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C. Sibylle Quack 

 

Project: "Women in the Emigration: A Contribution to the Social History of 

German-Jewish Immigrant Women in New York after 1933" 

 

In the past few years West German research on exile and emigration has changed. For 

many years, research projects focussed on elites: on elite politicians, authors, artists and 

academics. The circumstances of notable refugees from Nazi Germany and other 

European countries were studied, and their contributions to literature, the arts, and 

sciences were analyzed. However, many scholars now seek to integrate the special 

experiences of refugees of the thirties and forties into the more general context of 

immigration, assimilation, and acculturation in host countries. There are new studies on 

immigrants in different professions and countries. At the same time, the term 

Emigrationsforschung has begun to supersede Exilforschung. Researchers no longer 

focus solely on the period 1933–1945 but have broadened their studies to include the 

emigration, immigration or re-migration after 1945. 

 

When I started my research project in 1986, I had two goals: first, to locate the 

experiences of German-Jewish immigrant women after 1933—taking New York as an 

example; second, to contribute to the study of Alltagsgeschichte. I wanted my study to 

deal with the lives of "average people," and I wanted to learn about those women who 

had not been able to write about their emigration experiences in novels, articles, or 

memoirs. However, I have not ignored published or unpublished books or articles by 

women authors. On the contrary, these written materials have been very helpful for my 

study. 

 

I have tried to include immigrant women from all social classes, occupations, levels of 

education, and family situations. I wanted to learn about immigrant women's 

relationships with their husbands, children and mothers, and I wanted to find out whether 

women played a specific role in the emigration and immigration. Their process of 

acculturation is also a part of my study. 

 

I soon recognized that research on the emigration from Nazi Germany showed a pattern 

similar to other areas of history: it is taken for granted that the experiences of men and 

male perspectives can be applied everywhere. To be sure, there is literature on 

outstanding women such as Hannah Arendt, but ,literature on women is the exception. 

Emigration research has single-mindedly neglected women. To focus on them and to 
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ask about their fate, however, is no side aspect or fragment of the emigration; it promises 

a totally new inside look into the emigration in general. My focus illuminates the 

everyday lives of women and men driven out of Germany to other countries by Hitler 

after 1933. My inquiry emphasizes the situation of refugee families. This is important, 

because the emigration was a migration of families, often including several generations. 

My study shows what characterized the daily life of the German-Jewish emigration; what 

kinds of difficulties, problems, and demands the émigrés faced. It describes the 

assumptions with which refugee women came to the United States and how, with these 

assumptions, they confronted difficulties brought on by the emigration. My work 

documents the decisive role women played in their families' survival during the first 

years of emigration and immigration and shows what strategies women employed in this 

effort. 

 

The two goals referred to above are interrelated. Studies concerned with the history of 

women necessarily deal with everyday life, far more than those in which the subjects are 

men. Researchers in women's history commonly face difficulties in finding traces of 

women—even when the events occurred only fifty years ago. For instance, The 

International Biographical Dictionary of Central European Émigrés 1933–1945 contains 

thousands of biographies, but there are many fewer biographies of women than of men. 

Women are mostly found in their husbands' biographies and their names are frequently 

not listed in the indexes. Needless to say, I had to find other sources. All "subjective 

sources" were helpful: personal papers, letters, unpublished and published memoirs, 

autobiographies, biographies, and, last but not least, interviews. I had decided early on to 

work not only with archival material but also to make full use of interviews. I not only 

found interviews in oral history collections, but also did many myself. 

 

The Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft supported my project for two years, 1987–1989. 

During this time I worked in several archives in West Germany and in the United States. 

I advertised in Aufbau (New York) for interview subjects. Thirty women responded, 

saying they would like to talk with me. Eventually I had to set some limits on my study. I 

have already noted that I chose to emphasize the experience of women immigrants in 

New York. I also decided to focus mainly on Jewish women, although I am not entirely 

excluding the experiences of Gentile refugee women. An interesting question is whether 

there were differences in how Jewish and non-Jewish women were treated in the United 

States and whether they underwent different processes of acculturation. 
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I could not examine women who emigrated from parts of Central Europe other than 

Germany or those women who immigrated after 1945. I decided to include only women 

who were born between 1875 and 1921. Thus, at least two generations of mothers and 

daughters are included. Age proved important in terms of a woman's background in 

Germany, as well as in the process of acculturation in the United States. Naturally, I was 

unable to interview the older generation (my oldest interview partner was born in 1895), 

but sometimes I could find their memoirs in archives. In addition, certain questions in my 

interviews asked for daughters' views of their mothers. 

