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What is striking about recent research on residential care is not only its national
bias and its tendency to neglect regional variations in ‘texture’, but also its preoccupation with contemporary issues and its lack of historical context. The
notion of contingency, that is, the idea that things might have evolved differently,
often seems to be missing. Moreover, most of the literature appears to be onedimensional, downplaying the diversity, complexity and ambiguity of real developments. It often lacks an awareness of the power of precedents in shaping
society’s attitudes to residential care and the practical responses to this problem. This is particularly important because, as this article tries to demonstrate,
the present situation of residential care reflects the cumulative impact of traditions and cultural norms, of past decisions and commitments.
The aim of this article is to examine recent historiographical trends relating
to residential care for older people in contemporary Britain and Japan. It begins by identifying some of the prevailing preconceptions that have coloured
writing on this increasingly important subject as well as the implications of
these preconceptions. It then considers attempts to broaden our historical
understanding of this issue, balancing national perspectives with a sensitivity
towards regional imperatives and differences in the local implementation of
residential care policy at the institutional level. I propose a comprehensive appreciation of the complexities of providing residential care that builds on an
eclectic approach to research, embracing both historical perspectives and the
insights of complementary disciplines. Finally, the article examines the possibilities of enriching national perspectives by employing transnational and crosscultural approaches, and assesses methodological challenges to which this approach might give rise.

1. Policy Preoccupations of Recent Research
Throughout the world, societies are ageing. This can be witnessed in Britain, but
above all in Japan. In 1900 around 5 per cent of the population of the United
Kingdom and Japan were aged 65 years or over. By 2010 this number had increased to 17 per cent and 23 per cent, respectively, a trend that is likely to con-
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tinue.1 One consequence of this phenomenon has been a considerable interest
in ageing and its associated ramifications in recent decades in both countries.
Paramount among these concerns has been the residential care of older people,
reflected in a growing body of literature on this core social issue.
Until recently, studies of residential care for older people in both contemporary Britain and Japan have given priority to policy and ideological issues. In
this context, an important critical contribution came from the anti-psychiatry movement, pioneered in Britain by David Cooper, Ronald D. Laing and
others.2 This, in turn, coincided with an official shift towards de-institutionalisation and community care as the preferred policy options, with institutional
care depicted in terms of ‘rejection’ and ‘segregation’ or subject to approaches
focusing on ‘what is wrong with institutions’.3
With specific reference to the elderly, the sociologist Erving Goffman raised
the problem of mentally ill older people in nursing homes in his seminal work
Asylums in 1961.4 Meanwhile, in Britain Russell Barton suggested that mental
hospitals themselves created this illness.5 Barbara Robb painted a bleak picture
of the conditions older, chronically ill patients had to endure in psychiatric
hospitals, as did Michael Meacher, who described residential homes for confused older people.6 Strengthening the sociological contribution to these studies, Peter Townsend presented evidence that residential homes failed to offer
‘the advantages of living in a “normal community”’, features of which (notably
family association) Peter Willmott, Michael Young and Townsend studied in
detail.7 It could be argued, however, that many of these studies exhibit a leftinspired intellectual bias towards an idealisation of ‘community’.
In Japan, there were fewer studies of the subject before 1990, reflecting the
later development of institutional provision, and correspondingly a less in1
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tense interest among Japanese scholars. For instance, a translation of Goffman’s Asylums into Japanese did not appear until 1984. If taboos surrounded
the subject of residential care in Britain, these were nothing in comparison to
the stigma prevailing in Japanese society, where strong traditions of family and
community orientation have shaped people’s attitudes. Moreover, these have
been deeply imbued with a Confucian ethos, including a strong emphasis on
filial piety and children’s obligations to their parents. Considerable reticence
surrounds the entire subject, and there is a reluctance to expose it to the
gaze either of public policy makers or of researchers.
