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Introduction: humanitarian mobilization 
in Central and Eastern Europe

Doina Anca Cretu and Michal Frankl

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 generated the displace-
ment of large numbers of people. They waited at borders and crowded 
transit junctions. And many of them arrived at the Main Railway Station 
in Prague, Czech Republic (Figure 0.1). The busy station became an early 
and highly visible space where displaced and disoriented families searched 
for material, as well as other forms of, assistance. Many were stuck in 
webs of bureaucracy or simply lacked a clear destination. Yet the station 
also quickly turned into a site of humanitarian mobilization. Within days, 
Czech activists, including many students and non-governmental organiza-
tions, mobilized aid on an emergency basis. Volunteers with vests and 
bilingual signs distributed food and other necessities, registered refugees 
and provided advice. Professional and ad hoc social workers mediated 
between the displaced and the authorities and guided them to the state-run 
registration centres. Spontaneous at the beginning and based on voluntary 
work, the humanitarian action soon involved coordination and coop-
eration with the police, fire-fighters, city officials and/or the Ministry of 
Interior.

The highly publicized aid in February 2022, as well as in the following 
months, was in stark contrast to the prior mainstream discourse and politics 
of migration in the Czech Republic. The so-called migration crisis of 2015 
generated populist instrumentalization and, to all intents and purposes, 
informed a practical suspension of refugee recognition.1 Fast forward to 
2022: as Ukrainian refugees were camping in the railway station, politi-
cians showed an almost unlimited openness and a widespread willingness 
to help. Like other European countries, the Czech Republic introduced an 
imperfect, yet comparatively generous, regime of temporary protection. 
In that moment, the Main Railway Station in Prague became a physical 
expression of multiscale humanitarian encounters between activists and 
politicians, as well as Czech and international media. Similar scenes of 
humanitarian mobilization played out in Warsaw, Vienna, Bucharest and 
many other locations in Central and Eastern Europe.

Introduction
Introduction



2	 Introduction

Figure 0.1 Volunteers helping refugees at the Main Railway Station in Prague, 
March 2022

Source: Photo © Charles University Prague/Martin Pinkas, all rights reserved.

The building of the art nouveau station in Prague is a good point of 
departure for the exploration of the entanglements of humanitarianism 
(here on behalf of refugees) and difficult histories of Czechoslovakia, as well 
as of the broader region of Central and Eastern Europe, over the twentieth 
century. Historically, the station has repeatedly been a spatial interface 
between forced mobility, the city and its social structures. For example, 
during the First World War, Jewish aid workers stationed there assisted 
refugees coming from the war front areas; later on, this aid targeted Jewish 
migrants without a permanent home. After the Munich Agreement in 1938, 
the station saw the influx of tens of thousands of refugees from the border 
areas of Czechoslovakia, already taken over by Nazi Germany, as well as 
people hastily fleeing the endangered country. Prague station also became one 
of the first sites of refugeedom in Czechoslovakia around the demise of state 
socialism: in 1989, refugees from East Germany transferred there in their 
desperate attempts to reach West Germany. In 1990, just after the collapse 
of various communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, Romanians 
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fleeing undemocratic politics and poverty also arrived, challenging the state’s  
and the city’s capacity to provide emergency assistance.

In 2022, one of the first objects which Ukrainian refugees could see, on 
platform 1, was a statue of a man helping a group of children (Figure 0.2). 
The recently planted memorial celebrates British activist Nicholas Winton 
who, for a few months after the Munich Agreement in 1938, acted as an 
organizer of aid to children.2 Rediscovered in the 1980s, he was made into a 
symbol of transnational humanitarianism and a ‘rescuer’ who saved almost 
700 – mostly Jewish – children on the 1939 Kindertransports to Great 
Britain. In 2022, his statue was decorated with Ukrainian flags and colours. 
This expansion of its meaning drew direct parallels between Winton’s 
transnational aid work, the station as a space of refugeedom and the local 
humanitarian mobilization.3

The spontaneous mobilization on behalf of Ukrainian refugees in early 
2022 expressed the expansion of volunteer work and professionalization 
of aid in post-communist decades. At the same time, it also made visible 
hierarchies that are implicit in refugee categorization and in humanitar-
ian activity. For example, the seemingly flawless cooperation in favour of 
Ukrainians perceived as white and Slavic changed dramatically once smaller 

Figure 0.2 Statue of Nicholas Winton at the Main Railway Station in Prague 
decorated with Ukranian colours, March 2022

Source: Photo © Charles University Prague/Martin Pinkas, all rights reserved.
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groups of Roma from Ukraine arrived, with many remaining stuck at the 
station and later living in provisional tent camps on the outskirts of Prague.4 
Taking all this into consideration, Prague’s Main Railway Station has long 
represented a physical expression of the core central topic of this volume: 
a multiscale and multifaceted humanitarian mobilization in Central and 
Eastern Europe.

Humanitarianism and the making of Central and Eastern Europe

This volume seeks to open new perspectives on humanitarianism from 
and within Central and Eastern Europe: a significant site of aid provision 
over the twentieth century. The chapters contribute to the already rich 
and ever-growing scholarly conversation about the history of humanitar-
ian ideas, actors (institutional, communal or individual) and practices.5 
Historians, sociologists, anthropologists or political scientists have explored 
the language and ideas of humanitarianism, as well as their shifts and turns 
over time.6 Scholars have examined the cross-border and on-the-ground 
practices and interventions. They have paid attention to individual institu-
tions of aid, their birth, ideologies and the actors in play.7 Other studies 
focused more prominently on particular aspects of aid (e.g. famine relief, 
child relief), their meanings and their agents, in specific time frames and 
locales.8 Combined, this large and growing body of research significantly 
contributes to transnational history and the study of internationalism.

Much of the literature has analysed and critiqued humanitarian organi-
zations and their activity as Western forms of aid, thus replicating in new 
ways West–East and North–South inequalities and hierarchies. Arguably, 
the largest and most influential humanitarian organizations originated 
in the imagined ‘West’, in Geneva, New York or London.9 Studying 
humanitarianism thus became a function of a critical approach to ideas, 
social, political and economic structures, and the international politics of 
the West. In these interpretations, various scholars have understood human-
itarianism as a highly political activity carried out through Western global 
dominance.10 For many, providing aid was not (only) an altruistic activity 
but rather a form of governance subordinating local or national authori-
ties, as well as aid recipients, to transnational logics and techniques. To 
support, and also challenge, this perspective, historians have started to look 
at specific countries, regions and people as direct objects of relief.11 By doing 
so, they have not only addressed potential historiographic lacunae but also 
aimed to add new questions and perspectives from within particular sites 
and regions.12 This collection, focused on Central and Eastern Europe, adds 
to this line of exploration.
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This volume originated in the workshop Humanitarian Mobilization 
in Central and Eastern Europe during the Twentieth Century, held on 
June 2021 and organized through, as well as conceptually inspired by, 
the European Research Council Consolidator project Unlikely Refuge? 
Refugees and Citizens in East Central Europe in the 20th Century.13 The 
project challenges dominant perspectives imagining the region as a place 
to leave due to political instability, authoritarian and totalitarian regimes, 
and ethnic conflict, violence and cleansing, and because of economic 
underdevelopment and poverty.14 It examines how refugeedom has been 
entangled with histories of citizenship and state building, and it analyses 
the places and spaces in which refugees interacted with state officials, local 
residents and humanitarians.

Our regional focus seeks to contribute to the decentring of the research on 
the history of humanitarianism. Rather than always starting from Western 
capitals and other centres of power, the contributions in this volume recon-
struct ideas and acts of help from and within a region, which in narratives 
of humanitarianism typically figures on the recipient side of an imagined 
geopolitical divide. The open, multidirectional and multiscale approach 
allows our contributors to bring together a variety of transnational, 
national, local and personal motivations and forms of aid. While recog-
nizing the agency of transnational actors, mostly coming from the West, 
we highlight the role of those whose ideas and practices were rooted and 
formed in the region. To a different degree and in various tones and ways, 
the chapters show that even though crossing borders was an important part 
of the grand story of humanitarianism, it would remain incomplete without 
initiatives developing locally and nationally.

The region itself does not allow an easy demarcation, as it is mostly 
defined through opposition or comparison, from within or without. An 
in-between position of Central and Eastern, or East Central, Europe has 
been often invoked and disputed by scholars, publicists, dissidents and 
others. To name just a few prominent aspects of the public debate about the 
‘nature’ of this part of Europe, Milan Kundera’s late Cold War description 
of Central Europe as ‘kidnapped’, truly belonging to the West,15 the stereo-
typed reactions to Yugoslavia’s bloody dissolution,16 and the disputes about 
Eastern Europe’s reluctant reaction to the 2015 ‘migration crisis’ all show 
how these discourses continue to shape our assumptions of what makes 
the ‘East’ of Europe. Scholars have critically engaged with these and other 
forms of geopolitical imagination. Larry Wolff masterfully demonstrated 
how travellers, writers and scientists looking or arriving from the West 
co-produced the readings and meanings of Eastern Europe.17 From another 
perspective, Maria Todorova exposed the idea of Balkanism as a discourse 
in which this region is imagined as neither part of Europe nor outside of it. 
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At the same time, so Todorova claims, the Balkans have not only been an 
idea but also a real region shaped by and imagined through postimperial 
legacies.18 These and other hierarchies of culture and civilization, economy 
and politics are also important for understanding the meanings attributed 
to providing aid in parts of Europe which are perceived as situated beyond 
the ‘West’. Humanitarianism emerges, therefore, as part of this imagination 
and of the making of the ‘East’, as aid workers arriving from the West as 
well as those working locally co-produced the readings and meanings of 
this region.

To avoid any essentialization of its character and geography, we adopt 
a pragmatic definition of Central and Eastern Europe, keeping its territo-
rial as well as conceptual borders open. We include chapters devoted to 
aid delivered in Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany (especially Eastern 
Germany), Hungary, Poland, Romania and Russia. Apart from being in 
the eastern and south-eastern part of the continent, there are three broadly 
conceived facets which play an important role in our understanding of this 
region and through which the contributions read the histories of humani-
tarianism. These are the collapse of imperial frameworks and the building 
of nation-states, ethnic conflicts and nationalism, and the experience of 
state socialism.

Mostly following in the footsteps of Western humanitarians, historians 
have already uncovered many sites and aspects of their activity in Central 
and Eastern Europe. As for the actors they examine, this research often 
rendered the region as a space attended by political, social and natural 
catastrophe in its different forms. It is therefore unsurprising that varied 
analyses have zoomed in on the responses to displacement, hunger and the 
social impact of both world wars. These include aid action in revolutionary 
Russia, as well as in Central and Eastern Europe, in the wake of the First 
World War and the Bolshevik Revolution.19 Adopting a similar perspec-
tive, a strand of historical studies focused on the humanitarian activity in 
early post-Second World War Europe, and on displaced persons camps as 
an arena in which aid to Eastern Europeans was delivered and where the 
politics of repatriation transformed into the Cold War notion of political 
refugee.20 The interest in the role of humanitarianism between the competing 
political blocs also structured the examination of exit: the enforced end of 
activity of these organizations, be it of the American Relief Administration 
(ARA) from the Soviet Union after a few post-First World War years, or of 
the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) in Eastern Europe 
in the late 1940s and early 1950s attracted attention. Another key facet of 
modern humanitarian activity, and even intervention, was the protection of 
minorities, thus connecting to one of the key themes of Central and Eastern 
European history in the era of the nation-states. The  analysis of British 
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humanitarian engagement in Eastern Europe highlighted solidarity towards 
Christian minorities in the Ottoman Empire,21 and the same concerns guided 
British (and other) policies of intervention and aid in the Balkans.22 Many 
differences notwithstanding, this also indicates a more general pattern of 
solidarity and action, such as the later, religiously motivated, Christian aid 
across the Iron Curtain and the campaigns to assist Jews oppressed in the 
Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc.23

In recent research, scholars have analysed the region as a source of 
internationalization. When the Habsburg Empire decomposed into nation-
states, Natasha Wheatley has argued, key elements of international ideas, 
rules, practices and institutions were crafted. Humanitarian responses were 
one part of these parallel processes of nationalization and internationaliza-
tion.24 Similarly, Jessica Reinisch has emphasized that ‘not only questions of 
internationalism, but also of nationalism and the future of the nation-state’ 
were negotiated through post-Second World War activities of the United 
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) in Poland 
and elsewhere in Eastern Europe.25 Similar impulses arrive from research 
in transnational history. For instance, Katja Naumann has analysed the 
building of Red Cross associations and of their cross-border networks as an 
example of a successful transnationalization of Central and Eastern Europe, 
which had already started in the nineteenth century.26 In a significant part 
of this research, Central and Eastern Europe is interpreted as a peripheral 
political, social and cultural space, ripe for the adoption of Western policies 
and hierarchies. This turns it into a disaster space where Western humani-
tarian responses could be developed, framed and tested.27

