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Emigration from Eastern Europe and the Making of the Free World, 1889-1989 

Tara Zahra 
 
 

In the winter of 1889, a sensational trial in the small Galician town of Wadowice 

captivated the Austrian press and public. The principal defendants were travel agents 

from the nearby town of Oświecim- known to most of the world today as Auschwitz. 

Auschwitz, located at the juncture of Prussian, Russian, and Austrian railway 
lines, had recently developed a booming emigration business. Since 1880, hundreds of 

thousands of East Europeans trekked toward the German ports of Hamburg and Bremen 

en route to America. The 65 defendants in the case were accused of seducing migrants 

into abandoning their homeland with false promises of an American el Dorado. In reality, 

prosecutors argued, East European peasants were delivered to slavery in American 

factories, mines, and brothels. The travel agents of Auschwitz stood trial for a host of 

unsavory crimes: human trafficking, bribery, assault, and generally fleecing emigrants of 

their last heller as they set out for America. 

The Wadowice case, seemingly a tale of small town corruption, came to implicate 

much more than a group of shady travel agents. As the prosecuting attorney argued in his 

closing statement, the trial was a referendum on emigration itself, “one of the most 

important, burning problems of the day.” In his view, emigration posed a grave threat to 

the basic principle of freedom. He argued that the defendants were guilty of no less than 

“introducing a slave trade into the free land of Austria.” 

Emigration became a burning social question for good reasons in late Imperial 

Austria. In the first decade of the twentieth century, five million people (or one in ten 

citizens) left the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Leopold Caro, a Polish economist, described 

villages that became ghost towns overnight. “Many houses stood empty, and in many 

others only old women and small children remained behind…Everyone believed that 

America was the Promised Land, a true paradise.” 

I am applying for NEH funding to write a history of emigration from East Central 

Europe from 1889-1989. I am particularly interested in how debates about and 

experiences of emigration shaped ideals of freedom in both Eastern Europe and “the 

West” over the course of 100 years. From the peasants of Austrian Galicia to the East 

Germans who reveled atop the Berlin Wall in 1989, migration from East to West has 

been symbolically linked to freedom. Those links were never uncontested, however. For 
over a century, anti-emigration activists in Eastern Europe insisted that “freedom” to 

emigrate delivered East Europeans to a new kind of slavery. In an age in which both 

American slavery and East European serfdom were living memories, this was more than 

empty rhetoric. The emigration question went to the heart of ongoing debates about the 

meaning of free labor. 

Historians tend to view the mid to late nineteenth century as the golden age of 
open borders. Xenophobia in the West, the expansion of policing and border control 

during World War I, and economic crisis, in this story, brought the end of an era of free 

movement during and after World War I. Viewed from the other side of the Atlantic (and 

the other side of Europe), however, a different picture emerges. Well before America’s 

quota system suppressed mass immigration to the United States in 1924, powerful forces 

in Europe and America conspired to limit mobility for their own reasons. 

After the Second World War, the “captivity” of East Europeans behind the Iron 

Curtain came to be seen as a quintessential symbol of Communist oppression. In 1948 the 

United Nations included freedom to emigrate on its list of basic human rights. But in 

reality, the Iron Curtain was not built overnight in 1948 or 1961. Its foundation was 
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arguably laid before the First World War, when Austrian Imperial officials began a 

century-long campaign to curtail emigration. 

My study will build on decades of important research on immigration and 

emigration, but I hope that Exodus from the East will offer a fresh perspective on 

migration in several ways. My linguistic and archival skills have enabled me to conduct 

research in archives in the Czech Republic, Austria, Germany, Poland, France, and the 

United States in five languages (German, Czech, French, Polish, English). I will therefore 

be able to bring the history of migration in Eastern Europe, Western Europe, and the 

United States into a single analytic frame, historicizing the very division of Europe into 

“Eastern” and “Western” spheres. I also hope to integrate the histories of Jewish and non- 
Jewish emigration, which are typically written in isolation. 

Exodus from the East also challenges two fundamental starting-points of many 
existing histories of migration. First, it departs from a longstanding tradition of writing 

about migration with ethnic groups in the starring role. We have many bi-polar histories 

of migration: Poles in Chicago, Italians in New York, Algerians in France, Turks in 

Germany, etc. By treating emigration from a larger region (roughly, the former lands of 

the Habsburg Empire) to multiple destinations, I hope to decenter the themes of ethnicity 

and “assimilation” from migration history. Second, popular and scholarly histories of 

migration are generally divided into histories of “voluntary” labor migration in the 

nineteenth century and “forced” refugee movements in the twentieth. By looking at a 

region that produced millions of migrant workers and refugees over the course of a 

century, my project seeks to historicize and challenge the distinction between “economic” 

and “political” migrants. 

