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Regina Mühlhäuser’s impressive book on »sexual violence« and »intimate relations« between German 

soldiers and local females – Slavs, Balts, and Jews – during the Second World War sets a new standard 

for understanding Nazi occupation policies in the Soviet Union. Using military, SS, and civil administration 

archives, as well as memoirs and letters from the front, Mühlhäuser draws a detailed and nuanced picture 

of rape, gang rape, forced nudity, sexual torture, prostitution, semi-prostitution, casual sexual relations, 

marriages of convenience, and occupation children in the territories behind the front lines. Her knowledge 

of the scholarly literature on the eastern front and about the Wehrmacht and sexual crimes is exemplary. 

At the same time, she is acutely aware of the difficult methodological issues involved in studying sexuality 

and men at war. She sees the complexities of the relationships – often violent, usually exploitative, 

sometimes tender – between German men and local women in the occupation. She rightly insists that 

these relationships should be seen for what they were: highly dependent on the particular circumstances 

of geography, time, and the military course of the war in which the men and women found themselves and 

in which those officials and soldiers who reported about them were situated. 

The book also benefits from Mühlhäuser’s interest in understanding the Nazis’ policies in the East from the 

perspective of German occupation policies in the West, particularly in Norway and in France. There are a 

number of interesting points of comparison having to do with the Wehrmacht’s readiness to accept 

relationships between German soldiers and Norwegian women and the children that came from these 

pairings, for example, and their unwillingness to countenance relations with Slavic women and, in 

particular, with Jews. Women from the Baltic region, especially Estonians, were looked on somewhat more 

favourably. Depending on the circumstances, Ukrainian women were also sometimes considered 

acceptable sexual partners for the Germans. But Mühlhäuser notes that in all of these cases, including 

that of the anathemized (and condemned) Jews, the reality of German soldiers’ desire for intimate 

relations with locals forced the Wehrmacht and even the SS to make exceptions to rules against 

fraternization and sexual relations. German soldiers in the East sometimes felt comfortable enough in their 

relationships with locals to ask permission to marry their lovers. In his inimitably bizarre fashion, Himmler 

sought ways, ultimately unsuccessfully, to expand the German »racial stock« by absorbing those children 

born of German soldiers and local Slavs and Balts into the larger community of Germans through 

education and racial testing. 

Like so much of Nazi racial policy, the government and military attempts to create strict racial divisions 

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum Download 
bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de


between occupier and occupied foundered on ideological inconsistency, arguments between 

bureaucracies (even between officials in the same bureaucracies), the inability and unwillingness of high 

ranking officers to enforce unrealistic proscriptions, and the inventiveness and determination of soldiers 

seeking relations with local women. In fact, as Mühlhäuser emphasizes, the attempts by the Nazis to 

proscribe sexual relations between occupiers and occupied fell victim, as well, to their own preconceptions 

about the masculinity of the soldiers, who presumably needed sex in order to fight better on the battlefield. 

This in turn prompted the Wehrmacht to set up bordellos on the eastern front. At the same time, the army 

established »sanitation stations«, which were intended to cure soldiers who had contracted sexually 

transmittable diseases and to treat preventatively those who had recently engaged in »illicit« sex. 

One of the problems that Mühlhäuser faces in her study is the difficulty of coming up with reliable 

numbers. How many women were raped in the occupied Soviet Union? How many soldiers visited 

Wehrmacht bordellos? How many occupation children were born? How many abortions were there? How 

many soldiers were treated for sexually transmittable diseases? How many German men lived with 

occupation wives? Apparently the German archival sources offer little help in answering these questions. 

Memoirs and eyewitness accounts, Mühlhäuser insists, make it clear that the numbers are not 

insignificant. At the same time, there is no reason to believe exaggerated reports, like that presented to 

Hitler by Colonel General Rudolf Schmidt in September 1942 and passed on by Himmler to the SS and 

police officials, which claimed that one and a half million children had been fathered by German soldiers. 

(The estimate derived from the calculation that there were six million soldiers on Soviet territory, half of 

whom had had sexual relations with local women, half again »not without consequences«). Himmler 

himself doubted these figures, but noted: »Maybe there are fewer [children of German soldiers in the 

East], but many hundreds of thousands, or close to a million is surely the number« (p. 312–314). 

Mühlhäuser states that there is no way this can be true, but she is unwilling to offer an estimate of the 

number of children herself. There is a similar problem with the issue of rape. Judicial figures indicate that 

of the seventeen million Wehrmacht soldiers on all the fronts (up to 1944), only 5 349 were indicted for 

»crimes against morality«, mostly rape (p. 19–20). Although Mühlhäuser indicates appropriately that this 

number is too small, and reflects the lack of interest of the German military judicial authorities in 

prosecuting rape, she is unwilling to provide a more reasonable number (in the thousands, the tens of 

thousands, hundreds of thousands?). Numbers are important; a scholar as well informed about sexual 

assaults on the eastern front as Mühlhäuser should be willing to help us understand the extent of the 

crimes, as well as the extent of cohabitation and number of occupation children.

On other issues, as well, Mühlhäuser notes that there are many gaps in the sources and many questions 

that remain to be answered. For example, we don’t know how many Wehrmacht bordellos there were or 

how local women were recruited to serve German soldiers’ sexual »needs«. We are not even sure how 

the bordellos were set up; local circumstances, commanders’ preferences, and shifting troop dispositions 

often played a role. Did the Wehrmacht use already established networks of prostitutes and bordellos, as 
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in Holland or in France? Since prostitution was outlawed in the Soviet Union and alleged prostitutes were 

either executed or deported en masse to the Gulag at the end of the 1930s, the likelihood is that the Nazis 

forcibly dragooned women and girls into the bordellos. Many of these and other questions could be 

enlightened by a thoroughgoing examination of Soviet archives and judicial sources. Available NKVD 

materials have barely been touched on these issues; leaders of partisan formations left formidable first-

hand testimonies after the war about their experiences in Nazi-occupied territories; transcripts of post-war 

Soviet trials of wartime traitors and collaborators should reveal important aspects of this story; and, though 

access is highly restricted at this time, Soviet military intelligence materials – not to mention the secret 

police (now FSB) archives – could one day elucidate the Soviet perspective on the realities of the German 

occupation. This research, combined with Mühlhäuser’s brilliant exploration of the German sources, will 

provide a more complete picture of the Nazis’ domination of the East.
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