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PREFACE

Abortion has been legalized in many Western countries in the last three
decades or so and yet it remains controversial and a subject which is never far
away from the news.1 In March 2006 the American state of Dakota passed the
most sweeping ban on abortion in more than thirty years and provoked what
one newspaper report called an ‘epic confrontation’ by ‘activists on either
side of the abortion divide – the great faultline of American politics’.2 Hardly
a year goes by without a private member’s bill in the British parliament to
reverse the liberal abortion law reform of 1967.3 As I write, a referendum has
been won in Portugal on a proposal for abortion on demand which would end
‘one of Europe’s harshest abortion laws’.4 In May 1991 the disagreements over
the abortion law threatened to split the German coalition government and in
January 1998 German Catholic theologians called for a campaign of
disobedience against a papal edict on abortion counselling.5 The new German
Pope Benedict continues to wrestle with the dilemma.6 Abortion remains
newsworthy because women of all classes, creeds and ethnicity continue to
terminate their unwanted pregnancies in spite of laws criminalizing abortion
and religious dogma condemning it, just as they have always done. It reveals
women’s agency in exercising control over their lives and destinies, which is
why abortion remains controversial to this day in societies that are still
essentially patriarchal. In Weimar Germany abortion was practised not just
as a back-up to other contraceptive methods but often as the first choice of
family limitation; in the great majority of cases women were able to terminate
unwanted pregnancies successfully and without harm to themselves. What is
more, hundreds of thousands did so and influenced the law, public policies
and official attitudes to women’s social role. 

I originally set out, many years ago for my doctoral thesis, to study women’s
reproductive behaviour in Weimar Germany; as my archival research
progressed, however, and I found file after bulging file containing evidence of
abortion reform campaigns and the reaction to this in official circles, another
story began to emerge, more amenable to historical study. This was the
evolution from an anti-abortion society to one in which it was increasingly
condoned. At the beginning of the Weimar Republic abortions rose sharply but
were officially condemned and heavily penalized; during the Depression it was
estimated that the abortion rate exceeded the birth rate and the authorities of
state, law and even the Protestant – though not the Roman Catholic Church –
were increasingly accommodating the changing demographic behaviour. The
result of this research was my monograph, Politics of the Body in Weimar
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Germany: Women’s Reproductive Rights and Duties (1992) which provides the
sociopolitical context for this book. It explores how abortion features in
popular culture but focuses mainly on women: how abortion affected their
relations with husbands or lovers and how they experienced it, whether it was
performed by family members or friends, professional abortionists or doctors. 

Court records proved an invaluable source for my investigation but there
were some anxious moments when it looked as if the German law on personal
data protection would bar me from studying them. I was familiar with and had
respected this law in my previous publications; but so worried were some
archivists about letting me loose on what they regarded as delicate and
compromising personal data that only protracted negotiations secured my
access. Photocopies of records would have to be made anonymous by blanking
out all proper names. I argued that this made it impossible to establish sexual,
family and work relationships, understand their material circumstances or
indeed recognize when individuals were accused a second or third time of
criminal abortion. In one instance I was told to swear on the Bible to uphold
the law and protect the secrets of my historical subjects. I accepted – but not
before securing a better site than outside the gents’ lavatories for this
ceremony. The table with the Bible was moved, my oath was sworn and access
was granted to what turned out to be very rich material indeed. In deference
to the data protection law all proper names of suspects, accused or defendants
in criminal abortion trials have been changed in this book but care has been
taken to choose new names with an appropriate regional flavour. Only
personalities well known at the time have retained their real names, either
because they were familiar to the public from their political or professional role
or because they gained notoriety through their involvement in a sensational
court case which was covered extensively in the contemporary press. 

Registered medical practitioners attempted to gain a professional monopoly
by marginalizing or even outlawing lay practitioners whom they called
‘quacks’. In the interest of legibility the words quacks or quackery will be used
without quotation marks, which does not, however, indicate that I share
contemporary doctors’ prejudices against their competitors in the medical
market. 

