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Strauss' antimodern thinking by a philosophical reading of Strauss' writing. He presented 

Strauss as a conscious objector within modernity whose thinking ignored the traditions of 

freedom and independence, which he sees as important characteristics in nineteenth-

century German philosophy. 

Some of the questions posed in the discussion dealt with the notion of an inherent 

authoritarianism in Strauss' educational theories, as pointed out by Robert Pippin and 

Simone Chambers. In commenting on Pippin's and Söllner's papers, Mansfield 

suggested that a possible explanation for Strauss' lack of treatment of German philosophy 

in the nineteenth century can be seen in Strauss' critique of the then prevailing contempt 

toward Greek authors, particularly Xenophon, and also in the emerging concept of 

history. He further showed the importance of dialogue in Strauss' thinking, thus refuting 

claims as to notions of absolute truths and ideology in the Straussian method. Hartmut 

Lehmann suggested the concept of secularization to describe Strauss' intellectual 

development as a German emigrant to the United States and criticized the 

characterization of Strauss as a German mandarin, emphasizing the transformation of his 

work as a result of emigration. 

The final discussion in the third day was chaired by Peter Graf Kielmansegg. It 

focused on the intellectual and cultural backgrounds of Arendt and Strauss, their 

Americanization, and their relationship to democracy. Among the questions examined 

was the achievement of Arendt's and Strauss' contributions in returning Germany to 

Western political thinking. Arendt's views on the history and philosophy of American 

republicanism and representation were debated, suggesting Arendt's importance as a 

political thinker rather than as a systematical theorist. The discussion will be presented in 

its entirety in the volume on the conference to be published by the German Historical 

Institute and Cambridge University Press. 

 Elisabeth Glaser-Schmidt 

 

 

F. "Women in the Emigration After 1933". Washington, D.C., November 25–27, 

1991. Conveners: Sibylle Quack, Renate Bridenthal, and Marion Kaplan. 

 

For years there has been a growing demand for historians of exile and emigration from 

Central Europe during the Nazi period to focus on the lives of men and women émigrés. 

To be sure, scholars have broadened 



 34 

 

 

their view from concentration on the "Illustrious Immigrants" (Laura Fermi) to a 

consideration of the more "average" immigrants and to the professional and daily 

struggles of lesser-known refugees. Yet, while most of these studies implicitly deal with 

the lives and experiences of men, they include only hints of the decisive role played by 

women in the survival of their families. Researchers of exile literature were the only ones 

who, in exploring a number of female writers and poets among the refugees, offered a 

perspective on the work and biographies of women emigrés. 

The purpose of the Washington conference, which was co-sponsored by the German 

Historical Institute, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, and the Leo Baeck Institute, New 

York, was to take a new look at the social history of Jewish and non-Jewish emigration 

and immigration after 1933 by focussing on the lives of women emigres. Reports of 

eyewitnesses were included in the scholarly debate and contributed to very lively 

discussions in all sessions. The fruitful encounter between researchers from the United 

States and Europe—among them several children of German-Jewish immigrants and 

eyewitnesses of the acculturation process of that group—and members of the older 

generation created a unique atmosphere for a reconsideration of the results of historical 

research. 

In her keynote speech, Marion Kaplan (New York) described the increasingly 

difficult lives of the Jewish population in Nazi Germany in the 1930s, focussing on the 

situation of women. She pointed out gender differences in the family and argued that 

Jewish women who tried to create an atmosphere of normality in a highly abnormal and 

threatening environment absorbed much of the stress on the family, and as a result it was 

they who pressed hardest for emigration. Although a gender analysis of the desire to 

emigrate shows the different expectations, priorities, and perceptions of women, it seems 

that more men than women were actually able to leave Germany. Kaplan offered a 

number of compelling reasons for this phenomenon, one of which was the fact that the 

employment situation within the struggling Jewish community was different for men and 

women. In addition, women very often did not leave Germany because they had to care 

for elderly parents or other relatives. 

The first session was dedicated to the state of women emigrés in different countries. 

Rita Thalmann (Paris) delivered a paper on women emigrés in France, followed by an 

eyewitness report by Elizabeth Marum Lunau (New York) on her experiences in the 

Camp Gurs. The 
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situation of refugee women in England was then discussed in papers written by Marion 

Berghahn (Providence, RI) and Susanne Miller (Bonn), who contributed an eyewitness 

report on her exile in England. The papers described the difficult living conditions that 

the refugees faced and illustrated how women were able to adapt themselves to those 

hardships by being very active in building solidarity among the refugees and creating "an 

atmosphere of courage, dignity and fairness" (Susanne Miller) in the countries of 

emigration or exile. A common experience was that women were better able than men to 

cope with the situation. 