 

One of the most important sources for my study was the Leo Baeck Institute in New 

York, where I found a large number of unpublished memoirs, diaries, and letters written 

by women émigrés. Some papers contained very interesting material concerning living 

conditions of German-Jewish women before and after their emigration. But despite these 

excellent sources, I still had to collect information on the lives of female immigrants who 

had not written anything and whose papers were unavailable for research. Here the 

archives of refugee aid organizations were extremely important. I found much 

information in the archives of organizations which had existed long before 1933, such as 

the National Council of Jewish Women, as well as those established by the German-

speaking emigration after 1933. 

 

The records of Selfhelp of Émigrés from Central Europe, a refugee aid organization 

founded by Paul Tillich, Else and Hans Staudinger, Toni Stolper and others in New York 

in 1936, which is still a large social agency, show how women organized all refugee aid 

and reconstruction in the first years. For instance, in 1939 thirty-seven women and six 

men worked for Selfhelp. They advised newly arrived refugees, helped them to find 

apartments and English lessons and above all, they provided jobs, mostly in domestic 

work, for women. The records clearly show that in those years Selfhelp was essentially an 

employment service for women. It was also much harder for men to find jobs, although it 

was not unusual for married couples to get jobs together as domestics. 

 

The archives of the New York Section of the Council of Jewish Women further support 

the view that the hard and often degrading labor of women was the chief means of 

support for families in the early years of immigration, a period of great instability. 

 

Thanks to the records of Selfhelp, the Council of Jewish Women, and the National 

Refugee Service preserved at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Re- 
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search in New York, it was possible to learn about émigré conditions not otherwise 

documented. 

 

In general I have not been permitted to work with personal case files for legal reasons. 

Nevertheless, I have had access to general business records of most of the refugee aid 

organizations. I worked with the minutes of committee meetings, correspondence, 

statistical materials and sociological studies undertaken by the organizations. The 

material offered sufficient information so that I could draw conclusions about the 

economic, psychological, health, and social situation of women refugees. 

 

Another revealing source of information was interviews with members, past and present, 

of refugee aid organizations, or with women active in organizations with specific aims 

such as Blue Card, which specialized in the collecting of funds for refugees, or Help and 

Reconstruction, which established daycare centers and summer camps for refugee 

children. These organizations are still active in New York, but the circle of the needy has 

changed. I intend to conduct further interviews with women members of organizations 

such as New World Club and the women's group of Aufbau. 

 

The collection of interviews with prominent members of the German-speaking immigrant 

community in New York done by Herbert Strauss and others has been helpful. The 

interviews are kept at the American Federation of Jews from Central Europe. There are 

several other oral history collections. Some are not well known; for example, the 

Holocaust collections of the Yeshiva University Museum and the Queensborough Com-

munity Center, both initiated and carried out by students, have interesting holdings. 

 

My own interviews with women immigrants, the "heart" of my work, continues. I have 

developed a survey of 29 questions regarding family history, childhood, youth, education, 

and mother-daughter relations. I ask my interview partners about their occupations and 

their situations prior to emigration. I then ask about flight paths, living and working 

conditions in the first countries of exile, and the first years in New York. My interviews 

contain questions on attitudes and feelings, problems of language and identity, religion, 

political perspectives, views on Germany today, and travel and contacts in Germany after 

1945. I then ask about the life situations of children and grandchildren. I end my 

interviews asking the women how they think their lives would have looked if Hitler had 

not come to power—a speculative question, but one which often brings forth interesting 

opinions. 
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I wish to interview as large and heterogeneous a group of women as possible. But I do 

not think highly of interviews confined to a single meeting, since they threaten to 

degenerate into interrogations, and so I have had to limit the number of my interviewees. 

It takes several meetings to create trust between the interviewee and the interviewer; this 

trust frees processes of thought and memory. Matters once forgotten may be recalled. 

Dialogue and readiness to communicate must be developed over time. One must 

remember that the material evokes painful experiences. 

 

Some of my interview partners have become friends; to all my interviewees I wish to 

express my profound gratitude. 

 

My work will continue for some time, and so I would be thankful for any and all 

references concerning my subject. All manuscripts, memoirs, diaries, and letters of 

women forced to leave Germany during the Nazi period are of great interest to me. 




