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IN GLOBAL TRANSIT: FORCED MIGRATION OF JEWS AND 
OTHER REFUGEES (1940S–1960S)

Second conference in the “In Global Transit” series, organized by the 
Pacifi c Regional Offi  ce of the German Historical Institute Washington (GHI 
West) in cooperation with the Max Weber Stift ung Branch Offi  ces in Delhi 
and Beijing, and the Magnes Collection of Jewish Art and Life, University 
of California, Berkeley, held May 20–22, 2019 at the Magnes Collection 
of Jewish Art and Life. Conveners: Wolf Gruner (USC Shoah Foundation 
Center for Advanced Genocide Research, Los Angeles), Simone Lä ssig 
(GHI), Francesco Spagnolo (The Magnes Collection of Jewish Art and Life, 
Berkeley), Swen Steinberg (Queen’s University, Kingston). Participants: 
Eliyana Adler (Pennsylvania State University), Anna-Carolin Augustin 
(GHI), Lorena Á vila Jaimes (Konrad Adenauer Foundation Rule of Law 
Program for Latin America), Tobias Brinkmann (Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity), Pallavi Chakravarty (Ambedkar University, Delhi), Kimberly Cheng 
(New York University), Anna Cichopek-Gajraj (Arizona State University, 
Tempe), Natalie Eppelsheimer (Middlebury College), Margit Franz (Uni-
versity of Graz), Sheer Ganor (University of California, Berkeley), Daniela 
Gleizer (Universidad Nacional Autó noma de Mé xico), Atina Grossmann 
(Cooper Union, New York), Sandra Gruner-Domic (University of Southern 
California, Los Angeles), Patrick Heinz (German Consulate General, San 
Francisco), Emmanuel Nicolá s Kahan (National Council for Scientifi c and 
Technological Research, Argentina), Razak Khan (Friedrich-Alexander 
University Erlangen-Nürnberg), Shir Gal Kochavi (The Magnes Collection 
of Jewish Art and Life), Nancy Nicholls Lopeandia (Pontifi cia Universidad 
Cató lica de Chile), Andrea Orzoff  (New Mexico State University), Isabel 
Richter (University of California, Berkeley), Claudia Roesch (GHI), Helga 
Schreckenberger (University of Vermont), Indra Sengupta (GHI London), 
Bjö rn Siegel (Institute for the History of the German Jews, Hamburg), 
Yael Siman (Iberoamericana University, Instituto Tecnoló gico Autó nomo 
de Mé xico), Andrea Sinn (Elon University), Nick Underwood (GHI Pacifi c 
Regional Offi  ce), Sören Urbansky (GHI), Sarah R. Valente (The University 
of Texas at Dallas), Andrea Westermann (GHI Pacifi c Regional Offi  ce).

During her welcome address, Simone Lässig raised the question 
of whether the Jewish experience of migration is paradigmatic. 
She argued that for many European refugees the search for a safe 
haven continued into the 1950s and that vast numbers of non-Jews 
in Europe were also forced to fl ee their homeland for a variety of 
reasons. 
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Participants of the conference were welcomed to view the new exhibit 
at the Magnes Collection of Jewish Art and Life, “Memory Objects.” 
Curators Francesco Spagnolo and Shir Gal Kochavi gave an overview 
of the exhibit to provide some context and introduce the objects on 
display. The exhibit is inspired by Warsan Shire’s poem, “Home,” 
and highlights the objects that migrants take with them as they are 
on the move. Taking both a historical and contemporary approach 
to migration, the exhibit reminds visitors that, since the First World 
War, one in seven humans are forced to be in transit. One of its 
highlights is a video that features contemporary migrants showing 
and discussing the items they brought with them as they left  their 
homes in Syria and other places. 

The fi rst panel of the conference, titled “Borders and Boundaries,” 
was chaired by Anna-Carolin Augustin and devoted to the topic 
of Jewish refugees in Mexico and Argentina. In her contribution 
“Citizenship Denied: Jewish Refugees in Mexico in a Legal Limbo,” 
Daniela Gleizer described the “legal limbo” in which the refugees 
who managed to enter Mexico oft en remained since they faced 
great problems when trying to be naturalized there. Unlike Mexico, 
which welcomed only a small number of Jewish refugees, Argentina 
admitted the highest number of Jewish refugees in Latin America 
and regularized the status of illegal immigrants as early as 1948, as 
Emmanuel Kahan pointed out in his paper “Transit, Borders and 
Integration: Holocaust Survivors’ Travel to and Arrival in Argentina.” 
In contrast to the Jewish refugees in Mexico who mostly successfully 
participated in the Mexican economic miracle of the following years, 
however, Jewish refugees in Argentina were confronted with a mili-
tary dictatorship. Both panelists examined the narratives of Jewish 
refugees in their new home countries through oral history interviews.

