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on Instagram. The article’s author, Anne Dittmann, is a journalist who often writes

about topics concerning motherhood and single-parenting from a feminist perspective.

Her article on the new right was published online in the fashion and lifestyle section of

Die Welt, ICONIST. The article discussed three examples of new-right online activities:

1) Several attachment-oriented motherhood bloggers and experts disseminated the-

ories from Franz Ruppert, a trauma psychologist and professor of psychology. According

to the article, Ruppert spread Covid-19 conspiracies and far-right thinking. Moreover, his

theories were unscientific, ableist, and misogynist. The content shared within the com-

munity claimed, among others, that limiting screen time was violence and that ADHD

was the result of trauma and therefore curable. By validating Ruppert’s theories, the

article claimed, motherhood bloggers contributed to the stigmatization of families with

neurodivergence or other disabilities.

2) The anti-gender campaign ‘Demo für Alle’ had organized a petition against a bill

that would have established children’s rights in Germany’s constitution, the Basic Law.

The protesters argued that the expansion of children’s rights would lead to an expansion of

inclusive, LGBTQ+-friendly sexual education in schools, which they consider dangerous

for children. Moreover, the bill was feared to make external childcare more available,

which threatened the right-wing-conservative family ideal of the stay-at-home mother.

The author argued that the campaign made use of parents’ fears to gain influence. With

success, as the petition had circulated widely in the community.

3) The dangers of external childcare were also the topic of articles and content

shared in the community. The German news portal ‘Focus Online’ frequently published

articles, written by pseudo-scientists, on children traumatized in childcare facilities. In-

stead, the authors claimed that mothers should stay at home with their children. These

articles were shared by bloggers on Instagram whose own content matched these ideas.

Drawing on interviews with members of the community and an expert on gender

and the far right, Dittmann’s article highlighted several issues: This content was shared

by bloggers who appeared to as credible sources on parenting advice, even when they

lacked (formal) qualifications. The ideological messages were dressed up as expertise and

made use of parents’ (esp. mothers’) fears and guilt. There was an ideological overlap

between attachment-oriented parents and the right that facilitated this ‘infiltration’ of

the community.
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2.2. The Structure of the Debate

The article made its rounds through the Instagram community within days of its publi-

cation. The journalist herself promoted the article in her stories and with an Instagram

post. In the days that followed, accounts that were mentioned in the article commented

on it, clarified their positions, and evaluated the article from their perspectives - either in

support or in opposition to the article. Other family experts and coaches, who associated

themselves with attachment parenting, joined the conversation through posts or stories.

One family expert even created a profile dedicated to the debate, to educate members of

the community about far-right tendencies and to gather recommendations for profiles that

aligned with progressive values. The article functioned as a catalyst for a larger debate,

as the community expanded the range of topics of discussion and investigated further how

the new right was already present within its “borders”.

In the comment sections, the discussion drifted into many different tangents as

commentators related their own experiences or other political events to the topic. How-

ever, there were several dominant themes that structured the debate:

1. Most obviously linked to the article was the discussion of (far-)right ideology on

Instagram and how the community should respond to the article’s revelations. Sub-

themes concerned the definition of what constituted (far-)right content, whether

parenting was and should be political, and whether certain parenting or mothering

practices, such as stay-at-home motherhood, were problematic.

2. There was a discussion about the article as “attack” on either individual profiles

associated with attachment parenting or the attachment-parenting community more

broadly. Subthemes were the appropriateness of journalistic methods used in the

article, the handling of conflicts within the community, and the understanding of

valid expertise.

3. Because the article had raised the issue of trauma-therapy content as gateway to

(far-)right ideologies, members discussed the value and dangers of trauma therapy

and alternative healing methods. Subthemes included Covid-19 and pandemic pol-

itics, spirituality and beliefs, and ableism.

The debate was spearheaded by family experts and coaches, i.e., professionals with fi-

nancial stakes in the platform and community. Together, family experts and coaches
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accounted for 75 percent of all posts in the material.1 However, they only made up a

small fraction of the community members engaged in the debate: About 4 percent of

all discussants were family experts and 10 percent were coaches. The debate engaged

many who use Instagram privately or as bloggers (40 and 35 percent, respectively, of all

discussants). This signals that followers of attachment-parenting content on Instagram

were not only consumers, but actively participated in shaping the community’s values.

The structure of this thesis might give the impression that opposition to the article

and debate outweighed its support, given that chapters 3 and 4 both deal with opposi-

tional discursive positions. However, the empirical chapters reflect qualitative differences

between debate participants. There were more discussants who positioned themselves in

favor of resisting the new right than there were those who relativized the issue or opposed

the debate.

Overall, the majority of community members were supportive of one another.

Many expressed support for posts and comments through emojis alone, e.g., “ ”, often

reciprocated with emojis as well. While this practice could help maintain community ties,

it required little to no engagement with the debate topics. Still, emoji-only comments

could be read as a way to participate in consensus building, as a comment section full of

positive emojis can signal agreement within the community.

In the next section, I discuss the absence of fathers in the material and I argue

that the debate can be viewed as political labor of women and mothers.

2.3. Mothers as Main Discursive Actors and Main

Parents

Despite the gender-neutral term ‘needs-oriented parenting’, the community is overwhelm-

ingly feminine. Only one of the 28 authors of posts in the material corpus was male,

parenting coach Michael (1,000 followers). None of the coaches or parenting experts in-

volved in the debate were focused on fatherhood, in stark contrast to the many services

explicitly targeted toward women and mothers. Among all commentators, only a hand-

ful of fatherhood bloggers and male personal bloggers participated, all of them cis white

1In the appendix, Table A.2 displays the number of posts per profile type and table A.1 shows the
number of discussants per profile type.
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male. Notably, they did not engage with the topics of the debate but rather entered the

discussion as recommended profiles (or, as in one instance, to promote their own pro-

file). While the article’s framing centered mothers’ vulnerabilities for far-right influences,

which may have contributed to fathers’ silence, most of the community members generally

are women. From my subjective perspective, there are as many if not more trans and

non-binary members in the community as there are cis men.

In the material, the gendered discrepancy is also evident: Descriptions begin-

ning with “mother” occurred six times more often than those beginning with “father”

(table A.3). Likewise, “daughter” occurred more than four times as often as “son”,

whereas “boy” occurred more often than “girl”. “Mother” was even used more frequently

than “parent”. Still, gender-neutral words such as “person”, “child”, and “human” were

used very often, maintaining a symbolic openness to all people. At the same time, in a

sphere that is aesthetically feminine and that by default addresses mothers as opposed to

parents or fathers, gendered notions underlie neutral parenting terminology.

The silence on fathers reveals that it is mothers who are expected to take a lead

in shaping a family’s parenting praxis. For instance, Gudrun, a mom coach with 700

followers, expressed gratitude that she had been able to find loving nannies for her chil-

dren so that she was able to go back to work after taking parental leave. She framed

the task of finding child care as her own personal responsibility, even though she had a

partner. In mothers’ descriptions of family life and decision-making, fathers were passive,

uninvolved, and most often invisible. This mirrors findings on the gender inequality of par-

enting culture. As Vincent (2009) discusses, involved fatherhood is considered “virtuous

but optional” whereas women with children are expected to mother intensively (p. 110).

Mackenzie (2019) refers to the phenomenon of fathers missing from subject positions in

online talk as the absent-father discourse. As in Mackenzie’s study, first-person singular

pronouns in my material excluded fathers from parental subject positions and established

mothers as the main parent.

When fathers were mentioned, it was often in the context of a critique of the

heterosexual family norm, e.g., “I don’t think a child can only be happy with a mother

and a father”. In other cases, the discussants mentioned their own fathers. Only a few

posts and comments explicitly considered fathers as active participants in parenting and
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household chores. Men were most visible in female community members’ bios, where

emojis often depicted the profiles’ family constellations.

The absence of fathers both as discursive actors and as subjects within the discourse

maintained a gendered division of labor: It was women and mothers who did the political

labor of leading this discussion on far-right influences in the parenting community. And

it was mothers who were supposed to be vigilant on social media, so that the far right

did not exploit their vulnerability.

2.4. Maternal Responsibility and Empowered Mothering

In the previous section, I found that mothers were both the main discursive actors in

the debate as well as in their descriptions of family life. In this section, I analyze how

community members discussed the responsibility to resist as maternal care for their own

and other people’s children. Maternal responsibility entailed both positioning oneself

against the right as well as continuous learning and self-reflection.This perspective politi-

cizes motherhood, and can be understood as form of empowered mothering. However,

some intensive-motherhood expectations remained challenged.

A few days after the article had been published, several attachment-oriented fam-

ily experts and authors posted statements that reiterated Dittmann’s arguments and

discussed the necessity to oppose the new right. They called on the community to reflect

on how its members were involved in the spread of exclusionary content. Some well-known

authors in particular positioned themselves against the right. One of them was Inga, a

white parenting expert with 30,000 followers on her personal profile and over 100,000

followers on her author profile. She had been interviewed for Dittmann’s article, in which

she criticized particular childhood theorists and discussed the dangers of not checking

sources. In her post, she emphasized the community members’ responsibility:

We all need to face the images and attitudes we maybe (unintentionally) dissem-
inate. We need to talk about it and as attachment-oriented community we are
not excluded from asking the questions that Germany and the whole world have
been asking for months: Where is each of us involved in racism? (. . .) We have to
ask ourselves which family models or which people we exclude, where we support
discrimination.

Inga suggested that community members themselves contributed to exclusions and needed

to reflect on their social-media practices. She called on her readers to reflect “as attach-
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ment-oriented community”, framing the task as collective. Her comment broadened the

discussion to include racism, implicitly referencing the Black Lives Matter movement.

Moreover, she implied that the community was not inclusive of all family forms, which

could refer to, for instance, single-parent families, queer families, or patchwork families.

She went on to discuss responsibility in relation to attachment-parenting principles:

“There is not just one path”, I say and write so often. But sometimes it is not clear
that we have to think in many different directions, outside of our own privileges and
life situations. And I do not exclude myself from this. I am a learner, too, and not
perfect.

First, she referenced the community’s principle of more than one right path in parenting.

Parents are encouraged to find individual solutions that work for them. Parenting experts

frequently encourage disregard of societal norms (e.g., the expectation that children sleep

in their own rooms). In this comment, Inga extended this principle from parenting prac-

tices to people, to argue for the acceptance of different family models and people with

differential access to privileges and with different life situations.2 Second, Inga called for

self-reflection and learning, which are important tools in attachment parenting to improve

one’s parenting practice. As Faircloth (2014) and Hays (1996) discuss, mothers should

not only rely on their intuition, but seek reassurance from experts and other mothers, and

critically reflect on which advice to follow. Here, Inga extended these principles again to

pertain to social issues more broadly, not just to the parent-child relationship.

This post can be read as politicization of attachment parenting that challenges

the family as private and apolitical institution. Parenting principles were applied to

questions outside the parent-child relationship in order to argue for political engagement.

This was reiterated by other discussants who, for instance, commented “we should all

position ourselves. Parenthood is political” or who stated that “the personal is political”,

reviving the slogan popularized in the women’s liberation movement of the early 1970s.

Curiously, these statements did not question the invisibility of fathers in the debate.

Political parenthood as mothers’ responsibility was taken for granted.

These statements can be read as an attachment-oriented version of empowered

mothering, which is even more clearly formulated in Inga’s follow-up post on the necessity

of feminism for attachment parenting. According to O’Reilly (2020), “empowered moth-

2This differed notably from the mobilization of this principle by New-Age members discussed in sec-
tion 4.1.
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ering redefines motherwork as a socially engaged enterprise and a site of power wherein

mothers can affect social change, both in the home through feminist child-rearing and

outside the home through maternal activism” (p. 31). Inga asserted that “we need to see

that mothers do not bear responsibility for child-rearing alone and we need to take apart

this way of thinking in theory and in practice”. She argued for a feminist approach to

attachment parenting.

Empowered mothering is concerned with collective social action, challenging nor-

mative discourses of motherhood that exclude non-normative mothers and family forms

(O’Reilly, 2020). Another example of empowered mothering as counter-discursive was

Christin’s post on active resistance against the new right. She is a journalist and author

on parenting (50,000 followers) and argued that the community needed to stand for “true

antifascism” and take account of its ideological overlap with the new right. She wrote:

“We need to say no, yell stop. Take a firm stand. That’s laborious and uncomfortable

and not accomplishable by an individual person. But it needs to be the highest shared

goal of the whole community”. Christin prioritized an anti-fascist standpoint as highest

goal of the community, challenging both the notion of the virtual space as comfortable

(see section 3.5) and the tenet of child-centeredness in intensive motherhood discourse.

Many commentators who took a stand against the right related their personal

experiences of mothering to the debate, discussing moments in which they were shamed

for going back to work, situations in which they were confronted with attachment-oriented

mothers on the right, and their worries about the world their children inhabited. In

intensive-motherhood discourse, unequal responsibility is placed on women to protect

their children. According to Hays, “this protection includes guarding them from what is

perceived as the dangerous and corrupt world outside the home” (p. 124).

For mothers of Black children, their positioning was tied to specific concerns arising

from the realities of racist violence. For example, Kirsten, a private commentator, linked

her political perspective with her identity as white mother of a Black child:

Christin, as mother of a Black child, who raises them as attachment-oriented as
possible and who is a former Waldorf student herself, I think your statement is
great This weird mix of esoterics, the right, identitarians, alternatives etc., which
can be observed more and more, makes me very worried, worried about the future
of our children. We cannot be vigilant and reflected enough
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In this comment, motherhood is linked with worry about her child’s and other children’s

future in light of the new right’s efforts to build coalitions, resembling the exasperation

of white mothers of Black children in Hartzell’s study (2017, p. 73). While intensive-

motherhood discourse places the responsibility to protect their children on all mothers

(Hays, 1996), the stakes are higher for mothers of Black children (Collins, 1994). Kirsten’s

worry about “our children” was linked to her sense of maternal responsibility. She was

moved to be vigilant and reflective, for the benefit of not only her own, but other people’s

children as well. This communal orienation could be understood as a form of motherwork

or empowered mothering (Collins, 1994; O’Reilly, 2020).

The themes of responsibility, vigilance, and self-reflection were recurrent in resis-

tant responses, but mirroring Hartzell’s finding, urgency and concreteness were expressed

more often by women of color and mother of Black children. These themes were also

present in responses from professional members of the community, as in the comment by

Erica, family expert and founder of AP Against the Right (discussed in section 2.7):

It is essential, especially for us who write for parents/families and/or work with
them, to recognize possible overlap with right-wing thinking, to point it out and
to take care that we, in our work, do not turn a small loophole into a comfortable
gateway for values that we do not represent. (emphasis added)

Miriam, a baby-care coach (150 followers), discussed her personal responsibility for her

clients: “For me, to educate myself and learn tirelessly is the most important responsibility

that I take on for myself and ‘my families’”. Both Erica and Miriam referred to their clients

as families, which de-emphasized the market-based relationship between service providers

and clients and implied more intimate, familial relations. Responsibility thus remained a

maternal duty, despite the shift in context.

