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‘Support strategies in the family’ could be understood to mean plan -
ned action within the social network of the family, between individ-
ual family or network members. But what brings about this collabo-
ration between family members, what drives the family actors to
behave as they do, and what sort of support are we talking about
here? 
The focal point of this essay are the ‘support strategies’ of female

family members. Using the German upper class population of Estonia
and Latvia, that is, the Baltic provinces of the Russian empire, as an
example, family network structures will be filtered out and the ques-
tions raised at the beginning addressed. The time-span of the study
is the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, because this is
where ruptures in family structures can be discerned. In particular,
economic hardship caused by political and social changes brought
about restructuring during these decades, leading to re-installation of
the female networks to be examined here. 
Even though economic factors were the main reason why female

networks intensified, the form of ‘support’ to be examined here is not
so much economic; rather the support functions of the networks in
question are based mainly on providing education for female family
members.

A Brief Introduction to the Historical Background

For centuries the German population dominated the politics, culture,
society, and economy of the Baltic provinces of the Russian empire,
even though in numerical terms they were a minority: in Latvia c.11
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per cent of the whole population in 1885, falling to 3 per cent by 1935;
in Estonia c.5 per cent in 1881 and a mere 1.5 per cent by 1934. In the
last third of the nineteenth century efforts at modernization and cen-
tralization by the central Russian government brought instability to
this power structure. As had already happened earlier in large sec-
tions of Europe, a phase of upheaval set in, in which the demographic
and social changes were not without consequences for the economi-
cally dominant upper class of the German population. Eventually,
with the proclamation of the independent states of Estonia and
Latvia in 1918, the Germans lost their leading position in the political
power structure. Although statistically they had always been a minor-
ity, they now became a de facto and officially recognized minority.1
The economic decline of the Germans towards the end of the nine-

teenth century is also apparent in the lives of this population group.
The direct repercussions are most evident in family life. As a life-unit,
and indeed in its function as a support-unit, the family could no
longer continue in its traditional structure. Along with financial pro-
vision for all family members, already mentioned, by accessing the
resource ‘education’ it is possible to verify how closely this was link -
ed to the economic situation.
In times of financial uncertainty providing education (school or

university) for sons so that they could gain a professional qualifica-
tion became a key element for maintaining the family, and an
absolute must in family policy. On the other hand, school education,
let alone professional training for daughters was secondary to that of
sons.2 In order to give girls access to school education as well, in
times of economic need a solution was sought amongst close family
and other relations, and found by building or activating social net-
works. Single female family members were included in this process.3
In the sphere of education they took on a key role as actors in the
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1 For the history of the Germans in the Baltic see e.g. Georg Rauch, Geschichte
der baltischen Staaten (Hanover, 1977), still regarded as a standard work. 
2 Cf. Monika Kubrova, Vom guten Leben: Adelige Frauen im 19. Jahrhundert
(Berlin, 2011), 101–8.
3 The approach follows Karl Kaser, ‘Familie und Verwandtschaft in Bul -
garien’, in Ulf Brunnbauer and Karl Kaser (eds.), Vom Nutzen der Ver wandten:
Soziale Netzwerke in Bulgarien (19. und 20. Jahrhundert) (Vienna, 2001), 14, who
examines the activation of complex and invisible networks of relatives and
friends in times of economic crisis.



female support networks. Now is perhaps the time for a short excur-
sus on network theory to introduce the methodology of this study.

Methodological Considerations, in Particular, the Use of Social Network
Theory

The definition of networks used here is based on the approach of Karl
Kaser who sees them as ‘connected sets of exchange relations’, by
which relations between people and interactions should be under-
stood.4 Searching for traces of these specific relations is a key aspect
of this essay, in which networks are examined above all as regards
female family members. Apart from the main question as to why net-
works emerge, the structures of networks and how they function will
be analysed, and beyond that a closer look taken at the women who
sustained these networks, the network people.5
Assuming that family network connections are defined by gener-

