German Historical Institute London
Bulletin

Volume XXXV, No. 2

November 2013
CONTENTS

Special Theme: Solidarity and Care

Solidarity and Care: A Research Area of the GHIL
(Andreas Gestrich)
Pauper Letters and Petitions for Poor Relief in Germany and
Great Britain, 1770–1914 (Andreas Gestrich and
Steven A. King)
Petitions to the Council of the Free Imperial City of Frankfurt
am Main, 1765–1809 (Daniela Heinisch)
Solidarity with Children? Towards a History of Adoption
(Benedikt Stuchtey)
Poverty Research from Below: Letters and Petitions by the Poor
(Anke Sczesny)

Article

4
12

26

43

57

The First World War as a ‘Rupture’ in the European History of
the Twentieth Century: A Contribution to the Hermeneutics
of Not-Understanding (Lucian Hölscher)

73

Ludger Körntgen and Dominik Waßenhoven (eds.), Religion
and Politics in the Middle Ages: Germany and England by
Comparison (Levi Roach)

88

Book Reviews

(cont.)

Contents

Johannes Fried, Canossa: Entlarvung einer Legende. Eine Streitschrift
(Kathleen G. Cushing)
94
Michael van Dussen, From England to Bohemia: Heresy and Communication in the Later Middle Ages (Peter Hilsch)
99
Martha White Paas, The Kipper und Wipper Inflation, 1619–23:
An Economic History with Contemporary German Broadsheets
(Ulrich Rosseaux)
104
Eva Giloi, Monarchy, Myth, and Material Culture in Germany
1750–1950 (Thomas Biskup)
107
Roland Wenzlhuemer, Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World:
The Telegraph and Globalization (David Paull Nickles)
114
Tatjana Tönsmeyer, Adelige Moderne: Großgrundbesitz und
ländliche Gesellschaft in England und Böhmen 1848–1918
(William D. Godsey)
120
Matthew S. Seligmann, The Royal Navy and the German Threat
1901–1914: Admiralty Plans to Protect British Trade in a War
Against Germany (Andreas Rose)
125
Thomas Rohkrämer, Die fatale Attraktion des Nationalsozialismus: Über die Popularität eines Unrechtsregimes
(Matthew Stibbe)
132
Vera K. Fast, Children’s Exodus: A History of the Kindertransport
(Benigna Schönhagen)
138
Tobias Seidl, Führerpersönlichkeiten: Deutungen und Interpretationen deutscher Wehrmachtgeneräle in britischer Kriegsgefangenschaft (MacGregor Knox)
143
Clayton J. Whisnant, Male Homosexuality in West Germany:
Between Persecution and Freedom, 1945–69 (Benno Gammerl)
149

Conference Reports

Missionaries at War: The Impact of Global Conflict on Christian
Missions in the Twentieth Century (John Stuart)
Mixed Courts: Dynasty, Politics, and Religion in the Early
Modern World (André Bochynski and Tobias Zober)
The European Welfare State in a Global Context
(Valeska Huber and Nicole Kramer)
Social Planning in Late Colonial and Postcolonial Societies
(1920s–1960s) (Valeska Huber)
2

155

161

167

173

Forward from the Past: The Kindertransport from a Contemporary Perspective (Aaron Jochim)
The Territorial State after 1989: Decline, Transformation, or
Persistence? (Thorsten Holzhauser and Andreas Lutsch)

Noticeboard

Contents
177

182

188

Library News

Recent Acquisitions

194

3

SOLIDARITY AND CARE:
A RESEARCH AREA OF THE GHIL
ANDREAS GESTRICH

Since 2009 most of the research projects undertaken by the Fellows of
the German Historical Institute London have contributed to one of
three thematic fields designated as the Institute’s major research
areas.1 This themed issue of the GHIL Bulletin is initiating a loose
series on the Institute’s work by presenting current research in these
special thematic fields. The present issue is dedicated to the Institute’s activities in the research area entitled Solidarity and Care.
Comparative research on the structures of the welfare state in
Britain and Germany has been a focal point of the Institute’s wider
work on the development of industrial society in the two countries
since the 1980s.2 Current projects in the research area Solidarity and
Care build on this tradition, but extend it in terms of chronology, geographical scope,3 and, above all, the development of new approaches and research perspectives. In line with recent general trends in this
field, research at the GHIL now concentrates less on the legal and
institutional history of the modern welfare state than on the concepts,
languages, and practices of state and non-state actors; the experience
of poverty and dependence; and the types of social control associated
with social inclusion and support. In this context we focus on the
sources produced by local or regional poor relief administrations, private philanthropic activities, and families and neighbourhoods in the
context of poor relief, but also on practices such as the care of orphans
or adoption. We will make hitherto neglected source material on the
linguistic strategies of the poor and dependant, the verbalization of
their needs and experiences, and the attitudes of those involved in
See <http://www.ghil.ac.uk/research.html>, accessed 13 Aug. 2013.
Wolfgang J. Mommsen and Wolfgang Mock (eds.), The Emergence of the
Welfare State in Britain and Germany (London, 1981).
3 See e.g. ‘The European Welfare State in a Global Context’, conference organized by Christoph Cornelißen (Frankfurt), Gerda Henkel Visiting Professor
2010/11, and held at the GHIL, 11–13 Apr. 2013. See the conference report in
this issue of the GHIL Bulletin.
1
2

4

Solidarity and Care

supporting them accessible in electronic, online editions. Our research
focuses on modern Britain and Germany (from the eighteenth to the
twentieth century), but always within a wider comparative European
context.
The Conceptual Framework

Solidarity and care are important terms of conceptual history which
have long been neglected. Solidarity, one of the key concepts in sociology since Auguste Comte and especially Émile Durkheim’s seminal work, The Division of Labour in Society (1893),4 long remained, as
Kurt Bayertz graphically put it, something of an ‘erratic rock in the
moral landscape of modern society’,5 while Herfried Münkler simply
called it ‘the stepchild’ of moral philosophy.6 This has clearly
changed in recent years. The concept of solidarity has attracted new
theoretical and historical interest, partly in the context of the burgeoning literature on civil society (Zivilgesellschaft)7 and studies on
the orientation towards the common good (Gemeinwohl);8 and partly
in the context of the present economic crisis, growing income disparities, and a general interest in the theoretical and practical aspects of
social justice,9 the future of the modern welfare state, and other areas
4

Émile Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society (New York, 1997).