Exodus from the East will consist of six chapters, an introduction and conclusion. 

The first chapter charts escalating efforts of Austro-Hungarian authorities to close the 

empire’s borders at the turn of the century, focusing on the criminal prosecution of 

Jewish travel agents. Placing anti-emigration reform in the context of growing anti- 

Semitic, nationalist, and socialist movements, Chapter One will demonstrates how the 

emigration debate was linked to debates about the nature of free labor, mobility, and 

capitalism at the turn of the century. 

Emigration did not only inspire new forms of repression and border control, 

however. It also ignited transatlantic debates about social policy, gender, and the family. 

Chapter Two situates debates about emigration in the landscape of early twentieth 

century population politics. Emigration from Eastern Europe was key to the development 
of new social policies and theories on both sides of the Atlantic. These included 

foundational texts by University of Chicago sociologists Robert Park, Florian Znaniecki, 

and William I. Thomas. As the Austrian government and social reformers sought to stop 

the hemorrhaging of the Empire’s population, they expanded consular services, created 

immigrant boarding homes, and sought to spur economic development at home. 

After the First World War, the gates to the United States slammed shut. But the 
leaders of the new belt of nation-states that succeeded the Austro-Hungarian Empire were 

no less concerned about emigration. The first legal restrictions on emigration were 

introduced between the two world wars by parliamentary and democratic regimes, not 

fascists and Communists. A 1922 emigration law in Czechoslovakia empowered the 

government to restrict or ban emigration completely in the state’s interest, or to protect 

the health, welfare, or morality of migrants themselves. In some districts, this meant that 
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all women were denied passports; in others, officials refused passports to anyone “who 

could find a job here, if he really made an effort.” Similar restrictive legislation took 

effect in interwar Poland, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and Romania. Chapter Three traces 

ongoing efforts of new East European nation-states to curtail emigration and protect 

citizens abroad between the wars, through both repressive and progressive measures. 

The Nazi assault on Eastern Europe produced a radically different kind of exodus 
from the East. Chapter Four will focus on the impact of wartime displacement and forced 

labor on the meaning and experience of emigration. The flight of victims of Nazi 

persecution from Hitler’s expanding Empire precipitated the creation of new distinctions 

between economic migrants and political refugees. As a new regime of slave labor was 

constructed in the heart of Europe, meanwhile, the worst fears of anti-emigration activists 

were seemingly validated: Slavs had become the slaves of Europe’s twentieth-century. 

Chapter Five analyzes the postwar intersection of labor migration policies and 

humanitarian relief. The words "Arbeit macht frei,” (“work will set you free”), 

emblazoned above the iron gates of Auschwitz, became a stark symbol of Nazi cynicism 

and cruelty after the Second World War. Western officials and humanitarian workers 

upheld the forced labor regimes of the Third Reich and the Socialist east as signature 

“totalitarian” abuses. And yet, the mantra "work will set you free" simultaneously 

became a central precept of postwar refugee relief. As East European refugees competed 

for resources, humanitarian sympathy, and visas, they were constantly reminded that hard 

labor would be their ticket to the “free world.” 

Chapter Six focuses on repatriation and amnesty campaigns in Cold War Europe. 

Even as East European governments expelled millions of Germans and other national 

minorities from their territories after World War II, they clung tenaciously to their own 

nationals, understood as a precious economic and biological resource. Restrictions on 

travel and emigration intensified even before the Communist consolidation of power. In 

the west, the “captivity” of East Europeans behind the Iron Curtain became a highly 

charged symbol of totalitarian oppression. In the east, Socialist governments continued 

to contest the link between freedom and mobility. At the same time, they sought to lure 

emigrés home with choice jobs, apartments, and promises of the Socialist “good life.” 

A short conclusion will take the story to 1989, looking at the ways in which 

mobility was linked to freedom in the context of Communism’s collapse, and examining 

debates about East European migration to the West since 1989. 

If I receive NEH funding, I will continue the research and writing of Exodus from 
the East. I have written drafts of three out of six planned chapters. My sources include 

government documents, court records, consular reports, the émigré press, memoirs, novels, 

recorded oral testimonies, and records of international humanitarian organizations such as 

the United Nations. I am eager to deepen my research, however. I hope to return to 

Prague to continue working with sources in the National Archive and Foreign Affairs 

Archive, to expand my understanding of Polish emigration with research in Warsaw and 

Stanford University’s Hoover Archive, and to continue work on Jewish emigration in the 

archives of the Center for Jewish History in New York and the U.S. Holocaust Museum 

and Archive (Washington, DC). I have an advanced contract with W. W. Norton Press for 

the book’s publication, which will facilitate the dissemination of my study to both 

scholars and a broader public. If I receive fellowship support and a sabbatical, I hope to 

complete a first draft of the manuscript by September 2014. 
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