ative as well as gender-related factors, this essay will focus on the
interaction of family members from these points of view and assess
their relevance for the family. What will be included here above all
are aspects of social support,6 in other words, that form of support
and interaction understood as an exchange relationship, and refer-
ring back to this, if possible, also aspects of ‘intergenerational soli-
darity’,7 the connection between the generations. In support research
these are specifically the questions raised, the connections between
network structures, the forms of social exchange, its reciprocity, and
the forms of social integration,8 in other words, questions which are
particularly relevant to the study of family support structures. 
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4 Cf. Rainer Diaz-Bone, Ego-zentrierte Netzwerkanalyse und familiale Be zie hungs -
systeme (Wiesbaden, 1997), 128; Frank Nestmann, ‘Familie als soziales Netz -
werk und Familie im sozialen Netzwerk’, in Lothar Böhnisch and Karl Lenz
(eds.), Familien: Eine interdisziplinäre Einführung (Weinheim, 1997), 213.
5 Following Baas, Soziale Netzwerke, 166.
6 For the concept of social support cf. Shumaker and Brownell, cited from
Diaz-Bone, Ego-zentrierte Netzwerkanalyse, 1.
7 Johannes Huinink and Dirk Konietzka, Familiensoziologie: Eine Einführung
(Frankfurt, 2007), 209.
8 Ibid. 129.



In trying to dissect network structures, autobiographical writing
mostly by aristocratic German women in the region under examina-
tion is analysed.9 Due to the state of the sources, there is no point in
looking at this matter from a quantifying point of view, since the
autobiographical pieces still intact have no claim to be complete or
representative of aristocratic network structures, and quantifying
data would therefore only have a limited amount to say. 
So the main focus is on qualifying network structures. Further -

more the choice of Qualitative Network Research proves to be
extremely useful because it means that network structures and net-
work people can be given equal attention. The family as a social sys-
tem is understood as an economic and life unit and in this essay is
regarded as a whole network. Within this frame of reference unmar-
ried family members are included as part of the family, as people in
the family network.10
Since the main characteristic of the network structures to be

demonstrated here is the provision of education, the first step is to
outline the most important stages in the education system for girls in
the Baltic provinces of the Russian empire. 

Essential Elements of the Girls’ School System

The school system for girls started to develop in the 1830s when pri-
vately run schools emerged in the towns. At these schools, often
small boarding schools, girls could take the ‘small exam’, the qualifi-
cation as a private tutor. Over the years the size of these establish-
ments increased, as did the number of classes (from two to seven), so
that from the 1870s the ‘major exam’, the qualification as a teacher in
a girls’ school, could be taken.11 Parallel to the growing supply and
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9 Part of the sample used was compiled by Anja Wilhelmi, Lebenswelten von
Frauen der deutschen Oberschicht im Baltikum (1800–1939): Eine Untersuchung
anhand von Autobiografien (Wiesbaden, 2008). The vast majority of the autobi-
ographies are by aristocratic women; just a few are attributable to ‘bourgeois’
women.
10 Cf. Friedrich K. Barabas and Michal Erler, Die Familie: Lehr- und Arbeitsbuch
für Familiensoziologie und Familienrecht (2nd edn. Weinheim, 2001), 77.
11 Mary von Haken, ‘Sechs Briefe über Mädchenerziehung’, Rigasche Haus -
frauen-Zeitung, 1 July 1887, vol. 4, no. 30, p. 119.



simultaneous increase in demand for girls’ schools, a state system of
girls’ schools developed.
According to the statute for private teaching institutions of 1868,

in both the private and the state system of girls’ schools a three-step
process was envisaged: firstly the Elementarschule (elementary
school), then the Töchterschule (school for daughters), and, finally, the
Höhere Töchterschule (higher school for daughters). Building on basic
knowledge acquired in the elementary school in reading, writing,
counting, religion, and ‘morals’, teaching was extended in the Töchter -
schule to include history, geography, arithmetic, nature study,
physics, German, Russian, French, singing, handwork, and drawing;
then in the Höhere Töchterschule these subjects were studied more
intensively.12
Parallel to the Höhere Töchterschulen, in the two large urban cen-

tres, Riga and Reval, two Russian-speaking state girls’ grammar
schools were founded on the initiative of the central Russian govern-
ment. Even though they offered a direct path to the Abitur, these
schools were boycotted by the German population due to social-eth-
ical reservations about the Estonian, Latvian, and partly also Russian
pupils and the fact that the teaching was in Russian.13
What was far more deep-rooted than the institutional education

just mentioned was home tuition. This was widespread amongst the
German population, who mainly lived in rural areas until the turn of
the century, and only started to decline in the twentieth century. The
new statute on private schools of 1868 not only standardized the sub-
jects to be taught, but also made the school systems more equal. The
inclusion of the home tuition system under the same control as the
general school system can also be seen as part of these attempts to
make things more egalitarian and centralized. The key innovations in
this standardized school system were that the teachers had to regis-
ter with the next authority, the local director of schools, and provide