5 Kurt Bayertz (ed.), Solidarität: Begriff und Problem (Frankfurt am Main, 1996).

For a shorter English version of this volume see id. (ed.), Solidarity (Dordrecht, 1999). Quoted from the preface of the German edition, p. 9.
6 Herfried Münkler, ‘Enzyklopädie der Ideen der Zukunft’, in Jens Beckert et
al. (eds.), Transnationale Solidarität: Chancen und Grenzen (Frankfurt am Main,
2004), 15–28, at 15.
7 From the vast literature on this topic see esp. Dieter Gosewinkel, Dieter
Rucht, Wolfgang van den Daele, and Jürgen Kocka (eds.), Zivilgesellschaft—
national und transnational (Berlin, 2004); John Ehrenberg, Civil Society: The
Critical History of an Idea (New York, 1999); Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani (eds.), Civil Society: History and Possibilities (Cambridge, 2001).
8 See in particular Herfried Münkler, Harald Bluhm, and Karsten Fischer
(eds.), Forschungsberichte der interdisziplinären Arbeitsgruppe ‘Gemeinwohl und
Gemeinsinn’ der Berlin-Brandenburgischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 4 vols.
(Berlin, 2001–2).
9 At the GHIL Felix Römer has started a research project entitled ‘Semantics
of Social Justice in Britain and Germany since 1945’, which is attached to a
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of modern ethical discourse.10 Similarly, since Carol Gilligan’s Ethics
of Care, the concept of care (Fürsorge) has shifted from being a theoretically unspecific term into the centre, first, of feminist discourse on
ethics, and then of social theory in general. It has now gained wide
significance in modern ethical theory and social policy.11 The concept
of care ‘implies that there is moral significance in the fundamental
elements of relationships and dependencies in human life’.12 On this
basis, the concept on the one hand tries to explain gender differences
in moral development (Gilligan), and on the other to function as a
critical moral theory transcending the realm of private relationships
in family and community, and aiming to change the way we conceive
of obligations for private and public mutual support in wider national and international contexts.13
The number of studies which deal with the concepts of solidarity
and care from these various theoretical perspectives is now substantial.14 For the Institute’s projects they provide an interesting framework for a wider analysis of the development of the modern welfare
state, and of the mental changes within it. Care (Fürsorge) is a term
whose usage can be traced back to antiquity (Latin: cura; Greek:
different research area. See <http://www.ghil.ac.uk/research/political_history/the_semantics_of_social_justice.html>, accessed 9 Sept. 2013.
10 See e.g. Steffen Mau and Benjamin Veghte (eds.), Social Justice, Legitimacy
and the Welfare State (Aldershot, 2007); Eckhard Romanus, Soziale Gerechtigkeit,
Verantwortung und Würde: Der egalitäre Liberalismus nach John Rawls und Ronald
Dworkin (Freiburg, 2008). Some of the most interesting research on solidarity
has been produced in the context of modern bioethics. For an overview and
extensive bibliography see Barbara Prainsack and Alena Buyx, Solidarity:
Reflexions on an Emerging Concept in Bioethics (Swindon, 2011).
11 Carol Gilligan, ‘Moral Orientation and Moral Development’, in Virginia
Held (ed.), Justice and Care: Essential Readings in Feminist Ethics (London,
2005), 31–47; Virginia Held, The Ethics of Care: Personal, Political, and Global
(Oxford, 2006).
12 Maureen Sander-Staudt, ‘Care Ethics’, in Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(2011), at <http://www.iep.utm.edu/care-eth/>, accessed 5 Aug. 2013.
13 Daniel Engster, The Heart of Justice (Oxford, 2007).
14 In addition to the works already cited see also Ulf Tranow, Solidarität: Soziologische Perspektiven und Konzepte (Saarbrücken, 2012); Geza Reisz, Solidarität
in Deutschland und Frankreich: Eine politische Deutungsanalyse (Opladen, 2006).
Solidarity also plays a major role in the sociology of Anthony Giddens and in
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epimeleia). It has been linked with poor relief (Armenfürsorge) and, in
particular, taking responsibility for and looking after children in
need, right through to modern times, although primarily with a different, more paternalistic twist than its modern feminist counterpart.
Solidarity, however, is a term which only originated in the nineteenth
century. The French Revolution transformed the Christian notion of
brotherhood into the secular concept of fraternité, which, in turn, provided the basis for the rise of the concept of socialist class solidarity
and the sociological understanding of solidarity as a force for social
cohesion.15 Thus, as concepts with their own historical development,
solidarity and care form useful tools for analysing the changing legitimation of aid, their links with the evolving concept of human dignity, and the religious or secular drives behind charitable or philanthropic activity in general. It is also important to see, however, that
these changes affected not only those who helped, but also the expectations of the poor, and how those in need of help justified and
defended their claims for public or private assistance.
All the projects in this research area at the Institute are interested
in these aspects of conceptual history, but they are at the heart of a
large project, ‘Pauper Letters and Petitions for Poor Relief in Germany and Great Britain, 1770–1914’, jointly funded by the German
Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) and
the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC), and directed by
Andreas Gestrich and Steven A. King (Leicester). This project centres
on the production of a large database and online edition of letters and
petitions written by, or on behalf of, the poor, and will also contain
the relevant administrative correspondence. This will provide
insights into how such changes in the perception of what constitutes
the cement of the social fabric affected the languages and rhetoric of
entitlement and help used by paupers and the institutions and individuals they turned to. This interest in changing concepts also
informs other projects and some of our major conferences in this
field, such as ‘The Dilemmas of International Humanitarian Aid in
all social theory referring to his work. See e.g. Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left
and Right: The Future of Radical Politics (Cambridge, 1994).
15 Karl Heinz Metz, ‘Solidarität und Geschichte: Institutionen und sozialer
Begriff der Solidarität in Westeuropa im 19. Jahrhundert’, in Bayertz (ed.),
Solidarität, 172–201.
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the Twentieth Century’,16 that on the protests and the visual representations of the unemployed,17 and on the concept of the dignity of
the poor.18
Institutions and Practices of Solidarity and Care

The projects in this research area are all interested, but not necessarily primarily, in the history of concepts. Rather, they focus on language
usage in certain social and institutional contexts, and on the practices
described in the source material. Their emphasis is on the significance
of natural and social relationships for the care of especially vulnerable
people, such as orphaned children, the sick, or the elderly.19 The top-

‘The Dilemmas of International Humanitarian Aid in the Twentieth Century’, conference organized by Johannes Paulmann (Mannheim/Mainz),
Gerda Henkel Visiting Professor 2009/10, and held at the GHIL, 12–14 May
2011. Full details can be found under Events and Conferences on the GHIL’s
website <www.ghil.ac.uk>. The proceedings of this conference are presently
being prepared for publication with OUP.
17 ‘From the Blanketeers to the Present: Understanding Protests of the Unemployed’, conference organized by Matthias Reiss and held at the GHIL, 16–17
Feb. 2007; ‘Visual Representations of the Unemployed’, conference jointly
organized by Matthias Reiss (University of Exeter) and Andreas Gestrich
(GHIL), and held at the University of Exeter, 12–13 Dec. 2008. Full details of
both conferences can be found under Events and Conferences on the GHIL’s
website <www.ghil.ac.uk>. See also Matthias Reiss (ed.), The Street as Stage:
Protest Marches and Public Rallies since the Nineteenth Century (Oxford 2007);
and Matthias Reiss and Matt Perry (eds.), Unemployment and Protest: New
Perspectives on Two Centuries of Contention (Oxford, 2011).
18 ‘The Dignity of the Poor: Concepts, Practices, Representations’, conference
organized by Andreas Gestrich (GHIL) in cooperation with the DFG
Collaborative Research Centre 600 at the University of Trier: ‘Strangers and
Poor People: Changing Patterns of Inclusion and Exclusion from Classical
Antiquity to the Present Day’ and held at the GHIL, 7–9 Dec. 2006. Full
details can be found under Events and Conferences on the GHIL’s website
<www.ghil.ac.uk>. The proceedings of this conference are being prepared
for publication with OUP.
19 Andreas Gestrich, Elizabeth Hurren, and Steven A. King (eds.), Poverty and
Sickness in Modern Europe (London, 2012); Andreas Gestrich, ‘Altersarmut’, in
Herbert Uerlings, Nina Trauth, and Lukas Clemens (eds.), Armut: Perspektiven in Kunst und Gesellschaft, exhibition catalogue (Trier, 2011), 34–5;
16
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ics addressed in this context range from adoption as a form of social
inclusion and care to the importance of family networks among the
poor. In particular, the history of adoption (comprising the adopted
child as well as the adopting family) is a field that has so far been
gravely neglected by social historians,20 and in which the complex
ambivalences of care between altruism and self-interest can be studied. Family networks among the poor tended to be portrayed as fragile, or almost non-existent.21 However, research based on letters and
petitions of the poor, in particular, shows that the contrary was the
case. These sources also allow us to reconstruct the multi-layered network of relatives, neighbours, and friends of the poor and their social
and economic significance at times of hardship and distress.22 The
projects, however, also look at other institutions of care and solidarity, such as neighbourhoods, parishes and churches, trade unions and
organizations of the unemployed, and the various ways in which
they provided relief and decided who to support and who to turn
away.
Andreas Gestrich and Daniela Heinisch, ‘ “They sit for days and have only
their sorrow to eat”: Old Age Poverty in German Pauper Narratives’, in Beate
Althammer, Lutz Raphael, and Tamara Stazic-Wendt (eds.), Rescuing the
Vulnerable: Poverty, Welfare and Social Ties in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century
Europe (forthcoming).
20 Benedikt Stuchtey, ‘Adoption’, in Friedrich Jaeger (ed.), Enzyklopädie der
Neuzeit (Stuttgart, 2012), xv. 675–8; id. ‘Stiefeltern’, ibid. (Stuttgart, 2010), xii.
999–1001.
21 Peter Laslett, ‘Family, Kinship, and Collectivity as Systems of Support in
Pre-Industrial Europe: A Consideration of the “Nuclear Hardship” Hypothesis’, Continuity and Change, 3 (1988), 153–75.
22 Steven A. King, ‘Friendship, Kinship and Belonging in the Letters of Urban
Paupers 1800–1840’, Historical Social Research, 33 (2008), 249–77; id. ‘Forme et
fonction de la parenté chez les populations pauvres d’Angleterre, 1800–
1840’, Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 65/5 (2010), 1147–74. The importance of family ties in pauper families is also shown by Jens Gründler, Armut
und Wahnsinn: ‘Arme Irre’ und ihre Familien im Spannungsfeld von Psychiatrie
und Armenfürsorge in Glasgow 1875–1921 (Munich, 2013); see also Sheila
Cooper, ‘Kinship and Welfare in Early Modern England: Sometimes Charity
Begins at Home’, in Anne Borsay and Peter Shapely (eds.), Medicine, Charity
and Mutual Aid: The Consumption of Health and Welfare in Britain, c.1550–1950
(Aldershot, 2007), 55–70.
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The differentiation which public institutions made between the
deserving and the undeserving poor is of primary importance to the
DFG–AHRC project ‘Pauper Letters and Petitions for Poor Relief in
Germany and Great Britain, 1770–1914’, as these are classic documents for analysing how the poor described their lives and hardship,
and for looking at the strategies they used to prove their deservingness and justify the legitimacy of their claim on public funds. By
using such strategies, the poor were demonstrating their compliance
with the official requirements for obtaining relief, and frequently also
referring to languages and concepts outside the ‘offical mind’. These
related not only to the Christian values and duties of those who were
in a position to help, but also, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the new secular values of philanthropy and solidarity. Thus these letters and petitions show that paupers must be
treated as part of the history of changing concepts of solidarity and
care. The letters they wrote provide historians with exciting sources
for a conceptual history from below.
The following presentation of current projects at the GHIL will
concentrate on the project ‘Pauper Letters and Petitions for Poor
Relief in Germany and Great Britain, 1770–1914’, which started in
April 2011 and comprises both an online edition of pauper letters and
petitions, and two Ph.D. projects. Andreas Gestrich and Steven King
will present the aims, objectives, and initial findings of the project.
Daniela Heinisch at the GHIL is working on a Ph.D. thesis which concentrates on pauper petitions in Frankfurt, and Ben Harvey at
Leicester University is working on pauper letters and petitions for
poor relief in the Welsh borderlands. This overview presents Daniela
Heinisch’s thesis. Benedikt Stuchtey then writes about his work on
the history of adoption. This project will result in a major monograph
on the topic. It opens up many new insights into the development of
our concepts of childhood and family. However, the topic also presents us with a unique focus for studying the multiple and ambivalent
social and ideological, national and international contexts of care for
and solidarity with children who are orphaned or unwanted.23
Finally, we are grateful to Anke Sczesny (Augsburg) for contributing a review article, ‘Poverty Research from Below: Letters and
23 Benedikt