Hays discusses intensive motherhood as precarious opposition to the logics of ra-

tionalized market societies and cautions that “the cultural model of intensive mothering,

after all, suggests that all the troubles of the world can be solved by the individual efforts

of superhuman women. Clearly, this places a tremendous and undue burden on women”

(p. 177). In practice, she argues, intensive motherhood leaves women too exhausted to

revolt. This was evident in a couple of responses from mothers who decided to take a

break from social media in the wake of the debate, for example, Liv, pedagogue and coach

(6,000 followers), who posted: “At the moment, many thing affect me a lot. Too much
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information, news, Nazis [braune Grütze], mom-bashing, lines being crossed, judgment,

and weltschmerz for my current energy level”.

While the politicization of attachment-oriented motherhood points to the forma-

tion of an empowered motherhood that could serve as counter-discourse to intensive moth-

erhood, the emphasis on maternal responsibility also maintains intensive-motherhood

expectations. Especially at a time when mothers were confronted with less supportive

political structures and growing economic hardships during the pandemic, the success of

empowered mothering as political project for more than a handful of socio-economically

advantaged women is doubtful.

2.5. The Protective Power of Attachment Parenting

Nonetheless, I found that some members of the community advocated for an intensified

version of maternal responsibility: Claiming that attachment parenting was inherently

anti-racist and anti-fascist, mothers were tasked to safeguard democracy through intensive

mothering.

According to some discussants, attachment parenting was the antithesis to (far-

)right ideologies. They argued that attachment parenting as mindset and lifestyle would

be incompatible with the right. Katja, a private commentator, drew a clear line between

attachment parenting and questionable ideological positions: “There are many in the bub-

ble with skepticism toward vaccines, elevation of breastfeeding etc. etc., but all of that

does not belong to attachment-orientation - at least according to my understanding. And

needs to be opposed”. Katja’s comment joined the opposition against the right. How-

ever, she also re-established attachment parenting as unproblematic, locating problematic

aspects outside of it.

Some community members moreover believed they would raise children who were

inherently resistant to far-right ideologies. These responses emphasized their responsibil-

ity to raise their children to become upstanding people. For instance, Esther, Unerzogen

expert(20,000 followers), argued: “Next time your child urgently wants something and

you ‘give in’ and others criticize you for not being consequent: Remember. You are sav-

ing democracy in that moment. One disobedient child at the time.” Quoting Arno Gruen,

Esther argued that obedience was dangerous for society and democracy. She stated that
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the attachment-oriented approach Unerzogen was inherently antifascist because it was

anti-authoritarian and anti-obedience. Hartzell (2017) finds that the “normative expecta-

tions that mothers should nurture ‘good citizens’” (p. 74) remains unchallenged in white

mothers’ commitments to anti-racist parenting. She argues that placing responsibility for

the formation of (anti)racist subjects on mothers “detract[s] focus from structural and

systemic conditions that (re)produce dominant racial logics of white supremacy” (p. 74).

As Esther reconfigured the disobedient child as subject of societal value, responsible and

affective motherhood was reified.

In order for attachment parenting to be effective as protector of democracy, it re-

quires mothers’ love, energy. and time. Commentators stressed that attachment parenting

had to be more than a “method”, meaning more than the adoption of specific practices

associated with the approach. Rather, attachment parenting had to be practiced as mind-

set that required work on the self, i.e., the mother, in order to be effectively insulated

from interventions of the new right. Family coach Anna, for instance, argued: “Only

when it is taken seriously, when it is deeply internalized and becomes a lived mindset, are

Unerzogen and inhuman thought patterns mutually exclusive. Thank you .”

Not only did these responses further intensify intensive motherhood expectations,

service providers such as mindset coaches and parenting consultants would directly benefit

from mothers’ increased insecurity about their mothering practice, as more mothers might

seek reassurance and support from these service providers. Contrary to the responses

discussed in the previous section, advocates for attachment parenting as democratic safe-

guard did not appeal to collective action. They individualized the problem of the far right

and made mothers responsible for its solution.

2.6. Feminist and Antiracist Interventions

In this section I discuss critical interventions that brought feminist and antiracist argu-

ments into the debate and challenged community members who reproduced exclusionary

discourses. These respondents contributed to a counter-discourse to intensive motherhood

while opposing the new right.

Some discussants criticized the debate for not thinking more explicitly about pa-

triarchy as system of power. For instance, Helene, a white private commentator, argued
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that patriarchal structures supported the right’s goal of a gendered division of labor. She

stated that the right did not care about attachment parenting as practice, but about

the gendered outcome. Svenja, a white photography blogger (200 followers) criticized

that the debate centered on mothers’ responsibility. She stated that it would invisibilize

power structures and remove other people’s responsibility. These perspectives challenged

intensive-motherhood discourse in general and the reformulation of maternal responsibil-

ity discussed in the previous sections. They can thus be interpreted as counter-discursive

interventions.

Some linked the discussion of the new right with issues of racial injustice. Use

of English terminology and hashtags signals that the Black Lives Matter protests in the

summer of 2020 were still present. Hashtags such as #WhiteFragility and #CheckYour-

Privilege brought awareness to the community as predominantly white space.

Sharing of educational resources was a common strategy among those who advo-

cated for feminist and antiracist perspectives on parenting. The German Black author

and antiracism trainer Tupoka Ogette was the most referenced resource, often in con-

junction with the suggestion to reflect on how discussants were reproducing racism. In

one instance, two white community members, Alexandra and Nadine (private commen-

tators), disagreed about whether the phrase “I don’t see skin color” was problematic.

Upon Nadine’s recommendation of Ogette’s book Exit Racism, Alexandra stated that she

had begun to read it, though she was struggling to accept its premises. Both continued

to critically discuss the phrase in question without finding common ground. Other re-

sources included informational material from the Central Council of Jews in Germany,

journalistic articles, anti-racist educational Instagram accounts, and book recommenda-

tions. Although Instagram does not allow hyperlinking, discussants still shared URLs or

gave specific instructions to find materials via search engines.

A single post concerned the actual practice of anti-racist parenting. Its author

Kim, a white feminist-parenting activist (5,000 followers), argued that the debate needed

to result in action and wrote:

It is FUCKING ELEMENTARY TO FORBID children racism in the form of words
like the N-word, the I-word, and I-costumes, to teach them that there are no supe-
rior races and that nobody has the right to put themselves above others because of
their skin color. We have internalized centuries of racism and colonial history and
we need to TO DO THE FUCK MORE to unlearn and NOT PASS IT ON.
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Kim’s post criticized parents who let their children perpetuate racism through racist

language and cultural appropriation. The post advocated for anti-racist white mothering

as theorized by Aanerud (2007). While Kim invoked the theme of responsibility and

learning, she did not link them to the discourse of motherhood, but instead to postcolonial

theory and critical-whiteness perspectives. Capitalization functioned to signify affect, in

this case anger about the reproduction of racism, which heightened the urgency of Kim’s

post. The anger was directed at other parents in the community, not the far right. It also

contrasted with the nurturing and loving affect expected of mothers.

These critical community members, which took up, borrowing O’Reilly’s term

(2020), the discursive position of outlaws of patriarchal motherhood, introduced counter-

discursive arguments to the discussion. However, in relation to the debate overall, they

represented only a small fraction of the material. Moreover, Yancy (2014) cautions that

“antiracist agency does not magically undo the complex ways in which whites are both

complicit with systemic forms of white supremacy and the ways in which they harbor white

racism in their bodies, thoughts, and affects”. The impact of white women’s antiracist

counter-discourse should not be overestimated.

2.7. Resistance Strategies of Women of Color

In this section, I discuss the strategies of Black women and women of color for resisting

the new right and white motherhood discourses through education, counter-speech, and

public debate.

The most ambitious public response to the Die Welt article was a new Instagram

profile, AP Against the Right (1,500 followers), dedicated to the education on right-

wing ideology in parenting and anti-racist community building. The profile published

ten posts during the debate. Two weeks into the debate, the profile announced that AP

Against the Right was formalized into a non-profit association “to keep the momentum

going”. The profile maintained the discussion all through October, a month longer than

all other post authors. In the beginning, the profile’s founder remained unknown, but

later revealed herself to be Erica, an attachment-parenting expert and Black woman

with 17,000 followers on her personal profile. When she announced the founding of the
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association, she also introduced Vivien, a breastfeeding and baby-sleep expert and white

woman (38,000 followers) as new partner in her endeavor.

AP Against the Right followed a two-part strategy: 1) They used their stories to

deconstruct attachment-parenting materials that were ideologically close to the right. 2)

In their posts, they focused on community building and education. Their aim was to

make visible right-wing interventions and to strictly separate attachment-parenting con-

tent from right-wing thinking. Erica explained: “True attachment parenting does not

exclude, is not dogmatic and cannot be achieved through a checklist of breastfeeding,

baby-carrying, cloth diapers, and stay-at-home parenting”. Early posts called on the

community to create a list of attachment-parenting accounts that were free from discrim-

inatory and right-wing content. However, the strategy was revised when they noticed

that discussions of individual accounts concerned personal grievances. Educational posts

provided information on terminology of the right, on right-wing strategies on social media,

and on argumentative strategies against the right.

Challenging the privacy of conflicts within the community, AP Against the Right

cautioned that previous mentions of the issue of right-wing influence had been too shallow

in the public. They criticized that the discussion had been limited to gossip in private

messages. In a comment-section dispute with trauma therapist Sabine, who had been

called out for far-right content, Erica illustrated her point: Responding to Sabine’s plea

to discuss the issue privately, Erica stated that it was a public matter that needed to

remain transparent for the community.

Erica’s approach can be understood as a form of motherwork as theorized by

Collins (1994). It was community-centered and based on an understanding of family

matters as political, challenging the public/private division that others sought to main-

tain. According to Collins, “‘motherwork’ goes beyond ensuring the survival of one’s own

biological children or those of one’s family. This type of motherwork recognizes that in-

dividual survival, empowerment, and identity require group survival, empowerment, and

identity”(p. 47). In contrast to the posts by Inga and Christin, Erica did not only call for

collective action, she organized resistance and involved the community in her decision-

making.

The number of women of color who participated actively in the debate was very

small (judging from self-descriptions and visual elements such as emoji colors and profile
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pictures). Those who participated took on the labor of countering racist arguments. For

example, Jasmine, a private commentator, called out Nicole, an elimination communica-

tion coach who reproduced racist and right-wing ideologies. Although she was quickly

confronted with the accusation of reverse racism, Jasmine persisted in countering Nicole’s

comments, informing her of the way whiteness secured Nicole’s privileges.

Mindset coach Corinna (500 followers), a woman of color, explained that anti-racist

training was part of her practice as attachment-oriented coach. She countered commenta-

tors who argued that the debate was unnecessary, writing: “This is about self-awareness

of racist socialization and programming, which affects everyone. This unconsciously af-

fects all parts of life. Attachment orientation is one example”. While using language from

mindset work familiar to the community, Corinna challenged the individualist approach

that commonly characterizes the field of coaching and addressed political issues.

The work of AP Against the Right was an important intervention in the debate that

challenged the conflict-adverse communication approach of white women’s posts on the

issue. Insisting on accountability, Erica resisted pressures to keep the discussion private.

Women of color moreover made use of counter-speech, linking attachment-oriented and

affective language to political claims.
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Motherhood

In this chapter, I focus on community members that were invested in maintaining attach-

ment-oriented motherhood as respectable, prioritizing the defense of attachment parent-

ing and its community over the critical engagement with activities of the new right on

Instagram.

I begin this chapter with an explanation of my core argument (section 3.1), which

rests on Skeggs’s (1997) theory of respectability, Hays’s (1996) concept of intensive moth-

erhood, and class and race perspectives on motherhood. Then, I exemplify my argument

in a discussion of stay-at-home motherhood (section 3.2). I argue that the discourse of

child-centered choice, which commonly serves to establish stay-at-home motherhood as

respectable, did not suffice to maintain respectability in this debate, necessitating ad-

ditional discursive strategies. In the last three sections of the chapter, I present these

strategies, which depoliticized parenthood, minimized the issue, and located the threat

outside of the community.

3.1. Respectability at Risk

In this section, I present the main argument to this chapter: Community members who

were invested in attachment-oriented mothering perceived the article and debate as threat

to the respectability of their parenting practice. In their debate contributions, they sought

to re-establish attachment-oriented mothering as respectable.

Many discussants perceived the article and debate as threatening to attachment

parenting as life philosophy and practice. They argued that the reputation of attach-
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ment parenting (and by extension of themselves) was jeopardized. For instance, Silke, a

motherhood blogger with 3,500 followers commented:

I want to cry. There are people who want to raise their children lovingly. Live on an
equal level and share good values. And all of the sudden this. That the reputation
of SUCH an important “parenting” culture is threatened, I think that’s terrible.

Silke’s comment positioned attachment-oriented parents as “good” and centered the issue

of reputation, pushing to the side the discussion of the article’s allegations against the

community. Silke’s emotional response was directed at the threat stemming from the

article, not the threat from the new right.

Many community members like Silke were concerned with the effects the article

and debate had on attachment parenting and its community. Employing different dis-

cursive strategies, they defended attachment-parenting practices, the community, and its

members. Borrowing from Ahmed (2004a), emotional attachment to attachment parent-

ing characterized these responses; they had already formed an attachment “as a love for

those others who are ‘with me’ and ‘like me”’ as long-time members of the community

(p. 36). The debate intensified feelings for the approach and community, materializing

borders between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

A comment by private commentator Irina shows that members of the attachment-

parenting community already perceived themselves as non-conformist and marginalized

before the debate had started:

The debate makes me afraid and causes me to doubt my artgerecht path (oh, now
that sounds right-wing too?). I don’t want to hear that I am right-wing. It is enough
having to justify long-term breastfeeding, baby-wearing or taking three years of
parental leave. I was an alien in my environment, I could withstand that...But not a
Nazi? I am so confused. (. . .) outside of the bubble, everyone says that breastfeeding
needs to be supplemented with formula and that carrying spoils children and that
children are missing out if they are not in daycare by age one.

Irina discussed her mothering practices in relation to the community and the ‘outside’.

She argued that she was already an “alien” outside of the community, because her choices

went against the general consensus (“everyone says”). Now she feared the threat of

stigmatization as right-wing, following the debate. Thinking with Ahmed’s (2004a) notion

of sticky histories, past encounters have contributed to the notion of community outsiders

as causes of bad feelings. The debate then intensified bad feelings, materializing borders

between attachment-oriented mothers and community outsiders.
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Community belonging is not only a question of emotional attachment to a group

of people sharing a particular style of parenting. Those who are “with me” and “like me”,

share more than values, as Silke’s comment would suggest. Belonging to the attachment-

parenting community is also a matter of gender, class, and race belonging. It is the

proximity of certain bodies and not others that is produced and sustained in emotional

attachment to the community.