175

Social Support Strategies in the Family

12 Cf. Allan Liim, ‘Unterricht, Erziehung, Bildung: Über deutsche Schulen in
Dorpat im 19. Jahrhundert’, in Helmut Piirimäe and Klaus Sommerhage
(eds.), Zur Geschichte der Deutschen in Dorpat (Tartu, 1998), 163–96, esp.
167–73.
13 Cf. Wilhelmi, Lebenswelten von Frauen, 83–105; and ead., ‘Wissenserhalt und
Minderheitenpolitik’, in Burghart Schmidt (ed.), Wissenstransfer und Innova -
tionen rumd um das Mare Balticum (Hamburg, 2007), 86 ff.



activity reports, and that there were predefined qualifications re -
quired for employing female teachers.14
In all types of schools tuition had to be paid for, although the actu-

al amounts payable varied from place to place. Thus home tuition
also incurred considerable costs, since at least one, and often several
teachers (for various subjects and ages) had to be integrated into the
family household, catered for, and paid. In the case of school tuition,
money had to be found, in some cases, for boarding fees and meals,
as well as tuition fees. 

Family Structures

‘Family’ is understood as an open concept that can be differentiated
and changed according to time and region.15 The starting point is a
constellation relating to people, in which personal relations acquire
particular significance.16
In the complex of relations between generations the sphere of

education is particularly important because it plays a crucial role in
the family’s economic security as well as the security of the family’s
identity. Again, education is largely defined by the intentions of the
parent generation—and this is where the educational chain contin-
ues—who themselves look back to the educational traditions of their
own parents.17 Apart from these family educational traditions, the
plans for schooling are also determined by social and economic
claims, which for their part can be disrupted by contemporary fac-
tors. What is more, they are linked to notions of educational content
and form that are gender-specific, and are thus formed by contem-
porary trends. An essential basis of the family’s educational require-
ments was to pass on its social position to the next generation, in
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14 Cf. Schulwesen (as in n. 6), 433. 
15 Robert G. Moeller, ‘Unbenannt und allgegenwärtig: Die Familie in der
Zeitgeschichtsschreibung’, in Karen Hagemann and Jean H. Quataert (eds.),
Geschichte und Geschlechter: Revisionen der neueren deutschen Geschichte
(Frankfurt, 2008), 320.
16 Cf. François de Singly, Die Familie der Moderne: Eine soziologische Einführung
(Constance, 1994), 29.
17 Böhnisch and Lenz (eds.), Familien, 28. 



other words, its ‘reproductive function’.18 For the German nobility,
traditionally positioned in the upper class, this reproduction repre-
sented a key element in securing the family’s roots, and, at the same
time, created identity. 
In seeking to classify ‘the’ German noble family schematically in

the Baltic provinces, applying the model of the so-called nuclear fam-
ily seems useful. Along with the nuclear family predefined by social
science, consisting of mother, father and children, the family circle
could be extended in the structure under examination here by the
addition of other close relatives such as single women, the sisters of
either the mother or the father, and, less frequently, unmarried broth-
ers.19 Until well into the nineteenth century this ‘extended’ nuclear
family was still the usual model for the German nobility in the Baltic
provinces, in which unmarried women were included in the family
household.20 It was these single women in particular who performed
social duties, but above all took on educational functions.
From the mid nineteenth century signs of the disintegration of the

family as an economic and life unit become apparent. The close link
between family or household structures and the family’s economic
security became clearly visible here. It is therefore no surprise that
economic shifts had repercussions for family constellations. The
structural change in the family inevitably also involved a ‘change in
the lived relations’.21
After 1870 the economic deterioration of large sections of the