In contrast to the appreciation of humanitarian internationalization, 
researching Central and Eastern Europe has also advanced highly critical 
perspectives on Western, as well as regional, practices, focusing on colonial 
and other hierarchies of power expressed through aid. For example, Tehila 
Sasson reconstructed the transfer of knowledge and techniques applied in 
dealing with famine caused by the British colonial administration in India 
to post-First World War Communist Russia.28 Recent research in solidar-
ity and aid under state socialism indicates the potential for decentring 
humanitarianism. Čarna Brković explored this using the example of the 
Yugoslav Red Cross which, at a conference of Red Cross societies in 1975, 
attempted to reframe the scope of activity of the humanitarian organization 
from its stated neutrality to engagement for worldwide political freedom 
and emancipation. The case, she argued, made clear the ambition of the 
elites of state socialist Yugoslavia to build a platform offering an alterna-
tive approach to transnational aid.29 Focusing on relief to Romanians 
affected by catastrophic floods in 1970, Cristian Capotescu examined not 
only the renewal of flows across the ‘Iron Curtain’ but also analysed the 
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transformative activity of ‘private humanitarians’ who operated outside 
of institutional frameworks and were inspired by news media, ethnic ties 
and their own prior refugee experience.30 Christina Schwenkel follows the 
stories of East German experts who helped rebuild Vietnam after the dev-
astating war; in her analysis, she describes them as ‘socialist humanitarians’ 
and argues that this type of solidarity and aid is an overlooked yet ‘critical 
lineage’ of humanitarianism. Lastly, research focused on responses to wars 
in the post-Yugoslav space in the 1990s contributed critical perspectives on 
humanitarianism. It indicates how productive a closer view on humanitar-
ian engagements and encounters at the perceived edge of Europe can be. On 
the one hand, scholars brought attention to tensions related to the loss of 
sovereignty and the replacing of political organization with allegedly apo-
litical aid, and to inequalities in aid provision between European and other 
sites around the globe.31 From a different angle, anthropological research 
on local constructions of solidarity and aid exposed the failures of humani-
tarianism to have a transformative effect in justly redistributing resources.32 
Thus, these studies already show that instead of a universal regime of values 
and practices, humanitarianism should be treated in the plural.33

Studies on local aid activities and connections to state building have 
lagged when compared to explorations of transnational humanitarian 
organizations. In this context, we argue that mainstream historiography 
thus runs a risk of applying a filter in which local actors only become visible 
and appreciated in interaction with transnational humanitarian structures. 
Some research, however, has attempted to include the local and national 
contours of humanitarianism, in interaction with transnational aid. For 
instance, Friederike Kind-Kovács has turned attention to the aid given to 
children in Budapest after the First World War.34 Kateřina Čapková recon-
structed local humanitarian mobilization for refugees from Nazi Germany 
and Austria to Czechoslovakia in the 1930s and the ties to transnational 
aid organizations.35 Other research rediscovered the Czechoslovak Jewish 
social worker Marie Schmolka, discussing her impact on transnational aid 
as well as the gender aspects of aid.36 Doina Anca Cretu has analysed the 
ways state builders shaped trajectories of international humanitarianism in 
interwar Romania.37

At the same time, national historiographies are slow to integrate humani-
tarianism into national histories and the construction of national institutions, 
economies or health systems. The role of aid and welfare in shaping citizen-
ship or changing its parameters, especially in Eastern Europe, also remain 
insufficiently researched. Since writing humanitarianism into national master 
narratives would require revisiting and revising canonical actors, sites and 
chronologies of nation building, these mostly separate historiographic tradi-
tions are difficult to reconcile. For instance, histories of humanitarianism 



	 Introduction	 9

in post-First World War Austria focus on hunger and feeding children, and 
highlight the personality of the paediatrician Clemens von Pirquet (in this 
volume, see Chapter 7).38 Overviews of Austrian history, on the other 
hand, examine the transitions between the imperial and national orders 
and emphasize political cleavages as the defining feature of the unstable 
interwar Austrian state. Historians researched the drawing of territorial 
borders, nationality tensions and economic crisis, cultural representations 
of these phenomena,39 and veteran care as a basis for welfare systems.40 In 
Soviet historiography, the ARA in Russia has mostly been analysed through 
the files of the Soviet security services and interpreted as US attempts to 
undermine the Communist regime.41 Similarly, as demonstrated by Jessica 
Reinisch, UNRRA’s contribution to post-Second World War reconstruc-
tion was mostly neglected in national historiographies in Eastern Europe.42 
These absences and gaps as well as the potential of exploring various scales 
of humanitarianism from a perceived periphery guide the contributions in 
this volume.

Scaling the humanitarian arena

The chapters in this collection jointly use the lens of aid giving within 
Central and Eastern European locales to shed light on varieties of humani-
tarian actors, agendas and practices. Taking methodological inspiration 
from geography, the volume brings together different levels of operation 
of humanitarianism under the concept of scales. Human geographers 
have theorized scale as a unit of analysis beyond traditional, measurable 
geographic areas. The areas of analysis can be as small as the human 
body, continue through the household and community, and further focus 
on national, regional and global levels. We understand scales as socially 
constructed arenas – in our case, of the activity and perception of humani-
tarianism. Thus, we adopt the concept of scales as a useful analytical tool 
to research everyday practices, relations and power settings embedded in 
different iterations of local, national and transnational humanitarianism 
in Central and Eastern Europe during different moments of the twentieth 
century. Moreover, scales do not represent insulated social and physical 
spaces. In fact, researchers emphasized the complex and multidirectional 
influences and relationships between scales and developed concepts such as 
upscaling, downscaling and rescaling.43

The contributions in this volume extend existing research on trans-
national institutions and their workers who crossed borders and were 
instrumental in structuring what was mostly Western relief action on 
the  ground. They show that transnational humanitarianism could not 
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operate without the interaction with local and national actors and institu-
tions. In this context, we posit, humanitarianism should be understood as 
a multidirectional exchange of ideas and practices in which the hierarchies 
created by Western financial and political powers not only played a signifi-
cant role but also merged with and were influenced by local and/or national 
projects of assistance. In that sense, we anchor analyses of scales within the 
concept of the humanitarian arena suggested by Dorothea Hilhorst and 
Bram J. Jansen; they argue that transnational, seemingly neutral and value-
driven humanitarian actions ‘are negotiated through the micro-physics of 
power in humanitarian arenas’.44 Similarly, in her research on humanitarne 
akcije (humanitarian actions) in Bosnia, anthropologist Čarna Brković 
examined scales as ‘specific socialities, procedures and materialities [which] 
enable particular enactments of humanitarianism’.45 In this context, this 
volume proposes three broadly conceived scales of interpretation of actors 
and their processes in the making of diverse humanitarian arenas in Central 
and Eastern Europe.46 The structure and respective chapters of this book 
mirror these three scales, in which various humanitarian practices origi-
nated and were grounded in for the most part. Thus, the volume starts from 
the local, with chapters shedding light on those engaged within their com-
munities; some of these community-anchored actors of aid remain local, 
while others cross international borders. We further upscale our perspective 
by examining the entanglements of humanitarianism with the national, 
transnational and cross-border scope of humanitarianism.

All the chapters in the volume bring the ‘local’ into the exploration 
of humanitarian motivations, practices and/or effects on the ground. 
However, some authors put the broadly defined ‘local’ at the heart of their 
analysis. Scholars have rather tentatively delved in the ways grassroots 
actors mobilized and addressed various humanitarian crises. Notable 
is Bertrand Taithe’s exploration of ‘demotic humanitarians’, mundane 
actors of humanitarianism who depart from the highly technocratic 
language and practice of professional humanitarians.47 Čarna Brković 
has proposed further attention on ‘vernacular humanitarians’; these are 
aid givers that count on universal principles of humanity towards those in 
need. Importantly, similar to Taithe’s demotic humanitarians, they employ 
‘ad-hoc, non-professional, non-bureaucratized forms of helping’.48 In 
Part I, we adopt the umbrella term local humanitarianism, which includes 
grassroots (both formal and informal) mobilization to aid. We define it in 
relation to the actors who perform it and the space of the humanitarian 
process overall. The authors engage with local and localized assistance 
schemes through the lens of their formation and their engagement with 
national and transnational aid organizations, as well as through their 
physical areas of action.
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The first two contributions probe humanitarianism in the space of a 
single community and actors deeply embedded in local social structures, 
networks and politics. Friederike Kind-Kovács focuses on Budapest, a 
city coping with the disruptions caused by the First World War and the 
dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy; at the same time, this was a city 
that was a site of aid, with children emerging as its core recipients and 
objects of humanitarians’ compassion. She analyses the establishment and 
development of kindergartens for children from poor families in Budapest 
and, through this, reflects on the agendas and outreach of the Hungarian 
branch of the Save the Children movement. Franciszek Zakrzewski 
zooms in on the Polish town of Lubartów as a space of humanitarian 
engagement on behalf of local Jews. His microhistorical reading of town 
archives sets different accents and reconstructs local meanings of aid and 
welfare. The humanitarians in this smaller locality were social workers, 
as well as town administrators, both Jews and non-Jews. Zakrzewski 
shows how a seemingly universal thinking of helping those in need was 
adapted to the political and social microcosm of the town of Lubartów 
and productively connects the discussions of humanitarianism and welfare 
policies.	

Other chapters tap into the grassroots formation of humanitarian aid 
as an interpersonal, unmediated and one-to-one activity. Here, the local is 
small scale and deeply private. Cristian Capotescu’s chapter contributes to 
the exploration of a still understudied humanitarianism in state socialism 
through a case study of private networks of assistance from the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) to Romanian German communities of Banat 
and Transylvania in the 1980s. In so doing, he navigates aid giving beyond 
state institutions and international organizations. Humanitarians here are 
community-driven and, indeed, community-centred; the act of giving is 
direct and interpersonal and informal. Maren Hachmeister dissects the 
everyday practice of local and localized aid, as a response to close rather 
than ‘distant suffering’. In her chapter, she shows the emergence of forms 
of grassroots humanitarianism in the transformation from and after state 
socialism. Through her analysis of People’s Solidarity, a former socialist 
mass organization in the GDR, she focuses on neighbourhood relief for 
older people.

The state and governance at the level of the nation-state, or their absence, 
are important sites and circumstances of humanitarian mobilization, be it 
local or transnational. Throughout this volume, the presence of the state 
as a humanitarian actor and as a key framework for humanitarian action 
is highlighted in the overlapping themes of nation building, construction 
and reconstruction. Perhaps not surprisingly, states played an essential role 
in providing and structuring aid during state socialism, and the chapters 
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brought together in Part II under the label of national humanitarianism 
provide new perspectives on state-driven aid in the Eastern Bloc. Julia 
Reinke and Nikola Tohma analyse the building of aid structures for 
refugees evacuated from the Greek Civil War and from North Korea, 
respectively, as an important aspect of postwar political and social transfor-
mation. Examining the campaign in favour of Greek children in the GDR, 
Reinke looks at how notions of internationalism and socialist solidarity 
intersected with the legacies of National Socialism and the needs of German 
refugees expelled from Poland and Czechoslovakia. Tohma reconstructs 
the aid provided by the Czechoslovak Red Cross to Greek Civil War and 
North Korean refugee children. Her analysis shows how the humanitarian 
mobilization and practices in the name of these children contributed to the 
ideological indoctrination and top-down operation of one of the oldest 
humanitarian organizations and the use of its extensive social support in a 
context of socialist transformation.

Part III sheds light on transnational humanitarianism by emphasizing 
interactions between aid givers traversing national borders and domestic 
actors: these were local mediators of assistance (e.g. domestic philanthro-
pists, state leaders) or recipients themselves. In this way, these chapters 
depart from a mere institutional perspective and explore humanitarian 
practices in the Central and Eastern European space. Two contributions 
examine different humanitarian engagements in postimperial contexts after 
the First World War. Establishing a connection between the national and 
transnational scales, Gábor Egry’s chapter draws attention to conditions of 
transnational humanitarianism in several new nation-states in the region. 
Against a backdrop of the collapse of European empires and of the making 
of new or transforming nation-states, Egry analyses the humanitarian mobi-
lization of the ARA as a dimension of state building through an attempted 
infusion and transfer of welfare schemes, from the rich American humani-
tarian landscape into the wanting Central and Eastern European countries. 
Ruth Nattermann takes a different route and challenges an arguably con-
ventional interpretation of who humanitarian actors were. The chapter 
focuses on diplomats and activists as humanitarians in post-revolutionary 
Russia, during a period of famine crises and weak sovereignty in the 
early 1920s. Historians have already asked and reflected on what drives 
humanitarians, tapping into issues such as empathy, morality and solidar-
ity shaped by ethnic, religious or, indeed, political motives.49 By taking a 
biographical approach, Nattermann’s chapter dissects these rationales of 
very diverse political figures, whose activity framed a humanitarian schema 
in  relation to their national agendas, their involvement in international 
politics and their heightened concern towards Russian material needs and 
Russian-Jewish refugeedom.
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Laura Brade’s chapter on Western engagement in Czechoslovakia after 
the Munich Agreement also highlights the mutually reinforcing processes 
based on active interactions between local and transnational relief actors. 
Brade points to the rapport and tension between American and British 
humanitarian organizations and local committees, as Czechoslovakia 
shifted from an aid partner to an aid recipient; this affected the perception 
of agency of local aid workers in the eyes of their Western interlocutors. 
Finally, interactions between Western institutions of aid and local actors 
represent the backbone of Sarah Knoll’s chapter on the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) in Cold War Austria. Knoll points out the paradox of 
secularization of humanitarianism of a faith-based organization such as the 
WCC and sheds light on how ‘taking care’ of Hungarian or Czechoslovak 
refugees became both an international and a national agenda of humanitar-
ian work. In Austria, the state, as well as various local relief organizations, 
fed into the WCC’s planning of relief work and, thus, saw the mobiliza-
tion of a reciprocal and deeply transnational humanitarian network. Knoll 
shows not only the dilemmas and tensions between religious and secular aid 
but also how the shifting balance and emphasis within the WCC during the 
decolonization period changed the perception and lessened the aid provided 
to refugees from the Communist bloc.

Read together and from the perspective of an orientalized and margin-
alized region, the chapters in this volume enrich the understanding of the 
history of humanitarianism in several ways. The instances analysed here 
show the mutual influences and shifts between the different scales,  each 
with their specific actors and institutions, languages and worldviews, 
practices and techniques. In most chapters, and in different configurations, 
the transnational, national or local actors of aid work interact with one 
another, converge in their common goal to assist people in need, or diverge 
in their methods, ideologies, ambitions and/or practices. These, in turn, 
travelled not only from a so-called West to the East, or from the global to 
the local. They also moved in the other direction.