Responses of invested community members abounded with assumptions about

shared characteristics that implicitly established white middle-class mothers as default

members: Parenting practices such as long-term breastfeeding, baby carrying, and co-

sleeping but also lifestyle products such as pottery from artisan markets can be read

as indicators members’ social position. While not all members shared these assump-

tions, they were hardly every challenged. I argue that attachment parenting is a means

through which a particular middle-class white motherhood is (re)produced. Within the

community, white middle-class mothers maintained respectability through their practice

of attachment-oriented mothering. Respectability is thus tied to intensive motherhood.

While Dittmann’s article did not equate attachment parenting with far-right ide-

ology, their proximity under one heading affected invested community members, who

felt this proximity as threat. The article destabilized attachment-oriented mothers’ self -

conceptions as respectable. None of the debate participants had argued that parenting

practices, such as stay-at-home motherhood, breastfeeding, or co-sleeping, were objection-

able in general or a sign of far-right belonging. Yet, white attachment-oriented mothers

felt compelled to justify their practices. By employing several discursive strategies, they

re-negotiated their claim to respectability via attachment-oriented mothering.

3.2. Stay-at-Home Motherhood and Child-Centered

Choice

In this section, I elaborate on my argument presented in the previous section, by discussing

stay-at-home motherhood as one example of attachment-oriented mothering that invested

white community members sought to re-establish as respectable practice.

Stay-at-home motherhood was a central concern in the debate. In the article, an

expert for gender and extremism was cited saying that the new right wanted women to
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stay at home with their children to fulfill their biologically determined roles. Even though

the point of the article was not to critique stay-at-home mothering as practice, but rather

to address a gateway for the new right to influence mothers online, the responses showed

that stay-at-home motherhood, like other attachment-parenting practices, temporarily

lost its taken-for-granted legitimacy among its practitioners. Hays (1996) argues that

there is “serious cultural ambivalence” about whether mothers should stay home or pursue

a career, which results in neither path being considered “right” (p. 133). She writes that

the resulting feelings of inadequacy require mothers to perform “ideological work”. Stay-

at-home motherhood as practice thus already requires justification.

White mothers in the community who had stayed at home with their children or

had regrets about not staying at home (longer) were moved to justify their life paths and

expressed hurt over the article, like Jennifer, a family blogger and nursing coach (<100

followers), who commented:

I contemplated whether I should comment for a long time. But I feel deeply hurt
by this article (. . .) I am an educated emancipated woman, a nurse who has decided
to stay home with my children (my decision, not dictated by anyone else). (. . .) I
am for self-determination, even when someone takes a path different from my own.
(. . .) Attachment-oriented communication is important for all people, not just in
childhood.

Jennifer’s self-conception as woman and mother was tied to her belief in self-determi-

nation. She stressed that it was her own choice as emancipated woman to become a

stay-at-home mother. Stressing the importance of attachment orientation for all people,

her comment can be read as rebuttal that sought to reinstate stay-at-home mothers after

the article had alleged a link to right-wing ideology.

Stay-at-home mother Irina ‘confessed’ to being a fulfilled mother, who engaged in

specific practices associated with attachment parenting:

I almost don’t dare saying it, but I breastfeed and I am insanely fulfilled in my role
as mom. (. . .) I love being a mom, I breastfeed long-term, my daughter will go to
a Waldorf daycare, I use alternative medicine, we co-sleep, and I had a wonderful
home birth. I don’t understand, Christin, does that make me right-wing? None of
it has anything to do with my political opinion.

Irina expressed confusion about the relationship between her personal mothering practice

and right-wing ideology. She conceptualized her own motherhood as fulfilling relationship

(“I love being a mom”) that entailed specific gendered and classed practices. Co-sleeping,
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breastfeeding, and home-birthing can be understood as bodily practices that emphasize

the entanglement of the mother’s body with her child and require the mother’s sacrifice

of bodily autonomy. These practices also serve as markers of a middle-class alternative

lifestyle: Waldorf education is based on anthroposophy and privately financed; stay-at-

home parenting moreover and long-term breastfeeding signal class privilege. Despite the

confessional character of her comment, these practices are widespread among attachment-

oriented parents.

Stay-at-home motherhood is still an ideal type of white middle-class motherhood

in Germany, particularly for the first three years of a child’s life. In the attachment-

parenting community, many mothers oppose daycare on the grounds of lack of quality

and decide to stay at home for the benefit of the child. This reproduces sacrifice as

an ideal of intensive motherhood. According to Hays (1996), sacrifice for the benefit of

the child establishes the sacredness of motherhood. Caring for others is celebrated while

self-interested personal aims, like careers and monetary gain, are condemned. She writes

that “the very definition of good mothering includes the willingness to give up things

so that your children can have things” (p. 126). This means, in order for stay-at-home

motherhood to be sacred, it has to be a willing choice for the benefit of the child.

Skeggs (1997) finds that “respectability, domestic ideals and caring” shape women’s

lives differently, as the constraints they produce “also reproduce distinctions between

women” (p. 41). She writes that “historical, cultural and economic locations and capitals

circumscribe access and provide the framework whereby respectable caring subject posi-

tions are offered and occupied in the process of subjective construction” (p. 41). Access

to discursive strategies that legitimize stay-at-home motherhood, in the German context,

is constrained. In order for stay-at-home mothers to take up a ‘respectable caring subject

position’, they might require different discursive tools depending on their social position.

Stay-at-home motherhood is practiced by mothers in diverse social positions. Yet,

in order for the practice to be regarded as a sacrifice for the benefit of the child, it has

to be seen as a free choice. This discourse of child-centered choice positions those who

articulate it as economically independent from wage labor; they are neither unemployed

nor do their households rely on their income. Therefore, this discursive strategy is more

readily available for middle-class mothers.
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In my material, none of the non-white mothers made use of the discourse of child-

centered choice. In fact, with the exception of the handful of resistant BIPOC women

discussed in section 2.7, racialized, and in particular Muslim, members of the community

remained largely silent throughout the debate. The absence of racialized stay-at-home

mothers in the discussion could simply result from the discussion topic itself: It would

be difficult to argue that they were invested in far-right ideology, considering the right’s

agenda against racialized Others. The debate therefore probably did not threaten their

self-conception as respectable mothers.

Furthermore, I assume that the discourse of child-centered choice is a particular

strategy of white mothers, because for racialized stay-at-home mothers, access to this

discourse is constrained by stereotypes. For instance, in German discourse, the (Muslim)

migrant family is conceptualized as site of oppression and as obstacle to modern gender-

equal care arrangements (Erel, 2011). Racialized mothers who stay at home risk being

perceived as impediment to their own and their children’s ‘integration’ into German soci-

ety because large emphasis is placed on learning the German language and culture. This

racist, neocolonial discourse dictates that external childcare is the best choice for children

with a so-called migration background. An analysis by Pinn and Wehner (1995) shows

that the German discourse about Muslim housewives is informed by Western assump-

tions about gender oppression in the family, discounting cultural differences in household

management and gendered expectations. These studies point to discursive difficulties for

racialized stay-at-home mothers to access respectability via the discourse of child-centered

choice, as they are discursively constructed in opposition to ‘modern’ white women who

embody freedom of choice.

For the white invested community members, the discourse of child-centered choice

seemed to be an inadequate response to the threat of their respectability. Jennifer’s

and Irina’s comments exemplify anxiety and hurt over the alleged proximity between

attachment parenting, especially stay-at-home motherhood, and the right. To frame

stay-at-home motherhood as free choice did not suffice to distance the practice from far-

right ideology. After all, it would imply that attachment-oriented mothers consciously

practiced far-right approved parenting.

In order to (re-)establish the respectability of attachment-oriented motherhood,

other discursive strategies were employed: Motherhood was depoliticized (section 3.3),
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figures of Nazis served to create distance to the right (section 3.4), and the article was dele-

gitimized as violent journalistic malpractice (section 3.5). These strategies were present

in discussions of stay-at-home motherhood, but also of attachment parenting and the

community more broadly.

3.3. Depoliticized Parenthood

The first strategy I discuss is the depoliticization of parenthood. Locating questions

of parenting in the private sphere, discussants sought to insulate attachment-oriented

motherhood from critique. This strategy was closely linked with the discourse of child-

centered choice, since it is based on the idea that family matters are private choices.

The questions discussed in the debate were fundamentally political, as they con-

cerned power relations within and outside of family life. Moreover, as discussed in sec-

tion 2.4, debate participants themselves framed parenthood as political and developed

approaches of empowered and activist motherhood. In contrast, community members

who perceived the debate as threat to their respectability depoliticized parenthood. This

strategy reproduces the public-private boundary that is closely linked to (racialized) no-

tions of gender and the division of spheres (Collins, 1998).

Andrea, a white dog blogger (500 followers), for instance, reiterated the notion

that the debate threatened the reputation of attachment parenting:

It feels like everyone is Nazi who has “radical” convictions these days. This
development causes extreme mistrust and misses the mark: To accompany families
in peaceful parenting and artgerecht childcare. Attachment parenting should not
position itself politically. Of course I don’t like racism, but this is going overboard.

She posited that attachment parenting should not be political, arguing that politics threat-

ened “peaceful parenting”. Andrea also employed the Proper Nazi figure discussed in

section 3.4, combining discursive strategies.

The Center for Parental Training (200 followers) also suggested that politics could

be a hindrance to attachment-oriented parenting:

Raising children is a family affair and is the parents’ task. Politics only has to
provide a framework so that parents can succeed in “their job”. So that our happy
and responsible persons mature. (. . .) Our concern is not politics. We want to
strengthen families, for a nice everyday life, for a happy family, for a happily ever
after
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Parenting was here described as private matter. The Center stressed that the goal was

a happy family life, referencing fairy-tale happy endings. Politics was positioned oppo-

sitional to happiness. As Ahmed (2010) discusses, happiness has historically been used

to legitimize a gendered division of labor. The happiness of a family supposedly rests

on women’s responsibility to embody the figure of the happy housewife. The gender-

neutral language of this comment masked that the Center was invested in upholding the

traditional family, which only became evident on the Center’s profile page.

A less explicit form of depoliticization was performative ignorance, which I under-

stand as a claim of ignorance or confusion that serves to elude having to position oneself.

For instance, Claudia, a family psychologist (18,000 followers) posted very similar com-

ments underneath several posts that informed about the right’s activities on Instagram.

She wrote: “I had not noticed anything until now - thank you for calling attention to this

... what has happened? ... I’m a bit lost (whoopsie!).” Like many other commentators,

she maintained that she had not noticed anything herself and was surprised and confused

by the debate. I refer to this as performative ignorance, because she expressed the same

surprise multiple times. Other examples include asking for clarification about ‘what was

going on’, asking for the evaluation of specific people or content (e.g., “should I still buy

books from this new-right publishing house?”), and stating that these days it was impos-

sible to differentiate between the left and the right. Notably, explanation attempts from

other commentators were either ignored or countered. Performative ignorance did not

depoliticize motherhood as discourse, but established a depoliticized discursive position

from which these commentators could participate in the debate.

3.4. Proper Nazis and Heartless Mothers

In this section, I present the second strategy to re-establish attachment-oriented moth-

ering as respectable: Through an elision of (new-)right ideology and the figure of the

Nazi, community members attempted to invalidate the allegations of new-right interven-

tions. Two different Nazi figures were mobilized as contrasting foil to attachment-oriented

mothers.

The article had discussed activities of the new right, right-wing political organiza-

tions, and far-right individuals without reference to Germany’s NS past or (neo-)Nazis.
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Emphasis was placed on right-wing ideologies that were not obviously racist, sexist, or

ableist. Yet, throughout the debate, descriptors of the right were used vaguely and some-

times polemically, as in a post by journalist and author Christin. She wrote that “our

attachment-oriented bubble has a Nazi problem” and used Nazis in the same manner as

Anne Dittmann had described the new right in the article.

The lack of shared definitions facilitated the strategic use of vocabulary to cre-

ate distance between attachment parenting and the right. For instance, Josephine, an

anthroposophical blogger (500 followers) responded to Christin’s post by commenting:

Looking at the debate, I must be a fascist. (. . .) To put it a bit flippantly, I believe
that every child would fare better with breast milk than with formula. And I would
prefer if all children were breastfed. But many mothers see it differently, don’t want
to or can’t breastfeed. It’s their free choice. But it does not make me a Nazi to
wish this for all children. (. . .) I would love to prescribe all parents love and care.
According to you, wanting to prescribe others my views puts me close to fascism.

In this comment, the terms “Nazi” and “fascist” were deployed to ridicule the idea that

breastfeeding advocacy could be linked to the right. The emoji of a white woman shrug-

ging underscored this point. Breastfeeding was elevated above formula feeding, establish-

ing breastfeeding as practice of ‘good’ mothers. Framing breastfeeding as “free choice” not

only contradicted the acknowledgment that some mothers cannot breastfeed for physical

reasons, it also missed how breastfeeding is dependent socio-economic factors (similar to

the discussion in section 3.2). Josephine confessed that she would like to prescribe parents

and mothers certain behaviors (breastfeeding, love, care). Yet by contrasting her wish

with fascism, she relativized her own paternalism. In another comment, she described

herself as engaged in the Antifa, further emphasizing the contrast between herself and

“fascists”.

As collective symbols (S. Jäger, 2009), “fascist” and “Nazi” come attached with

long histories; especially in conjunction, they invoke the German collective memory of

national socialism. Using Ahmed’s (2004b) concept of stickiness, “fascist” and “Nazi” are

words that are sticky with negative affect accumulated through their circulation. In the

debate, references to the right in its most extreme form were a discursive means to create

distance between attachment parenting and the right. I refer to this as the figure of the

Proper Nazi. For example, this figure showed up in another comment by dog blogger

Andrea:

45



3. The New Right and Respectable Motherhood

Am I a Nazi because I live the model woman=child care/ man=work? ... be-
cause I believe it’s the best for my child. Am I a Nazi because I don’t under-
stand why a woman would prefer formula if she had no physical problem with
breastfeeding?

In this comment, the stay-at-home motherhood and breastfeeding were presented as in

the child’s best interest, reproducing the discourse of intensive motherhood (Hays, 1996).

Andrea’s question, “am I a Nazi?”, of course can be negated, based on the evidence

presented. She did not legitimize violence to overthrow democracy nor did she espouse

völkisch-national ideology (Salzborn, 2016). The Proper Nazi figure served as contrast to

the Ahmed’s (2010) happy housewife (p. 74). The answer would not have been so clear if

she had inquired about the ideological overlap with right-wing thinking more broadly.

