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In Search of the Migrant Child: 
Entangled Histories of Childhood 
Across Borders

Conference held Sep tem ber 19-21, 2022 at the University of 
California in Berkeley. Co-spon sored by the GHI Washington 
and its Pacific Regional Office at UC Berkeley, the  Hannah 
 Arendt Institute for Totalitarianism Studies, Dresden, the 
University of Minnesota, the Ger man Research Foundation 
(DFG), and the Free State of Saxony. Conveners: Sheer Ganor 
(University of Minnesota), Bettina Hitzer (Hannah Arendt 
Institute for Totalitarianism Studies, Dresden), Friederike 
Kind-Kovács (Hannah Arendt Institute for Totalitarianism 
Studies,  Dresden), Swen Steinberg (GHI Washington). Par-
ticipants: Natalia Aleksiun (University of Florida), Ulf Brunn-
bauer ( Regensburg University), Antoine Burgard (University  
of  Manchester), John Connelly (University of  California, 
 Berkeley), Anca Cretu (Masaryk Institute, Prague/ERC 
 Vienna), Jeroen Dewulf (University of California,  Berkeley), 
Lauren Heidbrink (California State University), Laura 
 Hobson Faure (Panthéon-Sorbonne University-Paris 1), Olga  
Gnydiuk (Central Euro pean University), Simone Lässig 
(GHI  Washington), Mahshid Mayar (Bielefeld Universi-
ty),  Susanne Quitmann (Ludwig Maximilian University of 
 Munich),  Thomas  Lindenberger (Hannah Arendt Institute for 
Totalitarianism Studies, Dresden), Chelsea Shields (Univer-
sity of California, Irvine), Kelly Condit-Shrestha (University 
of Minnesota), Sören Urbansky (Pacific Office of the GHI 
Washington), Nino Vallen (Pacific Office of the GHI Wash-
ington), Emma Wyse (Queen’s University).

Just a few days after the start of the Rus sian aggres sion 
against Ukraine, the Ger man Children’s Fund called for an 
over all gov ern men tal strat egy in deal ing with ref u gees, to 
be directed towards the well-being of the most vul ner a ble 
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among them – that of the flee ing chil dren. The “pri macy of 
the best inter ests of the child in all  deci sions by the state 
and soci ety and the right of chil dren to pro mo tion, pro tec-
tion and par tic i pa tion”1 must be guaranteed, as must the 
pro vi sions of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
the Euro pean Charter of Fundamental Rights and the Child 
and Youth Welfare Act. Unaccompanied minors arriv ing in 
Germany were placed in state cus tody to pro tect them from 
poten tial abuse and exploi ta tion. The chil dren had as lit tle 
influ ence on the deci sion of what was in their best inter est as 
they did on the deci sion to leave their war-torn home land in 
search of pro tec tion and safety.

When the con fer ence “In Search of the Migrant Child” was 
planned, it was not fore see able that the sub ject would in 
this very year become a dra matic expe ri ence within Europe. 
Viewing chil dren not only as objects of state care, but also as 
sub jects with their own migra tion expe ri ences, and explor-
ing his to rio graph i cal pos si bil i ties for cap tur ing their expe ri-
ences, was the goal of the con fer ence. The event kicked off 
with the pre sen ta tion of Friederike Kind-Kovács’ 2022 book, 
Budapest’s Children: Humanitarian Relief in the Aftermath 
of the Great War, which was chaired and mod er ated by John 
 Connelly. Kind-Kovács’ study, which reexamines trans na-
tional human i tar ian aid for Budapest’s chil dren after World 
War I, is a par a dig matic sign post for the con fer ence’s most 
impor tant approach to the his tory of child hood. It shows 
that child hood his tory is much more than the his tory of chil-
dren. If one pur sues it as the author and the con fer ence par-
tic i pants did, his to ries of child hood also form global and 
polit i cal his to ries that pro vide impor tant insights into the 
con nec tion between war, flight, and vio lence in the twen ti-
eth cen tury, both from the per spec tive of migrat ing minors 
and of national and inter na tional wel fare pro vid ers.

