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When Christine Hohmann-Dennhardt joined the executive board of the
big German automaker Daimler AG last year – the first woman ever to
do so – many women's advocates were jubilant.

Others in Germany weren't. In interviews, the executive said that
throughout her career she had sometimes been made to feel like a
"Rabenmutter," or "raven mother," the derogative way of describing
mothers who go to work, "abandoning" their young.

The stories surrounding Ms. Hohmann-Dennhardt's rise to the top
illustrate what Countess Ingrid zu Solms-Wildenfels, a medical doctor
who has no children, sees as one of Germany's inherent handicaps: a
modern society with an old-fashioned view of women.

German women are still expected to either have a family and stay
home, or – sans children – carve out a place in the working world,
says Countess zu Solms-Wildenfels. How can a society that limits
women – including those with families – fulfill its potential?

In 1994, inspired by her mother, a full-time doctor when working
mothers were rare in Germany, the countess made a move toward
changing the country's culture by investing her wealth in women. "I
wanted to support the weakest; and in Germany today, the weakest
are still women," says Solms-Wildenfels. "They have it harder than in
France, sometimes even harder than in Turkey. Most women in
Germany cannot say 'I.' They always have to hide behind a father, a
boss, a husband."

Every two years her foundation, the Ingrid zu Solms Foundation for
the Promotion of Female Elites in Sciences and the Arts, awards
grants to five young women who show exceptional promise in these
areas. She focuses on fields where women are often invisible, like
gene therapy research or music composition.

"Women themselves have to apply," she says of her grants, which
range from €5,000 to €10,000 ($6,400 to $12,800). "They can't be
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