Sofia, a private commentator, did not respond to Andrea specifically, but nonethe-

less answered her question:

No, you are NOT NAZIS because you prefer breastfeeding over the bottle, natural
birth over Cesarean or because you think external childcare [Fremdbetreuung] is
dumb!!! If you feel attacked, read the text again more carefully. (. . .) If you do
think foreigners suck and there is only one correct family form (white, hetero,..),
then you are indeed Nazis.

Even though Sofia was critical of commentators who expressed feeling attacked as Nazis,

she also invoked the figure of the Proper Nazi. Separating motherhood practices from

right-wing ideology, Nazis were here defined as xenophobic and as against diversity (of

families). Aanerud (2007), writing about the U.S. context, argues that “images of racism

embodied by skinheads, neo-Nazis, ‘red necks,’ or police officers are abundant and ulti-

mately reassuring. They encourage all people to believe that racism occurs only in those

most aberrant and marginalized sites” (p. 34). The Proper Nazi figure thus serves to

maintain the white innocence of those who invoke it.

Other commentators added that Nazis were unintelligent climate change and Holo-

caust deniers. Through the debate, a shared understanding of what constituted Proper

Nazis was formed. Descriptors for Proper Nazis invoked male, dangerous, radical, and

openly hostile people (e.g., brown front, (male) racists, inhuman, etc.). The Proper Nazi

makes invisible female perpetrators in the NS period and the new right today. Thus, the

figure reproduces the invisibility of female activities in the far- and extreme right that

has characterized the hegemonic German discourse about the right since the end of the

Second World War (Siri, 2017).
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In the debate, as in German discourse more broadly, feminine involvement in the

NS period and beyond was reduced to their duty to reproduce the German nation (Siri,

2017). Lea, a motherhood blogger, referenced NS pedagogy to argue against right-wing

appropriation of attachment parenting: “This does not make sense. Nazi literature recom-

mended ‘the German Woman’ to be detached and to let her babies cry, to not spoil them,

etc. to create disturbed, obedient soldiers. ”. Other discussants specifically referenced

Johanna Haarer’s books on motherhood as evidence for the link between authoritative

parenting and the (far) right. In 1934, Haarer had published a successful parenting man-

ual, “The German Mother and her First Child”, in which she compared mothers to heroic

warriors fighting battles (Vinken, 2011). The modern mother of the 1930s and 40s was

supposed to set aside love and sentimentality, in order to raise the strong and eliminate

the weak. As Bergstermann (2022) shows, so-called black pedagogy was promoted by a

range of different authors and NS propagandists. Yet, Haarer is by far the best known.

As Siri (2017) discusses, the attributed role of the ideal NS woman is an effective

ideological foil that can be deployed as exculpation strategy (p. 155). In the debate,

Haarer and authoritative mothers of the past exemplified the Heartless Mother, a figure

that served as contrasting foil to uphold attachment-oriented mothers’ respectability. A

common discursive strategy was to argue that the article’s allegations could not be true

or that the article distorted facts, because Haarer and others, as Heartless Mothers, were

the antithesis of the attachment-oriented mother.

In its modern reincarnation, the Heartless Mother did not raise children but “their

brood”, as in Franziska’s comment below. She argued that the most attachment-oriented

mothers emigrated from Germany in order to protect their children from Germany’s com-

pulsory school system, which was evidence that they could not be Nazis:

Mamas who consciously decide to stay at home and to homeschool usually leave
GERMANY because so much attachment-orientation is not permissible here (com-
pulsory schooling and such), of course its the Patriotic Nazi Mothers who raise their
brood abroad I can’t even!
(Franziska, private commentator)

Setting aside the factual falsity of the statement (Rettman, 2022), Franziska clearly dis-

tinguished between breeding “Patriotic Nazi Mothers”and attachment-oriented “Mamas”,

the latter described by more affectionate terms. Attachment-oriented motherhood, in this

comment, entails the willingness to sacrifice not only a career (Hays, 1996), but also life
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in the home country for the sake of the children. In contrast, the Heartless Mother is

calculating, intentional, and lacks in love for her children.

3.5. A Respectable Community

The third discursive strategy to maintain the respectability of attachment parenting con-

cerned the self-conception as community: By framing the community as non-violent, ho-

mogeneous, and cozy “bubble”, intrusions (from the new right and the journalist) became

violent attacks from the outside. The article’s claims could then be refuted on the ba-

sis of journalistic malpractice and incompatability of attachment parenting and far-right

ideology.

The attachment-parenting community is often referred to as ‘parenting bubble’

(“Elternbubble”), both by ‘outsiders’ and, often a little self-ironically, by its members. The

term (filter) bubble is commonly used to describe the phenomenon of social-media users’

isolation from disagreeable (news) content, which is said to create separate, homogeneous

spheres with distinct beliefs.

In the debate, the community was envisioned as cozy and cuddly bubble, as ex-

emplified in this exchange between pedagogical consultant Mareike (7,500 followers) and

Yvonne, a business coach for mothers (4,000 followers):

Mareike: I sense that I am (still) inside a bubble, in which all is cozy and fair.
Incidents such as this one confuse me! But now I get to peak outside my bubble
and wake up from my naiveté!
Yvonne: It’s on us to keep our bubble “cozy and fair” and each of us needs to be a
role model. If nobody plays the game, it does not have to have big effects.

In this conversation, the community was described as cozy and fair, but dependent on the

conduct of its members. Yvonne, who appealed to the members’ responsibility, stated that

they should “be a role model. Be like Gandhi and be the change you wish to see in the

world”. Contrary to the maternal responsibility discussed in section 2.4, this responsibility

was not primarily aimed at facing the new right, but pertained to the maintenance of the

community as peaceful space. Citing Gandhi, known for his principles of non-violent

resistance, amplified Yvonne’s advocacy for non-violence.

The metaphor of a bubble carries a notion of vulnerability, as bubbles easily burst

upon touch. Maintaining the bubble thus requires protection from dangers on the ‘outside’.
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Two threats were identified: First, many framed the journalist as an intruder who did not

comply with the community’s principles and harmed the bubble. Private commentator

Bettina argued that the article was dividing the community into two sides, which had to

choose between supporting the profiles mentioned by name or the journalist’s claims of

(far-)right influences. The article was thus not only an attack on individual bloggers, but

a threat to the cohesion of the community more generally.

Many community members perceived the article as attack on attachment-oriented

bloggers and experts, who had been mentioned by name. The article did not describe

said accounts as right-wing, but questioned the expertise behind accounts that shared

parenting advice without accredited training in education or pedagogy. Still, parts of the

debate revolved around the question whether the mentions had been justified, given that

the accounts had been “pushed into a right corner” by mere proximity to the new right.

Julia, a personal blogger, defended Marcia, one of the accounts mentioned by name:

“Marcia’s work is so incredibly important. To brand her of all people as right-wing almost

hurts me physically”. Other followers reported stomach aches caused by the “attack” on

Marcia and others. Ahmed (2004a) considers how collective identities are produced on the

basis of discourses of feeling-in-common, even in virtual contexts. Proximity is created

“through the very ‘impressions’ we make of others, which transforms others into objects

of feeling” (p. 34). The affective, bodily responses emphasized the alleged violence of the

article and debate, creating “the very distinction between inside and outside” (Ahmed,

2004a, p. 28) of Marcia’s network.

By framing the article as violent, it violated a shared principle of the attachment-

parenting community: Non-violent communication. The scope of what constitutes violent

communication is very broad, with coaches even discouraging the use of specific words

such as ‘no’ and ‘but’. In the debate, statements such as “all of us teach our kids to

handle conflicts non-violently” established non-violence as shared parenting value of the

community. By framing the article as violent, the discussants leveraged the community’s

own principles to delegitimize the journalist’s claims and retain the respectability of at-

tachment parenting.

New-right intrusions were acknowledged as second threat to the community. For

instance, Karen, a private commentator, reacted to a post informing about the new-right

activities in the community: “Wow, my filter bubble now feels less cuddly. But now I will
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listen more closely to the ideas being shared.” Samantha, a white motherhood blogger

(1,500 followers), described new-right activities as “Trojan horse” and “poisonous thorn”.

In metaphors and descriptions of infiltration, influences, or intrusions, the threat of the

new right was externalized. Yet, as the next chapter shows, the distinction between

outside and inside does not hold: Community members engaged in New-Age practices

reproduced exclusionary discourses and displayed openness to far-right ideologies.
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Tolerance for the Right

In this chapter, I analyze reactions to the debate from members of the attachment par-

enting community that displayed affinity to New-Age spiritual beliefs and practices. This

subgroup within the community vehemently opposed both the article and the debate and

linked their opposition to their spiritual beliefs and (self)conceptions of femininity and

motherhood. As I show in this chapter, the New-Age subgroup facilitated the appropria-

tion of attachment parenting from the right and at times explicitly reproduced new-right

discourse. I identified discussants as part of the New-Age subgroup primarily based on

the debate material, and only secondary through their self-descriptions in their bios.

I begin this chapter with a discussion of how principles of attachment parent-

ing were discursively entangled with the subgroup’s individualistic worldview, reinforcing

the notion that everything was a matter of beliefs (section 4.1). Tied to the New-Age

individualism was a disdain for labels and categories, which I analyze in section 4.2. Mem-

bers preferred a vague notion of humankind as global family. However, as I discuss in

section 4.3, they differentiated between people who chose love and those who did not,

producing a dichotomous hierarchy that placed the spiritually enlightened on top. Em-

pathy, as love in practice, was presented as solution to societal problems. This was tied

to a belief that violence was always the result of trauma that needed to be healed. In

section 4.4, I analyze how the concepts of empathy and trauma were used to maintain

superiority and redirect the debate to those who called out the new right.

I found that these affective-discursive mechanisms in New-Age debate contribu-

tions maintained an openness to new-right appropriation that Dittmann’s article had

sought to point out. In section 4.5, I elaborate how the subgroup reproduced whiteness

in discussions of racism and motherhood by mobilizing the mechanisms described in this
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chapter. In contrast to this “benevolent” white motherhood, in the last section, I discuss

the responses of a few radicalized New-Age members, who connected motherhood myths

and new-right conspiracies; a phenomenon that I describe as conspiritual motherhood

(section 4.6).

4.1. Parenting Principles as Beliefs

New-Age discussants expressed opposition to the article’s aim and ensuing debate by

treating political positions and parenting choices as matters of belief. In this section, I

elaborate how principles from attachment parenting were linked with spiritual individu-

alism to dismiss arguments from left-leaning and feminist members of the community.

Joining the community debate, parenting blogger Ines (100,000 followers), who

has a background in life sciences, wrote a short post cautioning about the ideological

proximity of alternative-healing proponents in the attachment-oriented community and

the far right, both championing naturalness and anti-elite thinking. While exemplified her

arguments with faux cancer cures and unspecific Placebo products, the comment section

turned to discuss homeopathy and Covid-19 vaccines.

For instance, Jessica, a baby-sleep coach with 1,000 followers, commented:

Can’t everyone just believe what they want?! When I read some comments, I get the
impression some think they know it all. Live and let live would be more appropriate.
Everyone has a different opinion about parenting, homeopathy, vaccines or whatever.
Would be boring if everyone did the same, wouldn’t it? I think there are many truths
and right paths....

Jessica opposed Ines’s post and responded defensively. She framed “parenting, homeopa-

thy, vaccines or whatever” as a matter of belief and opinion and suggested that multiple

truths could be true at the same time. The expression “live and let live” that Jessica used

was employed several times throughout the debate. The phrase functioned as thought-

terminating cliché (Montell, 2021), a linguistic device that is used to discourage dissent.

It suggests that everyone’s choices and opinions are equally valid, discouraging judgment

of other paths. “Live and let live” was only invoked to defend certain practices such as

alternative healing, but did not apply to those who asked uncomfortable questions and

called out (far-)right arguments.
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Vanessa, a private commentator who responded to Ines as well, tied the notion

of beliefs to parenting more explicitly. She opposed the critique of alternative healing

methods by arguing that an attachment-oriented approach should treat all perspectives

equally: “In my opinion, this [Ines’s post] is the opposite of attachment-oriented. It

should actually mean equality [Gleichwertigkeit], but certain alternatives like homeopathy

are ridiculed here”. Vanessa implicitly referenced two common principles in attachment

parenting: First, children are seen as being of equal worth and are supposed to be treated

with the same dignity as adults. Vanessa transferred the notion of equality as equal worth

from the parent-child relationship to beliefs and perspectives more broadly. This is linked

to a second principle from attachment parenting: One-size-fits-all solutions are rejected

in favor of finding what works well for each individual and family unit. Vanessa extended

these principles from her parenting philosophy to beliefs about medicine and alternative

healing.

Janine, another private commentator, similarly defended alternative spirituality

as freedom of beliefs in a response to a post about the dangers of alternative healing in

the parenting community. The post was written by Diana, mother of a disabled child,

blogger, and activist (2,500 followers). Diana explained that people from alternative mi-

lieus either considered her child’s disability the result of something negative, like trauma,

or a special gift from the universe. She shared her experiences in the context of the

debate, as Dittmann’s article had raised the issue of ableism and trauma rhetoric in new-

right activities on Instagram. Her post cautioned that the language of love and healing

masked ableist power structures. Janine responded with hurt and explained in detail that

spiritual beliefs were so diverse and individual that any generalization would be an un-

fair reduction of complexity. Similarly to Vanessa, Janine equated critique of alternative

approaches with ridicule:

You have every right to believe in what you believe! Because our convictions are
our own individual reality! But to equate esoteric belief with comedy, I feel that as
an insult! With all due respect (Janine, private commentator)

Like Jessica, Janine’s comment suggested that there were multiple truths, however, she

went even further to say that everyone was living in their own reality. Their statements

connected a postmodern notion of truth, which has become a rhetoric tool of the populist

right (Salzborn, 2017) and New-Age individualism. In New-Age cultures, societal trans-
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formations are thought to be the result of shifts in individual consciousness and practice

(Knoblauch, 1989). In the material, individuals were attributed the right to pursue any

belief or practice without judgment, shame, or ridicule. The new right, in particular the

AfD, has promoted the idea that truth has been replaced by “postfactual emotions” in or-

der to shift the boundaries of what is deemed acceptable to say (Salzborn, 2017, p. 16/17).

In conjunction, this post-truth individualism shielded against critique: Looking at, for in-

stance, Jessica’s mention of vaccines, post-truth individualism asserts her right to reject

vaccinations at the same time as it claims that there is no identifiable, agreed-upon truth

on vaccine efficiency or side effects.

Lena, a private commentator, cited Ines’s argument that attachment parenting

needed to consider those for whom solutions that worked for the majority did not fit and

related it to her own experience, asking: “Why isn’t it accepted then that vaccines don’t

work for my child after they had a bad reaction? Looks like for some topics only one truth

is allowed. Bummer.” Taking the notion of post-truth beliefs further, Lena’s comment

not only suggested that there were multiple truths, but also alluded to the suppression of

truths.

