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CONFERENCE REPORTS

Family and Disability: Comparing British and German His tories of 
Care for the Dis abled. Conference organized by the Depart ment of 
Modern His tory at Kiel Uni versity and the German Histor ical In sti
tute London, with sup port from the Fritz Thyssen Found ation, held 
online, 2–4 December 2021. Con veners: Chris tina von Hoden berg 
(GHIL) and Gabriele Lingelbach (Kiel University).

This conference took an interepochal and comparative ap proach to do
mestic care for people with dis abil ities in Brit ain and Ger many from 
the Middle Ages to modern times. It had origin ally been planned for 
2020 as an inperson event to be held at the GHIL, but after vari ous 
post pone ments, it took place online at short notice due to in creased 
Covid re strictions in the United Kingdom.

After a brief welcome by Christina von Hodenberg, Gabri ele Lingel
bach opened the con ference. In her intro duction she em phasized the 
para doxical develop ment of do mestic care arrange ments, point ing 
out that in spite of changing gender norms, caring for people with dis
abil ities in most cases re mains a female task. Lingel bach also argued 
that re search on care for people with dis abil ities should take an inter
sectional per spective. She high light ed that the con ference would ask 
whether caring for people with phys ical, sen sory, cog nitive, or mental 
dis abil ities fol lowed di vergent pat terns. From the per spective of dis
abil ity his tory, she said, it was equally import ant to assess whether 
people with dis abil ities could claim agency in estab lish ing their care 
arrange ments and shaping the con ditions they lived under.

Bianca Frohne (Kiel University) opened the first panel, chaired by 
Raphael Rössel (Kiel Uni versity, now Fern Universität in Hagen) and 
dedi cated to investi gating home care for people with dis abil ities in 
pre modern times. Frohne’s talk focused on con cepts of time in medi
eval and early modern German house holds that in cluded members 
with dis abil ities, and her ana lysis was based, among other source 



166

ConferenCe reports

material, on reports of mir acles (Mirakel berichte), house hold finan
cial ac counts, and diar ies. She ex plained that care and labour duties 
within the house hold were funda mentally re structured in re sponse 
to dis abil ity and chronic dis ease. This forced household members to 
rethink plans for their fu tures and made them choose new refer ence 
points when writing about their own lives. High light ing the relation
ship be tween con cepts of ‘care’ und ‘cure’, Frohne showed that 
house hold members often be lieved that the time they spent caring 
for their rela tives would be limit ed, and em phasized that family 
members often im agined periods of care as distinct phases of their 
lives.

David Turner (Swansea University) looked at the effects that the 
dis abil ity of one family member had on the social status of coal miners’ 
house holds during the Indus trial Revo lution in Brit ain. Turner re
futed the pre viously domin ant thesis that dis abil ity led to the direct 
ex clusion of the dis abled person from the house hold and re sult ed in 
in sti tutional ization. In fact, people with dis abil ities often re mained 
active house hold members, as Turner showed in his ana lysis based 
on egodocuments and social secur ity data. At the same time, middle
class social re form ers such as Henry Mayhew pub licly praised and 
ideal ized the seem ingly self less care prac tices in workingclass house
holds. How ever, workingclass fam ilies who too read ily agreed to 
place their dis abled members in a resi dential in sti tution could legally 
be charged with neg lect ing their household duties.

In his keynote lecture, Andreas Gestrich (formerly GHIL) de
veloped a system atic ap proach to histori cizing family care and 
pro posed four basic themes. First, he point ed to the changing pat terns 
of organ izing care work across gener ations. Second, he argued that 
the motives for doing care work or not re quired histori cization, and 
hinted at pos sible inter connections with the emer ging field of the his
tory of emo tions. Third, Ges trich en couraged stud ies that looked at 
the import ance of gender in care arrange ments. And fourth, he em
phasized that social wel fare needs to be stud ied in a com para tive 
per spective. Inter national socio graphic ana lyses pro vide par ticu larly 
prom is ing source ma terial for such pro jects. Ges trich intro duced the 
Euro fam care study on family care arrange ments in differ ent states of 
the Euro pean Union as one example.
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The second day of the conference began with a panel on the 
relation ship be tween in sti tutional and family care in the twen tieth 
cen tury. Rachel O’Driscoll (Uni versity of Oxford) focused on scholar
ships grant ed to blind or deaf schoolchil dren and those with other 
phys ical dis abil ities in early twentiethcentury London. She looked 
in par ticu lar at the de mands made of parents by local author ities in 
regard to nur tur ing these chil dren during their scholar ships. The cen
tral sources for her bio graphical ana lysis were min utes from London 
County Coun cil meet ings and docu ments from the pro cess of allo
cating the scholar ships.

Christian Kintner (Uni versity of Münster) compli cated the mean
ing of con cepts such as ‘care’ and ‘family’ in his ana lysis of the lives 
of the cogni tively dis abled resi dents of an anthro posophical farm 
com munity in West phalia. Kint ner’s ethno graphic talk was based on 
inter views with these resi dents and the couple head ing the farm com
plex, the socalled ‘house parents’. Kint ner con cluded that they and 
the resi dents de clared them selves a ‘family’ in order to dis tinguish 
their way of life from that pursued in residential institutions.