Several chapters highlight connections between institutional frame-
works on different scales. Kind-Kovács points out the ‘glocal’ character 
of humanitarian work for Hungarian children in need, which was built 
on intersections of local conditions and actors, national(ist) politics and 
globally oriented humanitarian phenomena and institutions in a post-First 
World War world. At the same time, much like Kind-Kovács, Zakrzewski 
unearths an intertwining of local, national and transnational work designed 
to assist people in need and provide them with material aid. His narrative 
needs to be read against the background of the rich JDC activities in Poland 
and contributes to a globally relevant story of intersecting humanitarian 
actors in the interwar period. Tohma localizes the Red Cross, one of the 
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oldest transnational humanitarian organizations, on the ground, through 
its national organization and in the context of socialist aid. Here, local 
and national assistance were also strongly structured by transnational 
communist frameworks and notions of a highly politicized ‘solidarity’.

These rescalings were often enabled by translocal and transnational 
actors moving across scales. For instance, Egry highlights the intersec-
tions and direct interactions between ARA leaders and workers and local 
officials and philanthropists as fundamental to a transformative dimension 
of humanitarianism in the region. He demonstrates how the ARA struggled 
to design a unified approach to countries such as Hungary, Romania, 
Austria and Czechoslovakia. Furthermore, Nattermann shows the double 
local embeddings of humanitarianism: in domestic politics in their own 
countries and cultural and political frameworks, and in the interactions 
with local actors at the site of assistance. Although operating directly and 
on a group basis, Capotescu’s humanitarians were transnational actors who 
not only travelled and moved their aid across borders but also navigated 
national frameworks which enabled their respective aid processes.

Examining humanitarianism from below and from the East does not 
imply idealized alternatives to the West. Actors in humanitarian arenas 
created and recreated by the entanglements across scales negotiated various 
socio-political or economic aspects of the region, including the making of 
new nation-states, ethnic conflicts and hierarchies, and the rise and establish-
ment of state socialism. The authors argue here, in different ways and using 
different cases, that these not only impacted assistance processes within the 
region but also potentially shaped humanitarianism more broadly.

As demonstrated here most clearly by Egry’s and Brade’s chapters, 
humanitarian operations inevitably became part of the processes of (late) 
state building, unmaking and reconstruction at different historical junctions. 
The moments of the largest and longest involvement of Western humanitar-
ian organizations in the region, most importantly in the wake of the First 
World War, intersected with drawing new borders, the enforcement of state 
sovereignty and the construction of state institutions. As shown by contri-
butions on transnational humanitarianism at different moments in time, 
aid officials understood the entanglement with citizenship regimes and the 
forging of state welfare and health policies of the new nation-states. In the 
post-communist transformation, also perceived as a form of political, social 
and economic reconstruction of nation-states, humanitarianism strongly 
intersected with the discussion about the role of civil society and of the 
non-governmental sector vis-à-vis the state in securing welfare service and 
structuring aid.50

The chapters also explore how ethnic diversity and conflicts played in 
important role in structuring solidarities and aid policies in the region. 



	 Introduction	 15

To whom assistance was provided – and by whom – thus touches upon 
key histories of Central and Eastern Europe, which include ethnic competi-
tion, conflict, cleansing and even genocide. Given the region’s multiethnic 
histories and patterns of competing forms of nationalist mobilizations, 
coming to help could not escape entanglements in nationalist projects. 
Ethnic solidarities therefore resonate in a number of chapters. Capotescu’s 
aid givers were very much driven by ethnic and national solidarity in their 
informal relief mobilization and practice. Nattermann reveals the solidar-
ity towards persecuted Jews as an underlying feature of the humanitarian 
biography of Lucien Wolf. These ethnic hierarchies of aid cannot be easily 
reserved for aid developed at local and national levels and separated from 
the operation of Western, transnational humanitarianism. Solidarities 
and networks which came into being because of previous migration tra-
jectories resulted into the support of Poles in the US for their country of 
origin during and after the First World War,51 or aid to Jewish brethren in 
Eastern Europe. Studies about the JDC in particular sketch both the lines of 
solidarity and the West–East hierarchies in the Jewish world.52

At times, providing aid also meant entanglement with the ethno-
nationalist regimes or outright persecution. Zakrzewski’s detailed analysis 
indicates the impact of ethno-national solidarities on the intersection 
of the developing national welfare regimes and both local and transna-
tional aid. He demonstrates the failure of the attempt to create a more 
generic and equal aid regime reaching across ethnic boundaries – both in 
Poland and at the local level in Lubartów. In the turn towards ethno-politics 
and antisemitism, by the mid 1930s, Jews were increasingly marginalized in 
the town’s distribution of resources and thus also dependant on national and 
transnational Jewish humanitarianism. Kind-Kovács’s chapter tackles the 
interplay between aid to children conducted by transnational humanitarian 
organizations and an authoritarian regime centred around ethno-nationalist 
and anti-Communist mobilization. These motivations and practices of 
interwar care for Budapest children often remain unspoken yet obvious. 
Brade decodes the hierarchies of aid constructed in this crucial period of 
the ethnic categorization and exclusion of Jews. Her analysis needs to be 
read against the background of an ethno-nationalist shift in Czechoslovakia 
after the Munich Agreement, in which citizenship was increasingly linked 
to ethnicity and German or Jewish refugees were pressured to emigrate. The 
aforementioned statue of Nicholas Winton at the Prague railway station 
embellished in Ukrainian colours is thus also a reminder of the underlying 
restructuring of citizenship along ethno-national lines which advanced the 
emigration of an unwanted ethnic group.

Not only nationalist but also class solidarity is explored here as 
a basis for aid given across the different scales of humanitarianism. 
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Looking beyond the West also implies a new view on the so-called ‘socialist 
humanitarianism’ in its different forms. Examining help during and in the 
aftermath of state socialism provides an especially productive lens enabled 
by the regional focus of this volume. It opens questions of the meanings 
of humanitarianism not only in the absence of political rights and freedom 
of speech but also in a political regime which emphasized social rights 
and aspired to resolve social problems and inequalities. This form of care 
could build on the history of highly politicized aid provided to communists 
and their families who were imagined as heroic freedom fighters. In the 
interwar period, the Red Aid and the Solidarity Aid movements provided 
transnational support to communist refugee activists.53 The contribu-
tions in this volume offer very different analytical angles, from top-down 
politics of aid driven by ideological solidarity with comrades in arms, to 
neighbourhood assistance, to private cross-border material help or social 
networks in one location.

Tohma and Reinke show extensive engagement and, especially in the 
case of Czechoslovak Red Cross, control by the party and state apparatus. 
The ideological centrality of the support for comrades in arms and the 
agenda of educating socialist citizens restricted the space for humanitarian 
initiative from below. Capotescu’s research indicates such a possibility for 
personal engagement, aside from state structures, but not necessarily in 
conflict. Hachmeister focuses on a different aspect of the Peoples Solidarity 
in former East Germany. Her study demonstrates not only a recoding of 
the notion of solidarity, from ideological to neighbourhood aid, but also 
a bridge – in practices and solidarities – from late state socialism and the 
period of post-communist transformation. Humanitarian action was thus 
not only a bone of contention in the contest between the West and the East 
but it also presented an opportunity for examining connections and conti-
nuities across the chronological borders of political regimes. It also offers 
a still unexploited perspective on post-communist transformation, which 
itself attracted much attention among historians and social scientists.

The decentring of humanitarianism requires a critical rethinking of the 
epistemology and a new inventory of sources. Archives of large transnational 
organizations are more likely to survive and remain more accessible, with 
the documents held there mostly written in Western languages. Researching 
these corpuses is often highly enriching and effective as it resembles visiting 
a global observatory, providing a transnational overview of the many 
sites and actors. Local and national actors, their ideas and practices, are, 
however, only present through a filter of transnational aid. To change this 
perspective, the authors of this volume adopt different strategies. Some, for 
instance Brade and Egry, attempt to read the central archives of transna-
tional organizations against the grain and to expose silences, contradictions 
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and hierarchies. Others make extensive use of sources from local archives. 
Through the choice of his sources, Zakrzewski challenges research on aid 
to needy Jews in Poland which has often been written based on the rich 
collections of the JDC Archives. To advance the personal biographic and 
personal perspectives, Nattermann reads letter collections, recovering the 
immediate ideas, perceptions or emotions of her actors, and both Capotescu 
and Hachmeister interview local humanitarian actors, creating a grassroots, 
deeply personal archive which contrasts with the technocratic language of 
large humanitarian organizations.

We hope that these perspectives centred around a region will contribute 
to research about other sites of humanitarian mobilization and enrich a 
discussion about the history and nature of humanitarianism globally. In 
different and mutually reinforcing ways, the authors of this volume propose 
a rethinking of humanitarian arenas in Central and Eastern Europe across 
different historical junctures in the twentieth century. The eras of post-
First World War reconstruction, the Nazi occupations of the late 1930s, 
and the socialist and post-socialist periods all saw the formation and 
development of relief for sufferers of war or of repressive conditions and 
regimes. Humanitarianism as a socially produced system of knowledge 
and practices was internationally driven and transnationally implemented. 
At the same time, it was community-based and a part of state building and 
reconstruction projects. Collectively, we make the point that the scales of 
humanitarianism, from a single person taking care of the elderly to transna-
tional organizations with thousands of employees and activists, cannot be 
understood in isolation. By making observations from seemingly peripheral 
spaces of relief transfer, mobilization and implementation in Central and 
Eastern European locales, this volume contributes to broader histories of 
humanitarianism by highlighting multiplicities of actors, their interactions, 
their intersections, their networks or their fractures. In this context, we hope 
that the case studies contribute to expanding the still prevalent narratives of 
humanitarianism as merely Western, great power-driven, international and 
largely non-governmental.

The inclusive notion of humanitarianism applied here, beyond aid con-
ceptualized and delivered only across state borders, helps to open significant 
questions. Local and national scales of humanitarianism are important not 
only because they add more actors and shed light on other facets of soli-
darity and help. Reaching beyond transnational organizations and actors 
touches upon key issues in critical readings of the history, presence and 
future of humanitarianism. It adds to the examination of how aid activi-
ties intersect with and change facets and implications of state sovereignty 
(or its absence). Putting local and national aid on an equal and intercon-
nected footing is essential for any debate about the durable impact and exit 
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strategies of transnational humanitarian action. Significantly, migration 
and refugee experience – tackled in many but not all contributions here – 
cuts across the different scales of humanitarianism. This is not only a result 
of transnational trajectories of refugees but of the connections established. 
Refugees, or the ‘distant strangers’, shifted from being the object of aid of 
humanitarianism across borders; they are now local actors, and thus aid 
merges or competes with domestic forms of welfare and assistance schemes. 
Highlighting local and state-driven constructions of aid also makes the 
case for integrating humanitarianism into the master narratives of national 
histories rather than excluding it as a separate framework of transnational 
or international history. In doing so, it opens broader questions of ‘transna-
tionalizing’ national histories.

Finally, the perspectives proposed here contribute to thinking about 
humanitarianism in plural and considering different forms and alternatives, 
such as the ‘socialist humanitarian’ or human actions and ideas embedded in 
local understandings of community, solidarity and justice. These different, 
and partially contradictory, constructions of humanitarian social ties and 
aid actions were at play in the Main Rail Station in Prague in 2022, as they 
were in the broader region over the twentieth century.
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Save the (workers’) children: humanitarian 
kindergartens in Budapest’s slums after the 

First World War

Friederike Kind-Kovács

Introduction

In the social melting pot of postimperial and postwar transformation 
in Hungary’s capital city, children suffered from hunger, displacement, 
unstable housing and precarious living conditions. Children’s suffering in 
most East Central European countries that were affected by the First World 
War and its challenging aftermath, rendered visible that something had 
to be urgently done if the wasting away of the next generations was to be 
prevented. Starting in 1921 and happening throughout the 1920s, the Save 
the Children International Union (SCIU), which became known in Hungary 
as the Nemzetközi Gyermekmentő Szövetség, got involved in offering relief 
to Budapest’s children. Its activities ranged from the management and 
maintenance of day care centres for pre-school children, to the provision 
of food parcels and the delivery and provision of milk to malnourished 
children, to more general family care.1 The SCIU also opened homes in 
Budapest’s slums for the most deprived children of the working class, who 
were judged to suffer from neglect during their mothers’ working hours.2 
These homes served as day nurseries and kindergartens to provide care 
for the youngest children, ranging from the ages of two-and-a-half to six 
years.3 The dire situation of many families rendered the urgent need for day 
care for the youngest children visible. The homes were created to accommo-
date the most physically and mentally vulnerable children during the day, 
pursuing the vision of ‘enabling mothers to work all day and earn a living’ 
and in that way ‘to help them cope with the difficult living conditions’.4 
While the cities’ emergency colonies represented a hub of individuals that 
suffered from the harmful social consequences of industrialization and the 
war and its aftermath, the childrens’ homes represented a microcosm of 
humanitarian child relief.

Against this backdrop, this chapter centres its attention on Budapest’s 
children’s homes – children’s day nurseries – as a case study of interna-
tional humanitarian child relief in the aftermath of the First World War. 

Humanitarian kindergartens in Budapest’s slums



28	 Local humanitarianism

Through the lens of this microstudy of the discourses and practices related 
to these emergency nurseries, this chapter investigates larger questions 
of the international – particularly transnational – dimension of humanitar-
ian child relief in postwar East Central Europe. These children’s homes, so 
the argument goes, served as a local experiment of transnational humani-
tarianism. While humanitarianism at the time turned into an international 
endeavour, which resulted in many international organizations, in the case 
of child relief in Budapest its strength lay in its transnational and recip-
rocal dimensions. Humanitarianism is, in this chapter, understood as a 
transnational attempt to provide relief to the most vulnerable segments of 
postwar society. I share Michael Barnett’s rejection of both a widespread, 
‘overly romantic and an overly cynical reading of humanitarianism’, and 
his understanding of ‘humanitarianism as a morally complicated creature’, 
which is both driven by politics and inequalities, while also seeking to 
implement a new ethics of care and relief.5 Due to the realities of our 
imperfect world, ‘humanitarianism can never be practiced as preached’, 
and thus it never reaches the moral quality it originally envisioned.6 This 
inherent ambiguity of transnational humanitarian intervention also surfaces 
in the following case study. Through a close analysis of this transnational 
humanitarian encounter between the SCIU as an international organization 
and Budapest’s children’s homes as its local implementation, the chapter 
sheds light on the ‘glocal’ dimension of humanitarian relief, uncovering 
the connections between the local and global. Engaging with international 
reports and visuals of the SCIU, as well as the Hungarian contemporane-
ous discourse about Budapest’s SCIU homes, the chapter seeks to uncover 
how international and humanitarian notions of children’s relief were put 
into practice through the joint effort of international and local child welfare 
workers.