Individualism was a recurrent theme in New-Age responses to the debate. Ella,

who provided consultations based on chakra numerology and has 4,500 followers, opposed

efforts by two family experts to investigate new-right interventions in the attachment-

parenting community more closely (discussed in section 2.7). Ella argued in favor for

self-responsible behavior, understood as choices based on what was good for herself and

her family:

I distance myself from everything that is RADICAL. But I do make radical deci-
sions sometimes, not in all areas of life. E.g., daycare-free and school-free, I won’t
compromise in that regard, not in this system. I stand by the values that are im-
portant to me and for my family, no matter which party represents them. I am not
political and I do not engage with party programs. I am not and will not be a chess
piece of politics. I focus on myself and my family and make decisions that will IN
MY OPINION be good for my family, independently from what politics say. Is it
right-wing, when I criticize early daycare just like the AfD or share my experience?
If everyone acted self-responsibly, the world would be much more peaceful.

In this comment, Ella expressed individualism in the form of independence from politics

and the state (i.a., the school system). She stressed that decisions were based on her

own opinion. She centered her family in her explanations, establishing herself as main
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parent. Paraphrasing Confucius, Ella went on to say “when the family is in order, the

state is in order. And when the state is in order, humanity will live in peace”. In her

comments, she connected her individualism with the notion of apolitical motherhood (as

discussed in section 3.3). Even though her decision to homeschool her children was politi-

cally motivated since it was based on resistance against the school system, Ella described

herself as non-political. Despite distancing herself from everything “radical”, she aligned

herself with a political goal of the right-populist AfD, as both opposed external childcare.

Individualism supplied the rationale to justify her self-positioning as apolitical: Her deci-

sions were based on her own situation and values. In contrast to post-truth individualism

shared by many New-Age commentators, Ella was clear in what she considered right and

true.

The white women from the New-Age subgroup cited here connected their argu-

ments to common principles in attachment parenting: First, there are no one-size-fits-all

solutions for all families (see also section 2.4). Second, parents are considered to be experts

of their children, because they know them most intimately. At the same time, intensive

motherhood places added responsibility on mothers to gather expert knowledge about

parenting and seek out advice (Vincent, 2009). Thus, mothers following attachment par-

enting are expected to find the best solutions for their children by consulting both their

knowledge of their children and the expert literature, which Lyons (2020) calls the expert

paradox.

The New-Age discourse of freedom of beliefs and multiple right paths thus might

mitigate the pressure on mothers stemming from the expert paradox: the belief that

there are many right ways alleviates the pressure to choose correctly for the benefit of

the family. This can be considered a discursive coping strategy, more than a rejection of

intensive-motherhood demands, because the mother’s responsibility for her children’s well-

being remains unchallenged. The discourse of multiple right paths did not challenge the

mother-as-main-parent discourse (Mackenzie, 2019). On the contrary, in several instances

this discourse seemed to justify conservative family formations, such as stay-at-home

motherhood.

In contrast to mothers who connected their responsibility as mothers to their

responsibility for social justice (see section 2.4), New-Age commentators followed the

opposite approach. Decisions were framed as matter of choosing what is best for the
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self and the family, even though some questions have consequences beyond this intimate

sphere. For instance, the decision against vaccines affects the immunity of communities

overall. Yet, New-Age discussants applied the same rationale to parenting as they did

to vaccinations, voting, and political alliances. As critics of New-Age spirituality have

remarked, the emphasis of individualism and freedom of beliefs lacks a basis for ethical

decision-making, since individual autonomy is based on individual feelings (York, 2001).

As further discussed in section 4.5, this individualism affected how race was conceptualized

and problematized.

4.2. We are One Human Family

The discourse of individualism was not only linked with beliefs and practices, but also

extended to people’s identities and New-Age ideas of human nature. As I show in this

section, categorization and use of labels for people was vehemently opposed. Instead,

discussants favored a notion of humankind as family.

In response to the Die Welt article, trauma therapist Sabine (5,000 followers)

wrote a post on “the human family”, on what united all human beings, and on the

exclusions produced through categorizations and “boxes”. She had been implicated as

profile that spread motherhood myths based in right-wing theories. In the article, Sabine

was described as mother and vaccine skeptic. However, she also uses her Instagram profile

professionally to acquire clients for her business as trauma therapist. The post did not

reference the debate, but nevertheless can be seen as her response to the article. It was

her first post since the article was published and it featured many discursive threads that

were present throughout the debate. In it, Sabine wrote: “We are all part of one big

human family. We all belong since birth. Nobody is excluded”. She stated that all human

beings had the same needs but at the same time, that everyone was different and had

unique experiences, imprints, and wounds.

Sabine rejected any collectivization beyond the vague notion of the human family:

“Why do we separate human beings and put them in different boxes? Good - bad, left

- right, black - white, native - foreign....”. She argued that people judged each other
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based on superficial looks and supposed actions and statements, without actual interest

in understanding each other.1

The critique of categorization became a repeated defense in the debate. For in-

stance, elimination communication coach Nicole (1,500 followers) stated: “I am appalled

about the boxes that are used in these threads by people who want to fight against putting

others in boxes”. The argument, shared by many New-Age discussants, was that those

who called out the far right were doing the same thing as the far right, unfairly grouping

people into categories. Instead, the (majority female) members of the New-Age subgroup

advocated to listen to each other and seek understanding, irrespective of labels. Equating

the calling out of the far right with the actual activities of the far right trivializes the

harm perpetuated by the right.

Lisa, a private commentator, opposed the article’s claim that trauma therapy was

connected to right-wing ideology. She argued that the two did not fit together because

in trauma theory humans were allowed to exist with all their peculiarities. The notion

of the human family was brought forward as evidence that Ruppert’s trauma approach

could not be exclusionary. At the same time Lisa reproduced the ableist assumption that

ADHD was something that could be dealt with through IoPT. Lisa ended her comment

with an expression of love for the diversity of human beings, ironically by providing a list

of categories: “I appreciate humans. Little, big, female, male, trans, healthy or sick, etc.

Best regards”.

The rejection of labels was linked to the post-truth individualist discourse discussed

in the previous section. Labels were seen as obstacle in constructing one’s personal reality,

as in Patrick’s comment below:

I think we should all be able to self-dependently pick out what is personally
best for us from the opinions of other people, without looking too hard at what label
they carry or have been stamped with. The Nazis greatly advanced the Autobahn
construction (. . .) Is every highway planner or construction worker therefore suspi-
cious, should I avoid drinking a beer with them? Oh dear (Patrick, personal
blogger, <50 followers)

Notably, in New-Age comments labels were always something that humans had been bur-

dened with, as in Patrick’s comment. The notion of labels as self-chosen and empowering

was absent. Instead, categorization of people, particularly as (far-)right, was described as
1This can be read as implicit response to Dittmann’s article, suggesting that the author did not want
to understand her activities on Instagram.
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violent act. This was particularly clear in the metaphor of the “Nazi club” as instrument

of violence with which labels were supposedly stamped onto decent people:

It’s not justifiable to call competent humans right-wing. What is behind it, what is
the aim of somebody who takes out the Nazi club [Nazikeule] and thinks feminism
is under attack, which worry is underneath? Can you reveal your worries to me?
(Lisa, private commentator)

The metaphor is a discursive tool from far-right groups and parties (M. Jäger et al., 2019).

It is used to argue that legitimate political positions are delegitimized by through false

association with Nazis and the (far) right. In the material, the New-Age disdain for labels

thus neatly aligned with and supported far-right discourse.

4.3. The Superiority of Love

The emphasis on the human family might on first glance appear to contradict any ide-

ological proximity to the far right, as it suggests an international orientation. However,

as I show in this section, a discourse of love established New-Age members as superior to

others, while at the same time reproducing a particular, maternal femininity.

Love and affection were ubiquitous in the debate overall, whether expressed in

writing or through emojis, such as hearts, flowers, and encouraging gestures. However,

in the material from New-Age subgroup, the reference of love went beyond expressing

positive sentiment and support. When self-love coach Simone (3,000 followers) commented

“ love is the answer to everything ” in support of trauma therapist Sabine, the

statement was not an empty platitude but actually summarized a core belief shared by

many New-Age discussants. Love functioned as discourse that was connected to the notion

of a human family as well as to theories of human psychology.

Christin, a journalist and author on parenting topics (50,000 followers) supported

the Die Welt article and explained in more detail the link between (far-)right ideologies

and attachment parenting. Laura, a private commentator, responded to her post:

Thank you Christin, you have taught me a lot just now. That all of us are on the
same level. All of us on Mother Earth. Nobody is better. All are special. At first
you triggered me with your post. But now I can tell you that all human beings are
love no matter left or right. Politicians or not. We all are brothers and sisters, all
branded by trauma and still we know who we really are. We should spend more
time with people who trigger us to learn from them. thank you. In love for all of
us we are not divided, we are one!
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In this comment, the notion of the human family was linked with a discourse of love and

concepts from trauma psychology (see section 4.4). Imagining humankind as siblings with

the Earth as mother, Laura emphasized unity and equality. Love was not only the affect

that linked people (“in love for all of us”) but also the essence of human life (“all human

beings are love”). Despite the spiritual and positive language, the comment expressed

opposition, countering Christin’s call to be vigilant about the new right with a call for

unity and understanding.

From the perspective of New-Age discussants, the debate was violent and hateful.

Categorization, calling right-wing activities by name, was considered divisive and coun-

terproductive to love and peace. Personal blogger Birgit was very engaged in the debate

and posted the following comment in three similar versions to different debate posts:

A lot of energy is spent daily on judging “the right”, to be anti-anti. Instead that
energy could be spent looking at where people are being defamed, excluded, hated,
and stripped of rights, to intervene, help and protect. But that rarely happens,
instead everything evil is projected onto “the right” (. . .) Even if all right-wing
people were behind bars, would we have peace? (. . .) Evil is not only right-wing,
it takes space wherever love has no room. That’s why I think it is more fruitful to
look at where I practice love myself and where I don’t and whether I want to walk
the path of love or not. Every human being has the freedom to do so . (emphasis
added)

She rejected the category (far) right and juxtaposed judgment with the practice of love.

Birgit positioned herself as someone practicing love, which she framed as free choice. Not

choosing the path of love was associated with the evil. Notably, she did not refer to the

far right, but to those who judged and did not give space to love. Arguing that evil

was “projected” onto the right suggested that warnings of the danger of the far right were

exaggerated and potentially even fabricated. Therefore, her comment trivialized the harm

that (far-)right groups perpetrate.

Coach Nicole argued similarly. In a discussion about alternative healing, racism,

and the pandemic, Nicole had disclosed her participation in Covid-skeptic protests a few

weeks earlier. When asked to justify joining new-right groups in the protest, Nicole

commented:

Those who are insecure HAVE TO ridicule and defame, to hide their insecurity and
keep up their anger. How could you keep on despising me if you talked to me on
equal ground? Maybe someday you’ll manage to self-reflect. Until then, you embody
what you seek to fight - hate and intolerance (. . .) Have a sunny day! (emphasis
added)
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In another comment, she argued that the true enemy was the hate “inside” those who

called out the far right. Yet, if all human beings were love, as Laura suggested, does

Nicole’s argument contradict Laura’s? Actually, they were two sides of the same coin: In

Laura’s description of a united human family, there can be love because “we all know who

we are”. In Nicole’s comment self-reflection is presented as solution to overcome hate and

negative emotions such as anger. Both position love as desirable goal, achieved through

self-knowledge. The pursuit of love follows a logic of self-optimization, where each person

is seen as responsible for their own destiny, irrespective of structural constraints.

As exemplified in these comments, discussants from the New-Age subgroup con-

ceptualized love in a paradoxical manner: On the one hand, love was invoked to proclaim

unity, equality, and connection among all of humankind. On the other hand, love was an

individual achievement that set New-Age members apart from those who chose to remain

“hateful” and “negative”. The result of this discourse of love was a dichotomy between

the side of love, which was presented as the only valid path, and the side of hate.

The definition of hate was skewed so that it did not pertain to the new-right

influencers on Instagram, but to those who called attention to the problem and positioned

themselves as against racism and the far right. Any judgment was equated with hate.

Anger about right-wing activities was presented as problem. Negative comments about

the far right were dismissed as projections, while right-wing thinking was legitimized

as freedom of opinion. Critics were thus represented as “haters” and “anti”; in a few

instances, they were even explicitly linked with the Antifa as imagined organization of

hate, as in a comment by children’s trauma coach Stefanie (<100 followers): “Well, I

immediately associate this with the Antifa.... And that’s a terror organization that rages

and destroys, not only in Berlin. Everyone who does not agree with them is being called

a Nazi”.

Reframing critique as hate is a successful strategy to discredit critics, as evidenced

by the persistent stereotype of feminists as man-haters. As figures of hate (Ahmed,

2004b), critics of the far right became destructive, dangerous, and the “real” problem,

which diverted the focus of the debate. Considering hate in terms of Ahmed’s affective

economics, hate circulates as it does not have a fixed referent in particular bodies, but

rather continuously “work[s] to differentiate some others from other others” (Ahmed,
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2004b, p. 47). Whether critique was equated with hate or not depended on the target;

critics of pandemic policies for instance were not associated with hate.

The figure of the “hater” in the debate functioned as stereotype from which New

Age discussants could differentiate themselves. According to Hall (2013), stereotyping

“sets up a symbolic frontier between (. . .) the acceptable’ and the ’unacceptable’, what

’belongs’ and what does not or is ’Other’, between ’insiders’ and ’outsiders’, Us and Them”

(p. 248). Boundaries become fixed and positive and negative values become associated

with each side. New-Age discussants created such a frontier between the different sides

of the debate, positioning themselves on the side of love.

Ahmed has shown that love can be mobilized to reframe and conceal hateful mo-

tives in her analysis of emotions used by hate groups. Ahmed (2004b) writes that many

hate groups have strategically renamed themselves as love groups so that “such groups be-

come concerned with the well-being of others; their project becomes redemptive or about

saving loved others” (p. 123). Being against something, uttering critique, and making oth-

ers uncomfortable becomes framed as hate: “[t]he critics of hate groups become defined

as those who hate, those who act out of a sense of ‘anti-ness’ or ‘against-ness”’ (p. 123).