German population also clearly affected the German upper class, the
nobility, as well; it also meant that the social security of the family
members was reduced. The first to be directly hit were the single
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18 de Singly, Die Familie der Moderne. 
19 Cf. Hans J. Teuteberg, ‘Zur Genese und Entwicklung historisch-sozialwis-
senschaftlicher Familienforschung in Deutschland’, in Peter Barscheid and
Hans J. Teuteberg (eds.), Ehe, Liebe, Tod: Zum Wandel der Familie, der
Geschlechts- und Generationsbeziehungen in der Neuzeit (Münster, 1983), 18. No
distinction is made here between ‘extended’ and ‘multiple’ households. 
20 So far no quantification has been done. For the basic problems in assessing
household sizes, cf. Hans Bertram, ‘Die verborgenen familiären Beziehungen
in Deutschland: Die multilokale Mehrgenerationenfamilie’, in Martin Kohli
and Marc Szydlik (eds.), Generationen in Familie und Gesellschaft (Opladen,
2000), 96–7.
21 Ibid. 98.



family members, those on the periphery of the family, because they
could no longer be accommodated under the roof of the ‘extended’
family. At the time single-person households or, as we would say
today, ‘flats for singles’ were virtually non-existent on the housing
market. In addition, the ability to finance single accommodation
assumed financial autonomy, which single family members did not
have. And quite apart from that, ‘social’ codes existed that did not
envisage living arrangements such as these. So henceforth single
women in a family, sisters and aunts, either single, widowed, or
divorced, came together in households outside the family. These
‘house-shares’ were founded on the basis of financial independence
that could be achieved though inheritance, personal financial means,
or by earning a living.22
One precondition for the transition from the previously fixed

lifestyle model of the ‘extended’ nuclear family to different types of
households and lifestyles was the expansion of educational opportu-
nities for women that set in at the same time and allowed women to
gain a professional qualification, leading to financial independence. 
If we look back at the family with mother, father, children, how-

ever, we still cannot talk of a ‘modern nuclear family’ in the sense
used by Talcott Parsons,23 even though the family model certainly
started to come close to this. For the characteristics of the nuclear
family, such as less solidarity and economic independence as regards
other relatives, cannot be established, as will be evidenced in what
follows.24 Then again, the ‘multi-locational family of several genera-
tions’, as described by Hans Bertem in 2000,25 cannot be transferred
to the late nineteenth century either.26 In the last third of the nine-
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22 Cf. Ingeborg von Buxhoeveden, Sommer und Winter: Lebenserinnerungen
1920–1953 (Cologne, 1990), 34–5.
23 Talcott Parsons, Family, Socialization and Interaction Process (New York,
1964); id., The Social System (New York, 1964).
24 Cited from Diaz-Bone, Netzwerkanalyse, 90. Modern nuclear familiy: sys-
tem of nuclear families connected to one another, not a system that is based
on broader relational links. 
25 Bertram, ‘Die verborgenen familiären Beziehungen in Deutschland’,
97–121.
26 Stephan Baas, ‘Soziale Netzwerke verschiedene Lebensformen im Längs -
schnitt: Kontinuität oder Wandel?’, in Walter Bien and Jan H. Marbach (eds.),



teenth century the nobility found themselves—to oversimplify—in a
transitional phase in which only a reduction in the size of households
could set in train the process of shedding individual family members. 
The single women who now got together in house-sharing and

money-sharing communities are spoken of in autobiographies by the
younger generation of nieces and nephews as ‘aunts’; and these
women, who belonged to the older generation, accepted this appel-
lation and applied it to themselves. So the designation ‘aunt’, used by
the person herself and by others, should briefly be explored here.

Aunts as Network People

In the network ‘family’, the aunt took on a fixed position, and this
was independent of the family structure which, as we have seen, was
under going modifications during the period under examination.
In the widespread family model of the extended nuclear family of

the early nineteenth century single women functioned as part of the
family’s social and educational network within the family household.
Their sphere of responsibilities included upbringing and education
on the generative level of the parents’ generation, to which they
themselves belonged. In the contemporary conception of ‘feminini-
ty’, as women, they were particularly suited to passing on ‘female’
educational content to the future generation of nieces. The symbiotic
nature of the network envisaged that, in return, the woman would
enjoy social protection and be taken care of financially.27 So, for the
educational sphere we can assume generative support, while social
support on the horizontal level was given by the woman’s own gen-
eration, within her circle of sisters. 
As the family as a support institution began to disintegrate at the