Overcoming several obstacles, many Jewish refugees in Mexico 
shared success stories after the war, which Tobias Brinkmann 
called an “immigration paradigm.” Aft er discussing this and other 
approaches to explain Jewish migration in his keynote “Wandering 
Jews or Jewish Migrations? How Jewish Scholars Conceptualized 
Migration,” Brinkmann focused on two diff erent migration con-
cepts by Jewish scholars Mark Wischnitzer (1882-1955) and Eugen 
Kulischer (1881-1956). Both authors shared a similar origin (Russia) 
and migration trajectory (Berlin — Paris — New York), but came to 
completely diff erent conclusions in their publications on migration. 
While Wischnitzer highlighted Jewish migration in his work, 
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Kulischer, whose study Europe on the Move was to become a standard 
work, completely ignored the Jewish experience. Brinkmann argues 
that these diff erent interpretations were closely related to their career 
trajectories: In contrast to Kulischer, Wischnitzer was part of a 
network of Jewish scholars from Eastern Europe in Berlin and well 
connected in the world of Jewish aid organizations. This raised the 
key question about the agency of Jews as migrants, which came up 
repeatedly during the conference.

The question of agency was addressed again in Eliyana Adler’s paper 
“’Send me letters and I will send you packages’: Polish Jewish Refu-
gees around the Globe Share Knowledge and Resources” during the 
second panel on “Translating and Producing Knowledge,” chaired 
by Sören Urbansky. Adler presented case studies on Polish Jewish 
refugees, who shared knowledge through letters in global networks. 
According to Adler, these letters were an integral part of the Holocaust 
experience of Polish Jews across their diaspora and might be termed 
social capital. Razak Khan’s presentation “The Politics of Refugee 
Internment and Knowledge Production in Colonial India” dealt with 
the question of global migrant histories and in-transit archives on 
the basis of a case study on Leopold Weiss alias Muhammad Asad, a 
German-speaking Jewish intellectual in Colonial India who converted 
to Islam. Khan focused on individual migrant actors and the personal 
role they played in exile. Among other things, this panel raised the 
question how emotions drive knowledge production.

The third panel, chaired by Indra Sengupta and titled “Confl icting and 
Converging Identities: Emotions in Transit,” put Björn Siegel’s paper 
“We were refugees and carried a special burden”: German Jewish 
Emigré s and the Emotional Struggle of Finding a New Home in Sã o 
Paulo,” in conversation with Sarah R. Valente’s paper titled “Post-
World War II Brazil: A New Homeland for Jews and Nazis?” about 
refugees in Brazil to highlight a reoccurring theme of this conference: 
the search for home. Whereas Siegel emphasized the emotional 
aspect related to exploring new national and communal identities 
in new spaces, Valente’s focus was spatial. In her presentation, she 
looked at the co-existence of Jewish survivors and escaped Nazis as 
they lived in the same geographical spaces in Brazil. 

South America was also the focus of the fourth panel, titled “Produc-
tion and Use of Networks in Transit” and chaired by Claudia Roesch. 
Sandra Gruner-Domic and Nancy Nicholls Lopeandia delivered talks 
about Bolivia and Guatemala and Chile respectively. In her paper, 
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“World Sojourners: Jewish Migration to Bolivia and Guatemala,” 
Gruner-Domic utilized archival sources and oral histories of Jewish 
Holocaust survivors in Bolivia and Guatemala to undertake a more 
focused study on what it means to be “in transit.” Her work highlights 
how global networks enabled the passage of some Jews from Europe 
through Bolivia and Guatemala as they searched for a safe fi nal desti-
nation. Lopeandia’s focus on Chile under Pinochet in her paper “‘We 
are not going to wait until 1939 … this is 1933’: The Role of Popular 
Unity Government and Pinochet’s Dictatorship in the Holocaust 
Survovors’ Decision to Emigrate to Chile” shows how survivors’ 
experiences during the Holocaust infl uenced their decision-making 
during the upheavals brought about by a rising socialist regime, a 
coup d’état, and fi nally a dictatorship. She concluded that in several 
cases memory of the Holocaust aff ected how individuals and families 
navigated their life in Chile during these moments.

During the fi ft h panel, on “Refugees in Processes of Decolonization, 
State Building, and State Crisis,” chaired by Isabel Richter, Pallavi 
Chakravarty presented her paper “Notun Yehudi (the New Jews): A 
Study of the Refugees from East Pakistan in Post-Partition India.” 
Chakravarty focused on the similarities they drew to the experiences 
of Jewish refugees from Europe, such as the adaption of the meta-
phor of the Jew-in-Exile and their desire to return home. Margit Franz 
devoted her contribution “’Shift ing Figures in a Shift ing Landscape’: 
Holocaust Refugees in Young Independent India” to a small group 
of Jewish refugees from Europe who had fl ed to India, where they 
became ambassadors for internationalism in the arts and a cosmo-
politan culture and participated in India’s nation-building eff orts 
through art. 