After wel com ing remarks by Simone Lässig and Thomas 
 Lindenberger, Friederike Kind-Kovács and Swen Steinberg 

1 See Deutsches 
 Kinderhilfswerk, 
“Kinderrechte von 
 Kindern aus der 
Ukraine umfassend 
berücksichtigen,” 
https://jugendhilfeportal. 
de/artikel/ 
kinderrechte-von- 
kindern-aus-der-
ukraine-umfassend- 
beruecksichtigen, 
accessed Novem ber 
22, 2022.
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high lighted the polit i cal dimen sion and social urgency of the 
topic. The cur rent flight of now more than 1.5 mil lion chil-
dren from Ukraine, as well as the ille gal forced depor ta tion 
of an esti mated 200,000 to 300,000 Ukrai nian chil dren to 
 Russia, point to his tor i cal ante ced ents of forced migra tions 
in which chil dren and their bod ies became governed objects. 
The orga niz ers of the con fer ence coun tered this deper son-
al iza tion, which often still dom i na tes the major ity of sources 
and thus also the research approach, with a rever sal of per-
spec tive that con sis tently placed chil dren’s expe ri ences at 
the cen ter of the inves ti ga tion. How, the con fer ence asked, 
did age shape the expe ri ences of inter na tional migra tion? 
How were migrant chil dren’s bod ies per ceived, marked, 
and man aged? What role did the migra tion con text and the 
expe ri ence of migra tion itself play? And how should his to-
ri ans cap ture and uncover chil dren’s voices as well as their 
silences or poten tial losses?

In the first key note lec ture of the con fer ence, Mahshid 
Mayar showed how migra tion itself was used to shape pol-
i tics. Based on the exam ple of the “Amer i can Geography 
Classrooms,” she illus trated how chil dren in the U.S. were 
taught about migra tion and the binary oppo si tion of “home” 
and “home less ness.” According to Mayar, Amer i can pupils in 
the late nineteenth cen tury were often taught to asso ci ate 
migrants with dis eases rather than learn ing about the rea-
sons for and expe ri ences of migrat ing chil dren. Their place-
ment in quar an tine sta tions marked migrants as “oth ers” 
and pro moted a neg a tive, but ulti mately imag ined notion of 
what a migrant was. In the dis cus sion that followed, it was 
suggested that both the tran si tory quar an tine spaces and 
the emo tional worlds of the migrat ing chil dren should be 
subjected to closer anal y sis.

The psy cho log i cal and phys i cal effects of child hood migra-
tion were also addressed in the pre sen ta tions that fol-
lowed. Friederike Kind-Kovács dealt with the evac u a tion of 
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 unac com pa nied chil dren in the twen ti eth cen tury and asked 
to what extent their forced sep a ra tion – despite the under-
ly ing human i tar ian moti va tion – had to be under stood as a 
form of non-phys i cal, invis i ble vio lence and was also expe-
ri enced as such by the chil dren. According to recent stud ies, 
chil dren often suf fered more from the sep a ra tion from their 
pri mary care giv ers than from the actual acts of war. Accord-
ing to Kind-Kovács, the rea sons why phys i cal well-being was 
nev er the less pri or i tized over emo tional well-being must be 
crit i cally his tor i cized.

Bettina Hitzer looked at trans na tional adop tions in West 
 Germany and asked whether the “uncon di tional” love that 
adop tive par ents believed they were giv ing their adopted 
chil dren should be under stood as a form of neo co lo nial 
appro pri a tion of a child from the Global South. The belief 
that their chil dren’s non-white appear ance had no mean ing 
for them, that their love would be colorblind, had far-reach-
ing con se quences for the chil dren, according to Hitzer. Not 
know ing their back ground but per ceiv ing their non-white 
bod ies as dif fer ent as they grew older, the chil dren lacked 
the oppor tu nity to come to terms with their ori gins so that 
they would no lon ger feel exoticized and othered. Precisely 
because their oth er ness was seen as insig nif i cant in the fam-
ily, they lacked a space in which this oth er ness could have 
been talked about in a con struc tive way.

Chelsea Shields presented the his tory of social sci ence stud-
ies of “racial knowl edge” between the 1930s and 1960s in the 
Brit ish Carib bean, Europe, and the United States, draw ing in 
part on the con tro ver sial 1956 “Moynihan Report” on Black 
pov erty in the United States. In the report, Dan iel Moynihan 
argued that the increase in Black sin gle moth ers was not due 
to a lack of jobs, but to dys func tional tra di tions in “ghetto 
cul ture” that dated back to the time of slav ery and dis crim-
i na tion that con tin ued there af ter. According to Shields, this 
form of socio log i cally-constructed racial mem o riz ing, which 
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was accom pa nied by a belief in the intra-famil ial inher i-
tance of pat terns of feel ing, was causal in view ing chil dren 
as car ri ers of these pat terns and the resulting psy cho log i cal 
dis po si tions. Significantly, the results of stud ies designed in 
this way were used to legit i mize the roll back of wel fare state 
pol i cies; if the state could rely on these stud ies to claim that 
the behav ior of poor chil dren of color depended not on eco-
nomic back grounds but on cul tural ones, then there would 
be no need for state funds to improve their cir cum stances.