end of the nineteenth century, and at the same time educational and
even professional opportunities for women of all classes increased,
the connection between single women and the family shifted from a
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Familiale Beziehungen, Familienalltag und soziale Netzwerke: Ergebnisse der drei
Wellen des Familiensurvey (Wiesbaden, 2008), 148.
27 Cf. Sirje Kivimäe, ‘Deutsche Frauenbildung im Nordosten’, in Robert
Schweitzer and Waltraud Bastman-Bühner (eds.), Der finnische Meerbusen als
Brennpunkt: Wandern und Wirken deutschsprachiger Menschen im europäischen
Nordosten (Helsinki, 1998), 119–215 esp. 200–4.



family household to a new, external, self-created household, that of
the single women. 
However, this physical separation from the family household did

not mean that they became detached from the family. In the sphere
of education in particular, the key sphere of influence for single
women in the ‘traditional’ family household, the gender allocation
and the division of tasks connected with it carried on. Upbringing
and education by female relatives continued to be a field in which
female family members were and should be allowed to remain active
even outside the family framework. In this way the family network
went through a purely spatial expansion or multi-locality. 
This sort of support was regarded as part of the family’s network

tasks, designed to maintain the family. In this way single women
managed to gain social recognition and economic autarchy in their
new lifestyle, even without being directly tied into the family. 
In the following, the development and modification of family

structures and their repercussions for female family members will be
illustrated by looking at autobiographical extracts. The relational
structures between female family members, especially between aunt
and niece, based on conveying education, will be examined here on
the basis of a few case studies. The examples will be presented in
chronological order which should make it possible to follow devel-
opments on the temporal level. This procedure should by no means
imply, however, that all family structures were subject to linear and
simultaneous changes. 
In 1835, for reasons connected with her family’s educational tra-

dition, Sophie Strümpell,28 in accordance with her mother’s wishes,
joined the household of her aunt who ran a small boarding school.
Here she was following her mother’s educational tradition; after a
phase of home tuition she had been sent by her own mother to the
same boarding school: ‘Here, where my mother was one of the first
boarders, I was to be the last.’29 With Sophie the educational tradition
of the female family members ended since small boarding schools
were generally run as family businesses and their existence came to
an end when their principal left to take up a profession. 
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28 Sophie Strümpell, born 1823 in Mitau, Kurland, today Latvia, and died
1893 in Königsluther, daughter of pastor Gottfried Bielenstein and of the
aristrocratic Emilie von Klebeck, married to the teacher Albert Strümpell.
29 Sophie Strümpell, Jugenderinnerungen aus Kurland, i. 46 (CSG-Archiv).



Sophie’s biography is a strong reflection of the expansion of the
girls’ school system that set in after the 1830s, which, in its turn, could
only emerge due to a growing demand for girls’ education. Another
precondition was an adequate number of female teachers. Single
women such as Sophie’s aunt could, as teachers, pursue a socially
recognized ‘female’ occupation and at the same time fulfil family
obligations, even outside the family household. Thus the profession-
alization of the teaching profession for women made a substantial
contribution to the multi-locality of female network relations in the
the family and meant that the task of education and upbringing by
generative female family networks could continue. 
From the perspective of the young girls, characterizing the aunt

with the words: ‘She was a woman just born to be a teacher’,30 was
restricted to her professional and implicitly ‘feminine’ abilities.
Along with her task of providing education the aunt was loved and
respected by her niece because of her kindness and dedication, which
were also manifested in the care she gave in cases of illness. All in all
Sophie’s affectionate description of her relationship with her aunt
makes it sound like a mother–child relationship. A relationship of
this sort, built on trust, is hardly surprising since the choice of the
aunt already suggests a close, often sisterly relationship between
mother and aunt. So this step did not involve building a relationship
with a stranger but, in fact, underscored an already existing relation-
al structure. As the following examples will show, mothers occupy
an intermediary position in the family’s female network. They initi-
ate or activate networks by giving content to generative network
structures. From the point of view of education we can even say that
the mother’s network position and function are transferred to the sis-
ter/aunt. 
The next example also reveals a relational structure that already

existed in the parent generation. Here, however, another component,
an economic one, also comes into play. Like almost all her contem-
poraries, Isalie von Maydell31 had her first experience of teaching in
the form of home tuition. Initially female home tutors were em -
ployed to teach her and her sisters. After her father’s death, this ex -
pensive educational phase came to an end. The place of the home
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30 Ibid.
31 Isalie von Maydell: born after 1914, daughter of engineer Walter Baron von
Maydell-Wiegandshof and the aristocratic Ellinor von Buddenbrock.