The sixth panel, on “Power Structures and Shift ing Settings: Class, 
Race, and Gender,” chaired by Andrea Sinn, opened with Atina 
Grossmann’s paper “Trauma, Privilege, and Adventure: Jewish 
Refugees in Iran.” Based on the micro-history of her parents, Jewish 
refugees who had fl ed from Berlin to Iran, Grossmann emphasized 
Teheran’s special historical signifi cance as a place for Jewish refugees in 
global transit and the associated history of empire and anti-colonial 
struggles. The intersection of Jewish exile with colonial history also 
played a key role in Natalie Eppelsheimer’s paper “Haven in British 
East Africa: German and Austrian Jewish Refugees in Colonial 
Kenya.” Taking African history into account, Eppelsheimer pleaded 
for a critical engagement with the colonial setting and a discussion 
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of the fact that the grounds on which the Jewish refugees had settled 
in British East Africa were highly contested.

The papers discussed during the seventh panel, “Departing as 
Child — Arriving as Adult: Age and Generation,” which was chaired 
by Sheer Ganor, centered on bringing various narratives of migra-
tion together, including fl ight, remigration and integration. Anna 
Cichopek-Gajraj’s “‘Living Across Border’: Agency and Displacement 
of Polish Jewish and Ethnic Polish Migrants aft er the War (1945–
1960)” sought to go beyond the standard narrative of DP camps and 
seemingly fl uid migration to the U.S. Her focus was on the journeys 
themselves, or the “transit,” but with the caveat that migrants did not 
necessarily perceive themselves as being in transit or “in-between” 
places. Transit, she remarked, as did others in the conference, is a 
notion that develops for people in hindsight. Andrea Orzoff ’s paper, 
“Musical Migration: Ruth Schö nthal from Mexico City to New York,” 
highlighted the story of musician Ruth Schö nthal to illustrate the 
impact that Central European cultural émigrés had on the Latin 
American musical world. She also demonstrated how music could 
be the foundation for one’s identity beyond the notion of belonging 
imposed upon migrants by the nation-state model. 

How to fi nd or determine one’s “home” was the question connecting 
the two papers in the eighth panel, titled “Neighborhoods between 
Belonging and Alienness” and chaired by Nick Underwood. In her 
paper “American Dreams: Jewish Refugees and Chinese Locals in 
Post-World War II Shanghai,” Kimberly Cheng took a novel approach 
to the history of Jews in Shanghai. By placing their experiences within 
the Chinese context, Cheng showed how, while in Shanghai, Jewish 
migrants began to develop an American national identity, which they 
embraced in order to contextualize and unpack the fomenting Chinese 
resentment towards Jewish refugees. Yael Siman’s presentation 
“Home and In Transit Location for Holocaust Survivors in Mexico” 
focused on Holocaust survivors’ immigration to Mexico, highlighting 
complex networks and the diffi  cult journeys that many made to get 
there. Utilizing oral histories from the USC Shoah Foundation Visual 
History Archive — as many of the contributions on Latin America at 
the conference did — she painted a vivid picture of how these Jewish 
migrants reacted to their new home in Mexico. 

The ninth panel, “Narrating Transit and Forced Migration,” chaired 
by Andrea Westermann, also centered on Latin America. In her paper, 
“From Auschwitz to Bogotá : When Genocide and Political Violence 
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Converge,” Lorena Á vila Jaimes revealed the experiences survivors 
had in Colombia, which included having to face war and political 
confl ict in two very diff erent geographical and cultural contexts. By 
focusing on neighboring Bolivia, Helga Schreckenberger in her paper, 
“Bolivia as Transitory Refuge: Memoirs of Jewish Refugees,” explored 
why refugees were unable to establish a more permanent home for 
themselves there. She noted that many refugees in Bolivia found 
it hard to give up their adherence to a defi nitively German cultural 
space, which made their adoption of and integration into Bolivian 
culture that much more diffi  cult. 

In the concluding discussion, Wolf Gruner presented a summary 
of the main issues and questions raised during the conference. In 
particular, he broadened the various dimensions and diff erent ap-
proaches of global transit that had been discussed in the individual 
panels. Terms and concepts were discussed aft erwards, for example, 
similarities and diff erences to other terms like migration or global 
displacement. It was clearly expressed that the individual refugee 
experience and narratives must always be taken into account in the 
terminology as well. It was also stated that the history of knowledge 
is clearly linked to the history of migration and transit and can pro-
vide useful concepts. Multilingualism and imagined journeys are two 
further closely related issues that should be considered in connection 
with the history of global transit.

This was the second conference in a series dedicated to migration 
history. The next conferences will probably focus on forced migra-
tions more broadly so that researchers can begin to develop studies 
that highlight coping strategies and think about forced migration as 
a form of knowledge production. Specifi cally, the conferences will 
seek to determine, among other things, what knowledge is needed 
to maneuver bureaucracy and consider objects as part of a history 
of forced migration.

Anna-Carolin Augustin (GHI Washington) and Nick Underwood (GHI 

Washington)
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