Meanwhile, in Britain, despite the increasing attachment to community care,
some social scientists argued that more residential care places were necessary
given the expected growth in the numbers of very old people. Emily Grundy
and Tom Arie regard this as vital for those who require round-the-clock support.8 Others have suggested that there would always be a minority who could
most appropriately be cared for in an institution.9 Isobel Allen and her colleagues further argued that, as significant numbers of older people made an
‘active “positive choice”’ to enter (private) residential homes, this should not
be regarded as a ‘last resort’.10
Similarly, although the importance of integrated or ‘seamless’ care has been
increasingly recognised in both countries, residential care has received less attention than the preferred option, community care. By the same token, residential or long-term care in health care settings (e.g. long-term stays in geriatric
hospitals) has been largely overlooked or treated as a distinct rather than integrated response. The result is that health and social care have tended to be discussed as entirely separate strands, whereas in fact they frequently converge.
Overall, then, the focus of discussion has been on current policy and practice. Little attention has been paid to historical contexts and the local dimension or grassroots realities. For instance, in Britain’s case, many studies in this
area have overlooked the significance of the workhouse legacy, especially in
terms of its influence on popular attitudes to residential care.
7
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2. Integrating Historical Insights
More than two decades ago, British historian Anne Digby stressed the importance of an historical perspective to well-considered and intelligent policy formulation: ‘[…] on a broader front, certain policy issues, dilemmas, problems
and choices do recur in social welfare. To forget the past record of these events
is to force each generation to relearn what should already be known, and thus
make future developments less satisfactory than they might be. Equally undesirable, however, has been the tendency in some quarters to manufacture a
fictitious past; to create a past golden age of mythical virtues which present
policy can seek to emulate. Through each of these ahistorical tendencies, current debate on social welfare is made less informed and cogent.’11
It follows that a thorough historical understanding of the issues raised by
residential care for older people must be grounded in a broader appreciation
of the related histories of old age and social welfare. Among important recent
contributions has been Pat Thane’s groundbreaking Old Age in English History,
which, drawing on material from the pre-modern era onwards, challenges current assumptions about the declining status and economic ‘burden’ created by
older people, and reveals the important role they have always played.12 In Japan, historians Yoshimasa Ikeda and Kyuichi Yoshida have provided histories
emphasising the traditional respect in Japan for older people which has been
reflected in welfare provision since the Middle Ages.13
Valuable contributions supplementing the work of historians have come
from social scientists such as David Thomson, who has presented detailed statistical findings on residential care trends for older people in England since
1840, as well as Robin Means and Randall Smith, who have published a history
of welfare services for older people in Britain from 1939 to 1971 (subsequently
updated to the 1990s).14 Meanwhile, in Japan Yuji Ogasawara has contributed
a history of residential care for older people since 1880, which remains the definitive historical synopsis.15 Other Japanese social scientists have added historical studies on the development of welfare provision for older people in
post-war Japan, while in the United States John C. Campbell presented his perspective in How Policies Change. The Japanese Government and the Aging Society,
11
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which was later translated into Japanese and is widely referred to by Japanese
scholars.16 Unfortunately, while some English-language literature has been translated into Japanese, relatively little Japanese scholarship has been translated
into English.
Although the emphasis on historical and longer-term perspectives is welcome, much of this work continues to reflect a bias towards national or central
government objectives, legislation and regulations. Its top-down approach
may have encouraged a simplistic reading of local variation and practice, which
reveal the true dynamics, mutability and complexity of the actual development
of residential care.
Perhaps reflecting the relatively small-scale nature of residential care, there
are still very few regional studies of provision in Japan. In contrast, British
scholars have been more active. Amelia Harris scrutinised social services provision for older people in thirteen local authority areas across Britain.17 Muriel
Brown, meanwhile, adopted an explicitly historical perspective in her study of
four English local councils from 1948 to 1965, tracing developments and
changes and examining the relationship between central legislative intentions
and local administrative implementation. 18 Detailed analysis of local situations can therefore bring to light not only the divergent needs of different communities, but also the challenges of applying centrally determined policies in
different circumstances. In many cases compromises have to be found, especially in light of scarce resources (for example the extended use of workhouses
in Britain into the 1970s, well beyond their intended lifespan). Nevertheless,
many regional studies lack a longer-term perspective and mainly reflect the
viewpoints of local authorities, treating the latter as the minimum unit and
rarely touching on grassroots provision and services, or the views of residents
and staff.