tutor was taken by one of Isalie’s sisters. However, this did not turn
out to be satisfactory and Isalie herself asked to be allowed to go to a
school. She had imagined that she would be sent to a certain board-
ing school which her friends already attended, but in fact her moth-
er sent her to live with her great-aunts, who lived near a girls’ school.
Aunt Julie and Aunt Louise were sisters. They shared a household
with two other single women, though these do not appear to have
been relatives.32 This move meant that Isalie found herself in an
unknown household, an alternative to the family that consisted only
of women. Because this household was near a girls’ school Isalie
could pursue her education at far less expense than if she had gone
to a boarding school. Isalie gives only economic reasons for the
choice of this ‘aunts’ household’. Another likely motive, however, and
hardly suitable for Isalie’s ears, is that here Isalie, as a young female
family member, could pursue her further education under the protec-
tion of relatives while upholding the family tradition. This example
from the early twentieth century shows that single relatives were par-
ticularly included in the family’s plans if they had their own house-
hold. The network relationship became all the more relevant because
of the spatial separation, even long distance, from the family home. 
The educational ambitions of the Gabler family were somewhat

different. They, too, were unable to provide their female children
with education, though in this case because the father’s job moved to
a different location, and they also sought alternatives amongst their
female relatives. A solution was found in the form of a single sister
from the parent generation. At the end of the nineteenth century this
woman, whom the niece called Aunt Elise, was running a small girls’
school in Estonia. Elisabeth Gabler was sent there by her mother
when her husband’s job was transferred and the family had to move
to southern Russia. Elisabeth, who was meant to remain in her
German-speaking environment and receive a German education,
stayed in the Baltic province. Elisabeth Gabler talked of her aunt,
with whom she was to spend her school years, as her ‘second moth-
er’. Although the great-niece much appreciated the relationship, she
lamented that her aunt could not pay her more attention, due to her
financial worries. 
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32 Isalie von Maydell, Der Geist jener Zeit (Ottawa, 1991), unpublished type-
script, pp. 90–2.



The reforms to the girls’ education system of the 1880, which
made Russian-language teaching compulsory, led to strong rejection
on the part of the German population. Private institutions only exist-
ed because German parents wanted German-language teaching for
their daughters, and this was what was needed for a qualification as
a teacher. One of the reasons why the Gabler family sent Elisabeth to
her aunt, or educational establishment, was that lessons continued to
be conducted in German there. And the aunt did, indeed, do every-
thing possible to keep her German-speaking school going. On the
one hand there was a cultural-national interest in maintaining Ger -
man-speaking education for girls, since the continued existence of
the school guaranteed Aunt Elise a living. Ultimately Aunt Elise’s
professional reputation and her connections with the school admin-
istration helped her to find legal exceptions for her school. 
The relational structure between Aunt Elise and Elisabeth was

not, as also in the case of the aunt–niece relationship described earli-
er, restricted simply to imparting education. All nieces also fulfilled
other social functions of the relationship. Apart from the care already
mention, Elisabeth stresses a further component in her aunt’s educa-
tional canon, by which she acquired social competence in dealing
with strangers or related people. Thus the aunt accompanied her
niece on all excursions, social duties, and visits to relatives. In this
way the aunt undertook essential elements of the ‘female’ education-
al programme of the parent generation, which would, in fact, have
been part of the mother’s responsibilities. Upholding the family tra-
dition and bearing in mind its social position the girl was given
insights into the social behaviour that was of great importance to a
German population group keen to retain its values and traditions. 
When Elisabeth’s time at school was over the relationship be -

tween aunt and niece initially broke up because Elisabeth, against her
will, returned to her parents’ home in order to teach her sisters. After
a while, however, Elisabeth, unhappy with her situation, asked her
aunt for help, upon which she received the financial means necessary
to return to her aunt’s household.
Despite the distance between them the network between aunt and