Despite the highly individualist self-representation of New-Age members (as dis-

cussed in section 4.1), they did produce a collective “us” through the discourse of love. As

Ahmed (2004b) writes, “love is crucial in how individuals become aligned with collectives

through their identification with an ideal, an alignment that relies on the existence of

others who have failed that ideal” (p. 124). They imagined a community of like-minded

people; in theory, all of humankind was imagined as connected in their needs for love

as well as in their capacity to love. As Ahmed (2004b) argues, this is a humanist fan-

tasy based on conditional love that produces “the Others” as those who fail to return

the investment of love. Individuals identified themselves with the side of love, claiming

they had chosen love and reached a higher state of self-reflection. “Haters” were excluded

from the side of love, as they had not performed the necessary self-reflection to abandon

negative affects. The discourse of individualism was maintained by never specifying who

exactly belonged on the side of love: There was no explicit reference to being part of a

named community, “social-media bubble”, or other form of collectivity beyond the “hu-

man family”. At the same time, New-Age members were of course “doing community”
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online when they participated in discussions on Instagram profiles like Sabine’s. Many

praised Sabine, commenting that she was the reason they were using the platform at all.

Ahmed and Shome both caution that love as discourse can conceal hate, exclusions,

and power relations. According to Shome (2014), “Western national/ colonial identities,

while professing to forge imagined communities of global belonging through regimes of love

and caring, have in reality too often forged imagined communities of belonging through

hate and dislike” (p. 139). In Shome’s analysis of transnational adoption, white femininity

performs racial love while concealing racial hatred. Her argument pertains to the adoption

from children from the Global South, who receive love but whose life conditions are

despised. Adapted to the context of New-Age commentators, the discourse of love was

mobilized primarily to express love and understanding for those on the right and far

right. At the same time, it was the “haters” who were found at fault, whose positions

were disapproved. Belonging on to the side of love was thus secured through love for the

targets of critique (the right) as well as dislike of critics.

Mobilizing the discourse of love not only secured belonging to an abstract collective

of like-minded individuals, it also produced a specific New Age femininity. Ahmed (2004b)

writes of love as “sign of respectable femininity, and of maternal qualities narrated as the

capacity to touch and be touched by others” (p. 124). The almost exclusively white female

subgroup extended love and maternal care to those who they positioned as wounded and

hurt. Hegemonic or dominant femininity legitimizes the hierarchical and complementary

relationship it has with hegemonic masculinity and denies women access to characteristics

considered masculine (Schippers, 2007). Other femininities that deviate from the femi-

nine ideal, called pariah femininities by Schippers, become stigmatized. In this gender

structure, female aggression and authority are a threat to masculine dominance. Through

stereotyping (also predominantly female) critics as haters and proclaiming love and under-

standing, female New-Age discussants reproduced feminine vulnerability and love while

denying critics legitimate access to masculine characteristics.
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4.4. Healing Trauma, Healing the Self, Healing the

World

In the New-Age subgroup, love was envisioned to heal social injustice through empathy.

The concept was closely related to Franz Ruppert’s trauma therapy, which had been one

of the subjects in the Die Welt article. In this section, I discuss how empathy was related

to the concept of the traumatized self, and how this theory helped maintain the group’s

superiority while diverting attention away from the debate on activities of the new right.

The theme of empathy was closely linked with both the discourse of love and

Ruppert’s alternative trauma therapy Identity-oriented Psycho-Trauma Therapy (IoPT).

For instance, when a commentator suggested that trauma therapist Sabine, who had

written a post about the human family (section 4.2) was discounting the experiences of

people of color, Carolin, a wellness blogger (200 followers), came to Sabine’s defense. She

commented:

Those who can look at their internal pain can also perceive pain on the outside
differently and seek connection. I think Sabine would be empathetic toward a POC.
(. . .) IoPT supports you to come into empathy. We should move toward each other
and attempt peaceful discourse. Asking questions, being open, tolerating feelings,
giving time. At the end, everyone just wants to be loved. Every one of us.

The comment presented empathy as desirable mindset that could be accessed through

overcoming trauma. In additional comments, Carolin referenced Ruppert’s theory of

the traumatized and therefore split self, when she stated that “split-off and unconscious

wounds” needed to be confronted to develop understanding. In IoPT, trauma is a barrier

to love and empathy. Before “healthy love relations” can be built, traumatized people

need to “integrate the splits in [their] psyche” that stem from trauma (Ruppert, 2016).

Ruppert’s concept of trans-generational trauma supposes that traumatized parents trau-

matize their children - a violent cycle from which parents need to break free so that their

children can remain “whole” (2013). Ruppert argues that traumata can occur at different

levels of the self and affect children’s capacity for love, their identity, or their sexuality.

While he criticizes the division between “normal” and “abnormal” sexualities, he argues

that LGBTQ+ sexualities and identities can be the result of traumata (Ruppert, 2019).

Mothers bear the majority of responsibility for traumata, as they are said to have a unique

63



4. New-Age Motherhood and Tolerance for the Right

“symbiotic bond” with their children. An integrated, whole, and healed self is the goal of

IoPT and love is an achievement that can only be reached after years of trauma therapy.

Commentators who proclaimed that they were taking the path of love signaled

that they had achieved “integration” of their psyche. They had cleansed themselves of

the traumata inherited from their parents and grandparents. Therefore, they had reached

a higher level of enlightenment, which enabled them to recognize internal wounds in

others. “Haters” were considered traumatized, which was seen to impede their ability

to feel, behave, and build relationships as “whole selves”. The trauma discourse thus

reinforced the hierarchical concept of love discussed in the previous section.

Notably, empathy and understanding were conceptualized as ability to access inti-

mate knowledge about other people’s emotions and motives. New-Age members frequently

made claims about the emotional state and personal past of critical commentators. For

instance, when she was criticized for participation in Covid-skeptic protests, elimination

communication coach Nicole commented:

I used to hate out of fear of hate myself. Those times are over. Sadly you get
triggered and cannot engage with the experience and feelings of others (I don’t
mean you are supposed to be happy about racist murder, of course). Normally,
that’s called “intolerant”. But I know you have very emotional reasons. Therefore
I remain understanding of you and am sure, one day you will be able to open up
for other perspectives, to listen and understand that the “enemy” you hate on the
outside lives inside you (dogmatism? hate? prejudice? stereotypes?).

In her comment, Nicole employed empathetic language and related her own experience

and personal development to the critical commentator. She explained that hate was a

result of fear; a fear that those on the “side of love” had supposedly learned to overcome.

Claiming to know the commentator’s motivation, Nicole’s comment shifted the discussion

to the commentator’s capacity to overcome the “hate” inside.

Lisa, a private commentator, objected to the debate and centered her critique on

the journalist herself. In contrast to the objections raised in chapter 3, the journalist’s

psyche was the focus of Lisa’s argument. Claiming insight into the mind of the article’s

author, Lisa suggested that Anne Dittmann had unresolved issues:

I’m sorry, but I get the impression this is about avoidance of one’s issues. Based
on fear or worry. (. . .) Not everyone is a born journalist. (. . .) I think, all humans
should again and again get a feel for why they (want to) believe something and
reject something else. It does not get easier with unreflected writing motivation
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and paid journalism. Could it be that opinion-making [Meinungsmache] endangers
diversity and not Franz Ruppert’s work? (Lisa, private commentator)

While the analysis of the journalist was on a personal level, the term “opinion-making”

suggests that Lisa was critical toward established news media more broadly, as the term is

commonly used in right-wing populist discourse to disparage “mainstream” media outlets.

Lisa went on to speculate about the journalist’s own trauma. Her comments became

increasingly focused on the journalist’s personal background, offering sympathy while

defending Franz Ruppert:

I thought you care about humans, all of them. Anti is very extreme and rarely
fosters connection for the benefit of ‘all’. And that’s what it is about for you, you
worry about being disadvantaged. Of course that feels unsettling. Nobody should
be alone with this. You have my sympathy. (Lisa, private commentator)

In Lisa’s comments, the discourse of love (or more precisely, it’s counterpart hate), the

notion of the human family, and the discourse of trauma were linked to oppose the article

and debate.

In some comments, empathy for all of humankind was explicitly linked with at-

tachment parenting. For instance, chakra numerologist Ella argued that an attachment-

oriented approach would mean seeking connections with people on the far right:

No matter what, behind every opinion and every account there are humans who
FEEL We should not FORGET that and seeking connection with “SUCH”
people, seeking bonds, that is ATTACHMENT-ORIENTED

The use of the folded-hands emoji symbolized either a request or gratitude and supported

Ella’s appeal to seek connection with others. In the next section, I discuss how empathy

was featured in discussions of racism, establishing a particular maternal whiteness.

4.5. Maternal Whiteness

In this section, I consider how the entanglement of discourses elaborated above (re)pro-

duced a maternal whiteness in the New-Age discussion of the far right and inequality and

racism. In this discussion, people of color were not afforded agency but brought into the

discussion only as objects of pity. It was white people who were considered activists on

behalf of people of color.
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Although the Die Welt article did not explicitly deal with racism in new-right

ideology, the racism was often discussed in the debate due to heightened awareness of

racial justice issues in the summer of 2020. For instance, in the comment section of

trauma therapist Sabine’s post on the human family, in which she rejected all labels

(section 4.2), racism was discussed in some detail after Nadine, a private commentator,

wrote:

It is not enough, when we, from our privileged position, say that we are all equal.
Then we negate all problems from people who are not as privileged as us. It is not
only ok, it is also important to see skin color. To see the pain. (. . .) if we want to do
something for equality, we need to be anti-racist. What you [Sabine] write sounds
like “all lives matter”.

While Nadine exposed the problematic assumption of equality as sameness in Sabine’s post

and highlighted the importance of acknowledging race, the comment also positioned the

“not as privileged” outside of the discussion. Assuming that “we” inhabited a privileged

position, Nadine implied that it was privileged white people who participated in the

debate and by extension in the attachment-oriented community. This was further made

clear through the optional character of anti-racist action. Anti-racism is only optional for

people whose lives are not threatened by white supremacy, who inhabit a world of “racial

comfort” (Yancy, 2018). Moreover, Nadine associated “skin color” with pain and used it

as shorthand for BIPOC, reducing non-white people to the tone of their skin and their

experience of racism. Ahmed (2004a) argues that such an over-representation of the pain

of others “fixes the other as the one who ‘has’ pain”, as dependent on the generosity of

the subject (p. 36).

Some New-Age members’ applied their rejection of labels and categorization to

questions of race, producing a colorblind understanding of race. Alexandra, a private

commentator, defended Sabine’s dismissal of labels in favor of human unity. Responding

to Nadine, Alexandra wrote:

If I am for equality, then I am automatically against inequality. I do not need to
waste my energy being against something, but can use it completely for being for
something! If all human beings are equal for me, then I do not need to look at their
skin color! You (!) categorize and think in boxes. Don’t you realize?

The comment referenced a spiritual belief in energies, which needed to be invested into

something positive in order to not be wasted. Acknowledgment of race was equated with
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such a waste of energy. Instead, Alexandra stressed the equality of all people. Color-

blindness, the refusal to “see” race, is a form of racism that is often reproduced by white

people who consider themselves non-racists (deandre Miles-hercules & Muwwakkil, 2021).

Frankenberg (1993) argues that color evasiveness also entails an evasion of power; the dis-

course of sameness masks systemic injustice. New-Age discourses legitimized Alexandra’s

colorblindness and distracted from the action required to fight injustices.

Spiritual practices were referenced as solutions to foster said equality in the human

family. However, they reproduced the power relations that sustained the global inequali-

ties they sought to overcome. For instance, Petra, a healer with 300 followers suggested

that trauma and exclusion could be healed through circle dances among “enemies”:

The external problems with other people are a projection of problems I have ex-
perienced growing up. The outer human family is a mirror of the inner family.
Every individual can heal and that will affect the outside. (. . .) In a circle dance,
music and movement creates joy and connection. I think if all enemies would dance
together, they could leave prejudices and problems behind and find a new basis for
co-operation. Nobody is excluded. We all belong.

Petra supported the idea of the human family and suggested that social problems were

solvable through individual healing and self-reflection. Like many others, Petra thus lo-

cated the solution on an individual level, leaving unexplained how structural problems

such as gender and racial inequality could be addressed. The circle dance refers to a

practice common among Indigenous Peoples in the United States, yet in the comment its

origins were erased. The appropriation of non-hegemonic cultural practices is a common

feature of New-Age spirituality that is based on the individualist approach to beliefs,

which treats non-Western ideas and practices as spiritual commodities (York, 2001). As

Shome (2014) writes, in non-Western cultures from which many of the appropriated spir-

itual practices originate, “such mind-body practices have historically functioned to build

collectivities of resistance as during colonialism. They were not about individualized

modes of self-empowerment or a retreat from social justice and struggles where you re-

main ‘blissed out”’ (p. 185). Yet, when spiritual practices and alternative therapies are

removed from emancipatory contexts, they become tools for the construction of white

femininity’s corporeality. Although Petra’s suggestion to heal everyone’s trauma with

circle dances entails a vision for transformation (i.e., peace), there is no consideration of

the realities of, for instance, the materiality of racial injustice. As Shome (2014) writes
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on love’s capacity to correct global injustices: “If only it were that simple—then every

white woman’s ‘love’ for other cultures would have by now leveled the geopolitical field”

(p. 182).

The white women in the New Age subgroup discussing issues of race and racism not

only assumed that their virtual community was exclusively white, they also reproduced

stereotypes of Black people that maintained the superiority of whiteness. Personal blogger

Birgit, for example, compared the needs and psychological state of two imagined figures:

A Black woman who has migrated from Africa to Germany, and a neo-Nazi:

Naturally, a dark-skinned [dunkelhäutige] woman from Africa needs special atten-
tion in Germany, a special protection. But that does not mean that rude ‘Ronny’
with buzz cut and combat boots doesn’t have inner misery as well, which needs
attention. Even though the inner misery of the black African [Schwarzafrikanerin]
is probably twice as big, because of her experience of racism, that does not give us
permission to exclude people from the human family, because they act out due to
their inner wounds. Everyone needs to intervene when human beings are directly
defamed, to call out racism but also fascism.

In this comment, outdated descriptors were used for the unnamed African woman. “Dun-

kelhäutig” and “Schwarzafrikanerin” invoke colonialist images of Africa as dark continent

and are based on racist typologies (Sow, 2008). The terms intensify the contrast be-

tween the woman and Ronny, the stereotypical neo-Nazi. The comment implied that

Ronny was cause of the woman’s misery. This reduced racism to rudeness and defama-

tion. The comment thus individualized racism and located it in the figure of the Proper

Nazi (see section 3.4), which served to maintain the white innocence of the community.

Yet, by invoking the discourse of trauma, Ronny’s place as member of the human family

was secured, as he merely required help to self-reflect. This differentiates the New-Age

perspective from responses discussed in chapter 3: While the former express empathy for

Nazis, the latter insist on clear boundaries and consider far-right ideology as unacceptable.