In her pre sen ta tion on the evac u a tion of chil dren mainly 
from England to the Brit ish Dominions, Emma Wyse shed 
light on dimen sions of state action that directly targeted 
the bod ies of migrat ing minors. Only chil dren of sup posed 
“good par ent age” were eli gi ble for evac u a tion. They had to 
be Brit ish cit i zens by birth and pass a med i cal exam i na tion 
confirming their phys i cal fit ness. Their bod ies were thus 
emblem atic of per fect exam ples of the so-called “Brit ish 
race” and of the impor tance of Brit ish impe ri al ism abroad. 
Surviving sources show, how ever, that chil dren sought to 
evade this inter pre tive high ground over their bod ies in mul-
ti ple ways or failed to live up to the adult notions asso ci ated 
with it. Documents tell of chil dren who were labeled “dirty,” 
“dif fi cult,” or “per verted” because of, as Wyse showed, their 
per ceived bodily dis obe di ence regard ing weight, sex ual 
behav ior, sex ual devi ance, and sus cep ti bil ity to dis ease.

The pre sen ta tion by Kelly Condit-Shrestha also focused on 
ten sions in deal ing with ref u gee minors, here using the exam-
ple of U.S. debates in the inter war period. She presented the 
still lit tle-known his tory of Ger man Jew ish ref u gee chil dren 
who were at the cen ter of the first major push by the U.S. 
towards large-scale adop tion from abroad. These chil dren, 
alter nately referred to as ref u gees, immi grants, adopt ees, 
and fos ter chil dren, were to find ref uge in the United States 
at a time when it was con sid ered socially and polit i cally 
 unac cept able to advo cate for adult immi gra tion in light of 
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the global depres sion and increas ingly iso la tion ist for eign 
pol icy. Nevertheless, their planned admis sion, and espe-
cially the under ly ing Wagner-Rogers Act of 1939, ignited 
numer ous con tro ver sies in which, Condit-Shrestha argued, 
some times-con tra dic tory nar ra tives about migrat ing chil-
dren were linked to argu ments about race, law, and labor.

Laura Hobson Faure addressed the his tory of Jew ish chil-
dren who migrated from occu pied France to the United 
States in 1941-42. Situated at the lit tle-explored inter face 
between Holocaust Studies and Childhood Studies, she 
argued for think ing col lec tively about chil dren’s expe ri ences 
of dis place ment and the Holocaust, and for exam in ing the 
cop ing strat e gies of these two expe ri ences in rela tion to 
chil dren’s agency. According to Hobson Faure, chil dren were 
also, but not only, vic tims of dis place ment. They had their 
own agency, both on an indi vid ual and col lec tive level, for 
exam ple as part of a social group. This social con text must 
be taken into account if one wants to bet ter under stand the 
cop ing strat e gies that chil dren used to grap ple with the rea-
sons and con se quences of migra tion.

Olga Gnydiuk, who ana lyzed the expe ri ences of Ukrai nian and 
Pol ish-Ukrai nian chil dren against the back ground of their re-
migra tion by inter na tional orga ni za tions such as the United 
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) 
and the International Refugee Organization (IRO), was also 
concerned with agency. Gnydiuk showed that chil dren often 
tried to influ ence the deci sions of the orga ni za tions and social 
work ers about their re-migra tion, albeit with lim ited suc cess. 
While some minors succeeded in emi grat ing to Canada, Aus-
tralia, or the United States at their own request instead of 
returning to their home coun try, the wishes of other chil dren 
were not con sid ered. Referring to the trauma the chil dren 
expe ri enced due to forced depor ta tion and war, Gnydiuk dis-
cussed how they were denied agency, par tic u larly the abil ity 
to make ratio nal deci sions about their future.
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Lauren Heidbrink, the con fer ence’s sec ond key note speaker, 
focused on the migra tion of indig e nous peo ple from  Guatemala 
to the U.S. as a form of inter gen er a tional  care giv ing, or a cul-
tural elab o ra tion of care resulting from decades of dis place-
ment. These young peo ple’s under stand ing of migra tion was 
both con tex tual – i.e., as a result of migra tion expe ri ences 
trans mit ted by their fam i lies since Span ish colo nial ism and 
the armed con flicts between 1960-1996 – and rela tional –  
e.g., as a result of social and famil ial obli ga tions to care for 
one another. Not infre quently, migra tion was per ceived as an 
invest ment in the future well-being of one’s fam ily. Contrast-
ing U.S. bor der pro tec tion regimes with anti-rac ist laws –  
such as Italy’s “Zampa Law” – Heidbrink showed how the “Pol-
itics of the Possible” in the case of Guatemala helps young 
peo ple envi sion a future in which all  peo ple would have the 
right to non-migra tion as well as the right to migrate.