Ulrike Winkler (Universität der Bundeswehr München) spoke about 
the in flu ence of parents and other family mem bers on the archi tecture 
of resi dential in sti tutions in the Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many. The 
often remote homes had trad ition ally been de signed as un welcom
ing places, Wink ler point ed out, refer ring to their char acter istic ally 
high fences and mas sive brick walls. Accord ing to Wink ler, this kind 
of archi tecture was in tend ed to mark the in sti tution as a hetero topic 
counter world in which the author ity of the manage ment was un
questioned. With con tinued scan dals sur round ing homes from the 
1950s on wards, parents chal lenged this in sti tutional in accessibil ity. 
Over all, Wink ler argued, homes in creas ingly shed their un welcom
ing char acter not only be cause of pres sure from activ ists or from the 
wider public, but also be cause of indi vidual family interventions.

Andreas Gestrich chaired the third panel, in which the speak ers 
com pared the gen dered allo cation of care duties in twentiethcentury 
Ger many and Brit ain. Raphael Rössel argued that unlike fam ilies with 
nondisabled chil dren, nu clear fam ilies with dis abled chil dren could 
not be seen as a trad itional form of house hold organ ization in West 
Ger many. Dir ectly after the Second World War, female house hold 
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mem bers faced an abun dance of care duties in West Ger many. 
Caring for wound ed exservicemen—hus bands, fathers, and broth
ers—in most cases took prece dence over caring for a dis abled child. A 
ten dency to wards in sti tution al izing dis abled chil dren emerged par
ticu larly with regard to chil dren with cogni tive and psycho logical 
devi ations. Only the establish ment of paren tal organ izations stop ped 
this trend. Against the back ground of reve lations about mal treat
ment in resi dential homes and media atten tion after the thalido mide 
scandal, more and more parents changed their minds and advo cated 
for do mestic family care, which they be lieved to be more affection
ate than in sti tutional care. Such argu ments, how ever, put pres sure on 
mothers in par ticu lar, who were nudged away from paid work and 
often felt unable to ad dress either logis tical and finan cial dif ficulties 
or the stress that goes hand in hand with their care work be cause it 
might have given the im pression that they wanted to place their chil
dren in an institution.

Pia Schmüser (Kiel University) addressed similar issues in the 
German Demo cratic Repub lic. Schmüser argued that East Ger many’s 
infra structure for re habil itation was (even) more in adequate than that 
in the Fed eral Repub lic. In the social ist dictator ship, parents were 
unable to form associ ations that could have ap plied pres sure to state 
of ficials. Most resi dential in sti tutions in the GDR were in the hands of 
the (Prot est ant) church. From the 1970s, local churches initi ated sem
inars for parents at which mothers in par ticu lar were given a chance 
to voice their daily con cerns. While East German parents could not 
form clubs or associ ations like those in the FRG, they were, accord
ing to Schmüser, able to estab lish net works within church sem inars. 
Parents in these circles were em powered, as mothers (and occasion
ally fathers) became in creas ingly will ing to ad dress supply short ages 
or the weak infra structure for rehabilitation during the meetings.

Julie Anderson’s (University of Kent) talk con cluded the second 
day of the con ference, look ing at the Sun shine Homes that were estab
lished in the inter war period in Brit ain. These in sti tutions took in blind 
new borns and infants, most of whom had been born into working
class fam ilies. Ander son con trast ed the public dis course on mater nal 
care by mothers of vis ually im paired chil dren and of nondisabled 
chil dren. While mater nal bond ing was seen as the pre requisite for 
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success fully rais ing a (nondisabled) child, state of ficials ques tioned 
whether workingclass parents of blind and vis ually im paired chil
dren were able to care for their chil dren at all. They argued that blind 
chil dren should be edu cated by trained ex perts, with nurses to pro
vide neces sary female bonding.

A panel on state measures supporting family care arrange ments 
opened the third and final day of the con ference. It con sist ed of a 
talk given by Steven Taylor (Uni versity of Kent), who exam ined the 
import ance of middleclass family ideals for char ity initia tives dir ected 
at dis abled ado lescents in late nine teenth and early twentiethcentury 
Brit ain. Based on an ana lysis of texts by Victor ian social re formers 
such as Samuel Smiles, Taylor showed that spe cific gender roles were 
deemed a pre requisite for sus tain able family life. The philanthropic 
organizations at the core of Taylor’s talk differ en tiated be tween those 
seen as ‘worthy’ and ‘un worthy’ of public sup port. Taylor exam ined 
to what extent workingclass fam ilies with dis abled chil dren were 
deemed ‘worthy’ of such sup port. He stressed that they were often 
de clared de serv ing if the house hold had a bour geois life style, for in
stance, with the father as sole pro vider and the mother not taking paid 
work in favour of nurturing the child.

The conference ended with an open discussion chaired by Chris tina 
von Hoden berg. A major point of dis cussion were the re gional differ
ences that emerged in vari ous talks—for in stance, how dis abil ities and 
class bound aries showed greater interconnections in the United King
dom than in Ger many. Striking inter epochal con tinu ities were also 
high light ed, such as the ten dency to allo cate care duties accord ing 
to gender. At the con clusion of the dis cussion, vari ous partici pants 
called for an ex pan sion of the focus to include the whole of Europe.

raphael rössel (FernUniversität in Hagen)
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