The making of (Hungarian) humanitarian child relief

In the years after the end of the First World War and the dissolution of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Budapest went through a massive political, 
economic and social transformation. The economic crisis in postwar 
Budapest had a severe impact on children, which became particularly visible 
in the poverty dwellings. The unemployment rate had exploded in Kispest, a 
disadvantaged worker’s district of Budapest, due to the economic and export 
crisis in the postwar years. The Hungarian humanitarian relief worker Rózsi 
Vajkai argued that ‘the slums of Budapest with thousands of penniless 
refugees present graver problems than similar districts in Western Europe’.7 
An undated SCIU report from the late 1920s observed that ‘in Hungary, as 
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in all the defeated states, the consequences of the war are felt most strongly 
by children of the youngest age’.8 Vajkai denounced in a contemporane-
ous report that ‘the children of Kispest are puny, sickly, ragged and cannot 
resist the tuberculosis infection’.9 Therefore, she concluded, ‘the number 
of children who have gone astray is very large’.10 Rózsi and her sister Julia 
observed that the Hungarian postwar state ‘realize[d] … its responsibility 
more than it did before the war’, but due to the massive social and economic 
problems, it only attempted to get ‘back to pre-war conditions’.11

Responding to the housing crisis during and after the war and 
the  imperial dissolution, the government had started to build refugee 
barracks and emergency colonies on the outskirts of the city, hoping to 
provide mass housing to the city’s most impoverished families, many of 
which had been displaced due to the country’s territorial losses. Several 
barracks were built in various districts on the outskirts of the city, 
including the Mária Valéria barrack colony and the Wekerle Colony, to 
provide mass housing, especially for incoming refugees from the territories 
that were lost. A contemporaneous observer described the barracks in 
1925 as a place where ‘there is no paving, no lighting, just a lingering mud 
and a frightening darkness, of which we get a taste even before noon on 
foggy days’.12 The barracks, which consisted of ‘this shabby, poor shack of 
wood and crumbling brick walls’, were called, according to folk humour, 
‘the raging’, because fights were common in the inhabitants’ everyday 
life and because they ‘live in such a state that they always have a reason 
to rage’.13	

Triggered by the visibly dramatic condition of children in the postwar 
period, individual relief workers responded in various European and non-
European countries and laid the basis for the foundation of transnational 
humanitarian child relief.14 An important outcome was the foundation of 
the SCIU by Eglantyne Jebb and her sister Dorothy Buxton in Geneva in 
1920.15 The SCIU served as ‘an umbrella body that drew together child 
welfare agencies across Europe’, and was established in Geneva due to the 
city’s long symbolic relationship to humanitarianism.16 Jebb had success-
fully petitioned at the 1924 assembly of the League of Nations to adopt 
the newly formulated SCIU’s 1924 Declaration on the Rights of the Child. 
While Jebb’s petition is judged to be ‘the most remarkable example of the 
League’s openness to transnational […] petitions’, and the declaration 
was a ‘forerunner to the wider international human rights regimes of the 
later twentieth century’, the proposed protection of children’s rights had 
to be put into practice among children that were to be rescued.17 The 
SCIU proposed an alternative approach towards the children of the former 
enemy, thereby challenging the logic of the war. By offering children’s 
emergency relief in the immediate aftermath of the Great War, the SCIU 
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and other emerging international humanitarian organizations aimed at 
advocating neutrality and peace.

Budapest’s suffering children were an ideal target to implement the 
third demand formulated in the declaration, according to which ‘the child 
must be the first to receive relief in times of distress’.18 Yet in 1926, Percy 
Alden, a British social worker, observed that the ‘difficulty of putting the 
Clause into practice is of course far greater under conditions of economic 
distress’.19 For that reason, Alden was in awe when he became aware of 
the scale and the quality of Hungarian child relief work after the First 
World War. He expressed his belief in and appreciation for Hungary’s 
contribution to contemporaneous international (child) humanitarianism 
in general. He argued that the child-saving movement in Hungary, which 
he felt was driven by ‘the spirit of devotion and self-sacrifice’, was not 
just ‘saving the bodies and souls of many little waifs to-day’. In a broader 
sense, he believed, the Hungarian case was ‘adding something of great and 
permanent value to the story of humanity’. In that way the Hungarian 
example could inspire future generations and ‘shine with peculiar bright-
ness in contrast with the suffering, degradation and misery into which the 
War and its consequences have plunged mankind’.20

One of the key persons to implement much of the SCIU’s humanitarian 
relief work in Budapest was the humanitarian relief worker Rózsi Vajkai, 
who served as the commissioner of the SCIU in Hungary. She also served 
in 1920–1 as the secretary of the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC), and was the sister of the even more widely known Julia 
Vajkai, who was the Hungarian delegate to the British Save the Children 
Fund (SCF) in Hungary. Julia and Rózsi, born in 1879 and 1886 to a 
Jewish family, were crucial for mediating their local knowledge of the 
condition and needs of Budapest’s children to the incoming international 
relief organizations and doing the work on the ground. They belonged to 
a newly emerging group of women from the middle and upper classes who 
became increasingly involved in the cause of children’s public welfare. 
Prior to the twentieth century, child philanthropy had enabled women to 
engage in the emerging field of social work.21 But this burgeoned after the 
First World War, which drastically increased women’s active contribu-
tion to public and philanthropic life. During the war, women as nurses 
were needed at the front, in prisoners of war camps and in hospitals.22 
But women’s active role did not halt with the end of the war. Many 
women continued to be indispensable in offering organized relief to vul-
nerable civilians in postwar Europe. As the children were among the most 
vulnerable civilians, their relief required an institutionalization and pro-
fessionalization of the field of child protection, which the trained female 
nurses used to push for modern childrearing practices. At the same time, 
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the transnationalization of child relief also left an imprint on the local 
personnel that did the work on the ground. The Vajkai sisters perfectly 
capture how the local and the global dimension of relief became closely 
interconnected. Their activism illustrates not just women’s emancipation 
but also their active role in enabling and shaping the transnationalization 
of children’s relief.	

Creating kindergartens for Budapest’s slum children

The way the SCIU provided relief to Budapest’s youngest children coincided 
with a reorientation of the relief work of the organization itself.23 Driven 
by the conviction that ‘man does not live by bread alone’, the SCIU wished 
to ‘offer moral support for the development of the child’, instead of just 
feeding the children.24 It became obvious that the ‘pre-war pre-school 
system did not meet the requirements of the changed circumstances’, as ‘the 
war and its unfortunate consequences forced the Hungarian mother out of 
the family home and into the struggle for bread outside the home’.25 To 
secure the families’ and their children’s survival, many women had to seek 
outside employment. In that way, the male breadwinners’ absence caused 
a shift in gender dynamics and relations, requiring women to become their 
families’ economic ‘mater familias’.

As mothers were increasingly more absent from the home, children’s 
care, especially of infants and toddlers, became an everyday challenge. 
Yet ideas and initiatives to care for children outside the family home had 
been developing for some time. Already in the early nineteenth century, on 
1 June 1828, the capital city of Budapest had witnessed the establishment 
of its first kindergarten, named ‘Angel Garden’ (angyalkert). Inspired by 
philanthropic pedagogy, the countess Teréz Brunszvik had welcomed only 
the children of those who could not properly educate their own offspring.26 
In contrast to these early educative kindergartens, those prior to the First 
World War had developed much in terms of pedagogy and availability. 
Yet their opening hours (8–11 am and 2–4 pm) still did not cover the new 
working hours of mothers who were required to seek full employment 
beyond home. The result was that many working mothers, who were con-
sidered main caregivers at the time, left their infants at home, ‘exposing 
them to a thousand dangers’.27 Often elder siblings had to take full care 
of infants and toddlers in damp, overcrowded barracks and cope with the 
precarious housing conditions.28 Thus there emerged the urgent need for 
nurseries and kindergartens that would care for this disadvantaged and 
neglected section of Hungary’s child population during mothers’ working 
hours. But as neither the city of Budapest nor the Hungarian state found 
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themselves in a position to construct new kindergartens, Rózsi Vajkai and 
other local relief workers sought financial and institutional help abroad.

Between 1921 and 1922, the SCIU was able to open five children’s 
nurseries in the centre of Budapest’s ‘slums’, which were to provide relief 
‘where the need was the greatest’.29 The SCIU wished to take over the 
responsibility for children that suffered from neglect, as the neglect of young 
children could even cause their death. The SCIU homes were inspired by 
reform pedagogy of the early twentieth century, which did not halt before 
the capital city’s most impoverished neighbourhoods.30 In various poverty 
dwellings and its newly established barracks, the SCIU set up its children’s 
homes. The homes included the so-called Kispesti Home in the Wekerle 
Colony, which was the first nursery Vajkai opened in 1921 for children 
between the ages of three and six years old,31 the ‘MacKenzie Home’ in the 
overcrowded and miserable lodging of the Mária Valéria Colony, which 
was compared to a ‘desolate wasteland’,32 the ‘X. Pius home’ in the Lenke 
Colony, the ‘St Stephen’s Home’ in the seventh district and the ‘Apostolic 
Nuncio Home’ in the Anyalföldi Colony.33 These homes were set up right 
on the poverty front line, where the children lived, as it was feared that 
children who could not afford shoes and winter cloths would not be able 
to come to the care institutions.34 It was believed that the closer the homes 
were to the children’s familial homes, the easier and thus the more likely 
it would be that the children could be brought or come to their childcare 
facilities.

The ‘MacKenzie home’ (Figure 1.1) was named after the Catholic priest 
William Andrew MacKenzie, treasurer of the SCIU and commissioner of 
the International Red Cross Association. MacKenzie worked tirelessly to 
support the SCIU’s activities in Budapest. Through this institution, his 
name was now inscribed into Budapest’s cityscape and its newly emerging 
childcare infrastructure. While this home initially accommodated sixty kin-
dergarteners, its nursery just accommodated ten children. This nursery for 
the youngest children of workers’ families came to be known for its appar-
ently well-organized, clean and modern childcare provisions. While the 
three permanent children’s homes, the Kispesti Home, the MacKenzie home 
and the X. Pius Home, were financed by the SCIU, hosting 220 children 
in 1922 while also caring for eighty children through care packages,35 the 
Catholic Church financed the St Stephen’s Home and the Apostolic Nuncio 
Home.36 By 1923, 400 children below the age of six were cared for in these 
children’s homes.37

As the postwar situation was judged to have impaired family life in 
Hungary’s capital city, Vajkai considered it the nurseries’ task to ‘fill the 
crying gaps in the child’s own family home’.38 The nursery system in the 
homes was set up in a way that it could be ‘a complete substitute for the 
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Figure 1.1 Budapest ‘Home Mac Kenzie/Baraque Marie Valérie’, Hongrie/
Budapest, Home Mackenzie de L’UISE: 4 photos de pavillons Marie-Valérie

Source: AEG, A.P. 92.105.84 (1) Archive of the Save the Children International Union 
(SCIU), Geneva.

family home’.39 These institutes were explicitly called homes, although they 
were actually nurseries and kindergartens, as it was envisioned that these 
places should ‘have a family atmosphere where both parent and child can see 
and feel at home’.40 The SCIU stressed the fact that ‘often the parents posed 
a serious danger to the child, either because of the ignorance or negligence’.41 
For that reason, as Vajkai stated in 1932, the focus on the children’s parents 
was a core aim. She remembered that back then she already knew that the 
dissemination of knowledge on children’s proper physical care was essential 
if the SCIU wished ‘to educate the parents and raise their standard of living 
through the day care centre’. Only then could the day nurseries ‘really serve 
its purpose’ if they succeeded ‘in becoming a centre for the education of 
parents’.42 The nurses were aware that the parents were to remain the ‘prime 
educators, the first to be responsible for their children’s happiness’.43

Nevertheless, by means of the homes the SCIU as well as local Hungarian 
child protection institutions aimed at educating mothers about children’s 
proper care. For that purpose, local welfare workers organized monthly 
parent–teacher conferences, where they introduced parents to the necessary 
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standards for children’s proper hygiene and education.44 During these 
monthly reunions, the personnel demonstrated to the parents children’s 
physical and developmental progress and offered advice on children’s 
education.45 After the SCIU had managed to care for the children in their 
nurseries for a few years, they observed that not only did the children 
regaine their normal (physical and mental) development but also the parents 
reassumed their ‘sacred [educational] duty towards their children’.46

Vajkai recalled in 1938 that the children were recruited ‘without 
exception from the most destitute families of the Capital and its outskirts’, 
especially in districts ‘where consequently physical and moral distress are 
overwhelming’.47 To be admitted to a children’s home, the SCIU set up three 
criteria. In contemporaneous sources, the first criterion was the so-called 
welfare perspective, which accepted children into the homes whose mothers 
had to work outside the home and were thus forced to leave their children 
unattended at home or strolling the streets like vagabonds. It was made a 
rule that child relief workers had to conduct detailed research about the 
situation of the family and the children, including a medical examination 
of the children and their social surrounding. The second criterion was the 
state of ‘children’s undernourishment and unhygienic living conditions’. 
In these cases, the children were accepted into the home, independent 
of the state of mother’s employment. The third criterion was the SCIU’s 
fight against tuberculosis. In this case, the SCIU was seeking families that 
suffered from tuberculosis but whose children were not yet ‘contaminated’ – 
meaning infected – by the disease and were thus extracted from the infected 
environment. In the Nuncio Home, out of 100 children, fifty children 
belonged to category 1, ten children to category 2, and forty children to 
category 3.48 This meant that mothers’ employment was the prime cause 
and the attempt to prevent children’s contamination with tuberculosis the 
secondary cause of children’s acceptance.

