
WIGS celebrates her Twentieth Birthday 

 

To think about the founding of Women in German Studies (WIGS) twenty years ago 

is to travel back into a distant age. In 1988 higher education institutions in the UK 

were divided into universities and polytechnics, only a very few souls had an email 

address, no one had a mobile, you couldn’t look up train times, authors’s dates or 

library holdings on the internet and, when you wanted to duplicate something, you 

typed it out on a wax stencil. At that time too, women writers and feminist 

methodology were not part of most (any?) offical curricula and colleagues (not just 

male ones) would stand up in meetings and say things like ‘The sex of our students, or 

as I am apparently supposed to say now, “gender”, whatever that may mean, ho ho ho 

. . .’. Male colleagues called their female colleagues ‘dear’ and ‘love’ and talked about 

the women students as‘girls’. 

 

I was then a Lecturer at the University of Reading and women were scarcely visible in 

German studies in the UK. In 1988 there was only one woman chair-holder in the 

whole of the British Isles and that was Eda Sagarra, Professor of Germanic Languages 

at Trinity College Dublin.The CUTG  (Conference of University Teachers of German 

of Great Britain and Ireland) published a listing of members which showed that in 

1988 exactly a third of all university German departments had no woman on their 

staff at all, though the student body was then, as now, largely female. Even taking the 

staff in both universities and polys together, the proportion of women teachers in 

German Departments was somewhere around 16%-18%.  It was when I attended the 

Sheffield CUTG conference in 1987 and realised that there were so few women 

attending that there wasn’t even a queue for the lavatory, that I began to feel that, 

precisely because we were so few, we should meet as a group of women and discuss 

matters of concern to us. Present at Sheffield and very encouraging about the idea of 

holding a meeting of Germanistinnen was Dr Margaret Ives who had begun the series 

of workshops called ‘Women Writers of the Age of Goethe’ in 1987 at a time when 

most people did not realise that there were any such writers, still less have access to 

their works. So I wrote to all the women Germanists I could find and invited them to a 

meeting in Reading. 

 

How to find these women? Trawling the Handbook of British Germanists put out by 

the DAAD and going through the CUTG listing was one way to find names. The 

Institute of Germanic Studies also had a list of graduate students. I also circularised 

friends or the Head of Department in those departments with no female member of 

staff. In this way I was able to send out 150 invitations. But the CUTG did not admit 

as members Germanists at polytechnics, librarians, part-timers, or the unwaged, so 

they were not on any list. Many members of these categories were women and were 

therefore invisible Germanists. Anyone who considered herself a Germanist was 

welcome to join WIGS, as far as I was concerned. The first meeting was held at the 

University of Reading on Saturday, 22 October 1988 and to my astonishment 60 

women attended and almost another 30 expressed an interest, though they could not 

be present.  

 

Of these 60 attendees 30 women had full-time lecturing jobs in a German department 

and of those 30 at least 23 were permanent. Put another way, only 23 were permanent. 

20 were graduate students and there were a further 10 freelance or part-time 

Germanists. At the Reading meeting papers were to be given by Winifred Davies, 



Mary Fulbrook, Martha Wörsching, Margaret Ives, Juliet Wigmore and Margaret 

Vallance. In the event, and typical of women’s dual roles, Margaret Ives’s mother was 

ill so her paper had to be read for her and Mary Fulbrook’s son was involved in a 

serious accident so she had to be with him in hospital. 

 

But on 22 October 1988 WIGS was founded,  with a  Steering Committee consisting 

of Gabi Rahaman as Secretary and Treasurer, Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly as Chair, Pat 

Howe as organiser of the freelance register (see below), Margaret Littler as part-

time/freelance rep, Anne Simon as postgraduate rep, Margaret Vallance as polys and 

colleges rep and Juliet Wigmore as the organiser of the next conference. One of the 

first things WIGS did was to set up a Register of Freelance Germanists able to do 

translation work or part-time teaching, and the second thing was to make invisible 

Germanistinnen more visible. At the very next CUTG held in Exeter in April 1989 

WIGS, in the persons of Pat Howe and myself, got a motion accepted to admit part-

time teachers of German as members, thus making many women eligible to join their 

own subject organisation for the first time. At the next CUTG conference in 

Cambridge in 1990 we instituted the election of officers of the CUTG for the first 

time. Up to that point, those already in post just nominated each other. The two male 

secretaries, for instance, had been serving for 19 and 13 years respectively. We tried 

at the Cambridge conference to get Pat Howe elected as Secretary and, though we 

failed at the first attempt, we succeeded the following year. 

 

Some people think the name WIGS came from our sister organisation WIG in the US 

which was founded in 1975. It didn’t, as, in my ignorance, I didn’t know WIG existed 

until John Sandford told me about it and before the internet I had no way to track it 

down. Once I did hear about WIG, I contacted the organisers and in my WIGS 

archive, full of handwritten and typewritten letters, I have one from Liz Mittmann of 

WIG typed, as she tells me, on her father’s old manual typewriter!  

 

So was everyone universally thrilled about the founding of WIGS? Of course not. In 

my archive I have a letter from one prominent woman Germanist saying that, by 

founding a women’s organisation at all, I was putting women into a ghetto. Other 

women said that they taught ‘German studies’ and not ‘women’s studies’, so wouldn’t 

want to join a women’s organisation. I got a broadside from an invitee because I 

hadn’t put ‘creche available’ on the invitation! (Why make the sexist assumption that 

the woman is the one minding the children, I replied.) In the event, my husband 

minded her daughter for the day together with our two. At the Exeter CUTG, just after 

WIGS was founded, I gave a presentation about it to the main business meeting, in a 

climate of palpable resistance to and anxiety about women having their own 

organisation. Why did we need WIGS?  Wasn’t it enough to be PIGS? Enough said. 

 

Today WIGS has 202 members and of the 90 names of interested women on my 1988 

list, 16 are now professors, one is a Dean, and several are heads of department. 

Curricula have changed and young Germanistinnen are full of confidence. That WIGS 

flourishes is thanks to all those who have worked so hard for it in the last 20 years and 

to the sheer brilliance and energy of British and Irish Germanistinnen.  

 

   Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly (Oxford) 


