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Introduction

The Lodger Problem and the Crisis of the Modern Age

In the spring of 1900, a “festive play” authored by noted dramatist, stage designer, and critic Georg Fuchs appeared in the German arts and culture publication Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration.1
 Written in honor of the consecration of the Darmstadt Artists’ Colony on the Mathildenhöhe, the ultimate aim of which was nothing less than the aesthetic and cultural renewal of German society, Fuchs’s “Zur Weihe des Grundsteins,” or “Consecration of the House,” paid homage to the foundations of German society—enumerated as various social types, ranging from the builder to the great lord, the student to the artisan. In total, Fuchs’s work featured ten representative societal types, one of whom was simply entitled der Geselle, translatable to both apprentice and single person.2
 Yet, as with the carefully constructed world of the Darmstadt colony—the brainchild of the Grand Duke of Hesse—Fuchs’s society bore little relationship to the realities of life in the industrializing and urbanizing German Empire. His harmonious and integrated society was a preindustrial idyll featuring an artisan and a count, not an industrialist nor a laborer; beyond the borders of the colony on the Mathildenhöhe neither apprentices nor single people were cause for celebration. Far from the “foundations” of society, single people of both genders (and single apprentices in particular) were dangerously cast adrift.

In an echo of the early twenty-first century, when single men and women fill hastily built company towns in China, German authorities struggle with how to house single refugees, and even educated single people in established economies are priced out of founding their own households, the effects of industrialization and urbanization left their mark on their nineteenth- and early twentieth-century counterparts. Upon leaving (or being forced from) their childhood homes, only the most affluent single people in the young German Empire could afford to live on their own, and older models, such as an apprentice residing with his master, were often no longer available. Single people literally and figuratively did not fit into the new world that had been wrought, and it was not simply their single status that was troubling, but where and with whom they would live. Then, as now, they were the “canaries in the coalmine,” bellwethers of a society dangerously in flux.

Early industry had relied upon a local workforce, but the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and the founding of the German Empire under the auspices of Prussia in 1871 helped to spur intense industrialization, changing old traditions forever. Those seeking employment were forced to move to specific locations connected to the growth of industry, and where the existing housing stock could rarely accommodate them. Workers flocked to large urban centers, from transportation hubs (Berlin) to regions that were rich in natural resources (Upper Silesia, Saxony, the Saar, and the Ruhr). Population density increased in cities throughout the Reich, and Berlin—a city of approximately two million by 1900—grew to one of the largest and most densely populated cities in Europe.3
 The constant influx of workers and their families into rapidly industrializing areas resulted in unregulated, usually speculative, building in new industrial districts both within and on the outskirts of existing towns.4
 Typically, this housing stock was unhygienic, severely overcrowded, and, in the most extreme of cases, consisted only of “das Gewölbe unter dem Zinkofen” (the vault under the zinc oven) in a factory.5


This mass movement of the working class and resultant overcrowding not only made the suffering of the working poor more visible to the middle classes but also signified something more ominous, that industrialization was creating a permanent working class. Those who, even decades earlier, might have aspired to social and economic advancement saw their prospects dwindle as the nineteenth century closed. For many, being poor was no longer a stage of life, but had become a lifelong condition as the boundaries between social classes hardened. Even those on the fringes of the middle class—shopkeepers and master craftsmen, or old members of the preindustrial “middle estate” or Mittelstand—were newly in peril, far from immune from the dangers of economic degradation.6
 In particular, one financial or social miscalculation might cast a once-proud member of the Mittelstand into the working class with its attendant moral and physical dangers. Positioned as early as the 1870s as the inverse of middle-class conceptions of society, working-class life was purportedly beset by “overcrowding, violence, poverty, sickness, excessive drinking and untrammeled sexuality.”7
 Working-class life had to be remade, or at the very least controlled, lest all of German society—and the newly formed German Empire—be contaminated. 