Everyday life at the homes

Despite the financial and administrative difficulties children’s relief and care 
faced in the postwar period, the children’s homes were set up and could be 
filled with life. Vajkai recalled in 1932 that it was in the ‘Kispesti’ children’s 
nursery where she had learned from Anna Antal, its director, and her enthu-
siastic kindergarten teachers, ‘that there is nothing impossible in social 
work, because it took only days, even hours, to find a warm home and 
careful care for the starving, unfortunate babies who were neglected, worm-
infested, starving and without any care’.49 Vajkai remembered how the 
mother of a little boy, called Rudi, had been so exhausted by the ‘inhuman 
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struggle’ to support her own and her son’s life that, due to the ongoing lack 
of firewood or soap, she had been lying her son down in a freezing room 
which she was unable to warm up with a fire. Rudi’s little body, suffering 
from neglect, lacking hygiene and warmth, was covered with a nasty rash 
when he was brought to the Kispesti Home.50 The case of little Rudi led 
Vajkai and other relief workers to the conclusion that the ‘correct physical 
care of the baby’ was essential in the everyday life of the day care centre.51 
The public discourse over children’s physical suffering and neglect reflected 
underlying fears over children’s degeneration and also, in a broader sense, 
over the irreversible degeneration of the young Hungarian nation. At the 
same time, children’s individual experiences – as captured in the story of 
Rudi – paved the way towards the professionalization of the Hungarian 
childcare system. The humanitarian strategy of using stories of children’s 
individual experiences was instrumental in individualizing the massive scale 
of children’s suffering, which helped readers to feel and show compassion.

The fact that many of such child stories were recounted in the major 
print media at the time served not only the public call for children’s 
relief and welfare but also the dissemination of knowledge on children’s 
necessary hygiene and care. Festivities were also regularly organized to 
publicly exhibit the physical transformation of the children in care and 
thank the philanthropic institutions for their relief efforts. One afternoon in 
June 1922 a celebration was organized to praise the transformative power 
of the ‘Kispesti’ kindergarten (gyermekkert), where ‘fifty pale-faced, skinny 
little human children’ had been ‘cared for physically and mentally for nearly 
seven months’.52 By 1923 it was observed that one and a half years of ‘care, 
supervision, love and interest in them, good air and plenty of food have paid 
off’.53 The source claims that childcare in the nursery had contributed to the 
children’s physical transformation. Its author observes that the children’s 
‘pale faces are hunched and flushed, the crooked, angular legs are straight-
ened’, and the formerly ‘dirty children, who otherwise would have been 
scavenging in the streets’, have come to be ‘well-behaved, clean, well cared 
for’, and have learned to read poems and songs, do handicrafts, and ‘all 
traces of their misery had been wiped off them’.54 The very close and overtly 
positive descriptions of children’s physical rescue and recovery perfectly 
mirrors the way in which the emerging Hungarian welfare state wanted to 
present itself. While the war and its aftermath were judged to have brought 
great misery to Hungary’s children, the notion of the child’s radical physical 
and moral transformation was presented as the immediate success of this 
international relief endeavour.

Sources about the relief facilities also pursued the very same strategy 
as reports about the physical transformation of the rescued children. 
Highly celebratory, contemporaneous media describe in close detail how 
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international relief was implemented and how it altered the bodies and 
souls of the respective children. In some of the shacks of huts, as the author 
described it in 1925, an ‘oasis’ for children was set up with the aim of 
‘nestling in them human kindness, tender care and clever charity’.55 An 
eyewitness report from 1922 nostalgically describes how the ‘large, long, 
outwardly bleak building of the Mária Valéria barrack’ had come to host 
‘a magnificent, flourishing, smiling, singing, beautiful children’s colony’.56 
It was here, where ‘two major international charities’, namely the SCF and 
the SCIU, were ‘fighting child poverty and exploitation at the same time’.57

During a visit to the MacKenzie home by Hungary’s right-wing Regent 
Miklós Horthy, his wife Magdolna Purgly, the papal nuncio Lörinc 
Schioppa and representatives of the international relief mission in Budapest 
on 7 May 1922, many efforts were made to exhibit the institution’s profes-
sional childcare system. One photograph of the visit (Figure 1.2) captures 
the scene, showing how ten toddlers pose for the photographer in their 
wicker beds, which had been donated by the SCIU and bore its emblem.

The cradles had been manufactured by older children in so-called 
workrooms that were set up with the support of the British SCF in the very 

Figure 1.2 Budapest ‘Home Mac Kenzie’-Baraque Marie Valérie, Hongrie/
Budapest, Home Mackenzie de l’UISE: 4 photos de pavillons Marie-Valérie

Source: A.P. 92.105.84 (1). Archive of the SCIU, Geneva.
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same poverty dwellings, to teach children between twelve and fourteen a 
handicraft.58 These cradles were lent to poor young mothers right after 
birth.59	

As many impoverished and working parents were reported to leave 
their home in the early morning and only return late in the evening, 
‘locking their children in the winter into their housing and letting them 
vagabond throughout the summer’, SCIU wished to offer substitute care 
for the neglected children of the working class.60 In 1922, ‘poor working 
women of the outermost factory in [the district of] Ferencváros’ were seen 
‘bring[ing] their babies here [to the MacKenzie home] in the mornings 
and take them home in the evenings, after work’.61 In 1923, it was reported 
that in particular female workers who had been displaced from the ceded 
Hungarian territories and were living in the Mária Valéria Colony, brought 
their children to the nursery.62 While leaving children on their own was one 
problem, unemployment and the resulting poverty also affected the children 
in these districts. Hence, caring for the workers’ children fulfilled two 
purposes: first, it prevented the neglect of children by those parents who 
were already working; and second, it enabled mothers in particular to take 
up employment and earn a living for their families.

Beyond the mere supervision, everyday life at the homes was well 
thought through. In the MacKenzie home the babies received ‘a bath, 
then a cocoa breakfast, a mid-morning snack, a proper lunch at noon, all 
completely free’.63 The home offered play and education, while the nurses 
also aimed to teach the children cleanliness and hygiene. Vajkai observed 
that ‘cleanliness is something very difficult to reach’; yet great efforts were 
made to teach the children, and in that way also the parents, to regularly 
wash themselves, clean their dresses and take care of their daily hygiene.64 
Photographs were taken to document the daily cleaning, dressing and 
feeding of the children. The caption of one image (Figure 1.3) states in 
French that, ‘Every morning, when the child arrives to the nursery, it is 
washed’. It shows a baby’s reluctance towards and unhappiness about this 
daily routine, exercised by a Catholic nurse who served as key personnel 
in many childcare facilities at the time. Yet, as the image suggests, cleanli-
ness was to be presented as a daily necessity, even if it entailed forcing it 
upon the children. Daily routines that ensured children’s regular feeding, 
their proper hygiene and their involvement in play and education were 
seen as the right path towards securing children’s proper upbringing. Once 
implemented in the homes, these routines, it was hoped, would be increas-
ingly implemented at the children’s private homes. Thus, capturing these 
moments of children’s professional handling were meant to prove and 
pave the way towards the professionalization of children’s public care and 
the making of public welfare.
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Figure 1.3 Hongrie, ‘Chaque matin, en arrivant au home l’enfant est lavé’, 
Homes de L’UISE á Budapest

Source: AEG, A.P. 92.105.82 Archive of the SCIU, Geneva.

Vajkai, however, knew how fragile the children’s and parents’ receptive-
ness to hygiene and cleanliness was. She stated in 1928 that ‘all our efforts 
are in vain if, as soon as they go back to the care of their mother, the children 
fall into filthiness’.65 She thus considered the state homes more professional 
and appropriate in handling the children than the children’s private homes, 
which were in her opinion rather backward when it came to hygienic and 
pedagogic standards. Even in times of crisis, the professional approach to 
children’s health was valued. The particular focus on children’s hygiene in 
the homes, including their regular bath as well as medical examinations, 
were judged to have prevented the closure of these facilities during epidemic 
outbreaks such as the Spanish flu in 1918. Vajkai recalled in a report 
from 1927 that ‘their [the babies’] health is strengthened, and during the 
influenza epidemic, the homes could continue their work without interrup-
tion, whereas the schools had to close’.66 Apart from children’s cleanliness, 
their health and their development were controlled by a physician once a 
month.67 Every three months, examinations recorded children’s weight and 
height, as well as chronic and hereditary illnesses, which were to prove the 
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efficiency of the homes when it came to the children’s physical and mental 
development as well as to the proper functioning of the home itself.68

After a walk through the childcare facilities in the Mária Valéria 
barracks, the correspondent of The National Newspaper (A Nemzeti Újság) 
described his personal impression of the babies, stating that ‘you can see 
the satisfaction in their chubby faces, their bright, smiling eyes, their quiet, 
calm demeanour’.69 In the kindergarten part, he inquired with a teacher 
regarding how these ‘worker babies’ were, and she responded that they 
were great and that there existed ‘a difference like heaven and earth between 
these children and the village children’, whom she had previously taught 
as a village teacher.70 While SCIU had financed the nursery for four full 
years, in August 1924 the municipality was able to take over the financial 
responsibility. By 1925 the MacKenzie home accommodated 110 children 
between the age of two-and-a-half and twelve.71

Children’s homes: a humanitarian, political and/or 
pedagogical experiment?

With his child welfare work, William MacKenzie had been a close col-
laborator of Julia and Rózsi Vajkai. All three represented key figures of 
international humanitarianism that were on the one hand bringing about 
a system of international child relief, while on the other hand implement-
ing this kind of relief on the ground in Hungary. Beyond the international 
arena, MacKenzie was much invested in the cause of Hungary’s children 
and regularly visited Hungary to report about the country’s economic 
situation and its evolving charity and child welfare system. In October 
1921, he observed that the economic situation had not improved much, but 
he appreciated the fact that, in contrast to many other deserving countries, 
‘there are many wealthy people in Hungary who could fill the gaps of inter-
national aid’.72 In 1922, he was officially thanked during a celebration in his 
nursery. Such public gestures of thankfulness towards the representatives 
of relief were important to further secure incoming relief donations from 
abroad. A rhetoric of deep gratitude, and often rituals of public apprecia-
tion, were used to express thankfulness towards the humanitarian donors. 
The nursery thanked MacKenzie for having ‘put his heart and soul into 
helping this great institution to flourish’.73

During an international children’s congress that took place in Vienna and 
Budapest in 1924, institutions such as the MacKenzie home were shown to 
the international guests, as they prototypically materialized the success of 
the international relief donations and the professionalization of childcare, 
even in far-away Budapest. In the form of these institutions, international 
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humanitarian relief inscribed itself into the cityscape of Budapest. Apart 
from exhibiting during these visits humanitarian institutions in Budapest’s 
poverty dwellings, much emphasis was also placed on showing Budapest’s 
glamorous and imperial sites and the representatives of Hungary’s aristo-
cratic elite. The international guests not only attended a lecture at the Royal 
Opera House but they were also driven to the Royal Castle, where they 
were honoured by a tea party hosted by archduchess Isabella and attended 
by princess Gabriella and prince Albrecht, as well as many better-off 
members of society.74 Such encounters with Budapest’s glamorous sites and 
its imperial elite shifted the visitors’ attention to Hungary’s glorious past 
and its national importance – within the international community – which 
was, so the message went, worth rescuing.

Not just during such festivities, international humanitarian child relief 
in postwar Hungary was closely cooperating with representatives of the 
country’s aristocratic and political elite. As the war, as well as the imperial 
dissolution and Hungary’s Bolshevist revolution, were seen as having had 
a ‘disastrous toll not only of the lives of thousands of children in Central 
Europe through starvation’, and also on ‘the potential strength of the 
nations through the effects of malnutrition’, the new postwar government 
of Miklós Horthy, established on 1 March 1920, was considered as the 
remedy of children’s postwar suffering.75 Rózsi Vajkai stated in 1932 
that creating day nurseries for Budapest’s poor children and ensuring the 
children’s ‘healthy development in body and soul’ was of the uttermost 
importance, because she considered ‘the child’ as ‘the only treasure of the 
future’ and feared that ‘the greatness, culture and strength of a nation 
can  be lost because of the unsolved problems of raising children’.76 
Especially due to the massive loss of lives during the war and the subse-
quent turmoil, the child became the symbol of hope for the regeneration 
of the weakened nation.	

As in 1919, Hungary had lived through a short Bolshevist revolution 
under Béla Kun, and international relief organizations feared the possible 
spread of Bolshevism and were thus much in favour of Horthy’s counter-
revolutionary politics and government. In that way, international relief 
gained an unequivocal political objective: to restore post-revolutionary 
order and stabilize Horthy’s regime. An American article from 1939 
recalled in an admiring tone how ‘Admiral Horthy led his army into 
Budapest and the counterrevolutionaries began to restore order in the 
impoverished land’.77 Although a costly and great task, Horthy shared 
the approach of the international and local humanitarian organizations 
to Hungary’s suffering children. Children’s rehabilitation was seen as the 
precondition for the regeneration of the Hungarian nation and state. Based 
on this notion, processes of postwar state building went hand in hand 
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with the expansion and professionalization of children’s welfare. Horthy 
also saw great symbolic meaning in the support and rescue of Hungary’s 
children.78 Similar to the imperial backing of child protection up to 1920, 
child protection in the postwar period continued to be heavily politicized. 
Yet the close connection between child relief and politics was well received 
by the international relief organizations. Hungarian nationalist sentiments 
were not seen as detrimental to the idea of internationalism but were rather 
considered a natural component and supplement of humanitarianism. In so 
far as Horthy and the SCIU shared a belief in the importance of children’s 
rescue and recovery, children’s relief functioned as a cornerstone for the 
making of Horthy’s political and social postwar order.