During its long gestation, the embryonic project has been nourished by the
support and advice of many colleagues and friends: different parts of my
research were discussed in London by the Modern German History Seminar
and the Women’s History Seminar (both at the Institute of Historical Research),
the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine and the History Workshop
Seminar; in History seminars at the universities of Cambridge, Manchester,
Roehampton, Southampton, Surrey and Sussex; in Germany at the universities
of Hanover and Magdeburg; and at conferences in Britain, Germany, Ireland,
Italy, the Netherlands and the U.S.A. I am grateful for the many valuable
comments I received. There is not the space to thank everyone by name or
convey the extent of my indebtedness but I owe a special debt to Lynn Abrams,
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Meg Arnot, Anna Bergmann, Richard Bessel, Kelly Boyd, Barbara Brookes,
Kathleen Canning, Gabie Czarnowski, Anna Davin, Ross Dickinson, Barbara
Duden, Isa van Eeghen, Richard Evans, Karin Friedrich, Johanna Geyer-
Kordesch, Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra, Karin Hagemann, Anne Hardy, Liz Harvey,
Karin Hausen, Robert Jütte, Annette Kuhn, Eva Labouvie, Machteld Löwensteyn,
Angus McLaren, Elisabeth Meyer-Renschhausen, Jinty Nelson, the late Roy
Porter, Lyndal Roper, Mark Roseman, Adelheid von Saldern, Lutz Sauerteig,
Jürgen Schlumbohm, Reinhard Spree, Nick Stargardt, Pat Thane, Richard
Wetzell and John Woodward. Many scholars helped me with advice and finding
material of early films: Heide Schlüpmann, Ursula von Keitz, Reinhard Kämpf
and Malte Hagener. Several people read earlier versions or portions of the
manuscript, and I thank them for their encouragement and criticism: Willem de
Blécourt, Kathleen Canning, Liz Harvey, Matthew Jefferies, Sabine Kienitz,
Dorothy Rowe, Katharina Rowold and Susan Tegel. My research trips in
Germany were made more enjoyable by the generous hospitality offered on
numerous occasions by my friends Steffi Gäbler, Gudrun von Rimscha and Katja
Schwalb, my brother Werner Tücking and his wife Marliese, my niece Eva
Tücking, my cousin Ursula Hornack (who selflessly drove us round the many
villages in Hesse which feature in Chapter 6) and Peter and Gudrun Tücking. In
Berlin I was always welcomed by Anna Bergmann, Gabie Czarnowski, Elisabeth
Meyer-Renschhausen, Carola Sachse and Karen Schönwälder. 

An unusual number of midwives finally delivered me from the burden of my
labour: the five other members of my brilliant writing group, Lucy Bland, Clare
Midgley, Alison Oram, Krisztina Robert and Katharina Rowold did some
exacting close reading of several chapters and gave wonderful advice for how
to improve them. Jenny Willis was, as always, invaluable for polishing my
English. This book would not have been conceived or completed without the
support of my husband, Willem de Blécourt, who was not only a constant
source of inspiration and comfort but also acted as a daily reminder of how
much still needed doing, spurring me on to bring this project to fruition. My
children, Nicola and Martin, managed to divert my attention in a most
delightful manner and my grandsons Jesse and Caspar, very much wanted
children, set the perfect counterpoint to the sombre theme of this book.

Last but not least I owe a debt of gratitude to the many (now anonymous)
women I found in the archives and on whose stories I base much of my book.
I have come to admire their strength of character in the face of adversity and
their determination to fight their corner in the male-dominated world of law
and medicine. 

For their financial support I am grateful to the Wellcome Trust and the
Leverhulme Trust for Research Leave Awards, and to the British Academy, The
Wellcome Trust, the Scouloudi Foundation and The German Academic
Exchange Service for research travel grants.

Previous versions of the following chapters appeared in articles in journals
and edited volumes and are used here, substantially reworked and extended,
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by kind permission of the publishers or editors. ‘Rebellious Girls and Pitiable
Women: Abortion Narratives in Weimar Popular Culture’, German History,
special issue on ‘Sexuality in Modern German History’, 23(3) (2005), 321–38.
‘Heilanspruch und medizinische Kunstfehler. Abtreibungen durch Ärzte in der
Weimarer Republik: offizielle Beurteilung und weibliche Erfahrung’, Medizin,
Gesellschaft und Geschichte, 19 (2000), 95–122 (Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner).
‘Wise Women, Wise Men and Abortion in the Weimar Republic – Gender,
Class and Medicine’, in Lynn Abrams, Elizabeth Harvey (eds), Gender Relations
in German History – Power, Agency and Experience from the Sixteenth to the Twentieth
Century (London, 1996), 143–175. ‘Abortion for Sale! The Competition between
Quacks and Doctors in Weimar Germany’, in Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra, Hilary
Marland and Hans de Waardt (eds), Illness and Healing Alternatives in Western
Europe (London and New York, 1997), 183–204. ‘“Gestocktes Blut” oder
“verfallen”? Widersprüchliche Redeweisen über unerwünschte
Schwangerschaften und deren Abbruch zur Zeit der Weimarer Republik’, in
Barbara Duden, Jürgen Schlumbohm and Patrice Veit (eds), Geschichte des
Ungeborenen. Zur Erfahrungs- und Wissenschaftsgeschichte der Schwangerschaft,
17.–20. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 2002), 293–326. ‘Female Voices in Male
Courtrooms – Abortion Trials in Weimar Germany’, in John Woodward and
Robert Jütte (eds), Coping with Sickness. Medicine, Law and Human Rights –
Historical Perspectives (Sheffield, 2000), 91–106.

London 
February 2007 
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