niece proved to be robust and strong.33 Even though both parties
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33 Granovetter’s stong/weak ties model is avoided here since various rela-
tional levels are assumed whose unique characteristic does not lie in their
intensity. Cf. the discussion in Christian Stegbauer, ‘Weak und Strong Ties:



regarded the ‘educational contract’ between them as finished, the
network relationship continued as a social support network —even
though inactive—and was re-activated by the call for help made by
one of the network people. The mother, originally the intermediary
between niece and aunt, had given up her function. Once the net-
work based on education had come to and end, she was excluded
from the new relationship. 
Elisabeth Kersten34 was ten years old when her mother, in the tur-

moil of the First World War, decided to entrust her oldest daughter
into the care of her aunt, the mother’s single sister who was working
as a school teacher. Elisabeth was first taught in her aunt’s home,
then later went to school. The initiative for the new educational set-
ting came, as in all the examples seen so far, from the mother. In
Elisabeth’s case the key reasons were straitened circumstances and
her mother’s view that she could neither educate her daughter ade-
quately nor afford to pay for her tuition.35 Her support was an advan-
tage not only to the young girls but to the whole family. As someone
providing support she acquired or adopted a function that gave her
meaning and identity as a family member and as a woman. The aunt’s
reaction makes it clear that the relational network did not work exclu-
sively in one direction, but was based on reciprocity between the net-
work people: support and recognition can visibly be filtered out here
as the pillars supporting family networks. 
In the course of time the aunt took in more and more girls to give

them an education: during the war, girls who were her relatives were
joined by other children whom she knew. It can be assumed that this
Aunt Anna had some savings and keen financial knowledge since
some of the girls were orphans, others came from impoverished fam-
ilies where the father was at war and the mother, like Elisabeth’s, was
on the run with the youngest children. So there was unlikely to be
any financial recompense for the support she provided. 
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Freundschaft aus netzwerktheoretischer Perspektive’, in id. (ed.), Netzwerk -
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(2nd edn. Wiesbaden, 2010), 105–19.
34 Elisabeth Kersten: born 1907 in Talsen, Kurland, today Latvia, daughter of
the Latvian Karl Irbe and the German Milda Mengel.
35 Elisabeth Kersten, Rückblende: Erlebnisse zwischen Kurland und Kap (Münster,
1997), 113–17.



In Elisabeth’s case the agreement between aunt and mother did
not come to an end when the war was over or when she had finished
school. Since the aunt’s economic situation was far more stable than
that of the parents, Elisabeth remained in her care. The network
between Elisabeth and Aunt Anna is a good example of the potential
interchangeability of functions or the multi-functionality of social
networks. 
So family networks between single relatives and members of the

nuclear family by no means only emerged in the sphere of education
transfer. The generative aspect of family networks was particularly
favourable to the formation of networks not based primarily on peo-
ple of the same gender. Amongst the relatives of Karola von
Hoyningen-Huene,36 born in 1911, there were also aunts, single sisters
of her maternal grandfather: ‘They were a centrepiece for all nieces,
nephews, great-nieces, and great-nephews.’ These were the three
much-loved aunts whose only aim in life was to make their fellow
human beings happy.37 These ‘beloved aunts’, actually two great-
aunts and a single cousin of the writer,38 had joined together after the
land reform in Estonia in 1919 and in Latvia in 1920 and ran the
manor house of their now expropriated family estate. In this way, as
members of the parent or grandparent generation, they brought all
the generations together and created a communicative space in which
the network ‘family’ could be maintained. Family membership could
be secured here by anchoring family traditions, lifestyles, cultural def-
initions, and the family’s social position. 
Generative networks with single people as the key figures in the