The fol low ing pre sen ta tion by Antoine Burgard focused on 
the notions of “truth” and “trust.” Drawing on a dataset of 
1,115 offi cial forms filled out by case work ers from the IRO, 
the Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), and other Jew ish 
orga ni za tions that conducted inter views with young Holo-
caust sur vi vors who entered Canada between 1947 and 
1952, Burgard illus trated young ref u gees’ efforts to cre ate a 
coher ent auto bio graph i cal nar ra tive. He showed, how ever, 
that the nar ra tives found in the files ulti mately reflect the 
views of the case work ers and thus sug gest a “paper iden-
tity,” which Burgard presented as an empir i cal and the o-
ret i cal chal lenge for future research. How can his to ri ans 
recover the mess i ness of indi vid ual lives in a migra tion con-
text that is often erased by polit i cal or admin is tra tive power 
struc tures? And how can his to ri ans also look at the emo tions 
and rep re sen ta tions of young migrants, the ways they make 
sense of their jour ney, their expe ri ences of per se cu tion and 
grief, or how they imag ine their futures? Burgard crit i cally 
eval u ated the notion of agency in this con text. After all , he 
said, the young ref u gees often trav eled in a col lec tive and 
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adult-dom i nated envi ron ment that pro vided lit tle room for 
indi vid ual choices. Moreover, agency only became vis i ble 
when young peo ple disrupted or rebelled against power 
struc tures, while those who remained silent or conformed 
mostly were invis i ble.

Swen Steinberg also focused his pre sen ta tion on underaged, 
unac com pa nied ref u gees who fled Nazi per se cu tion to North 
America in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Drawing on a rich 
body of source mate rial col lected at Colum bia University’s 
New York School of Social Work and else where, Steinberg 
pro vided insight into both the tran sit sit u a tions of young ref-
u gees and the ways that peo ple in tran sit them selves thought 
about this par tic u lar tran si tional group. Steinberg’s pre sen-
ta tion offered per spec tives on early ref u gee research in the 
con text of con tem po rary assim i la tion debates while empha-
siz ing the role of chil dren as medi a tors between dif fer ent 
con cep tions of child hood in their countries of ori gin as well 
as upon arrival. He showed the inter est ing insights that can 
be gained from researching strat e gies of knowl edge acqui-
si tion as well as the trans la tion and trans for ma tion of this 
knowl edge into new set tings. At the same time, Steinberg 
raised the ques tion of when, by whom, and why the young 
migrants’ knowl edge was per ceived at all , and what agency 
the chil dren were actu ally  able to develop on the basis of this 
expe ri en tial knowl edge.

Susanne Quitmann raised impor tant con cep tual issues in 
her pre sen ta tion, which was based on court tran scripts from 
a crim i nal trial inves ti gat ing the death of an abused migrant 
child. Using the exam ple of 16-year-old George Green, 
who died in Ontario, Canada in Novem ber 1895, seven 
months after his arrival from Britain, Quitmann addressed 
the ques tion of how the “voice” of chil dren could be his tor-
i cally cap tured. Drawing on sub al tern and child hood stud-
ies, Quitmann argued for includ ing not only the nar ra tive 
dimen sion but also the con text, sound, and form of chil dren’s 
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ver bal and non ver bal voices to ana lyze child migra tion pro-
grams, such as those that brought socially dis ad van taged 
chil dren from  Britain to Brit ish set tler col o nies in the nine-
teenth and  twen ti eth  cen tu ries. The voices of these chil-
dren, who were trained in pri vate homes, farm schools, and 
orphan ages to become farm work ers and domes tic ser-
vants, should be included, according to Quitmann, not as 
illus tra tive met a phors, but rather for their heu ris tic value. In 
this way, the focus would not be on moral fram ing – “giv ing” 
chil dren a voice – nor on a fruit less search for authen tic ity, 
but on the mul ti ple forms of sound and silence in the pro-
duc tion, record ing, archiv ing, and exca va tion of chil dren’s 
voices. The com pas sion ate notion of the weak and needy 
child, she argued, should be replaced by a his to rio graph i cal 
atti tude that under stands chil dren and child hood as a mal-
lea ble, social, and com plex cat e gories.