In light of the strong focus on regional studies that has informed research so
far, it appears sensible now also to examine policy and practice at the institutional or ‘micro-historical’ level. Indeed, Japanese historian Yasuko Ichiban15
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gase has emphasised the value of institutional histories, arguing that ‘an institution is not merely an organisation or building. It is the very daily living place
of the residents’.19 Accordingly, she has contributed a detailed history of Japan’s
first public mixed almshouse for the destitute and sick in Tokyo from 1872 to
1972.20 Drawing on privately held records, Keiso Imura has produced histories
of five charitable old people’s almshouses in southern Japan from 1930 to
1945.21 In recent decades, many British historians have moved beyond ‘bricks
and mortar’ depictions of workhouses, hospitals and asylums.22 Yet, there are
comparatively few twentieth-century studies, particularly of residential homes
for older people, when compared, for example, to histories of mental hospitals.23
Meanwhile, anthropologists have added yet another dimension by examining residential life in depth, taking a ‘participant observation’ approach. Yongmei Wu and Diana Lynn Bethel have respectively depicted the lives of residents
in a long-term care complex in a Tokyo suburb and a nursing home in a rural
northern town, and Leng Leng Thang has examined a pioneering age-integrated
facility founded in 1990, which accommodates both nursery children and older
people.24 Earlier, Jeanie Kayser-Jones provided a comparative and international
perspective by examining a long-term care institution in Scotland and a comparable institution in the United States.25 Although providing insights into institutional life through the eyes of the residents and staff, these works typically
reflect the current situation and lack an historical perspective.
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3. Comparative Studies in Britain and Japan
Finally, research trends can be examined in a transnational and comparative
perspective. Especially Gøsta Esping-Andersen’s uneven The Three Worlds of
Welfare Capitalism stimulated academic debate on comparative welfare systems more than two decades ago.26 One fruitful consequence has been the
more prominent positioning of Japan, along with Britain, in comparative analyses.27 While comparative research on welfare and social policy is increasingly
well-established, studies addressing particular aspects of social policy and
focusing on specific groups remain relatively rare, the issue of residential care
and older people being just one example.28
In a sense, there are obvious reasons for the frequent juxtaposition of Britain and Japan: both countries face the growing problem of ageing populations,
both must grapple with the requirement of providing residential care, and
both, arguably, have to overcome entrenched cultural obstacles. In Japan, these
include the traditional importance of the family, reinforced by the Confucian
ethos, while in Britain attitudes have been coloured by the collective negative
memory of the workhouse and suffused with an individualism that contrasts
strongly with Japan’s collectivist, consensual ideal. From the Japanese point of
view, Britain clearly has the lead in welfare provision, and in some respects
could be seen as a model.29
Nevertheless, it is too easy to accept the contextualisation of a country’s residential care within western-derived theoretical frameworks based on ideologies
or a regime typology in comparative welfare and social policy research. Such
approaches may not sufficiently acknowledge important national or regional
influences or be sensitive to socio-economic factors and cultural traditions.
Thus, for example, notions of Japan’s residential care as lagging behind the
English equivalent have been common, with Japan’s performance assessed unfavourably against the more ‘advanced’ English model. In Japan this view is
particularly common among ‘pro-Scandinavian/western’ welfare scholars, while
in Britain preconceptions about the Confucian foundations of Japanese society
(and the role of the family) verge on idealisation and have tended to occlude an
understanding of the reality of the situation.30 While accepting that in compara-
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tive work we may simply not be comparing ‘like with like’, it is necessary to
be aware of the dangers of imposing cultural assumptions on the subject being
studied. The temptation to apply supposedly ‘universal’ benchmarks of quality
is dangerous. A classic example of this is the question of ensuring ‘homely’ environments, personal privacy and maximum choice in residential care for older
people. While in Britain these have been regarded as crucially important features, in Japan the expectations of carers and residents differ fundamentally.31
Bearing this in mind, there is much to be gained from a comparative approach. At the most obvious level, comparison allows for the possibility to
learn from previous successes and failures, which transcends national boundaries. Similarly, an historical comparative approach encourages a deeper appreciation of causality, which in turn may feed into, and strengthen, empirically
grounded policy formulation. Finally, careful historical comparison can offer a
useful corrective to widely prevalent teleological interpretations of the evolution of welfare provision, which so often privilege a model derived from western European experiences.
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