Stuchtey has recently left the GHIL to take up a Chair of Modern
History at the University of Marburg. This project will, therefore, be continued outside the framework of this GHIL research area.
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Petitions by the Poor’, to this Bulletin. As her review article deals with
work relevant to this research area and publications closely related to
our own project, it will be included in this section as an additional
paper charting the wider landscape of international research in the
field of poverty, welfare, solidarity, and care.
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PAUPER LETTERS AND PETITIONS FOR POOR
RELIEF IN GERMANY AND GREAT BRITAIN,
1770–1914
AndreAs Gestrich and steven A. KinG

historical research has shown a new and intensified interest in life
testimonies (ego-documents) of the lower classes. in this context certain types of ego-documents, namely, letters, applications, and petitions written by or for paupers applying for relief have attracted
increasing attention in recent years, first in Britain, and now increasingly also in Germany and other european countries. such ‘pauper
narratives’ are preserved in local or county archives in Britain and
elsewhere, often in large numbers. the German historical institute
London (Andreas Gestrich) and the centre of Medical humanities at
the University of Leicester (steven A. King) are engaged in a joint
project, generously funded for three years (1 May 2011 to 30 April
2014) by the German research Foundation and the British Arts and
humanities research council, to collect, edit, and analyse such documents. this paper will introduce this project by outlining first its
research contexts, secondly its aims and perspectives, and, finally,
some preliminary results.
Research Context

the state of research on pauper letters and petitions still differs
markedly in Britain and Germany. British literature on pauper narratives and related material has flourished over the last two
decades,1 intersecting with an increasingly sophisticated literature
on working-class autobiography,2 an emergent european literature
1 see esp. the pivotal volume by tim hitchcock, Peter King, and Pamela
sharpe (eds.), Chronicling Poverty: The Voices and Strategies of the English Poor,
1640–1840 (Basingstoke, 1997).
2 For the rising interest in autobiographies see e.g. rudolf dekker (ed.), Egodocuments and History: Autobiographical Writing in its Social Context since the
Middle Ages (hilversum, 2002); christa hämmerle (ed.), Plurality and Individuality: Autobiographical Cultures in Europe (vienna, 1995).
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on petitions,3 and ‘ordinary writings’ or écritures ordinaires,4 to show
that the poor and labouring classes were functionally literate and
used language to assert and reflect their agency.5 however, German
historiography now also has a growing number of studies making
use of petitions in general.6 some use them not only as a rich mine for
portraying the everyday life of paupers,7 but also to ask more farreaching questions about their writing culture,8 or about pauper
rights, participation, and agency.9 so far, work on pauper narratives

3 Lex heerma van voss (ed.), Petitions in Social History (cambridge, 2001); on
the difference between letters and petitions see Peter Jones and steven A. King,
‘From Petition to Pauper Letter: the development of an epistolary Form’
(unpublished manuscript) and for German letters and petitions also Andreas
Gestrich, ‘das Leben der Armen: ego-dokumente als Quellen zur Geschichte
von Armut und Armenfürsorge im 19. Jahrhundert’, in Anke sczesny, rolf
Kießling, and Johannes Burkhardt (eds.), Prekariat im 19. Jahrhundert:
Armenfürsorge und Alltagsbewältigung in Stadt und Land (forthcoming 2013).
4 Martyn Lyons (ed.), Ordinary Writings, Personal Narratives (Berne, 2007);
daniel Fabre (ed.), Écritures ordinaires (Paris, 1993).
5 see also Martyn Lyons, ‘new directions in the history of Written culture’,
Culture and History Digital Journal, 1/2 (dec, 2012), online at <http://
dx.doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2012.007>, accessed 9 sept. 2013; reiner Prass, ‘das
Kreuz mit den Unterschriften: von der Alphabetisierung zur schriftkultur’,
Historische Anthropologie, 9/3 (2001), 384–404; on rural areas see KlausJoachim Lorenzen-schmidt and Bjørn Poulsen (eds.), Writing Peasants: Studies
on Peasant Literacy in Early Modern Northern Europe (Gylling, 2002).
6 For an overview of recent German language research see esp. Andreas
Würgler, ‘Bitten und Begehren: suppliken und Gravamina in der deutschsprachigen Frühneuzeitforschung’, in cecilia nubola and Andreas Würgler
(eds.), Bittschriften und Gravamina: Politik, Verwaltung und Justiz in Europa
(14.–18. Jahrhundert) (Berlin, 2005), 17–52.
7 helmut Bräuer, ‘Persönliche Bittschriften als sozial- und mentalitätsgeschichtliche Quellen: Beobachtungen aus frühneuzeitlichen städten Obersachsens’, in Gerhard Ammerer, christian rohr, and Alfred stefan Weiß
(eds.), Tradition und Wandel: Beiträge zur Kirchen-, Gesellschafts- und Kulturgeschichte. Festschrift für Heinz Dopsch (vienna, 2001), 294–304.
8 Otto Ulbricht, ‘supplikationen als ego-dokumente: Bittschriften von Leibeigenen aus der ersten hälfte des 17. Jahrhunderts als Beispiel’, in Winfried
schulze (ed.), Ego-Dokumente: Annäherungen an den Menschen in der Geschichte
(Berlin, 1996), 149–79.
9 robert Jütte, ‘sprachliches handeln und kommunikative situation: der
diskurs zwischen Obrigkeit und Untertanen am Beginn der neuzeit’, in
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(and more widely on ‘ordinary writing’) has tended to focus on several key issues.
1. The texts themselves as material objects. thomas sokoll’s 2001 edition of essex pauper letters provides the editing benchmark for all
pauper narratives,10 and his central concern in this volume is with the
appreciation of the texture of the letters themselves. he has developed this work to look at issues such as the deployment and development of rhetoric, orthography, and typology, suggesting that
english narratives fall into one of three types, ranging from the formally structured petition (by far the least important in the english
context, but dominant in the German setting) to the familiar letter.11
sokoll’s work is a key foundation for the approach to editing and
understanding the narrative material that we intend to collect and
disseminate.
2. The place of these letters and petitions in marking the shift from oral
to literate culture.12 Within the wider historiography of the rise of
reading, writing, and publishing, pauper letters push back the date of
an effective literate culture for ordinary people, and illustrate how,
for many decades in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, oral
and literate cultures survived side-by-side, each reinforcing the
other.13 in Germany questions concerning not only the reading, but