Anca Cretu also dealt with the voices of chil dren, which she 
reconstructed from dia ries of for mer Ital ian-speak ing ref u-
gee chil dren. In their mem oirs writ ten decades later, these 
chil dren, who were housed in ref u gee camps on Austro- 
Hun gar ian ter ri tory dur ing the mass exo dus after World 
War I, recalled above all  the loss of their dig nity due to 
the bru tal camp con di tions. The camps func tioned both as 
an instru ment for author i ties to detain seem ingly unde sir-
able pop u la tions and to shape their bod ies and minds into 
an “ideal” future cit i zenry, but the expe ri ences of impris-
on ment, suf fer ing, dep ri va tion and mis ery prevailed in the 
adult voices of the camp inmates. Cretu was  able to cap ture 
the gap between the state’s ambi tions, which were moti-
vated by wel fare but instrumentalized the chil dren in terms 
of cul tural pol icy, and the actual well-being of the chil dren.

Natalia Aleksiun discussed the con se quences that flight and 
expul sion could have for those who acted as help ers or res-
cu ers of under age ref u gees. Using the exam ple of sur viv ing 
Jew ish chil dren and their non-Jew ish care giv ers in Poland, 
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she exam ined the com plex web of bonds dur ing war time, 
sep a ra tions in the post war period, and expec ta tions of 
finan cial com pen sa tion. Referring to let ters sent by Pol ish 
res cu ers to Jew ish insti tu tions – such as the JDC and the 
Central Committee of Jews in Poland – imme di ately after 
the Second World War, Aleksiun showed the ways in which 
their requests for finan cial and mate rial sup port inter-
twined with loy al ties and emo tions. These let ters, according 
to Aleksiun, reflected a strong emo tional bond that some-
times devel oped between non-Jews and Jews, both adults 
and chil dren, often lead ing to con flicts about whether to 
give the chil dren away at all  after the war ended. As Holo-
caust tes ti mo nies of non-bio log i cal kin ship, the let ters allow 
us to bet ter under stand the con tours of gen der roles in Jew-
ish, non-Jew ish, and sur ro gate fam i lies and to ana lyze the 
rela tion ship between res cu ers and res cued, a rela tion ship 
marked by respon si bil ity but also  ambiv a lence.

The con fer ence con cluded with an instruc tive dis cus sion on 
the strengths and lim i ta tions of its the matic and meth od o-
log i cal approaches. Bettina Hitzer reflected on how results 
were influ enced by the pre dom i nant con cen tra tion on the 
Euro pean and North Amer i can area as well as on the mate-
rial and eco nomic dimen sions of child migra tion, which have 
so far received lit tle atten tion. She also empha sized the 
vis i ble and fruit ful inter con nec tion between the his tory of 
migra tion and the his tory of knowl edge. In par tic u lar, ques-
tions of cau sal i ties, cor re la tions, and inter ac tions between 
pol i cies of migra tion and dif fer ent dis ci plin ary knowl edge 
about migra tion have to be fur ther inves ti gated and prom-
ise far-reaching new insights. From a the o ret i cal and empir-
i cal per spec tive, the complexities of chil dren’s voices and 
agency remain chal leng ing. At the same time, the aspect of 
phys i cal and psy cho log i cal vio lence to which migrat ing chil-
dren were often exposed has to be an indis pens able com po-
nent of future research.
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What would this research look like, Sheer Ganor added, if 
migra tion of unac com pa nied minors were no lon ger seen as 
an excep tion but as the rule? The efforts of states to reg u-
late, restrict, or enable migra tion, and the social and cul tural 
effects of those efforts, will con tinue to shape our knowl-
edge of child hood and migra tion. In this respect, Simone 
 Lässig asked whether child hood his tory could also offer a 
lens through which to bet ter exam ine global polit i cal, social, 
and eco nomic issues. As the con fer ence “In Search of the 
Migrant Child” and espe cially the clos ing dis cus sion made 
clear, child hood his tory offers both con struc tive insights into 
the his tory of child hood and chil dren and inno va tive per-
spec tives on phe nom ena that are inter wo ven with or under-
lie child hood expe ri ences related to migra tion, such as war, 
vio lence, and rac ism.

Agnes Arndt
(Max Planck Institute for Human Development, Berlin)