Birgit’s comment moreover produced a distinct maternal whiteness. The African

woman, reduced to her misery and skin tone, lacked agency and was dependent on protec-

tion, presumably by white women like the commentator herself. The gender of the African

woman is of importance, as African migrant men in German populist discourse have been

associated with stereotypes of sexual predators and welfare abusers (Berg, 2019). Non-

white migrant women on the other hand are imagined to flee from oppressive cultures

and in need of protection. Birgit positioned herself as someone who offers protection and
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empathy to those in need, no matter their “color”, origin, or ideology. This could be

understood as a form of maternal care, which at the same time reifies the commentator’s

whiteness.

Carolin, a wellness blogger (200 followers), challenged the notion of colorblind

equality. However, her comment, a response to Sabine’s post on the human family,

nonetheless reproduced racist stereotypes:

“Everyone is the same, I don’t make a difference between black or white.” etc. That
does not acknowledge, without evil intentions, that black people’s pain is often not
seen in our society. It’s as if to say (hyperbolically) “Racism does not exist because
I am in favor of all people being the same.” At the same time the black person does
not feel seen in his hardship, because he experiences every day that he is treated
differently and he gets the impression that the person saying this does not care
about his hardship. That’s comparable to telling a child ‘It wasn’t that bad.’

As common in the subgroup, racism was equated with pain, which reduced racism to a

negative psychological or psycho-somatic sensation. The comment again individualized

racism by focusing on the perception and treatment of a single Black person. Like Birgit in

the previous comment, Carolin positioned the Black person in a state of dependence. This

is reinforced by the comparison to a child. The comment made reference to a principle in

attachment parenting: Parents are encouraged to avoid sentences such as “it wasn’t that

bad” when children hurt themselves because it invalidates the child’s own perception of

the situation. The comparison with children infantilized Black people. Positioning herself

as someone who cares, Carolin established her own maternal whiteness.

It was common for New-Age discussants to consider racism an individual issue.

This was also evident in Nicole’s comment about her biracial child:

My daughter is [biracial], so maybe she will encounter racism here and there some-
day. I have had several long-term bi-national relationships. And I deal with these
topics in my job. (. . .) I am appalled about the boxes that are used in these threads
by people who want to fight against putting others in boxes. (Nicole)

She displayed an understanding of racism as individual as opposed to structural, describ-

ing racism as “encounters”. Nicole referenced her child multiple times throughout the

discussion in response to critical comments that suggested she was racist or right-wing.

This is a classic strategy to deflect the responsibility of whiteness (Yancy, 2014, p. 45).

At the same time, Nicole established herself as “global mother” (Shome, 2014) who not

only cared for her own child but also volunteered in refugee aid projects.
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4.6. Conspiritual Motherhood

New-Age discourses such as the belief in multiple right paths turned sinister when they met

with Holocaust or Covid-19 denial. In this section, I develop the concept of conspiritual

motherhood, a discourse of motherhood that is linked with spiritual and conspiratorial

ideas of the right.

Conspirituality is a neologism that combines the words conspiracy and spirituality

(Ward & Voas, 2011). The concept was developed to describe a movement that has

developed as a hybrid of conspiracy theories and alternative spirituality on the Internet.

Ward and Voas (2011) find that two core convictions characterize conspirituality:

(1) A secret group covertly controls, or is trying to control, the political and social
order (Fenster).
(2) Humanity is undergoing a ‘paradigm shift’ in consciousness, or awareness, so
solutions to (1) lie in acting in accordance with an awakened ‘new paradigm’ world-
view” (p. 104).

I propose the concept of conspiritual motherhood to describe a discourse that links moth-

erhood and conspiritual beliefs. Conspiritual motherhood can be considered a form of

intensive motherhood, since it is child-centered and focused on gathering expert knowl-

edge to make decisions for the family. However, said knowledge is acquired from esoteric

and conspiratorial sources. As Speit (2021) writes, the current generation of parents who

become alternative-healing and anti-vaccination proponents share a desire to critically

question everything (p. 56). Conspirituality affords parents the feeling of a knowledge

advantage, as it positions them as being more knowledgeable than others.

Conspiracy theories in the New-Age subgroup concerned Covid-19, QAnon, the

Holocaust, media manipulation, and censorship. Only a handful of members espoused

conspiritual motherhood. However, when trauma therapist Sabine spreads conspiritual

messages on her account, she potentially reaches about 5,000 followers. Even if the number

of conspiritual mothers in the attachment-parenting community is small, their contribu-

tions may reach considerable audiences.

Conspiritual comments relating to Covid-19 emphasized health and mothers’ re-

sponsibility to protect their families. For instance, Jacqueline, a family-travel blogger,

argued that protective masks posed a risk of infection with bacteria that grow on the

inside, and therefore considered them a health hazard for her family: “I question whether
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I have to risk my family’s health in order to protect the health of others, who are at 0.0

something % risk??!!” As protective mother (Baker & Walsh, 2022), Jacqueline based her

decision to reject masks on expert knowledge, citing a Swiss study.

Anja, a private commentator similarly linked her self-conception as mother with

her conspiritual beliefs about protective masks:

I don’t want to convince you. That’s not my job. But I don’t wear a mask because
I want to be a role model to my children (and because I am in my 40th week of
pregnancy and think that oxygen is extremely important for my baby and me). If
I thought it made sense (for which there is no evidence...), I would wear one!! But
I don’t see it that way.

In this comment, maternal responsibility was raised in two ways: To act as role model

and as protector for the children. Based on this understanding, she rejected protective

masks, believing they could cause harm to her baby. Anja also questioned the reporting

on Covid-19 risks and deaths more broadly, asking: “And who are the risk patients we

are talking about?! All of the dead people in the empty hospitals or the coroners working

short hours?”

Others discussed their responsibility to protect children and grandparents from

the psychological harm of social distancing. Calls for empathy with those who did not

believe the government linked discursive practices of spirituality with support of far-

right conspiracy theories. For instance, personal blogger Maren commented: “We need

communication instead of judgment and thinking in boxes and not the current mom-

shaming against those who think differently with regard to the Robert-Koch-Institut

(RKI).” The RKI is Germany’s public health institute whose expertise guided politicians

throughout the pandemic. Mom-shaming commonly refers to the negative judgment of a

mother’s parenting practice. The term critiques lacking solidarity among mothers. Maren

criticized those who judge mothers who disagreed with the RKI, linking the idea of the

mommy wars with the societal division over Covid-19 measures.

Empathy was explicitly extended to the far right in a comment by Nicole that

referenced the protests against pandemic measures: “If a NPD legislator was not allowed

to see his mother when she died, he has the right to express his outrage at a protest”.

Attributing noble motivation to far-right protesters, the right’s objectionable political

goals were concealed.
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The topic of media manipulation, censorship, and mistrust in democratic institu-

tion was also heavily debated in the comment section of two posts by trauma therapist

Sabine. She linked her critique of the German government and pandemic politics with

the attachment-oriented community, arguing that both would paternalistically intervene

in people’s freedoms:

In this current crisis situation, the government takes over the function of caring
parents who tell us what we are allowed to do and not to do, what is good for us and
what harms us. Of course only for all our well-being. [. . .] Here on Instagram, there
are self-proclaimed who lovingly care for the mental well-being of their community
by pre-determining “real” experts and unqualified scribblers.

The sarcastic post implied that “something was not right”. Sabine advocated for autonomy

and freedom from politics. In a follow-up post, she discussed cancel culture and limits

of free speech, calling on her followers to sign a petition for freedom of speech that was

initiated by the new right. Responding to Sabine’s post, personal blogger Birgit argued

that media manipulation on TV had become unbearable, commenting:

Generally, I get a very terrible, almost unbearable feeling, that has crept up through
paternalism and manipulation, I feel it in my stomach, in my whole body, there are
no words for it . (. . .) The manipulation started massively in 2015 and now
flourishes yet again.

The subtle reference to 2015 indicated that Birgit objected to the so-called German wel-

come culture in response to increased numbers of refugees. Birgit described a strong

affective reaction to the alleged manipulation. Following the logic of affective economies

(Ahmed, 2004a), the notion that she was being manipulated had circulated since 2015,

accumulating negative affect with each incident that she considered manipulative. In the

pandemic, disgust had already become stuck to those in formal politics and the media.

Conspiritual mothers were also invested in the debate about motherhood practices

(chapter 3). For instance Nirmal Shakti, a white woman who has taken on a yogic spiritual

name, criticized Dittmann’s article:

Disastrous article. The relevance of the mother for child development IS indis-
pensable. Regardless of politics. Whether left, right, up, down. People who care
about the health and development of their children are being cudgeled with the Nazi
club [Nazikeule]. Divide and conquer - wonderful!

The comment elevated intensive motherhood as “indispensible”, arguing for a depoliticized

view of motherhood. “Whether left, right, up, down” can be read as critique of labels.
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However, she is primarily concerned with the label Nazi, using the far-right metaphor of

the Nazi club. On her account, Nirmal Shakti posts about anthroposophy, Christianity,

Germanic forefathers, and the resistance against “Covid-19 madness”.

This section highlighted a particular discourse of intensive motherhood that not

only tolerates far-right thinking but actively propagates far-right conspiracy theories

that are dressed in New-Age language. Conspiritual motherhood was certainly a non-

hegemonic discourse among attachment-oriented mothers in the debate. However, it is

likely more present in other ‘corners’ of the community that refrained from joining the

discussion.
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In this thesis, I investigated how members of the German-speaking attachment-parenting

community debated an article that alleged right-wing influences within the community. I

analyzed how motherhood (self-)conceptions were discursively entangled with questions of

resistance to and tolerance of new-right activities. For this purpose I conducted a critical

discourse analysis following S. Jäger (2009) that I adapted for social-media material.

The theoretical basis for my study were theories of motherhood, in particular,

Hays’s (1996) concept of intensive motherhood and counter-hegemonic concepts of moth-

erhood (Collins, 1994; O’Reilly, 2020). I discussed theoretical developments that consid-

ered motherhood from an (implicitly or explicitly) intersectional perspective, focusing on

gender,class, and race as co-constructed structures of power. Skeggs’s (1997) theory of

class and respectability and theoretical concepts by Shome (2014), Frankenberg (1993),

and Aanerud (2007) were helpful in teasing out the complexities of motherhood discourses.

In three empirical chapters, I investigated different facets of attachment-oriented

motherhood and their relationship to the right. My empirical chapters were organized by

discursive positions that were taken up in the debate: Members opposed to the far right,

members invested in the respectability of motherhood, and members engaged in New-Age

practices. Here, instead of summarizing my findings by chapter, I return to my research

questions.

Two questions guided my research. The first asked how attachment-oriented moth-

erhood was conceptualized in the debate and how these conceptions were classed and

racialized. A recurrent theme united all conceptions of attachment-oriented motherhood:

responsibility. The concepts differed in the scope of responsibility: Some prioritized moth-

ers’ responsibility for their own children. Others envisioned a motherhood that collectively

took on responsibility for societal issues. They also differed in the degree to which respon-

sibility was gendered and attached to the maternal. of the debate based on the structural
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discourse analysis When responsibility was primarily or exclusively maternal, it served to

reinforce intensive motherhood (Hays, 1996).

Another commonality of many attachment-oriented motherhood conceptions was

the emphasis that was placed on self-reflection and learning as specific practice of re-

sponsibility. The means and purposes of self-reflection were quite different: On the one

hand, resistant motherhood conceptions called for self-reflection for the purpose of po-

litical action. On the other hand, New-Age self-reflection served the purpose of healing

the self. Intensive-motherhood discourse positions mothers as insecure and in need of

reassurance through expert knowledge. Self-reflection and learning can be tools to cope

with the pressure from this discourse. Moreover, self-reflection has its limits of political

utility: Social problems require collective solutions. Feminist and antiracist interventions

from white women and initiatives by women of color moved beyond this individualist dis-

course. However, they represented only a very small section of the attachment-oriented

community.

Attachment-oriented motherhood was, for the most part, conceptualized as marker

of middle-class white womanhood, either implicitly through the discourse of (child-cen-

tered) choice, or through unchallenged assumptions about shared characteristics of the

community. Even in conceptions that aimed to resist the right, the assumption of shared

privileges established attachment-oriented mothers and their community as white middle-

class.

The second research question concerned the community’s openness for the appro-

priation by the new right and opportunities of resistance to appropriation. Community

members, who were invested in attachment-oriented motherhood and the attachment-

parenting community, prioritized the re-establishment of respectability above engagement

with and understanding of new-right activities on Instagram. They left more subtle in-

terventions unchallenged and defended bloggers who had contributed to the spread of

questionable content. New-Age members furthermore advocated for tolerance for people

on the far right and actively produced openness to far-right ideologies. The ideology of

maternal whiteness and the discourse of conspiritual motherhood moreover reproduced

racism and far-right conspiracy theories outright.

Still, although attachment-oriented motherhood discourse poses many pitfalls to

reify gendered, classed, and racialized power dynamics, I found that the discourse could
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Figure 5.1.: Diagram of the Ideological Location of Attachment-Oriented Motherhood
Constructions.
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also be mobilized in resistance to the new right, as, for instance, in empowered, feminist

motherhood concepts.

Overall, I found that there were many different (self-)conceptions of attachment-

oriented motherhood. The degree to which they resisted or reinforced intensive mother-

hood and far-right ideologies varied. In fig. 5.1, I placed these conceptions on a two-axis

spectrum, visualizing their differences in terms of resistance and reinforcement. The figure

displays the location of motherhood constructions relative to each other on open-ended

spectra.

My analysis was limited to the debate, spanning just over a month in the Fall

of 2020. A longitudinal study could have systematically investigated the impact of the

debate on the attachment-parenting community. I continued my observation of the com-

munity after the debate ended, taking note of new political debates and changes among its

members. Therefore I can draw some tentative conclusions that, however, require further

analysis.

After the debate, the ‘optics’ of the attachment-parenting community became more

diverse. Infographics, photographs, and emojis featured more racially diverse families.

However, this masked that the content was still, to the largest extent, produced by white

women. A few professional accounts ‘rebranded’ themselves in direct response to the
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debate, deleting individual posts or starting completely fresh, in order to dissolve their

ties to people who had been revealed to be involved in the new right.

The debate resurfaced twice: First, in Winter 2021, when the community discussed

ties between anthroposophical healing methods, Waldorf schools, Covid-19 skepticism,

and the new right. And a second time, in April 2022, when a member revealed that well-

regarded members of the community had been baited into participating at an attachment-

oriented conference that was spearheaded by sympathizers and members of the new right.

Each time, the revelations were met with surprise, shock, anger, and confusion. However,

the discussions did not reach the same dimensions as they did in 2020. While one possible

interpretation could be that the attachment-parenting community experiences political

polarization, like many other previously less politically charged communities, there is

also a more optimistic view: The (mainstream) attachment-oriented community has been

sensitized to political issues and become more open to discussing the politics of parent-

/motherhood. Further studies could investigate the politicization (and polarization) of

motherhood online and its effects.
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A. Supplementary Material

A.1. A Typology of Community Members

I developed a typology of the different types of accounts in the attachment-oriented com-

munity. Since this typology ended up playing only a minor role in my thesis (in sec-

tion 2.2), I provide the details here in the appendix.