harry Kühnel (ed.), Kommunikation und Alltag in Spätmittelalter und früher
Neuzeit (vienna, 1992), 159–81; christa hämmerle, ‘Bitten—Klagen—
Fordern: erste Überlegungen zu Bittbriefen österreichischer Unterschichtsfrauen (1865–1918)’, BIOS: Zeitschrift für Biographieforschung, Oral History und
Lebensverlaufsanalysen, 16 (2003), 87–110.
10 thomas sokoll, Essex Pauper Letters 1731–1837 (Oxford, 2001).
11 id., ‘Writing for relief: rhetoric in english Pauper Letters 1800–1834’, in
Andreas Gestrich, steven A. King, and Lutz raphael (eds.), Being Poor in
Modern Europe (Berne, 2006), 91–111.
12 Adam Fox, ‘custom, Memory and the Authority of Writing’, in Paul
Griffiths, Adam Fox, and steve hindle (eds.), The Experience of Authority in
Early Modern England (Basingstoke, 1996), 89–116. For Germany see the seminal volume by ian Mcneely, The Emancipation of Writing: German Civil Society
in the Making, 1790s–1820s (Berkeley, 2003).
13 Bob Bushaway, ‘things said or sung a thousand times: customary
society and Oral culture in rural england 1700–1900’, in Adam Fox and
daniel Woolf (eds.), The Spoken Word: Oral Culture in Britain 1500–1850 (Manchester, 2002), 256–76. see also Martyn Lyons, Reading Cultures and Writing
Practices in Nineteenth-Century France (toronto, 2008), 151–66.
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also the writing culture of the lower classes (a well-established field,
especially in folklore studies) have also attracted a renewed and
interdisciplinary interest.14 it is symptomatic, however, that as far as
letter-writing is concerned, much of this work is based on migrant
letters because of the scarcity of other edited material.15 impressive
numbers of migrant letters have been collected and edited in recent
decades.16 Pauper letters and petitions, however, have been almost
completely ignored.
3. The study of life cycle groups and conditions. Pauper narratives
have overwhelmingly been used to illustrate and analyse the poverty and relief experiences of groups such as the aged, sick, widows,
the dying, and children.17 such work has afforded valuable new

see stephan elspaß, Sprachgeschichte von unten: Untersuchungen zum geschriebenen Alltagsdeutsch im 19. Jahrhundert (tübingen, 2005); or the older
studies by Marion Klenk, Sprache im Kontext sozialer Lebenswelt: Eine Untersuchung zur Arbeiterschriftsprache im 19. Jahrhundert (tübingen, 1997); isa
schikorsky, Private Schriftlichkeit im 19. Jahrhundert: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte des alltäglichen Sprachverhaltens ‘kleiner Leute’ (tübingen, 1990); siegfried Grosse, Martin Grimberg, and thomas hölscher, ‘Denn das Schreiben
gehört nicht zu meiner täglichen Beschäftigung’: Der Alltag kleiner Leute in Bittschriften, Briefen und Berichten aus dem 19. Jahrhundert (Bonn, 1989).
15 stephan elspaß, ‘Briefe rheinischer Auswanderer als Quellen einer regionalsprachgeschichte’, Rheinische Vierteljahrsblätter, 72 (2008), 147–65; id.,
‘“everyday language” in emigrant Letters and its implications on Language
historiography: the German case’, in Wim vandenbussche and stephan
elspaß (eds.), Lower Class Language Use in the Nineteenth Century, special issue
of Multilingua: Journal of Cross-Cultural and Interlanguage Communication,
26/2–3 (2007), 151–65.
16 see esp. the numerous publications by Wolfgang helbich and Walter
Kamphoefner and the network of collections they have created: <http://
www.auswandererbriefe.de/sammlung.html>, accessed 9 sept. 2013 (with
an extensive bibliography of editions and secondary work on the topic).
some of these editions are also interesting and relevant to this project, as
migrants frequently reflected on the poverty they escaped, its causes, and
their new lives in the new World.
17 thomas sokoll, ‘Old Age in Poverty: the record of essex Pauper Letters,
1780–1834’, in hitchcock, King, and sharpe (eds.), Chronicling Poverty, 127–
54; thomas sokoll, ‘Armut im Alter im spiegel englischer Armenbriefe des
ausgehenden 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts’, in christoph conrad and hansJoachim von Kondratowitz (eds.), Zur Kulturgeschichte des Alterns (Berlin,
1993), 39–76; stephanie Lorenz, Verarmungsverläufe bei adligen Frauen: Bitt14
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insights into the thoughts and strategies of the dependent poor, and
into the nature of their understanding of the obligations of communities and the local state. to take just one example, it has become
increasingly clear that female letter writers deployed complex rhetorical arguments in their engagement with officials, simultaneously
emphasizing their dependence as women and the moral obligations
of the community to the weaker sex, while forcefully asserting their
rights to relief as common citizens.18
4. The study of agency and concepts of entitlement. there has been an
increasing interest in the degree to which ‘ordinary writing’ reveals
the labouring classes to have had an understanding of, and a desire
to participate in, the political process, using storytelling, rumour, and
balladry to assert a ‘political’ voice.19 Pauper narratives reveal that
paupers were not, and did not conceive of themselves as being, in a
situation of structural dependence, with all that this implies about
the need for subservient behaviour, gratitude, deference, and passivity. While paupers certainly claimed to be humble, grateful, and
sorry in their approaches to the local state, in practice it is striking
how often the poor asserted their ‘rights’ (moral, legal, or christian)
and the ‘duty’ of the parish. equally, pauper letters are replete with
insults, challenges to the authority of officials, and accounts of behaviour that suggests anything but deference. Yet even such paupers
manage to establish an entitlement.

schriften an den preußischen König in der ersten Hälfte des 19. Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 2011); christina vanja, ‘Patientenbiographien im spiegel frühneuzeitlicher Bittschriften’, BIOS: Zeitschrift für Biographieforschung, Oral History und
Lebensverlaufsanalysen, 19/1 (2006), 26–35.
18 steven A. King, ‘“the particular claims of a woman and a mother”:
Gender, Belonging and rights to Medical relief in england 1800–1840s’, in
A. Andresen, t. Grǿnle, W. hubbard, t. rymin, and s. A. skålevåg (eds.),
Citizens, Courtrooms, Crossings (Bergen, 2008), 21–38.
19 sokoll, Essex Pauper Letters; tim harris (ed.), The Politics of the Excluded
c.1500–1850 (Basingstoke, 2001); Klaus tenfelde and helmuth trischler (eds.),
Bis vor die Stufen des Throns: Bittschriften und Beschwerden von Bergleuten im
Zeitalter der Industrialisierung (Munich, 1986).
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Aims and Objectives of the Project

there is, then, a considerable body of work on which this project can
draw. nonetheless, important gaps in the literature and, in particular, in the source base remain, and this is a central rationale for our
project. the prime objectives of the project, therefore, are to collect
such source material, to make it available for research on a larger and
more comprehensive scale, to further its analysis, and to contribute to
interdisciplinary research on popular writing.
1. Extension of source base. even for Britain there are still significant
gaps in the availability of pauper letters in published collections.
those for counties such as essex and communities such as Kirkby
Lonsdale are well known,20 but there is so far only one other collection of published material, primarily from the south-west of
england.21 For the english Midlands and south, the north-east, west,
and especially scotland and Wales, the coverage of collected and
transcribed or even published letters is either patchy or non-existent.
the project will initially concentrate on these ‘missing’ counties.
eventually, however, all British counties will be represented in the
project database.
For Germany, no edited collections of pauper letters are available
at all.22 this is not because such letters and petitions do not exist or
have not survived in the archives. On the contrary, many German
archives have large holdings of material concerning poor relief and
most also contain letters and petitions. however, unlike in Britain
they are not deposited in the centralized holdings of county archives,
but have to be searched for in individual town or village archives.

20 James taylor, ‘A different Kind of speenhamland: non-resident relief in
the industrial revolution’, Journal of British Studies, 30 (1991), 183–208.
21 steven A. King, thomas nutt, and Alanah tomkins, Narratives of the Poor
in Eighteenth-Century Britain (London, 2006).
22 there is, however, also another project in Germany directed by rolf
Kießling and Anke sczesny (Augsburg) and funded by the Fritz thyssen
stiftung, which is based primarily on such letters and petitions: ‘Armut in
stadt und Land vom ende des Alten reiches bis zum ersten Weltkrieg’. see
<http://www.fritz-thyssen-stiftung.de/foerderung/gefoerderte-vorhaben/
projekt/pl/armut-in-stadt-und-land-vom-en/p/83/?no_cache=1>, accessed
9 sept. 2013. see also Anke sczesny, Der lange Weg in die Fuggerei: Augsburger
Armenbriefe des 19. Jahrhunderts (Augsburg, 2012).
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this is probably why, although they have been used occasionally for
illustrative purposes, neither petitions nor ordinary letters written by
or for paupers asking for relief have been collected, edited, or
analysed in any systematic way.23
2. Extending the search to different types of ‘pauper narratives’. British
research has so far focused primarily on what thomas sokoll termed
‘pauper letters’, that is, letters from people who were not residing in
their home parish writing home and asking the overseers to send
them money when they got into financial difficulties as a result of
unemployment, illness, or old age. such letters are found primarily
for the time before the new Poor Law of 1834, and editions of these
sources have therefore mostly concentrated on the eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries. Under the new Poor Law such money
transfers tended to be made between the Poor Law Unions and not to
individuals directly. however, this does not mean that letters and
petitions stopped being written after 1834. this is especially true if
the search for these documents is extended beyond parish or Poor
Law Union records to include the papers of private charities and
other archives, such as the estate papers of noble landowners. there
are also significant gaps in the range of narrative material collected.
the British literature has overwhelmingly focused on the collection
and analysis of pauper letters. in common with other european countries, however, as recently exemplified by the work of Martyn
Lyons,24 a wide range of other narrative material also exists. this
includes correspondence between officials, correspondence by epistolary advocates, petitions, begging letters, and balladry/storytelling. While it is beyond the scope of the project described here to