Yet the idea of the children’s homes broke with the conservative notion 
of the women’s place being at home. Instead, the homes enabled a further 
emancipation of women in terms of their increased participation in the 
labour market. As the children to be placed in the homes mostly belonged to 
the impoverished classes, their placement outside their – often precarious – 
private homes was considered a possible means to secure their better and 
safer upbringing. Thus, while these homes broke with Horthy’s conserva-
tive notion of the family and the understanding of the mother as the best 
caretaker, they helped vulnerable families to step out of poverty and to 
prevent children’s further neglect in these – economically and socially  – 
difficult times. Yet in contrast, the place of the youngest children of the 
better-off classes – as well as of their mothers – remained in the private 
home. They were to be shielded at home from outside harm, whereas 
children of the impoverished working classes were to be placed in outside 
homes to be shielded from parental neglect. Class played heavily into 
childcare provisions at the time.

Apart from the political agenda of relief, the Catholic Church also 
played a central role in the ongoing support of the nurseries. It financed 
the St Stephen’s Home and the Apostolic Nuncio Home, even with direct 
support from ‘the Holy Father’, while the premises, the heating and the 
lighting was provided by the capital.79 When the St Stephen’s Home was 
inaugurated in May 1923,80 Lörinc Schioppa, the papal nuncio, explained 
that it was the duty of the wealthy and capable people ‘to do their utmost to 
ensure that Hungary’s future generation of children can develop as strongly 
as possible, otherwise the belief that the new generation will bring about 
Hungary’s rebirth will remain a mere phrase’.81 At the end of the inaugura-
tion, Schioppa distributed shoes and food to the children and the poor who 
had gathered.82 The pope even donated money from his private funds to 
support the lending of hundreds of travelling infant cradles, fully furnished 
with baby equipment, to impoverished mothers. The institution’s religious 
character also found its way into children’s everyday life and education. 
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Figure 1.4 Homes de L’UISE á Budapest (n. d.)
Source: A.P. 92.105.82, Archive of the SCIU, Geneva.

Before every breakfast and dinner, the children were obliged to pray, as 
depicted in Figure 1.4.

As the religious backing of the children’s nurseries was essential, 
much importance was given to the celebration of Christmas, as shown 
in Figure 1.5. One Christmas in 1927, 160 ‘poor little babies’ were given 
‘warm winter clothes, toys and sweets’ and had to ‘perform their little plays 
under the glow of a beautiful big Christmas tree’.83 In 1930, one ‘Christmas 
tree celebration’ was organized in the S. Stephen’s Home, where Rózsi 
Vajkai was surrounded by the institution’s children. She was the key figure 
of this celebration, as she had helped to provide foreign aid to the impov-
erished children whose parents were busy at work with a daily warm meal 
and constant care.84

Another children’s home, which cared for refugee children, and which 
was supported not by the SCIU but by the British SCF, was opened in 
the Auguszta Colony in February 1921. Frederick Hankinson, a British 
Unitarian pastor, had opened a ‘primitive [simple] nursery’ in the very 
same facility he visited regularly.85 He came to be known in Hungary as 
the ‘friend of the poor’.86 He arrived in 1920 with the Quakers’ Society 
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Figure 1.5 Home Mac Kenzie/Baraque Mac Kenzie, Noël 1927 Budapest, 
Hongrie/Budapest, Home Mackenzie de l’UISE: 5 photos du Noël de 1927 et 1928

Source: A.P. 92.105.84 (3), Archive of the SCIU, Geneva.

of Friends to Budapest to distribute £10,000 from the British SCF to 
Hungary’s impoverished and suffering children. He invested much of his 
effort in the support of families and children that had been displaced from 
the ceded territories and who had found shelter in the various barracks in 
the city.87 He explained in 1922 how the idea for a nursery had come into 
existence. It had been inspired by the tragedy of a poor child whose mother 
had gone to work. When the child was playing by the stove, it fell into the 
fire and was burned. Out of this experience, his conviction was born that 
‘mothers should be relieved of all worries, so that they can put all their 
energy into the work they are doing’.88 While such a story could have been 
used to denounce the possible negative impact of poverty and exhaustion on 
women’s ability to properly care for their children, the perspective is here 
shifted to call for women’s exemption from childcare obligations.

This emancipatory move was motivated by Hankinson’s strong belief 
that the increasing involvement of Hungary’s population (and also increas-
ingly of its female section) in the labour market was Hungary’s only way 
out of its postwar economic misery.89 Childcare during working hours was 
thus at its core not merely a humanitarian move but it originated – to a 
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large extent – from clear economic considerations. Welcoming twenty-two 
children into the day care centre meant that twenty-two workers were ‘freed 
for work’.90 Furthermore, he was much invested in preparing the local 
population to take over the childcare work once the international humani-
tarian organizations left Hungary. ‘I have set up all the actions so that they 
can easily be continued. You do not need great financial investments, just 
decent, honest work.’91 He was convinced that ‘charity is possible without 
Carrara marble and Persian carpets’.92 Once the mission of all the foreign 
charities would be discontinued, he argued, it would be ‘the duty of the 
Hungarian public to replace them with its own resources’.93

In the various homes, much emphasis was put on the pedagogical 
approach to the children. Progressive pedagogical ideas and concepts were 
widely implemented. At the St Stephen’s Home, the reform pedagogy of the 
Italian physician and educator Maria Montessori was implemented, and 
was in 1926 judged by Rózsi Vajkai to have had great results in preparing 
the children for school.94 The main principle of the pedagogy proposed by 
Montessori was the trust in children’s inherent ability to teach themselves 
and children’s intrinsic interest in discovering their surrounding environ-
ment by themselves. Montessori’s core purpose was to turn children, from 
a very young age onwards, into independent and confident human beings. 
As the Hungarian labour market at the time demanded women’s increas-
ing involvement, the Montessori pedagogy fed perfectly into this new 
perspective on and approach towards children. The more independent and 
confident a child became, the more available his/her mother would be for the 
labour market. Beyond this, the pedagogical and educational benefits were 
also appreciated in Hungary. Montessori’s pedagogy resonated strongly 
among child relief and welfare workers at the time, among them child relief 
personnel in Hungary and especially in Budapest. Vajkai remembered in 
1932 how in the nurseries the teachers had relied on the ‘child’s instinc-
tive activity’, when they playfully taught the little ones all the household 
chores which the mother usually does at home. They taught the children 
how ‘to wash their hands and mouths, comb their hair; lace their shoes: 
dress themselves, set the table, pour water into a glass, tend the flowers and 
garden’. This kind of Montessori-like teaching through doing was based on 
the knowledge of ‘how receptive the child’s mind is at this age and how the 
impressions and habits acquired at this age have a lifelong impact’.95 At the 
same time, the child’s active participation in the household relieved working 
mothers of a substantial part of the work at home.

Vajkai stated in 1927 that she considered the Montessori method the 
most valuable attempt abroad that could also be implemented in Hungary; 
but she warned that although international ideas could be adopted, ‘any 
development can only be truly good if it is adapted to local and specific 
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conditions’.96 Despite this slight hesitation, Vajkai felt that she had made 
‘a small attempt to implement the idea of Montessori’, by ‘entrusting the 
most disadvantaged children to the most advanced’; the results were beyond 
her expectations.97 This approach to the children in the homes was based 
on democratic, if not socialist, principles of self-government and mutual 
learning. The children were taught to care for themselves and for each other.

In all the homes, much time was also spent involving children in play and 
in music. The childcare facilities did not serve the sole purpose of providing 
custody during working hours but rather as institutions that invested in the 
proper education and personal development of the children. The moderni-
zation of children’s relief and welfare focused much on children’s education 
and play, which relied on the implementation of internationally shared 
pedagogic notions and practices. Humanitarian photography that docu-
mented relief in Hungary shared the moral iconography of transatlantic 
humanitarianism. We can speak of a visual language of humanitarianism 
that emerged with the dissemination of common humanitarian values at the 
time. The need to secure funding for children’s relief resulted in a particular 
visual language that was able to appeal to both local and distant audiences. 
As Heide Fehrenbach and Davide Rodogno put it, ‘humanitarian imagery 
gave form and meaning to human suffering, rendering it comprehensible, 
urgent, and actionable for European and American audiences’.98

When it comes to identifying common elements to the children’s 
education in the homes, some daily occupations were developed that were 
intended to shape the children in various ways. Six main educative aims 
were formulated that should be reached through children’s occupation: 
(1)  developing a sense of duty in the child, (2) accustoming the child to 
cleanliness, (3) raising in the child the sense of satisfaction that comes from 
a job well done, (4) giving the child a moral foundation which guides his/her 
conduct in the future, (5) developing in the child the sense of family and the 
love of helping others and (6) awakening his/her religious feeling.99 These 
educational aims were envisioned to bring about promising future genera-
tions. The homes also sought to reach measurable results: from a medical 
point of view, a 1927 report claimed that ‘the systematic and normal life, 
the healthy air and the cleanliness, the health nutrition’ had an ‘excellent 
result’ on the respective children.100 Within 8–10 months in the homes, 
the children were reported to have gained 3–4 kilos, that their anaemia 
was reduced and that the pale and sick children had been turned into a 
‘happy and healthy children’s group’.101 Children’s physical and emotional 
suffering, so said the celebratory tone of the contemporaneous sources, had 
been ended and the children could finally live a happy childhood.
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Conclusion

The humanitarian discourse over Budapest’s slum children and the everyday 
practices employed for their rescue and care demonstrated how children were 
instrumentalized for the – imagined and attempted – recovery of Hungary’s 
postwar society. Herein, we can detect how the story of Budapest’s slum 
kindergartens was closely intertwined with the country’s larger postwar 
economic and social reconfiguration. Thus, zooming in on one of East 
Central Europe’s humanitarian laboratories can serve as a magnifying glass 
to better understand the postwar transformation of the affected societies. 
Relieving Budapest’s slum children through their daily care in humanitarian 
day nurseries was seen as a small yet important step by the international 
humanitarian community to bring about social change in this European 
capital city. First, it allowed mothers to seek labour outside the home and 
contribute to the family income. In that way, women could work towards 
stepping out of poverty, possibly enabling them to leave the barracks of 
Budapest’s slums behind them. Second, contemporaneous thinkers were 
convinced of the fact that the more women could pursue a work, the more 
they could actively contribute to Hungary’s economic restoration, which 
was seen as the sole remedy for Hungary’s disastrous postwar condition. 
Besides this, children’s suffering had made it obvious how important it was 
to invest in their relief and care, not just for their own sake but also for the 
state’s own future. While children’s relief in Budapest’s slums was initially 
born out of local emergency, these rather improvised facilities slowly 
developed into more pedagogic institutions that became essential elements 
in the emerging Hungarian public welfare state. The homes mirrored how 
childcare came to be increasingly modern and professional.

At the same time, the destiny of these former enemy children also 
triggered compassion among international humanitarian organizations, 
which were willing to help Hungary ‘to help itself’, even if this country had 
been an enemy state until very recently. It was in these homes where global 
international relief intervention and the local infrastructures and personnel 
came to be jointly active on behalf of children’s rescue and recovery. 
Supporting the implementation of childcare infrastructures in Budapest’s 
most impoverished neighbourhoods was believed to bring about long-term 
social change. The knowledge and the experiences that were gained ‘on the 
ground’ could furthermore be internationally disseminated and applied. 
International relief workers were not the only ones to gain knowledge when 
working in the homes in Budapest; Hungarian child relief workers travelled 
to other European states to share the knowledge they had gained in their 
own country. Herein we can see how the transnational encounter between 
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international relief agencies and humanitarian testing grounds had recip-
rocal and long-term repercussions that went far beyond children’s relief 
in Budapest’s slums. In that way, these humanitarian homes in Budapest 
mirror well how East Central Europe came to serve as a testing ground of 
humanitarian postwar intervention. Although just a piece in the mosaic of 
the many transnational humanitarian encounters in postwar Europe, the 
case of child relief in Budapest exemplifies how essential the region was for 
the expansion and professionalization of humanitarianism in the aftermath 
of the First World War.
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Ethnicizing aid: Jews and Christians inside 
and outside the social care system in interwar 

Lubartów 

Franciszek Zakrzewski

On 22 July 1939, the Lubartów Town Council held its penultimate meeting 
in interwar period. At the same time, it was the first meeting of new coun-
cillors following the local elections held a few months earlier. In the new 
sixteen-member council, Jews, who constituted 42 per cent of the town’s 
population, were represented by only three members. The meeting was 
held to elect the Town Board and members of the municipal committees. 
Five candidates were recommended for the Social Care Commission and 
the Finance and Budget Commission, including no Jews, which provoked 
a reaction from Jewish councillors, supported by two Christian members 
of the council.1 They all argued that Jews should be represented in both 
bodies. As a result of further discussions, Jews obtained a seat on the Social 
Care Commission. Two aspects are particularly noteworthy. The first is 
that the balance of power in the Town Council and local government in 
Lubartów was understood according to religious or ethnic criteria, at least 
in the late 1930s. And second, the participation of Jews in the Social Care 
Commission was apparently of fundamental importance to Jewish coun-
cillors and some non-Jews. As the municipal records show, social care 
remained a distinctive area of self-government in Lubartów, serving a sig-
nificant number of Jews in need. I argue that religious and ethnic divisions 
played a particular role in the social care system in Lubartów, both in terms 
of direct financial and material support and in the subsidizing charities, the 
two main areas of social care covered in the chapter.2

My perspective on the social care in Lubartów is rooted in administra-
tive and social history, with a tilt towards Jewish studies. Several works 
have recently been published on the legal foundations and function-
ing of the welfare system in interwar Poland, which provide a national 
perspective.3 They see social care (opieka społeczna) as part of public 
welfare, while research on welfare states in East Central Europe focuses 
on the introduction and maintenance of social insurance systems.4 None of 
these studies, however, analyses the religious or ethnic aspects of welfare 
policies. Research within Jewish studies focuses on the transnational 
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aspects of social care: roles that Jewish charities and the emigrant commu-
nities played in organizing aid for they compatriots in the Old Country,5 
and the efforts of the international Jewish organizations.6 Jewish studies 
scholars portrayed the work of Jewish relief in Poland as a nationwide 
effort by Jews,7 and as a part of Jewish communal life in small towns and 
cities.8 When it comes to local studies of multiethnic communities, Hanna 
Kozińska-Witt studied the policies behind subsidizing public organiza-
tions, including charities.9 My research, however, focuses on the everyday 
functioning of the social care system in the Second Polish Republic at the 
local level, as well as on humanitarian efforts for those excluded from the 
system.