In the following discussion, Renate Bridenthal (New York) raised the question of 

whether women, having played a more subordinate role, had less to lose and therefore 

fewer status problems than men. Mitchell Ash (Iowa) argued that the observed difference 

between men and women in coping with the situation had to do with whether or not they 

were professionals. Atina Grossmann (New York) suggested the need for a more critical 

investigation of women's ability to cope considering all they had lost. Refugee women 

lost not only work and professional opportunities but also the family and domestic life 

that they had been raised to expect. Relationships with their children also suffered, 

Grossmann pointed out, because many refugee women were either unable to have 

children, had children much later than they would have wanted, or had to neglect their 

children and send them away to boarding schools or to live with other families. Robert 

Jacobs (New York) suggested researching the falling birth curve among the refugees. He 

speculated whether this reflected a trend among German Jews prior to 1933, or whether it 

was due to the experiences during emigration and immigration. 

As might have been expected, a great variety of experiences, feelings, and attitudes 

were described in the papers. For example, both eyewitness reports and scholarly papers 

demonstrated different attitudes toward exile or emigration and toward returning to 

Germany rather than staying in the country of immigration. Although the diverse 

experiences—almost "different worlds", as Steven Lowenstein (Los Angeles) put it—

were strongly felt as a result of the emigration to different countries and cultures, some 

generalizations could be made: for example, the age of the refugee was found to be a 

crucial factor in her adaptation to the new country and also in her desire to stay there. 

Six more papers dealt with the situation of women emigres in different countries: 

Rachel Cohn (Jerusalem), Wilma Iggers (Amherst, NY), and Illo Heppner 

(Indianapolis) gave eyewitness reports on their 
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experiences in Palestine, Canada, and Shanghai respectively; Ursula Langkau-Alex 

(Amsterdam), David Kranzier (New York), and Katherine Morris (Chapel Hill) 

delivered scholarly papers on women emigrés in the Netherlands, Shanghai, and Brazil. 

Gender played an important role in all countries when it came to work opportunities. 

Domestic work or other low-level jobs were available for women of emigration 

everywhere and shaped many women's experiences during the first years in the host 

country. Coming from a middle-class background, how did they cope with their declining 

social status? 

The hypothesis that the patriarchal family as such was dysfunctional in a situation of 

deep transformation or turmoil was formulated by Hanna Papanek (Boston). Marion 

Kaplan stated that this was felt by both men and women, and that men also felt the 

burden even though women had shouldered much of it for them. Steven Lowenstein 

argued that one must take into account different stages for the refugee families: the period 

of crisis during the first years and the reconstruction period after the hard times were 

over. 

Atina Grossmann pointed out that the category "women" alone did not provide the 

most helpful tool in analyzing women's experiences. Instead, she suggested, it was 

necessary to look at the age of the women, their place in the family, whether or not they 

had professions, whether or not they had children, etc. Did gender matter more for 

women than for men, and was women's identity as daughters or mothers more significant 

for them than it was for the men? Was there a gender specificity of the cultural encounter 

that took place? Did women perceive cultural differences differently because they had to 

deal with "menial" work in other people's households? 

While many participants in the conference rejected any "labeling" of their experiences, 

suggestions were made to compare this group's immigration patterns with the 

immigration or migration of women from other nations and cultures (Donna Gabaccia, 

New York). Hanna Papanek argued that the characteristics of female labor force 

participation patterns should be analytically disentangled from those aspects specific to 

the context of German-Jewish exiles. She also stated that focussing on the particular 

German-Jewish experience alone made it harder to arrive at a generalized analysis. 

The next sessions of the conference focussed on emigration to the United States. 