23 exeptions are e.g. hämmerle, ‘Bitten—Klagen—Fordern’; see also n. 22
(above) for rolf Kießling and Anke sczesny’s (Augsburg) current project.
Pauper letters also form part of an innovative study of homeless paupers in
the Westphalian ‘workhouse’ of Benninghausen by eva Maria Lerche, Alltag
und Lebenswelt von heimatlosen Armen: Eine Mikrostudie über die Insassinnen und
Insassen des westfälischen Landarmenhauses Benninghausen (1844–1891) (Münster, 2009) and of several studies of pauper medicine, such as Angela
schattner, ‘Probleme im Umgang mit Bittschriften und Autobiographien aus
dem 18. Jahrhundert am Beispiel der epilepsie’, in Philipp Osten (ed.), Patientendokumente: Krankheit in Selbstzeugnissen (stuttgart, 2010), 99–114; workers’ petitions are edited and analysed in tenfelde and trischler (eds.), Bis vor
die Stufen des Throns.
24 Lyons (ed.), Ordinary Writings.
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collect all such material, a sample at least is needed for a true understanding of the place, language, and strategy of pauper letters and
their reception by officials.
in Germany the ‘classic’ pauper letter in which paupers living
outside their home parish asked the overseers of their place of settlement for relief tends to be rare. rather, the majority of letters in
Germany are from paupers living within their parish, writing to the
board asking, in a more or less formal way, for support. Paupers
might have chosen to write rather than to ask in person because they
were ashamed to be seen in this situation, or they might have written
to the local nobility for a sign of special favour at a time of distress.
some turned to superior levels of the local administration after their
applications had been turned down by the board, and asked them to
intervene and review the decision. Many also wrote to private charities. such correspondence is available in both Germany and Britain,
and it is necessary to include it in the body of source material collected by the project in order to gain a fuller picture of the writing
activities of paupers.
3. Regional variance of pauper language and development over time. the
project aims to collect sources and select them for publication in a
way which will allow historians (and students of other subjects) to
investigate regional and national differences, and to analyse how the
genre, its usage and functions, developed over time in both Britain
and Germany. For Britain this poses no major problem as all counties
will be represented in the larger database, at least up to the new Poor
Law of 1834. After this point ‘classic’ pauper letters become less frequent and the search for them more difficult. even though there is
enough other material to make up for this lack of letters written from
outside the parish, this might result in a slightly less even coverage
of the British counties in the second half of the nineteenth century.
For Germany, where there is no equivalent to the holdings of pauper letters in the British county archives, the project had to identify
well-sorted local archives and find a way of combining the quality of
the archival documentation with criteria which allow meaningful
regional and international comparisons, and the analysis of structural change over time. differences between predominantly catholic
and Protestant areas also had to be taken into consideration. this
eventually resulted in project researchers searching and using about
twenty local archival collections. the sample ranges from the coastal
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regions of the north to southern Germany, from old hanse or imperial cities such as stralsund, Frankfurt, cologne, and Ulm to rural districts such as northern Friesland and Württemberg, and from industrial towns such as essen in the west and eisenach in the east to rural
noble estates such as those of the hesse counts of erbach or the dukes
of hohenlohe.
4. Database and open-access online edition. the project will make
these sources available in a way which allows historians, linguists,
and scholars of other subjects interested in such documents to use
them for their research. the data will be available electronically, partly as an open-access online edition which fulfils all the requirements
of a scholarly edition of historical sources, partly as a large database
of several thousand letters and petitions with fewer metadata and
historical annotations, open for scholarly use upon request. the edition will be based on the software denQ developed by Jörg
hörnschemeyer at the German historical institute in rome,25 and
will be permanently stored and accessible on perspectivia.net, the international online publication platform for the institutes of the Max
Weber stiftung.26
Preliminary Results

so far the project has transcribed and digitized about 4,000 letters and
collected many more, in particular on the British side, and is preparing a selection of these for a comparative online edition. this edition
will contrast ten German with ten British localities, presenting about
fifty cases for each locality over the long nineteenth century. introductory comparative texts and comments will allow these sources to
be read as a comparative history of nineteenth-century poor relief
and welfare state development from below. A Beta version of this
edition is already in place, and the online edition is due to be officially launched in May 2014.
As far as the analysis of the material is concerned, the project
combines local or regional studies in the framework of two Ph.d.
25 denQ is a German acronym for digital edition of sources on Modern
history (digitale edition neuzeitlicher Quellen). For denQ see <http://
digiversity.net/2010/denq/>, accessed 9 sept. 2013.
26 see <http://quellen.perspectivia.net/>, accessed 9 sept. 2013.
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theses27 with overarching comparative analysis of the material. there
are several ways in which we aim to promote research on these
sources and on the history of poor relief in general.
Pauper letters have mostly been used as individual examples to
illustrate key themes such as agency, the range of the linguistic register, and the strategic use of arguments such as hunger, illness, or
old age. Attempts to draw on perspectives from linguistics or english
literature, both disciplines with established theoretical and practical
models for understanding and using narrative material,28 have been
much rarer. this project endeavours not only to safeguard the interdisciplinary usability of the database, but also to deploy sophisticated
electronic tools and methods for the linguistic analysis of such texts,
and to cooperate internationally with linguists interested in our
material. First attempts to use qualitative data analysis software
(QdAs) were published by steven King before the project started.
the textual analysis package nvivO was used to investigate differences in the linguistic corpus and negotiating strategies of urban versus rural paupers.29 More recently it has been used to analyse how
the english poor used and understood the concept of kinship in making claims and writing letters, suggesting that far from the english
poor having narrow and shallow kinship links, they demonstrated
considerable kinship fluidity and flexibility.30 Other project papers
daniela heinisch is the Ph.d. student working on the German part of the
project at the GhiL and her topic is ‘Petitions to the Frankfurt city council’.
For her thesis see her contribution in this Bulletin. Ben harvey is the Ph.d.
student on the Leicester part of the project and he is working on ‘Pauper
narratives and the contestation of relief in the Welsh Borderlands’.
28 For recent corpus linguistic approaches see e.g. terttu nevalainen and
sanna-Kaisa tanskanen (eds.), Letter Writing (Amsterdam, 2007); Marina
dossena and ingrid tieken-Boon van Ostade (eds.), Studies in Late Modern
English Correspondence: Methodology and Data (Berne, 2008); Marina dossena
and susan M. Fitzmaurice (eds.), Business and Official Correspondence: Historical Investigations (Berne, 2006). For German-language oriented analysis see
Klenk, Sprache im Kontext; elspaß, Sprachgeschichte von unten.
29 steven A. King, ‘Friendship, Kinship and Belonging in the Letters of Urban
Paupers 1800–1840’, Historical Social Research, 33 (2008), 249–77.
30 steven A. King, ‘Forme et fonction de la parenté chez les populations pauvres d’Angleterre, 1800–1840’, Annales, 65 (2010), 1147–74.
27
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using word frequency lists and collocation analysis are in preparation.31
related to this methodological issue, it has become increasingly
clear that the linguistic register used by British paupers contains
phrases, sentiments, and rhetoric appropriated directly from the letters of officials, the law, official publications, letter books, newspapers, and political/politicized documents such as speeches by radicals. Writing pauper letters was, in other words, an organic process
that must be firmly linked with the development of a much wider
body of ordinary writing. this also includes the problem of the role
of scribes and the question of the authenticity of the letters. the project explores the practices of writing and uses the letters as a basis for
analysing the production of different types of narrative, including
the writing down of oral depositions of paupers, the collaborative
production of letters by paupers and scribes, and letters written by
the paupers themselves.32 the extensive and enforced use of scribes
was particular to German (poor relief) bureaucracy, and the project
analyses the changes in pauper language after the decline of official
or commercial scribes in the mid nineteenth century. it links in well
with other research on administrative language.33
in this context of linguistic analysis the project also explores the
distinctive rhetorical, strategic, and linguistic registers of different
life cycle and gender groups. A particular feature of King’s work has
been the suggestion that the sick, women, mothers of illegitimate