The policies and actions examined in this chapter were seen by local 
and state institutions as a part of opieka społeczna, which I translate as a 
social care, in order to distinguish it from welfare that is commonly used in 
relation to social insurance. Nevertheless, the same practices carried out by 
different actors in different organizational frameworks could be understood 
and named differently. For instance, in interwar Lubartów, the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) provided aid to Jews, initially 
in the form of a palliative relief in cash and goods, very similar to local gov-
ernment social benefits, and later through interest-free loans to the poorest 
entrepreneurs. Despite their different forms, JDC actions were presented 
as humanitarian relief.10 In fact, most of the aid activities described in this 
chapter could be considered humanitarian for at least two reasons: first, 
they were part of local, national or transnational efforts to recover from 
war and overcome economic crises; and second, they were designed to 
support people in desperate need and provide them with the resources they 
need to survive, such as food, basic healthcare or coal for the winter.

All the actions described are also characterized by the fact that they were 
undertaken at a particular time (the 1920s and 1930s) and place: Lubartów, 
a county town in the central Poland. They took place in a nationwide and 
transnational context but have their own local specificity, which cannot be 
explained simply by the socio-political and economic conditions of the time, 
or by the relief policies developed in Warsaw or New York. Bearing in mind 
that the relationship between the micro and the macro in history is two 
way, I argue that close observation can serve to challenge or reformulate 
established interpretive schemes; in this respect, I draw on microhistorical 
practice.11 The microhistorical approach enables us to draw patterns in the 
functioning of the social care system in Lubartów, to observe the changes 
in local policies and relief practices and, most importantly, to highlight 
the moments that stand out, thus providing a different perspective on the 
whole. Therefore, while characterizing the social care system, this chapter 
pays particular attention to the implementation of the 1928 reform, which 
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Figure 2.1 Models of social benefits distribution in interwar Lubartów
Notes: Grey– flow of information; black – flow of benefits.

for a short period revolutionized the logic of public benefits distribution in 
Lubartów (Figure 2.1).

My knowledge of the social care system in Lubartów comes primarily 
from the municipal records collected between 1924 and 1939.12 Most of the 
records deal with the benefits distribution as well as the collaboration and 
subsidizing of charities. Both aspects provide a comprehensive perspective 
on the role of religious and ethnic divisions in the organization of the local 
social care system and, more generally, of the local government. Although 
the practices within the system are the focus of my attention, the picture 
would be incomplete without taking into account the support organized 
outside the system through grassroots humanitarian mobilization, or the 
foreign aid given to the Jews by the global humanitarian organization JDC, 
as seen through the Yiddish Scientific Institute (Yidisher Visnshaftlekher 
Institut, YIVO) Archives and by landsmanshaft in the US, who were 
receiving letters from compatriots in Lubartów.

The aid institutions and initiatives in Lubartów created a system of 
interconnected vessels that must be viewed cross-sectionally. Assistance to 
the poorest in Lubartów was provided on three levels: on the basis of the 
state social care system, paid for and organized by the town; by local aid 
organizations, integrated into the public system but also operated largely 
outside it; and by transnational support from humanitarian organizations 
and compatriots abroad. Since the public welfare system did not fulfil its 
basic obligation to provide assistance to all those who needed it – because it 
lacked adequate resources, discriminated against certain groups or did not 
respond quickly enough in an emergency situation – those in need had to 
rely on humanitarian mobilization driven by charities that mobilized local 
communities and organized support from abroad.
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The entire aid system in interwar Lubartów could therefore be described 
as hybrid communal humanitarianism: a system of complex interrelation-
ships between different forms of aid, through which local actors sought 
various ways of improving the situation of those most in need within the 
group they identified with. The communal nature of aid was thus largely 
based on the common identification of aid organizers, aid providers and 
the needy in Lubartów, and on the relatively small size of the groups. Relief 
practices, like most social and political initiatives in interwar Lubartów, 
served to produce, mobilize and sustain these group identifications: ethnic, 
religious or national.13 The state and local government, organizing the state 
social care system, was by no means neutral in this arrangement; social 
care was overwhelmingly subordinated to the needs of ‘the core nation’,14 
understood in the case of Lubartów as ethno-religious categories such as 
Christians or Poles. Interwar Poland, like other newly formed and modern 
East Central European states, provided fertile ground for this kind of 
communal humanitarianism, due to its already existing but underdeveloped 
state social care system and the fundamental importance of ethno-religious 
and national distinctions for institutional forms, organizational routines 
and cultural practices.

The two-track social care system in Lubartów 

The interwar system of social care, although created on the basis of new 
rules of universal and compulsory assistance, showed many similarities with 
earlier models. Before the outbreak of the First World War, in the Congress 
Kingdom, to which Lubartów belonged, care for the poor was the domain 
of local political communes, albeit on a voluntary basis.15 As public social 
care was highly underdeveloped, assistance was provided by charities.16 The 
law, from 1841, made Jewish kehillas responsible for caring for Jews.17 In 
practice, the main form of social care provided by the Jewish community in 
Lubartów was to pay for the medical costs for the poor; the kehilla could 
not afford other expenses.18 Therefore, the poor were supported by private 
philanthropists.19

The First World War led to a humanitarian mobilization in the ter-
ritories of the former Kingdom of Poland.20 Under Austro-Hungarian 
rule, which included Lubartów, the Main Rescue Committee (Główny 
Komitet Ratunkowy) was established in Lublin in November 1915.21 Its 
activities were largely financed by the occupation authorities and also by 
Polish emigrant communities. In Lubartów, one of twenty-seven local 
committees set up by the Main Rescue Committee operated ‘to regulate 
the organization of self-help for the population suffering as a result of the 
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war, to enable them to survive the war and to maintain the proper course 
of private and public life’.22 An eatery was set up in Lubartów, and the 
committee also led the fight against epidemics as well as provided food 
ration cards, and monitored the prices of products. Nonetheless, it was con-
trolled by Christians, which threatened the interests of Jewish merchants 
and customers – Jews in Lubartów could not obtain sugar.23 It seems that 
in Lubartów, as in other towns of the Lublin region, the distribution of 
resources to the needy increased social tensions, and it was the Jews who 
were discriminated against.24

In parallel, the Vienna-based Israelite Alliance (Israelitische Allianz zu 
Wien) and the German Jewish Relief Association (Hilfsverein der deutschen 
Juden) operated in the territories occupied by the Central Powers, as did 
the JDC, founded in 1914 as an alliance of German and Eastern European 
Jews in the US to aid Jews in the war zones.25 The JDC provided palliative 
relief to hundreds of Jews in Lubartów, supporting them with money, food 
and clothing.26 In practice, a two-track system of care was maintained in 
Lubartów, with aid organized by public institutions partially excluding 
Jews, who received support from international Jewish aid organizations. 
In between, there were charities, Jewish and non-Jewish, often of pre-war 
origin, with varying degrees of links to the main two tracks.27 This his-
torical model of providing assistance to the poorest persisted in the reborn 
Polish state.

In the Second Republic of Poland, the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare took charge of public social policy, which, in addition to social 
care, included labour protection, social insurance, employment and health-
care. The legal and organizational framework for the social care system, 
which has so far operated under three different legal regimes, was set by 
the 1923 Act.28 Responsibility for the financial maintenance and running 
of social care rested predominantly with local administrative units (gminy), 
such as the Lubartów municipality. Under the 1923 Act, social care was to 
operate on the basis of universal access, while social insurance or unem-
ployment benefits were available only to selected categories of citizens,29 
and Jews, like Ukrainians or Ruthenians, were deprived of these rights, 
mainly due to their employment structure.30 Social care was intended to fill 
the gaps in the social security system, as it was believed that the universal 
social security system would keep social services to a minimum.31

Until 1930, before the implementation of the 1928 reform, a person 
seeking assistance from the municipality applied personally to the Town 
Board. Records show that between 1925 and 1929 the board consid-
ered only a few requests, and only Christians were among the recipients. 
Certainly the scale of aid was inadequate, since on 18 February 1929 
the district governor addressed the Lubartów magistrate with an order 
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to prepare a list of ‘families that are in such critical conditions that it is 
necessary to provide immediate assistance’.32 On the same day, the mayor 
sent a list of forty-two families represented by heads of household (both 
men and women), Jewish and Christian. Eight of them received financial 
assistance, while three others were given food. The majority on the list were 
Christians, while the recipients were all Christian families. In the town’s 
records, I did not find a single case of benefits being given to Jews in the 
period up to 1929.

Local government cooperation with and support for charities was motivated 
by their organizational expertise and community embeddedness. In Lubartów, 
they operated along ethno-religious lines, as evidenced by the recipients of aid 
and the compositions of the organizations’ boards.33 Ethnicity and religion 
were also the main criteria for subsidizing charities and involving them in 
local government aid activities. The Women’s Civic Labour Union (Związek 
Pracy Obywatelskiej Kobiet) and the of St Vincent Christian Mercy Society 
(Towarzystwo Miłosierdzia Chrześcijańskiego im. Św. Wincentego) were con-
sidered by magistrates to represent the interests of the Christian poor in the 
town, while the interests of the Jews were represented to the town by the Achi 
Ezer and the Ezra, and not by the kehilla,34 which provided emergency aid and 
covered medical expenses for Jews on its own.

By the mid-1920s, the Jews of Lubartów, having been plunged into 
poverty, were completely deprived of support from the town. At the same 
time, support from the JDC ceased in the early 1920s, when it began to 
shift from palliative aid to reconstruction aid, finally closing its relief office 
in Poland in 1924 and establishing the American Jewish Reconstruction 
Fund. The crises of the mid-1920s thus left the Jewish community without 
external institutional support for the poorest. Until 1927, the responsibility 
of caring for the Jews lay solely with the kehilla, which allocated funds to 
support the poorest: 1,500 zlotys in 1926, 4 per cent of the annual budget, 
and three times more than in the town’s budget.35 As this support did not 
meet their needs, the Jews of Lubartów repeatedly appealed to their com-
patriots in the US for help. Between July 1925 and mid-1926, the kehilla 
board and the rabbi, then the members of the newly established Achi 
Ezer, sent letters to Julius Peretz, leader of the Lubartowian community in 
New York, and after its registration in 1938 the financial secretary of the 
Lubartów landmanschaft:

‘Mr Peretz! Please pass all of this on to our brothers … and tell them that 
their brothers and sisters, relatives and friends in Lubartów are suffering 
from hunger and that Achi Ezer is helping them as much as it can. Tell them, 
Mr Peretz, that Jewish Lubartów has never seen such hard times and that if 
you don’t hurry up and help us, many of our brothers will literally starve to 
death’.36
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According to the letter, Achi Ezer began its grassroots activities by 
providing food and money to poor Jewish families on Passover 1926. 
However, the organization’s relief efforts resulted in a large deficit, while 
‘the crisis is unprecedented and money is nowhere to be found’.37 It is 
likely that requests went unanswered. The letters sent to the US show 
the strategies adopted by the Lubartów Jews when they were deprived of 
public and international support. Their humanitarian mobilization took 
the form of self-organization within the community of Lubartów residents 
and attempts to involve in relief efforts Lubartów residents who had left 
for the US.

In May 1927 a new Town Council was elected, with the highest rep-
resentation of Jews in the entire interwar period (Table 2.1). From then 
on, subsidies of 300 zlotys were included in the budget for Achi Ezer. The 
magistrate also maintained the amount of 500 zlotys per year for emergency 
aid for the poorest residents, just for Christians. This may indicate that the 
magistrate was handing over the care of poor Jews to a Jewish organiza-
tion, while providing care only for Christians. Moreover, after the election 
of the new council, the kehilla reduced its funds for the poor (400 zlotys, 
1 per  cent of the annual budget, in 1927, and less than 2 per cents the 
following year),38 which again may have been due to the establishment of 
Achi Ezer and the subsidy by the town.

The first period of public social care in interwar Lubartów already 
showed that, despite its declared universalism, it functioned on the basis 
of ethno-religious divisions. In the period up to 1927, this meant the total 
exclusion of Jews, who had to seek support within their own community, 
locally and abroad. The inclusion of Jews in the system of public support, 
made possible by representation in the municipal government, was done by 
channelling funds to a Jewish charity. The integration of local charities into 
the social care framework, although it served to widen the circle of people 
supported, de facto reinforced an aid logic based on religious and ethnic 
divisions.

Table 2.1  Distribution of seats in Town Council, Town Board and  
Social Care Commission in interwar Lubartów

Term Town Council Town Board Social Care 
Commission

1927–34 13 Catholics/11 Jews 3 Catholics/2 Jews 3 Catholics/2 Jews
1934–9 11 Catholics/5 Jews 4 Catholics/1 Jew 4 Catholics/1 Jew
1939 13 Catholics/3 Jews 5 Catholics 4 Catholics/1 Jew

Source: Town Board and Town Council Protocols, 1927–39, 43/0/3.1/105-43/0/3.1/117, 
AML, APL.
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The rise and decline of the new system of social care distribution

A real revolution in the distribution of the benefits to the poorest in 
Lubartów came with appointment of the Social Care Commission (Komisja 
Opieki Społecznej) and social workers (opiekunowie społeczni) on the basis 
of the 1928 reform, which was intended to involve the local communities in 
the work of social care.39 The commission’s duty was to organize a social 
care system, plan expenses, supervise the work of the social workers and 
coordinate aid with local charities. It was elected by the Town Council 
four times between 1929 and 1939. The ethno-religious composition of 
the commission largely depended on the distribution of power in the gov-
ernment between Christians and Jews (Table 2.1). The commission of the 
first term was composed entirely of men: the mayor, who chaired the com-
mission, the vice-mayor and three councillors. Of the two Jews on the 
commission, both were members of the board of Gemiłas Chesed and one 
was also active in the Achi Ezer. The Christian members of the commission 
had no direct links with aid organizations in Lubartów, which is consistent 
with the fact that aid activities among Christians at the time were mostly 
led by women, who, with one exception, did not sit on the Town Council.