Bourgeois observers quickly identified one practice associated with working-class life that they found greatly troubling, the taking in of overnight lodgers—usually young men and sometimes women between eighteen and twenty-five years of age—by working-class families. As 20 percent of German households in 1905 took in lodgers, the majority of whom were households with children,8
 this was a matter that affected millions of families, as well as the single people with whom they lodged.9
 Prohibitively high rents meant that most members of the working class were largely tied to this practice, even though the margins were decidedly small and subletting further congested crowded apartments in the slum tenements colloquially referred to as “rental barracks” (Mietskasernen).10
 For example, a 1903 study found that only 17 percent of Berlin families could afford to rent lodgings of two rooms and a kitchen without taking in a lodger.11
 Lodgers exacerbated the already overcrowded conditions of working-class homes, but the moral danger these (mostly) young men posed to the German family was more troubling. Middle-class critics categorically dismissed lodgers as foreign objects in family life, classing them as “terrible dangers.”12
 

Lodgers were blamed for—among other crimes—the spendthrift ways of working-class mothers, for the more cramped the apartment was, the more difficult it was for the housewife to economize in her household tasks, such as canning food and doing the washing at home.13
 Critics claimed that lodgers forced the housewife to purchase goods and services she could have produced or conducted at home, stretching her already meager resources. Lodgers were even cited as the reason working-class families lost their housing in difficult economic times, as the young men who made up the majority of lodgers were usually the first to lose their positions and thus could not pay their subletting landlords, who were dependent on this source of extra income to pay their own rent.14
 Finally, as “non-family elements,” lodgers were not only a danger to the closeness of the family unit but also threatened the virtue of its daughters and the relationship between husband and wife.15
 In overcrowded housing where family members—even members of the opposite sex—were often forced to share a bedroom and even a bed, the specter of sexual impropriety loomed large. Contemporaries feared that unregulated lodging “contaminated” working-class girls as young as eleven or twelve,16
 and as related by John Kulczycki in his work on the mining communities of the Ruhr region, the mixture of tired husbands, younger wives, and even younger lodgers in a small apartment or even a single room—was a recipe for marital disaster.17
 Even if such instances were rare (and it is nearly impossible to ascertain how frequently abuse or infidelity occurred), the addition of an unrelated and unmarried individual served to heighten middle-class angst regarding the sexual proclivities and practices of the working class. 

Looking more closely though, the concern about lodgers as a group, as well as their supposed threat to the family, was a smokescreen. Older forms of familial life, such as existed in urban and rural contexts and often accommodated lodgers—from the taking in of apprentices by a master artisan, or the housing of farm workers with the families for whom they worked—were rarely cause for concern. Only the improvised families typical of the urban working class under industrial capitalism were deeply problematic. The existence of a “lodger problem” thus indicated a deep unease with a rapidly shifting world—a discomfort with the modern age that sharpened and intensified as the nineteenth century came to a close. In a society already suspicious of the effects of industrialization and urbanization, the institution of marriage and the shelter of the familial home stood for permanence. Unmarried lodgers were doubly dangerous in that they both stood outside of the family and threatened it from within. 

The plight of the unmarried individual in Germany had become a lightning rod—the illustration of the problems and possibilities of the modern age—in a society that held marriage and the familial home as “natural” and desirable,18
 a defense against pauperism and radicalism alike.19
 Even before the emergence of the German nation-state, nineteenth-century cultural critic Wilhelm Riehl positioned the German family as a replacement for one’s Heimat (imprecisely translatable to hometown/land, with its powerful emotional ties and sense of belonging), such as might have been known in an earlier age.20
 To stand outside of the family fold was to be without a home, and possibly without a homeland—belonging to no one and nowhere. Unmoored from family and home, not quite adults, but certainly not children, single people were a danger to the stability of society and to the viability of the new German nation. If one could solve the “lodger problem,” it was argued, one could save the German family and by extension, stabilize a nation marked by religious, regional, economic, political, and social divisions. Ultimately, the lodger crisis would be resolved by institutionalizing it, making the unintelligible legible to the middle classes.

My book combines a close reading of specific buildings with their architectural and symbolic relationship to the larger community, culture, and nation, tracing the evolution and larger meaning of Ledigenheime—purpose-built class- and gender-specific homes for unmarried people. Largely constructed from the middle of the nineteenth century through the first decades of the twentieth in what became the German Empire and then the Weimar Republic, the Ledigenheim building type was more than a transitional housing model mitigating the detrimental effects of rapid industrialization and urbanization on families and lodgers. What began as a capitalist and nationalist building type promulgating an enticing vision of self-determination within an increasingly stratified society had an impact that stretched well beyond the physical and temporal borders of the German Empire—ranging from municipal housekeeping efforts in the Atlantic world at the turn of the twentieth century to Soviet cooperative dwellings, from accommodations for guest workers in the
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