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Voluntary Associations and National Policies in the Making of the
French Maternal and Infant Welfare System: the case of Gustave Dron

The history of French maternal and infant welfare (protectian
maternelle et infanti[e) shows that voluntary associations flourished,
but that national policies were not developed, in the period from the
end of nineteenth century to the first half of 1930s. Historians have
emphasized the factors in national politics such as financial problems
to explain this contrast. But it is also necessary to examine the
attitudes and opinions of voluntary associations who were involved
in maternal and infant welfare. Taking this starting point, this paper
focuses on the activities of Gustave Dron, mayor of Tourcoing, a
textile town in the north of France, in the first half of the twentieth
century and who established a typical association for maternal and
infant welfare at the beginning of the twentieth century.

The conclusion of this paper is that Dron’s opinions about the
relation between voluntary associations and national policies
differed with concrete measures of maternal and infantile welfare.
For example, as to the maternity leave system, he attached greater
importance to national policies than to voluntary associations. But
he appreciated voluntary initiatives for infant health consultation
(consultation des nourrissons), and, consequently, only proposed
moderate policies for their popularization. This conclusion suggests
that at least one key-person involved with voluntary associations
did not always strongly promote national policies in maternal and
infant welfare. These attitudes must be considered to understand the

making of the French maternal and infant welfare system.