I found that accounts could be classified in seven different types. Accounts that

focus on advice-giving and consulting on parenting, parent-child relations, and pedagogy

were classified as family experts. These include authors of parenting books, consulting

services on parenting questions, as well as teachers and childcare workers. Consulting

and coaching providers focused on parental (usually maternal) well-being were classified

as coaches, for instance psychologists, yoga instructors, or hypno-birthing coaches. Jour-

nalists were another type of account involved in the debate. Accounts that focused on

sharing political content were classified as activists. The category of bloggers was the

largest and most heterogeneous. I classified all profiles as bloggers that had public pro-

files but that did not fit into the other categories. The group includes: parenting bloggers,

lifestyle bloggers (e.g., travel or food), artists, and personal bloggers - users who share

their day-to-day life without particular thematic focus. Private profiles were classified as

such, even when more biographical information was available in the profile description.

Lastly, I recorded mentions of people outside of the community as externals, for instance

new-right public figures.

Family experts, coaches, journalists, and many bloggers share a professional inter-

est in the platform, since they are able to generate income, increase the audience for their

works, and acquire new clients. In classifying a profile as expert, coach, or journalist, I

did not validate the profile’s claim of expertise but rather followed their self-positioning

in their bio or ‘About me’ highlight. Some experts had graduate degrees, others did not
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specify a source for expertise beyond their own motherhood experience. As Lyons (2020)

has shown, mothers value and make use of both professional and experiential knowledge.

Even though I differentiate between experts and bloggers, for parents in the community,

this distinction may not hold. I discuss expert status as contentious topic of debate in

section 3.5.

A.2. Timeline of the Material

Figure A.1.: Timeline of Instagram Posts and Comments in the Material Corpus
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A.3. Hashtags Used in the Debate, Grouped by Category

Experts & Science #AFSStillen #Bildungskongress #Bindungstheorie #Evidenzbasiert

#Fachwissen #Forschung #FranzRuppert #IOTP #Journalist #Medizin #Psychologie

#ScienceNotSilence #SozialeArbeit #Verschwörungstheorien #Versuchstiere

Mental & Physical Health, the Self #Achtsam #Achtsamkeit #ADHS #Autismus

#Burnout #Challenge #Depression #EigenerWeg #Entwicklungstrauma #Exhausted

#Geburtstrauma #GedankenTanken #Hochsensibel #Hochsensibilität #IchBereueNichts

#InnererKompass #InneresKind #KeineOpferrolle #LebenStattÜberleben #MentalHealth

#MentalIllness #MentalLoad #Neurodivers #Neurodiversität #Selbstfürsorge #Selbst-

mitgefühl #SpiritualBypassing #Stärken #Struggling #ToxicPositivity #Trauma #Trau-

matisierteGesellschaft #Trigger #TuDirWasGutes

Feminism, Social Justice, Antiracism #Ableismus #ACAB #Antirassismus #Aware-

ness #BlackLivesMatter #BOGegenRechts #BoOhneRechts #CheckYourPrivilege #Cul-

turalAppropriation #Diskriminierung #EqualCare #Feminismus #FeminismusMussIn-

tersektionalSein #Feminist #FeministMotherhood #GegenRechts #IdeologieKritik #In-

digenousLivesMatter #Inkluencer #KeinMillimeter #KeinMillimeterNachRechts #Kein-

PlatzFürNazis #KinderrechteInsGrundgesetz #KindheitOhneRassismus #KlimaKrise #Kli-

mawandel #LautWerden #LeaveNoOneBehind #MoriaBrennt #NeueRechte #NoNazis

#NoTimeForNazis #Rechte #Rechtsextremismus #RechtsHatKeinenPlatz #SystemChange-

NotClimateChange #UnsereZukunft #UnserPlanet #WhiteFragility #WirHabenPlatz

Values & Feelings #Bedürfnis #Bedürfnisorientiert #Bedürfnisorientierung #Bedürfnisse

#Bindung #BindungIstBunt #Bindungsorientiert #BO #BOBleibtBO #Chancengleich-

heit #Demokratie #Diversität #Eigenverantwortung #Equality #Frieden #Geborgen-

heit #Gehorsam #Gemeinsam #Gemeinsamkeiten #GemeinsamSindWirMehr #Gleich-

berechtigung #Gleichwürdigkeit #ImKontakt #ImKontaktBleiben #Inklusion #Liebe

#LiebeImBauch #Mehrwert #MenschBleiben #Menschen #MenschenOrientiert #Men-

schheitsfamilie #Miteinander #MiteinanderStattGegeneinander #Respekt #Rücksicht

#Selbstbestimmung #SpreadTheLove #Toleranz #Verbindung #Vielfalt
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Parenting #AP#AttachmentParenting #Baby #BedürfnisorientierteElternschaft #Be-

treuung #BeziehungStattErziehung #BindungsorientierteElternschaft #BindungsTräume

#Eltern #Elternschaft #Erzieherin #Erziehung #ErziehungPrägtGesinnung #EshatUn-

sAuchNichtGeschadet #Familie #Familienbildung #FamilyBlogger #FamilyLife #Freil-

ernen #Fremdbetreuung #FriedvolleElternschaft #GeborgenWachsen #GewaltfreieBil-

dung #GewaltfreieGeburt #GewaltfreieKindheit #GewaltfreieKommunikation #Groß-

familie #Großfamilienleben #Kinder #Kindergartenfrei #KinderHaben #Kindheit #Kita-

frei #Kleinkind #LaufenLernenAlsMama #LebenAlsEltern #LebenMitKindern #Liebevoll-

Begleiten #LiebevollErziehen #Macht #Mama #Mamablogger #MamaHamburg #Ma-

maLeben #MamaSein #MeinLebenAlsMama #MeinLebenMitKindern #MeinWegZuUner-

zogen #MomLife #MomOfSix #MomToBe #MotheringTheMother #MütterBrauchen-

Mütter #MutterKindBindung #Mutterliebe #Mutterrolle #Mutterschaft #MutterSein

#Newborn #NovemberBaby2020 #Schwangerschaft #SommerBaby2020 #Stillen #Tod-

dler #UnconditionalParenting #Unerzogen #UnerzogenIstPolitisch #UnerzogenLeben-

BeziehungenGestalten #Vaterschaft #Vorbild #Wochenbett

Social Media #BesteCommunity #ImNotSorry #NerdAlert #Nicht #Tatütata #Un-

dEsHatZoomGemacht #Whatever #Word

Covid-19 Pandemic #BetreutDenken #Corona #CoronaKrise #DanieleGanser

A.4. Tables
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Table A.1.: Types of Instagram Profiles in the Attachment-Parenting Debate Network

Category Count Percent
Activist 25 2.29
Blogger 386 35.41
Coach 109 10.00
External 49 4.50
Family Expert 45 4.13
Journalist 11 1.01
Private 445 40.82
N.A. 20 1.83
Ntotal 1090

Table A.2.: Number of Debate Posts per Profile Type

Category Count Percent
Activist 2 4.44
Blogger 6 13.33
Coach 11 24.44
Journalist 2 4.44
Family Expert 24 53.33
Ntotal 45

Table A.3.: Frequencies of Common Person-Based Descriptions

Morpheme Translation Count
Kind Child 643
Mensch Human 637
Frau Woman 251
Mutter Mother 198
Elter Parent 168
Mama Mom 163
Person Person 127
Tochter Daughter 35
Mann Man 30
Vater Father 25
Papa Dad 17
Junge Boy 12
Sohn Son 8
Mädchen Girl 4
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Table A.4.: Overview of Debate Posts
pseudonym date focus theme main visual likes comments

Alina 2020-09-23 personal blogger positioning landscape 29 4
Alina 2020-09-24 personal blogger daycare baby hand holding an adult finger 26 3
Anke 2020-09-27 pedagogue positioning photo of stones arranged as heart 69 9
Anne 2020-09-17 journalist article discussion article title, slides with quotes from the article 2725 660
Anne 2020-09-30 journalist article discussion selfie 941 27
AP Against the Right 2020-09-23 parenting expert positioning stock photo: a Black father and child 638 73
AP Against the Right 2020-09-24 parenting expert community stock photo: two white mothers and a baby 334 150
AP Against the Right 2020-09-25 parenting expert community stock photo: a white family 360 54
AP Against the Right 2020-09-26 parenting expert community stock photo: a mother and 5 children 297 56
AP Against the Right 2020-09-30 parenting expert education on the right stock photo: stacked kids hands, different skin tones 235 15
AP Against the Right 2020-10-02 parenting expert community stock photo: a Black child and a white child 576 63
AP Against the Right 2020-10-12 parenting expert positioning logo of the association 281 21
AP Against the Right 2020-10-13 parenting expert education on the right a Black child surrounded by question marks and one light bulb 306 20
AP Against the Right 2020-10-26 parenting expert education on the right simple text design 510 30
AP Against the Right 2020-10-27 parenting expert education on the right gif of the profile’s logo 1442 12
Breastfeeding Support 2020-09-26 coaching positioning photo of a circle of hands holding each other 403 14
Christin 2020-09-22 journalist and author positioning, education on the right photo of a stop sign 2157 232
Christin 2020-09-23 journalist and author Ableism (repost of Diana’s post) selfie with child 424 21
Diana 2020-09-23 family blogger ableism, new age selfie with child 689 256
Dorothea 2020-09-22 trauma therapist for parents \acrshort{iopt} landscape 89 5
Elisabeth 2020-09-22 parenting consultant positioning text from the caption, simple design 27 2
Esther 2020-09-24 parenting expert power/disobedience red and black text, title of the post, profile logo 648 55
Esther 2020-10-04 parenting expert power/disobedience simple text design, profile logo 655 22
Ines 2020-09-22 parenthood blogger article discussion, positioning portrait of Ines, images of the caption 6160 282
Inga 2020-09-19 parenting expert positioning selfie 2561 151
Inga 2020-09-24 parenting expert experts portrait of Inga 2284 110
Inga 2020-09-30 parenting expert feminism photo of Inga and a child from behind 1566 81
Kim 2020-09-20 activist positioning screenshot from a tweet 175 14
Lina 2020-09-24 women’s coach daycare video 7775 9
Liv 2020-09-26 pedagogue and coach weltschmerz children in nature 193 23
Louisa 2020-09-30 baby and toddler expert positioning video 249 5
Marcia 2020-09-21 anti-disciplinary trauma pedagogue positioning, adultism simple text design, debate hashtags 308 31
Martina 2020-09-19 parenting expert positioning screenshot from a tweet 127 10
Martina 2020-09-23 parenting expert discussion text from the caption, simple design 116 20
Michael 2020-09-28 parenting coach education on the right the post title, simple design, profile logo 43 0
Natalie 2020-09-21 motherhood psychologist positioning the post title, simple design, profile logo 1241 95
Nele 2020-09-22 activist positioning selfie with child 22 1
Pauline 2020-09-21 family blogger positioning photo of a sleeping toddler (face hidden) 288 10
Sabine 2020-09-24 trauma therapist human family the post title, simple design, profile logo 219 88
Sabine 2020-09-25 trauma therapist Anti-government the post title, simple design, profile logo 207 102
Sabine 2020-09-27 trauma therapist cancel culture the post title, simple design, profile logo 88 92
Sarah 2020-10-07 baby-sleep and -care coach power/disobedience photo of children with prominent text overlay 65 17
Stina 2020-09-20 family blogger weltschmerz a tree photographed through a wooden heart frame 29 6
Vera 2020-09-26 breastfeeding coach positioning a quote, hearts, profile logo 2799 66
Yvonne 2020-09-21 business coach for mothers positioning the post title, simple design 88 19
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anthroposophy An occult philopsophy, developed by Rudolf Steiner in the early 20th cen-

tury, which entails specific ideas about parenting, education, medicine, and human

nature (Sebastiani, 2019). Waldorf schools and daycares are founded on anthropo-

logical principles. 41, 73

Antifa Short for Antfascism or Antifascist Action. The term is a self-descriptor of op-

ponents of fascist movements and regimes and it is used by people of the moderate

to radical left (Deycke, 2021). While many groups and organizations on the left

describe themselves as antifascist, the term is often used synonymously with the

autonomous Antifa: Autonomous grassroots groups and their local left-radical in-

frastructures. 45, 60

artgerecht Literally translated to ‘species-approriate’, the artgerecht approach is a par-

enting style that makes use of insights from evolutionary biology and neuroscience.

A common notion is the ‘stone-age baby’: Attributing baby behaviors to survival

instincts needed out in the wilderness. 3, 38, 43

bio An Instagram user profile contains several sections, one of which is the ‘bio’. The bio

is limited to 150 characters and usually contains a self-description. It is possible to

insert one external URL, which is often used to link to a business website. 27, 51,

87

Black Lives Matter A decentralized socio-political movement originating in the United

States (deandre Miles-hercules & Muwwakkil, 2021) that had formed in response

to police brutality and murders of Black people. In 2020, the movement expanded

globally after the police murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud

Arbery reinvigorated protests in the U.S. 3, 28, 33
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chakra numerology This spiritual approach combines the chakra system and numerology

(Eckert, n.d.). Specific regions of the body correspond with particular chakras,

which have particular attributes and functions. These chakras are attributed specific

numbers that are believed to be energetic material. The approach is supposed to

bring deeper understanding of the self and others. 54

Die Welt A German national daily newspaper that is available both digitally and in

print. It leans toward conservative positions. 1, 4, 5, 9, 22, 23, 34, 56, 58, 63, 66

elimination communication Parents who practice elimination communication raise their

children diaper-free. Instead, they pay attention to babies’ and toddlers’ body

language to detect when they need to ‘eliminate’ pee or poo and then use a potty.

The approach is supposed to be more ‘natural’ and sustainable. 36, 57, 64

emoji Emojis are small icons that can be used in digital communication as efficient short-

hand, to illustrate a text, or to express emotions. In addition to being available on

a user’s keyboard, on Instagram, users are presented with a handy selection of emo-

jis ( ) to insert into their comments when responding to a post.

These visual elements can emphasize a statement, express irony, and add a gendered

layer of meaning (Barbieri & Camacho-Collados, 2018). The copyright for all emojis

in this document is with Apple Inc. (2022). 7, 8, 25, 27, 45, 58

QAnon A far-right conspiracy theory that began in 2017 and alleges that powerful elites,

sanctioned and supported by the state, kidnapped and tortured children (Speit,

2021). The theory has since become popular in the German new right. 70

Unerzogen The German term for anti-pedagogy. Its proponents understand parenting

as a form of disciple of children, which they consider adultist (discriminatory to

children). Unerzogen parents ‘accompany’ or guide their children through life to

support their individuality. 3, 31, 32
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