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From Nurturing the Nation to Purifying the Volk
weimar and nazi family policy, 1918–1945

Fearing that the future of the nation was at stake following the First World War,

German policymakers vastly expanded social welfare programs to shore up women

and families. Just over a decade later, the Nazis seized control of the state and created

a radically different, racially driven gender and family policy. This book explores

Weimar and Nazi policy to highlight the fundamental, far-reaching change wrought

by the Nazis and the disparity between national family policy design and its imple-

mentation at the local level. Relying on a broad range of sources – including court

records, sterilization files, church accounts, and women’s oral histories – it demon-

strates how local officials balanced the benefits of marriage, divorce, and adop-

tion against budgetary concerns, church influence, and their own personal beliefs.

Throughout both eras, individual Germans collaborated with, rebelled against, and

evaded state mandates, in the process fundamentally altering the impact of national

policy.

Michelle Mouton is assistant professor of history at the University of Wisconsin,

Oshkosh. She received her Ph.D. from the University of Minnesota in 1997. She

is the recipient of the Fritz Stern Prize awarded by the German Historical Institute

for the best dissertation in German History, on which this book is based. She has

published articles in Central European History Journal, the Journal of Women’s History,

and the History Workshop Journal.
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“Since the 1980s the history of the Third Reich has been entirely rewritten as

the history of the Holocaust and the racial state. Less widely appreciated is the

equally far-reaching impact of women’s history. First during a time of recurring

crisis, political polarization, and unbounded hopes, and then under a regime of

unparalleled coerciveness and ideological ambition, biopolitical questions involving

family, reproduction, and the placement of women in the imagined moral-political

order moved to the centerground of politics in early twentieth-century Germany. In

a salutary reminder of the radicalism of the right-wing assault on Weimar welfarism,

Michelle Mouton delivers an excellent guide to the Nazi counter-ideal of a racially

driven familial state.”

– Geoff Eley, University of Michigan

“Mouton’s fascinating book is path breaking along numerous dimensions. It offers

the first comprehensive and comparative account of Weimar and National Socialist

family policy. Its evidence and analysis move gracefully between the national level

of policy, laws, and regulation and the regional one of implementation, looking

in detail at developments in Westphalia. It is based on an extraordinary range of

carefully analyzed sources that allow Mouton to illuminate not only the responses to

state policy of social workers, physicians, and judges but also ordinary Westphalians.

In documenting the myriad ways in which non-Jewish Germans, especially women,

maneuvered within and around Nazi family policies, it provides an unusual window

onto everyday lives and attitudes, while always setting these individual responses

within the framework of National Socialism’s racist ideology, politics, and war.”

– Donna Harsch, Carnegie Mellon University
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Edited by Christof Mauch

with the assistance of David Lazar

The German Historical Institute is a center for advanced study and research whose

purpose is to provide a permanent basis for scholarly cooperation among historians

from the Federal Republic of Germany and the United States. The Institute con-

ducts, promotes, and supports research into both American and German political,

social, economic, and cultural history; into transatlantic migration, especially in the

nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and into the history of international relations,

with special emphasis on the roles played by the United States and Germany.
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Germany’s Relations with the United States and Britain, 1950–1971

Roger Chickering and Stig Förster, editors, The Shadows of Total War: Europe, East

Asia, and the United States, 1919–1939
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www.cambridge.org/9780521861847
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86184-7 — From Nurturing the Nation to Purifying the Volk
Michelle Mouton 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

From Nurturing the Nation
to Purifying the Volk

weimar and nazi family policy, 1918–1945

michelle mouton

University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh

GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE

Washington, D.C.

and

www.cambridge.org/9780521861847
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86184-7 — From Nurturing the Nation to Purifying the Volk
Michelle Mouton 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of  

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org  

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521861847

© Michelle Mouton 2007

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  

and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2007

First paperback edition 2009

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data

Mouton, Michelle

From nurturing the nation to purifying the Volk : Weimar and Nazi family policy,

1918–1945 / Michelle Mouton.

p. cm. – (Publications of the German Historical Institute)

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-521-86184-5 (hardback)

1. Family policy – Germany – History. 2. Family – Services for – Germany – History.

I. Title. II. Series.

HV700.G3M68 2007

306.850943–dc22  2006010325

ISBN  978-0-521-86184-7  Hardback

ISBN  978-0-521-14574-9  Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  

accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in  

this publication, and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is,  

or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9780521861847
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86184-7 — From Nurturing the Nation to Purifying the Volk
Michelle Mouton 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

This book is for my children,

Kirsten and Bjorn,

And for the memory of my father,

David Lynn Mouton (1932–1986)
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