Andreas Gestrich and daniela heinisch: ‘ “they sit for days and have only
their sorrow to eat”: Old Age Poverty in German and British Pauper narratives’, in Beate Althammer, Lutz raphael, and tamara stazic-Wendt (eds.),
Rescuing the Vulnerable: Poverty, Welfare and Social Ties in Nineteenth- and
Twentieth-Century Europe (forthcoming, 2014).
32 see Gestrich, ‘das Leben der Armen’; and Jones and King, ‘From Petition
to Pauper Letter’. On the process of letter-writing see also Andreas Gestrich,
elizabeth hurren, and steven A. King, ‘narratives of Poverty and sickness
in europe 1780 to 1938: sources, Methods and experiences’, in eid. (eds.),
Poverty and Sickness in Modern Europe (London, 2012) 1–33, at 15.
33 Peter Becker (ed.), Sprachvollzug im Amt: Kommunikation und Verwaltung im
Europa des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts (Bielefeld, 2011); id. and rüdiger von
Krosigk (eds.), Figures of Authority: Contributions Towards a Cultural History of
Governance from the Seventeenth to the Twentienth Century (Berne, 2008);
Michael herzfeld, The Social Production of Indifference: Exploring the Symbolic
Roots of Western Bureaucracy (chicago, 1993).
31
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children, and the aged each possessed and employed a distinctive
linguistic register and strategy when making their claims to entitlement. in the case of the aged, for instance, there was a clear tendency for old people in Britain to focus on specific claims (shirts, specified amounts of cash, etc.) and specific explanations for their dependence (a spell of illness, a sick wife, theft of goods, etc.) when initially
approaching officials.34 Analysing such claims and strategies on the
German side and finding the voice of women is also at the centre of
daniela heinisch’s work, which concentrates on women’s petitions
to the Frankfurt town council at the turn of the eighteenth century.
even though these petitions were all written by men, mostly local
doctors for the poor, on behalf of women, this does not mean that
they did not have any influence on what demands were made and
how they were formulated.35 however, the problem of authenticity
of language and voice in the context of multiple authorship is a major
interest of the project.
Much of the project’s work centres on the question of agency of
the poor, and this is also at the heart of the general interest in ‘ordinary writing’. how far were the poor able to claim and defend
agency in their negotiations with local relief officials and the wider
rate-paying bodies in Britain and Germany? While poverty and applying for relief is often seen as tying paupers into a hierarchical relationship in which deference, appropriate behaviour, and gratitude
were the defining expectations of the poor, this project, along with
other recent research, suggests that the British poor maintained and
claimed considerable agency. they quickly came to appreciate the
law of welfare’s extensive ‘grey areas’, and deployed the language of
custom, belonging, rights, christian duty, nakedness, and dignity to
exploit these grey areas and assert their rights to relief even where
none legally existed.36 the research on the German sources also
King, ‘the particular claims of a woman and a mother’.
see her article below and daniela heinisch, ‘Unterstützungsgesuche und
Bittschreiben von Frauen an den Frankfurter rat, 1770–1809’, in sczesny,
Kießling, and Burkhardt (eds.), Prekariat im 19. Jahrhundert.
36 see e.g. steven A. King, ‘Kleidung und Würde: Über die Aushandlung der
Armenunterstützung in england, 1800–40’, in sylvia hahn, nadja Lobner,
and clemens sedmak (eds.), Armut in Europa 1500–2000 (innsbruck, 2010),
82–99; steven A. King, ‘negotiating the Law of Poor relief in england,
1800–1840’, History, 96 (2011), 410–35.
34
35
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shows that the negotiating power of paupers was considerable.
complaints and petitions by paupers to the higher echelons of local
administration to revise negative decisions taken by their poor relief
boards generally resulted in a whole series of new administrative
correspondence and inquests into their cases. Frequently, legitimate
causes of complaint were respected and decisions at least partially
revised. similarly, petitions to the local nobility, even though they
required particularly deferential language, were often a successful
alternative (or addition) to parish relief. Pauper language in general,
however, was markedly more deferential in Germany than in england (not necessarily scotland). so far it seems that the wider political debates of the late nineteenth century on the social questions and
social rights of the working classes had little immediate effect on the
language used by paupers. in Germany, it was more the First World
War and subsequent revolution and the economic crisis of the interwar period that seem to have brought this ancien régime of deferential
pauper petitions for relief to an end.37
Finally, the material already collected seems to indicate that despite some general shifts over time, marked regional differences in the
language and agency of the poor persisted. comparative work on
these differences at regional level and across state boundaries poses
the greatest challenge for this project. during the nineteenth century
most european states introduced some general legal regulations governing the granting of poor relief. even in Britain, however, where
overarching legislation of this sort was put into place by the new
Poor Law as early as 1834, regional differences in levels of relief seem
to have remained remarkably strong over the entire nineteenth century.38 it is one of the hypotheses of this project that regional differences in levels of public generosity in Britain also influenced the

this topic was at the centre of a paper by Andreas Gestrich on ‘German
Pauper Letters and Petitions for relief: new Perspectives on nineteenthcentury Poor relief’ delivered at a conference organized by Lutz raphael
and entitled ‘Poverty and Welfare in Modern German history: new Perspectives in current research’, held at the european studies centre, st Antony’s
college Oxford, 16–17 Mar. 2012. the proceedings of this conference are
being prepared for publication.
38 For this observation see steven A. King, ‘Welfare regimes and Welfare
regions in Britain and europe, c.1750–1860’, Journal of Modern European
History, 9 (2011), 44–67.
37
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ways in which paupers perceived themselves and their rights, and
how they interacted with the local authorities. According to the
German empire’s official poor relief statistics, such differences in the
levels of relief, that is, the money spent on poor relief per pauper or
per head of population, must have been pronounced in Germany,
too, right through the nineteenth century. Whether, as in Britain, this
really corresponds to differences in the style and rhetorical strategies
of pauper letters and petitions can only be explored when the transcriptions of the selected areas are complete.
the project funding will end in 2014, when a wide range of material will be available for purposes of teaching and research. several
papers and edited volumes are in the making as additional outcomes
of this project. it is to be hoped, however, that especially for Germany
this is only the beginning and not the end of a systematic search for
and analysis of this fascinating genre of ‘ordinary writing’. Other students of poverty and poor relief (but also genealogists and other
researchers working with this material) are, therefore, welcome to
access and supplement this database with their own collections of
pauper letters and petitions for relief, or person-related data, in order
to make this into an expanding research tool able to create and
answer complex questions about the writing cultures and agency of
the poor.39

39 Please direct requests for access to steven A. King, Professor of economic
and social history, University of Leicester, school of history, University
road, Leicester Le1 7rh (email: sak28@le.ac.uk) or Andreas Gestrich,
director, German historical institute London, 17 Bloomsbury square,
London Wc1A 2nJ (email: gestrich@ghil.ac.uk).
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tions, statutes, court records, etc.). In the context of this previous
research, my thesis investigates to what extent its findings have been
confirmed, and asks whether new insights can be gained into the life
worlds of the lower classes. By concentrating on the institutional circumstances, my work will allow the specificities of the various social
groupings to emerge. Further, the thesis asks whether the various
political turning points which Frankfurt experienced during the period under investigation, for example, repeated occupation by French
troops, are reflected in the sources, and to what extent they can be
evaluated as poverty factors. This article will begin by briefly ex

Petitions to the Council

functions.6 Its re-establishment was mainly intended to curb begging.
The General Alms Box was essentially an umbrella organization administering funds from foundations and money from industry and
commerce.
Previously, alms had been distributed mainly by the Nicolai
Church, but the seat of poor relief administration now shifted to the
Franciscan Monastery. When responsibility for poor relief passed to
the municipality, attitudes towards poor relief as a duty also changed. In the Catholic tradition, doing good deeds for the poor was seen
as rendering a service unto God, and having the right intention was
the main criterion on which it was judged. Now drawing a distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor and the need
to check this distinction was the basis on which the usefulness of
alms-giving was defined.7 During the Middle Ages, Scholastic doctrines and the duty to alleviate acute and visible want had shaped the
face of charitable giving. Now the focus changed from religiously
motivated alms-giving to receiving alms, and to the recipient.8 From
now on, the poor had to prove that they were worthy of support by
providing a reference, generally from a doctor, pastor, or teacher,
attesting to their regrettable situations and upright lifestyles. Thus
the poor repeatedly and actively renegotiated their membership of
the community and their positions within its social hierarchy, while
at the same time participating in shaping its moral code of values and
ethics.9