network emerged where family networks in ‘closed’ households
were fragile, or where traditional network members such as grand-
parents were missing. The local nature and size of households could
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36 Karola von Hoyningen-Huene: born 1911 in Strutele, Kurland, today
Latvia.
37 Karola von Hoyningen-Huene, ‘Mein Leben für meine Kinder nieder ge -
schrieben, pt. 1: 1911–1945’, unpublished manuscript, 1980, Archiv der Carl-
Schirren-Gesellschaft, p. 32; cf. also Eva Kreissl, Die Tante: Eine Frau mit Eigen -
schaften. Untersuchung eines Phänomens (Vienna, 1996), 14, who perceives the
‘aunt’ as a concept that is ‘feminine . . . and based on relations with an older
generation’. 
38 Ina and Hilde Drachenfels and Emma Stromberg. Unfortunately there is
no further information about them. 
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determine the knots in networks, especially when networks were
geared towards continuity and communication in an internal space. 
The functional significance of the aunt as a network person and

her position within the family network was therefore primarily
determined by her economic situation and her living arrangements.
As central figures in the family network of three generations, aunts,
if they wanted to be the ‘control centre’ for family communication,
had to have the appropriate space and financial means.

Summary

Starting with Hans Bertram’s theory that the change in household
and family structures brought with it a change in the relational net-
work of the family,39 in the ‘real relations’, the example of single
women has been used to examine the nature of this change.
Throughout the period in question, the nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, single women remained closely linked to the
family. This link was based on a social network geared towards pro-
viding social support for younger female family members.
The task of those women who maintained the network was

defined by their gender. The gender concept of the time meant that
upbringing and education in particular were regarded as the
woman’s domain. Whether in the family home or in that of the single
women, the network between ‘aunt’ and ‘niece’ was primarily
designed to provide support in the sphere of education and upbring-
ing.
An essential component in forming the network was to uphold

the family and its traditions. Via the aunt, the conveyor of education,
educational values, content, and forms were passed on to the young -
er female generation. One of these ‘classical’ educational aspects was
how to conduct oneself socially, in other words, maintain the fami-
ly’s social position. The reciprocity of the network can be seen on var-
ious levels here: as regards the individual network people, in the case
of the young woman she could acquire a relatively inexpensive edu-
cation in a family environment; for the older woman it meant that she
was directly involved with the family and, as a woman, could fulfil a



socially recognized function, thereby establishing her feminine iden-
tity beyond the socially idealized role of the mother. What is more,
the emotional level of the network led to new experiences in the emo-
tional life of both the young and the older woman, and to strong feel-
ings such as love and trust on both sides.
The mother of the girl receiving education could, in her network

position as mediator, have recourse to educational resources which
she regarded as perpetuating family educational traditions.
If this network in the ‘original family model’ was always available

to all those family members living in the same household, then the
network in the family model living separately (bi-local) first had to be
activated. This happened especially when the family found itself in
some sort of emergency situation, as illustrated by the examples of
war events, economic hardship, and changes of location.
The support function of networks could be varied and multi-func-

tional. From the perspective of the younger woman it was not con-
fined simply to education, but could, for a limited period of time,
offer an alternative lifestyle outside the parental home.
The support services provided by single female family members

underpin the assumption (based on present-day sociological studies)
that ‘responsibility towards other generations, willingness to provide
support and a common shared family history as important precondi-
tions for family solidarity’ were also possible in separate households,
and still are today.40 In these cases family relations were and are tied
to generations and based on family support services and solidarity
within the family, despite and perhaps because of their multi-locality.
The multi-functionality of network structures (from emotions,

upbringing, education, right up to financial support) has shown that
structural changes in the sphere of structural density could also be
demonstrated. The factors for these network changes are mainly to be
found in political, economic, and social restructuring which had an
implicit effect on the family as a social network.
Finally, looking as present-day social science studies the question

arises to what extent an analysis of a historical society shows paral-
lels with research findings on present-day social structures, or
whether processes can be traced. One common finding is the ‘dura-
bility’ of trans-generational relations, in which periods of latency can
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be bridged. On both temporal levels, too, formalized family gather-
ings represent a constant major factor in the web of relations.41
Particularly in relation to current debates about single house-

holds, which the media like to characterize as a social danger and the
result of increasing individualization, looking back at the history of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries can lead to new
insights.42 Just like 100 years ago, families today are not to be regard-
ed as fixed social units. Family concepts and structures are always
subject to a process of change. Single women outside the family
household were already securely anchored in the social structures of
the nineteenth century. But unlike today, primarily due to a lack of
financial autarchy, their path towards founding a single-person
household was blocked.
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Deutschland’, 98.