Papers on the changing gender roles in the refugee family (Sibylle Quack, Washington, 

D.C.), women's role in the German-Jewish immigrant community (Steven Lowenstein), 

Selfhelp (Gabriele 
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Schiff, New York), the National Council of Jewish Women (Linda Kuzmack, 

Washington, D.C.), and the American Jewish Labor Committee (Jack Jacobs, New 

York) showed individual and organizational efforts to help people overcome the 

hardships of emigration and immigration and rescue others from Nazi persecution. While 

women played an outstanding role in all aid organizations—whether they were created by 

the refugees themselves, like Selfhelp, or by Jewish immigrants who had come much 

earlier to America and whose organizations existed long before 1933—they did not 

assume a very visible, but rather a traditional, part in religious organizations. Rivalries 

and tensions between some of the organizations were also mentioned. Sibylle Quack 

reported that the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) and the National 

Council of Jewish Women, for instance, heavily debated the question of who would pick 

up refugees at the docks, and that Selfhelp was accused by the National Refugee Service 

of pushing down wages by creating too many employment opportunities for women in 

low-level jobs. Frank Mecklenburg (New York) remarked that the organizations 

mentioned in the papers were not really comparable because of their different sizes; 

however, they provided good examples of several strategies of women's activities. 

One of the controversial points during following discussions was Helmut Manner's 

(Nashville, TN) statement that there was an extraordinarily high divorce rate among 

refugees. Other speakers pointed out that they found no evidence for this, but argued 

instead that couples would stay together rather than split up, even when relationships 

were sour. Marion Kaplan added that at that time there were still many arranged 

marriages among German Jews, and that expectations were therefore different. Christel 

Wickert (Berlin) felt that divorce was a taboo subject, not mentioned in conversations 

and interviews. Another subject not easy to research was suicide. Steven Lowenstein 

gave the opinion that the exact number of suicides cannot be found in the statistics 

because many had been covered up as accidents. From his work, however, he got the 

impression that more men than women refugees committed suicide. 

The last sessions concentrated on papers about the occupations of women emigres. 

Atina Grossmann spoke on female refugees as physicians, Mitchell Ash on women 

psychologists and psychoanalysts, and Joachim Wieler (Erfurt) on social workers. 

Sidney Weinberg (New York) read an eyewitness report written by Eva Neisser 

(Vineland, NJ) on her life on a chicken farm. Frank Mecklenburg, 
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Catherine Epstein (Cambridge, MA), Christel Wickert, and Guy Stern (Detroit) 

delivered papers on women lawyers, women historians, Social Democratic women 

members of the Reichstag, and women writers. The papers explored emigré women's 

biographies and work, and described the impact of exile, emigration, and immigration on 

their career patterns. Many professional women had to change fields because their 

education and training in Germany could not easily be adjusted to occupations in the 

United States. This was, of course, true for refugee men as well, who also faced 

tremendous difficulties, as Marion Berghahn pointed out. In addition, both professional 

men and women were confronted with conservatism, anticommunism, and anti-Semitism 

in the host country. One must ask what role gender played in the ability to face those 

difficulties and adapt to the professional structures in the new country. One of the fields 

refugee women turned to was social work, even though it may not have been their first 

choice in Europe, as Harriet Freidenreich (Philadelphia) pointed out. Nevertheless, 

despite the tendency to change their professions, quite a few women refugees did succeed 

in their professional fields. Age was once again the most crucial factor in their ability to 

do so. It was also very important for their careers to find and create niches in their own or 

related academic fields where many of them became quite successful. 

The question of how single women adapted in comparison to married women was 

raised and discussed. While Atina Grossmann assumed that it might have been even 

harder on single women because they lacked emotional support of a family structure and 

were more lonely, Sibylle Quack suggested that being single did not necessarily mean 

living alone. In many cases, sisters, mothers, fathers, and brothers lived together. In 

addition, she argued, single women were more mobile and could more easily apply for 

jobs in other parts of the country. This aspect needs to be investigated, as do many other 

phenomena discussed at this inspiring conference. 

In his concluding lecture, Peter Gay (Hamden, CT) remarked that the findings of the 

conference provided historians with a far more solid basis for expanding the knowledge 

of refugee women, and also helped to outline a portrait of that group. Gay argued that to 

ask how deep the "shift from the first to the second sex" really went and how firm it 

proved to be remains a very important question in a time of rising awareness of what it 

meant to be a woman in history. In offering some suggestions for further research, Gay 

emphasized the need for more 



 39 

 

 

work with interviews and subjective sources such as diaries, letters, and unpublished 

memoirs. 

Dedicating his speech to the memory of his refugee mother, Gay shared some personal 

anecdotes with the conference participants. He noted that while the life history of each 

refugee is unique, and although historians must classify individual life histories, one 

should not forget to consider the influence of contingencies on the fate of the refugees. 

The conference papers and eyewitness reports will be published by Cambridge 

University Press. 

 Sibylle Quack 