Wolfgang Klötzer, ‘Frankfurt am Main von der Französischen Revolution
bis zur preußischen Okkupation 1789–1866’ in Frankfurter Historische
Kommission (ed.), Frankfurt am Main: Die Geschichte der Stadt in neun Beiträgen (Sigmaringen, 1991), 303–48, at 316.
7 See Schmidt and Wagner, ‘Gebt den Hußarmen umb Gottes willen . . .’,
483–5; Andreas Gestrich, ‘Trajectories of German Settlement Regulations:
The Prussian Rhine Province, 1815–1914’, in Steven A. King and Anne Winter (eds.), Migration, Settlement and Belonging in Europe, 1500–2000: Comparative Perspectives (Oxford, 2013), 250–68, at 251–2; Andreas Hansert, ‘Patriziat
im alten Frankfurt’, in id. (ed.), Aus Auffrichtiger Lieb Vor Franckfurt, 13–32, at
22–3.
8 Robert Jütte, Obrigkeitliche Armenfürsorge in deutschen Reichsstädten der Frühen
Neuzeit: Städtisches Armenwesen in Frankfurt am Main und Köln (Cologne, 1984),
23.
9 Larry Frohman, Poor Relief and Welfare in Germany from the Reformation to
World War I (New York, 2008), 4.
6
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Most of Frankfurt’s petitioners were craftsmen and their dependents. Frankfurt city council, dominated by patricians, had been
involved in a centuries-old dispute with the craft guilds, whose
members did not hesitate to appeal to the emperor in the case of a
quarrel. Craftsmen had participated in the city government since the
second half of the twelfth century; in the fourteenth century their influence was strengthened with the codification of guild statutes.10
This situation, however, gave rise to tensions. In order to increase the
city’s wealth, the patrician majority on the council protected wholesale trade. While asserting their interests, members of the council
exploited urban benefices and financial mismanagement occurred.
Furthermore, resentment of the Jews grew as, condoned by the council, they circumvented the laws that regulated the life and trade of the
Jewish community. Various instances of unrest and disturbances culminated in the Fettmilch revolt, named after its leader, Vincenz
Fettmilch. Revolutionary clashes between the guilds and civic associations on the one side, and the council on the other, lasted from 1612
to 1616, mostly concerning the disclosure of old privileges, the regulation of the corn market, and the restriction of Jewish participation
in trade and the economy. After the suppression of the organized
resistance, an imperial decree of 8 March 1616 prohibited guilds and
societies (with the exception of the academic Frei-Gesellschaft and
the aristocratic Geschlechter der Frauensteiner und Alten Limpurger) ‘on pain of physical punishment and loss of honour and worldly goods’.11 Koch sees the subsequent appropriation or transfer of all
the capital previously controlled independently by the guilds, the
handing out of all contracts, documents, records, and articles of association, and the fine of 25,000 Gulden plus half the cost of setting up
a commission for the purpose, to be paid within just six weeks, as the
‘political death of the city’s citizens active in trade, commerce, and
Rainer Koch, Grundlagen bürgerlicher Herrschaft: Verfassungs- und sozialgeschichtliche Studien zur bürgerlichen Gesellschaft in Frankfurt am Main (1612–
1866) (Wiesbaden, 1983), 9.
11 ‘Decretum Commissionis de dato Höchst d. 8. Mart 27. Feb. Anno 1616 die
Abschaffung der Zünfte und das Verhalten der Handwerker betreffend’, in
Christoph Sigismund Müller (ed.), Vollständige Sammlung der kaiserlichen in
Sachen Frankfurt contra Frankfurt ergangenen Resolutionen . . . 1. Abteilung.
Quoted from Koch, Grundlagen bürgerlicher Herrschaft, 11.
10
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the crafts’.12 The abolition of the guilds and the loss of guild law
deprived craftsmen of the chance of self-government. From now on,
they were completely subject to the council’s laws.
Master craftsmen and the committee of citizens who were not
guild members thus lost their function as representatives of the citizenry, as well as their social and political power. Unlike in other
cities, where the craft guilds played a large part in taking care of their
impoverished members, the Frankfurt craftsmen were therefore
dependent on the urban institutions controlled by the council.
Craftsmen in distress and their widows found themselves in an awkward situation, both dependent on the goodwill of the council, and
traditionally in conflict with it. Moreover, the sweeping changes in
the system of poor relief did nothing to prevent corruption and mismanagement. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, the council
and its administration were inspected on the orders of the emperor.
It transpired that the poor and sick had been deprived of their food,
clothes, and belongings. Although the citizens’ influence on the
council’s financial administration (Kastenamt) increased as a result of
the inspection, the welfare system was not reformed until almost a
century later.13
Petitions and Petitioners

The archive of the Institut für Stadgeschichte in Frankfurt am Main
(ISG Frankfurt a. M.), despite heavy losses during the war, has rich
holdings of applications and petitions to the city council. Unlike private correspondence, whose preservation and transmission is, in
many cases, problematic,14 submissions addressed to the council, primarily applications for citizenship or the right of residence, marriage
announcements, and petitions for support or financial assistance, are

Koch, Grundlagen bürgerlicher Herrschaft, 11.
Friedrich Bothe, Geschichte der Stadt Frankfurt am Main in Wort und Bild
(Frankfurt, 1913), 205.
14 On this see e.g. Benigna von Krusenstjern, ‘Schreibende Frauen in der Stadt
in der Frühen Neuzeit’, in Daniela Hacke (ed.), Frauen in der Stadt: Selbstzeugnisse 16.–18. Jahrhunderts (Ostfildern 2004), 41–58. Although this essay
deals mainly with women, it also discusses the general condition of private
records preserved from the early modern period.
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tidily filed by date in thick folders.15 While members of the middle
and upper classes are visible in their correspondences, diaries, memoirs, and autobiographies, the lower classes rarely left documents
behind. These mostly took the form of civil and court records, minutes of interrogations, complaints, and petitions. The right to lodge
petitions has a long tradition. Derived from the Latin verb supplicare
(request, plead), the German word supplizieren began to shift in
meaning from the thirteenth century, when what were initially subjective letters began to give way to documents drawn up according
to strict rules. From the Middle Ages it was thus usual to submit supplications or petitions in the standardized form of a stilus curie. If this
custom was not observed, long waiting times could result, or the
petition might even be rejected.16 External form was therefore crucial
to the success of a petition, just as communications with the authorities in general were highly ritualized in the eighteenth century.17
Among the Frankfurt petitions are very few that were drawn up by
petitioners themselves, and these are distinguished with a special
mark. In the extremely rare cases in which petitioners actually presented the documents in their own handwriting, the authors were, as
a rule, scribes who had fallen on hard times. These documents similarly follow the rules. Examples from other areas often do not allow
us to say whether they were written by the petitioners themselves,
and their form may vary. English poor letters of this period, for
example, were not generally written by scribes, thus testifying to a
certain degree of literacy.18
Whether ego-documents and personal testimonies are a reliable
source for researching the history of everyday life is a recurring topic
ISG Frankfurt a. M., Ratssupplikationen, period covered: c.1600–1809.
Alexandra Kathrin Stanislaw-Kemenah, ‘Zwischen Anspruch und Wirklichkeit: Supplikationen des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts zur Aufnahme in das
Dresdner Jakobshospital—eine linguistische Analyse’, in Philipp Osten (ed.),
Patientendokumente: Krankheit in Selbstzeugnissen (Stuttgart, 2010), 80–97, at 82.
17 Claudia Ulbrich, ‘Zeuginnen und Bittstellerinnen: Überlegungen zur Bedeutung von Ego-Dokumenten für die Erforschung weiblicher Selbstwahrnehmung in der ländlichen Gesellschaft des 18. Jahrhunderts’, in Schulze
(ed.), Ego-Dokumente, 207–26, at 208–9.
18 Sokoll, ‘Selbstverständliche Armut’, 227.
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Widows were especially vulnerable to falling into poverty when
they lost their husbands in old age, even if, as in the case of Susanna
Catharina Söllnerin, née Rechwelin, they no longer had children to
provide for. Söllnerin, widow of an administrative official in a supply office, Proviantschreiber Söllner,38 described a problem that, while
not exclusive to old age, appeared more frequently then. Her late
husband had been ill for more than a year before his death. This
meant not only that he could not work, but also that the couple’s
meagre savings had been used up to cover the costs of daily life as
well as to pay the doctor’s bills and buy medicine. Söllnerin presented this as the reason for her dismal situation. Her case illustrates that
many petitioners had not spent their lives in poverty, but that they
could quickly be propelled into distress by everyday circumstances
such as old age, illness, the death of relatives, and inability to work.
Söllnerin was able to live on her savings for a while after her husband’s death, but ultimately had no choice but to petition the council
for adequate charitable support. She finished her letter in the hope
that the councillors, as gracious city fathers, would charitably take
care of wretched and afflicted widows and take them to heart in their
needy condition.
This case illustrates a pattern of argument that recurs frequently
in the Frankfurt petitions. By reminding the council of its paternal
duty of care towards widows and orphans who, with the head of the
family, had also lost their male breadwinner, Söllnerin addresses a
topos, widespread during the early modern period, that goes back to
Biblical times and was frequently used as an argument by women in
pursuing their interests.39 ‘Poor widows and orphans’ stood for those
Frankfurt a. M., Manuskripte S6a/17Bl./S.63.Bl. See also Ernst Moritz Arndt,
Constitution der freien Stadt Frankfurt am Main (Frankfurt am Main 1814), 22;
online at < http://reader.digitale-sammlungen.de/de/fs1/ object/display/bsb10550854_00044.html?contextType=scan&contextSort=score%2Cde
scending&contextRows=10&context=Verm%C3%B6gensstand%2C+Verwal
tung+und+Verwendung+s%C3%A4mtlicher+Frankfurtischen+milden+Stift
ungen+&zoom=0.7000000000000002>, accessed 16 June 2013.
38 ISG Frankfurt a. M., Ratssupplikationen 1.765 vol. iii. 348–50: petition of 16
July 1765, read out in the council on 18 July 1765.
39 On this, see the petition from a button maker’s widow, Elisabetha Jordanin,
to the city’s craftsmen’s court in Ravensburg in June 1765. In the matter of a
dispute, she appealed to ‘Einen Hochedlen und Hochweisen Magistrat, als
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who had fallen into indigence through no fault of their own and were
in need of special protection. Thus widows and orphans had a Godgiven right to the goodwill of those in power, who, in turn, could
expect divine as well as worldly esteem for their graciousness towards the most vulnerable. In addition, they had certain expectations
to fulfil in the matter of their duty of care.40 The expression ‘poor
widow’ thus reflects the state of mind as well as the status of petitioners who, by applying it to themselves, could underline their
divinely given right to protection without mentioning it explicitly.
The council legitimized its leadership role and claim to exercise
power by its responsibility towards the destitute who, in return, were
supposed to include the council in their prayers. Nevertheless, not all
widows were successful with their petitions. They still had to prove
their neediness and irreproachable lifestyle, and could be declined if
they were found to be capable of working.
Craftsmen

The case of Johann Michael Ahles, citizen and master cooper, illustrates that the poor had to account for their situation and demonstrate that they were worthy of support.41 In his letter, read to the
council on 12 March 1765, we hear of three blows of fate he had suffered. He began by reporting tax arrears for four and a half years,
which were not his fault, but the result of a harsh fate imposed by
God. Added to the financial burden to his house were various misfortunes, which caused hardship and poverty. Right at the beginning
of his petition Ahles pointed out that his unfavourable starting point
was not his fault as it had been imposed by God. The external circumstances were portrayed almost as a divine test, which the council could thus hardly consider illegitimate. In his letter he went on to
explain that he had tried to work off his mountain of debt with the
Vätter der Wittwen und Weysen, auf das flehentlichste anzuruffen und zu bitten, mier unter denen Knopfmachern Fride zu Schaffen’. Quoted from Ingendahl, ‘“Eigen-Sinn” im “Fremd-Sinn”’, 177.
40 Ibid. 179–80.
41 ISG Frankfurt a. M., Ratssupplikationen 1.765 vol. ii. 47–50: petition of ?
Mar. 1765, read out in the council on 12 Mar. 1765.
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labour of his own hands in order to gain God’s mercy. Just as he had
stepped up his efforts, a serious accident had made him an invalid
when a wine barrel had smashed his right arm. The ensuing protracted and expensive treatment could not prevent his arm from
being paralysed. To his mountain of debt was added the fact that he
could no longer work.
Shortly thereafter he suffered a third blow when he lost his property to a fire which destroyed his house. Ahles could rescue only very
few belongings. In extreme distress, all he could do was turn to his
daughter, but she was responsible for his ultimate ruin. Although she
acknowledged his miserable situation and took him in, she sold his
few remaining belongings for less than their value to Jews. Ahles
punished her for this, whereupon she fled to Mainz, leaving him
alone. He was now totally dependent on the help and goodwill of
others, finding himself in a situation in which he had to call on
strangers to care for him, including such private and intimate tasks
as dressing him, which should have been the duty of a close relative.
Ahles, however, must have had a close social network of good
friends who provided financial assistance in the form of alms. This
may be why he petitioned the council merely to waive his back taxes.
His application mentioned neither regular support, a one-off handout, nor any other form of assistance, such as help in kind. It is therefore reasonable to assume that Ahles had enough support, presumably from other members of his trade.42
After giving a touching portrayal of his life shaped by these blows
of fate, Ahles, like the widow Söllnerin, concluded that there could be
no doubt that he would find consolation from the council in his pitiful condition. He therefore did not ask for his back taxes to be
waived, but implicitly assumed this outcome as a citizen under the
protection of the council. Further, he underlined the council’s responsibility towards him by pointing out that the only way of earning
money left to him was begging. This, however, was impossible
because of restrictive laws and the moral proscription against it.43 In
42 After the guilds were dissolved in 1616, craftsmen organized themselves
in loose corporations without their own administrations. Anton Schindling,
‘Wachstum und Wandel vom Konfessionellen Zeitalter bis zum Zeitalter
Ludwigs XIV.: Frankfurt am Main 1555–1685’, in Frankfurter Historische
Kommission (ed.), Frankfurt am Main, 205–60, at 238.
43 Koch, Grundlagen bürgerlicher Herrschaft, 129.
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return, Ahles promised those who helped him that their good deed
would move him to pray for them. Ahles’s petition met all the
requirements and, as a petitioner, he described a pitiful situation. But
if we read closely, it becomes apparent that he was aware of certain
strategic arguments which he could use to make the council acknowledge its responsibility for him.
Conclusion

The three examples of the widows Gräfin and Söllnerin and master
cooper Ahles show that the Frankfurt petitions, like other ego-documents, while leaving out many aspects, provide insights into the lives,
work, everyday problems of illness, old age, and parenting, as well as
the anxieties and feelings of the petitioners created by their situation
of distress.44 Of course, the circumstances under which these specific
sources were created must always be taken into account. A poor person petitioning the council for support, while leaving out other
aspects, would clearly emphasize the circumstances that favoured a
positive outcome. Yet we must also remember that the petitions, like
the testimonials and references submitted with them, were, as a rule,
composed by respected members of the community who knew the
petitioners personally and could vouch for them. If the council had
any doubts about the credibility of a submission, a further investigation of the case was ordered, and sometimes more evidence had to be
provided. If we compare the Frankfurt petitions with those from other
places, it is surprising that external form played such an important
part in Frankfurt, in contrast, for instance, to petitions in Aurich.
There we find petitions such as the one which the settler Gerd Folker
from Aurich sent to the king of Prussia on 6 January 1806, in which he
addressed the king directly, using a relatively short form of address.45
The contrast between Frankfurt and other cases stands out even more
clearly in a letter by the widow Ysobele Behrens (also from Aurich).46
Gleixner, ‘Familie, Traditionsstiftung und Geschichte’, 158.
Staatsarchiv Aurich, Preußische Kriegs- und Domänenkammer (1744–
1808) no. 2503 vol. vii. 1–3: petition of 6 Jan. 1806.
46 Staatsarchiv Aurich, Preußische Kriegs- und Domänenkammer (1744–
1808) no. 2500 vol. iv. 54: petition of 14 Feb. 1784.
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Her petition lacks all punctuation, many words are missing, and the
structure seems to follow her flow of thought or speech. It describes
her distress, but does not formulate a request.
Although the Frankfurt petitions are rigidly structured and their
language strongly hierarchical, close analysis reveals that, while
aware of the requirements, petitioners were able to express themselves and were aware of their room for manoeuvre. Only at first
glance do the petitions seem relatively uniform. In fact, they display
a marked degree of individuality in their arguments and linguistic
expression. In terms of content, the Frankfurt petitions differ from
others in the sort of support requested, which is often connected with
the difference between town and country. Gerd Folker, mentioned
above, wrote in his petition that neither he nor his old, sick wife were
in a position to earn money. Although he owned a small piece of
land, it was of such poor quality that he could not grow anything on
it. He added that in his home village of Moorsdorf he could not buy
milk for money, and therefore asked for a grant to buy a cow. In rural
areas, support often took the form of help in acquiring livestock,
clothing, or firewood, which was especially frequent in Erbach,
Hesse, for example. In Frankfurt, by contrast, almost only monetary
assistance was requested.
The lives of the poor have not been of special interest to historians
for a long time, and have therefore been hidden in the darkness of an
anonymous mass. These pauper letters provide us with important
information not only about the biographical data of the poor, but also
about the strategies, embedded in the political and geographical context, that they used to cope with everyday life. They thus help us to
identify the life paths of individuals.
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