The social workers of a first turn were selected by the Town Council 
from among residents proposed by the Town Board. As the district gover-
nor’s circular explained, they should be ‘independent people’, ‘for whom 
caring duties would not be too much of a burden, and that, above all, the 
candidates should have as much passion as possible for social work’.40 
Among those selected were five Christians and four Jews, including seven 
women and two men.41 The only two men among the social workers stood 
out because of their age. Dawid Lustman, a 54-year-old Jewish feldsher, 
and Franciszek Chareziński, a 45-year-old Catholic shoemaker and town 
councillor, were the social workers’ representatives on the Social Care 
Commission. Thus, although women were more involved than men in 
relief efforts, they had no say in the final decisions about the distribution of 
social care.

The town was divided into two districts, along the Lubartów’s main 
street. Within the districts, nine circuits were created that were divided 
along ethno-religious lines. As most of the streets of Lubartów were 
inhabited by a mixed population, the same areas were often assigned to two 
different districts. The task of social workers was to ensure that people in 
need were provided with care and to investigate the material and personal 
situation of those being cared for and those who were to be looked after. 
In practice, social workers also acted as intermediaries between the needy 
and the town administration, which provided aid. Social workers were 
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not trained and were not paid for their work. They were therefore not 
administrative workers but volunteers. The way in which social workers 
carried out their duties was partly determined by a decree from the minister 
of labour and social welfare, and more specifically by instructions that 
aimed to ‘facilitate the work of social workers’ and to ‘unify the principles 
of social care  actions throughout the State’.42 Although the instructions 
indicated certain practices that social workers were required to perform, 
they could not be seen as an instrument for professionalization, and social 
workers in Poland lacked the training provided in Western European 
countries.43	

In the town’s records, the work of the social workers in the first period 
after their appointment, 1930–3, is mainly reflected in the documents 
they prepared – applications for material aid and reports on the material 
status of the applicants. In February 1930, on the basis of applications 
prepared by the social workers, the Social Care Commission decided to 
provide food, hygiene products and coal to thirty-six residents in Lubartów 
and their families.44 The social workers advocated on behalf of the poor 
residents from the districts under their jurisdiction. Applications had to be 
submitted by 4 February 1930, when they were considered by the Social 
Care Commission. The decision regarding support and its amount, as well 
as the suspension for further examination, was recorded on the application 
by Adam Lipski, the mayor and chairman of the commission.

The application form was written in Polish, the only administra-
tive language in the Second Republic. Its structure clearly indicates the 
role of the social worker, who received the request, made a survey on the 
life  situation of the applicants and then asked the magistrate for assis-
tance. This meant that people in need did not have to apply themselves, 
as it had been before. The new system of providing aid thus removed a 
significant barrier, which may had been caused by a lack of knowledge 
of written Polish but also by a sense of distance from the town authority 
and a fear of contact with municipal bureaucracy. These factors affected 
Jews more than Christians, the former because of the poorer knowledge 
of Polish, especially among the older inhabitants, and the latter because of 
the lower or no representation of Jews in the town authorities and among 
the magistrate’s officials.45 Regardless of the applicants’ language skills, it 
was the social worker who completed the entire form, as the handwriting 
shows. The difficulty in contacting the administration to ask for help was 
also no longer a problem. People in need could visit the social workers at 
home during their weekly duty hours to ask for help. Visiting a neighbour, 
who was also an active member of the same community and was willing to 
support the cause of those in need, certainly made it easier to ask for help. 
Thus, the system of social workers, which was based on the segregation of 
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the ‘Jewish population’ and the ‘Polish population’,46 in practice served to 
integrate the people in need into the social care system and to equalize the 
chances of receiving benefits.

Of the thirty-six applications examined before 4 February, only five 
concerned Christians, covering just nine people, including three single 
Lubartowians aged around sixty. Among Jews seeking support, 31 appli-
cations covered 126 persons, an average of more than four persons per 
application with only three applications involved individuals. Families 
therefore predominate among the applying Jews, the largest being the 
Wajnsztajn family, with eight members. The applications also differ in 
terms of the gender of applicants – among the Christians only women 
applied, while among the Jews more men applied: sixteen compared to 
fifteen women. Although up to 4 February all applications were accepted, 
there were some differences in the way they were processed. Those 
prepared by Christian social workers were accepted without objection, 
while sixteen prepared by Jewish social workers were corrected by the 
person approving the applications, the chairman of the commission. 
Most of the corrections involved a reduction in the amount of products 
allocated to the people in need, such as Gierszon Kapota and his family, 
the ‘destitute poor’, who received one kilogram instead of two kilograms 
of sugar, two decagrams of tea instead of three, and quarter of a metre of 
coal instead of half.	

In order to compare the amount of aid intended for Jews and Christians 
on 4 February, we can calculate the average amount of goods distributed 
per capita (see Table 2.2). The comparison, however, does not demonstrate 
significant differences between the groups, and it does not make it possible 
to draw any far-reaching conclusions; this is also due to the different needs 
of applicants and the different composition of the groups.

In the case of applications submitted after 4 February, the primary 
measure of the difference in the way applications were handled was their 
acceptance or rejection. As Table 2.3 shows, applications submitted by 
Jewish social workers were much more likely to be refused then those 
submitted by Christians.

Table 2.2  Aid intended for Lubartowians according to the products by  
kilograms per capita

Flour Potatoes Bread Sugar

Jews 0.6 9.3 0.7 0.3
Christians 0.6 5.5 1 0.4

Source: Applications forms for the material aid, January-February 1930, 43/0/0/3.3/362, 
AML, APL.
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Table 2.3 Decisions regarding applications issued by the Social Care Commission 
after 4 February 1930

Accepted Rejected Suspended Total

Jews 22 (44%) 26 (52%) 2 (4%) 50 (100%)
Christians 20 (59%) 12 (35%) 2 (6%) 34 (100%)
Total 42 (50%) 38 (45%) 4 (5%) 84 (100%)

Source: Applications forms for the material aid, February-March 1930, 43/0/0/3.3/362, 
AML, APL.

Table 2.4 Number of people included in applications according to the decisions 
issued by the Social Care Commission after 4 February 1930

Accepted Rejected Suspended Total

Jews  75 (36%) 130 (63%) 2 (1%) 207 (100%)
Christians  36 (50%)  34 (47%) 2 (3%)  72 (100%)
Total 111 (40%) 164 (59%) 4 (1%) 279 (100%)

Source: Applications forms for the material aid, February-March 1930, 43/0/0/3.3/362, 
AML, APL.

The imbalance in approval between the two groups hardly changes when 
the number of people included in the applications is taken into account 
(Table 2.4).

The data provided indicate that those who were most successful in 
applying for aid after 4 February had certain characteristics. First, as the 
percentage of applications accepted was higher for both groups than that 
of people who were granted assistance, on average applications involving 
fewer people were more likely to be successful. And indeed, proportion-
ally, the highest number of positive decisions concerned people applying 
individually: fourteen out of eighteen for Christians, with four out of five 
accepted for Jews. Another characteristic relates to the gender of applicants, 
58 per cent of women’s applications were accepted, compared to 37 per cent 
of men’s. At the same time, there were far more women among Christians 
applicants (thirty-two out of thirty-four) than among Jews (twenty-seven 
out of fifty). Men’s applications were more frequently rejected in both 
groups, which correlates with the fact that men applied on behalf of more 
family members: for Jewish men more than 4.5 persons per application, 
compared to 3.3 for women.

After 4 February 1930, Christians submitted more applications that 
matched the profile of those likely to be successful, namely single people 
and women. Even if we regard this correlation as non-coincidental, and 
remember that many more poor Jews than Christians were left without 
support from the town, it must be acknowledged that twice as many 
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Jews were helped. Moreover, if we look at all the applications from 
1930, a total of 201 Jews and 45 Christians received benefits at a time 
when there were 4,352 Catholics and 3,369 Jews living in Lubartów.47 
The next year, when the Social Care Commission and the Town Board 
distributed coal to the poorest Lubartowians, the proportions were even 
more in favour of Jews.48 The higher numbers of Jews applying for and 
receiving relief  in  1930 and 1931 may indicate both the worse living 
conditions of  Jews compared to Christians and the greater effectiveness 
of Jewish social workers in reaching those in need. Overall, the social 
care system, in the model form in which it had begun to exist, took into 
account the needs of Jews to a greater extent than before. As never before 
or since in interwar Lubartów, people in need were helped regardless of 
their affiliation.

In the following years, 1932 and 1933, social workers reported on the 
material and financial status of Lubartów residents in need of medical 
care.49 This time, it was the Town Board, not the Social Care Commission, 
that received the reports and decided on aid distribution. In contrast to 
previous years, the vast majority of forms were completed by Christian 
social workers. Of the ninety-one forms, sixty-one (67 per cent) were from 
Catholics. In 1932, all by one application was accepted – 43–year-old Józef 
Brzozowski was refused help because he was already receiving a pension. 
In 1933, however, aid was granted to selected residents, and significantly 
more Catholics applied for and received aid in 1933 (see Table 2.5).

Two years after the new social care system was established in Lubartów, 
its erosion began, as the Town Board marginalized the Social Care 
Commission and limited support to selected groups. Even before that, in 
January 1931, the Christian social workers, led by Marian Strzyżewski, the 
secretary of the Town Board, organized a charity event.50 The proceeds, a 
total of 344 zlotys, were donated to the Municipal Cashier’s Office ‘for the 
expenses of social care for the poorest from the Christian population’.51 
In this case, both the social workers and the secretary, Strzyżewski, used 
public functions and public resources for a private initiative. A new format 
for the actions, which excluded Jewish social workers and the Jewish poor, 
was constituted and later used. All this means that ethnic and religious 

Table 2.5  Decisions regarding applications for medical assistance in 1933

Accepted Rejected Suspended Total

Jews 12 (52%)   7 (30%) 4 (17%) 23 (100%)
Christians 36 (84%)   3 (7%) 4 (9%) 43 (100%)
Total 48 (74%) 10 (15%) 8 (12%) 66 (100%)

Source: Reports about financial and familial status 1933, 43/0/3.3/365, AML, APL.
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distinctions regained their place in the distribution of aid in Lubartów, and 
that after two years of significant support for poor Jews, their position in 
the town’s social welfare system began to weaken.

Another way of directing public funds to selected groups of residents 
was through subsidies. Appeals for subsidies from aid organizations, 
which were particularly active in the early 1930s, together with reports of 
high unemployment,52 requests for assistance from unemployed workers 
to the Town Council,53 or requests for tax or debt cancellation,54 clearly 
reflected the worsening situation of Lubartów inhabitants in the face of the 
economic crisis. On 29 September 1931, the newly established Provisional 
Committee for the Relief of the Unemployed (Tymczasowy Komitet 
Pomocy Bezrobotnym) submitted a request for a subsidy to help the poor.55 
It was signed by the committee’s board of seven well-established Catholics, 
including a mayor, a priest, councillors and leaders of the Women’s Civic 
Labour Union.56 The request was favourably considered the next day at 
the meeting of the Town Council, led by the mayor.57 ‘Despite the town’s 
financial difficulties’, 150 zlotys per month were granted for five months, 
after which another tranche of 356 zlotys was allocated.58 The donations, 
which exceeded the annual municipal funds for benefits, were raised by 
adjusting the already approved municipal budgets. In doing so, the Town 
Board demonstrated a lack of confidence in the public social care institu-
tions that had already succeeded in reaching and helping the needy. In 
this case, public funds were directed to organizations that only supported 
Christians.

At the same time, the Jews of Lubartów found themselves in a dramatic 
situation. ‘The majority of the Jewish population of our town is suffering 
from hunger and misery, crying out for rescue, begging for a slice of 
bread for small and tiny children’,59 the newly formed Committee for the 
Emergency Aid to the Poor Jews (Komitet Niesienia Pomocy Doraźnej 
Biednej Ludności Żydowskiej) wrote to the Town Board in early 1933. It 
had been formed within Achi Ezer, a Jewish relief organization active since 
1927. In November 1933, Achi Ezer reported on the still alarming situation 
of the Jews in another appeal for help. The charity pointed out that it had 
already provided around 1,000 zlotys worth of aid and that the financial 
resources had run out, while the needs of the poor begging for help were 
increasing day by day, to the extent ‘that the poor [Jewish] population 
was starving to death in the full meaning of the word’.60 In response to the 
requests, the Town Board allocated funds: 250 zloty for the first request 
and 100 zloty for the second.61 The very same resolutions granted the 
‘Christian’ committee with the subsidies of the same amount.

Linking the subsidies of both committees was in line with the common 
practice of the 1927–34 magistrate to maintain a balance between the funds 
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Table 2.6 Budget subsidies for organisations in Lubartów between 1927  
and 1939

Organisation Average annual subsidy, Average annual subsidy, 
1927–34 1934–9

Achi-Ezer 230 (1932–4)
Ezra 300 (1927–9) 100 (1935)
Gemiłas-Chesed 240 (1927–34) 200 (1935)
‘Jewish kindergarten’* 425 (1929–34)
‘Christian kindergarten’ 440 (1925–34) 300 (1935, 1936, 1939)

Source: Minutes of the Town Council and Town Board meetings 1927–39.

Note: * Names of kindergartens used by the magistrate.

allocated to Christian and Jewish institutions. The same principle applied 
to the distribution of funds for orphanages or libraries operating in the 
town. Nevertheless, during the same period, the magistrate gave the largest 
subsidies from the annual town budgets to Jewish charities (see Table 2.6). 
In 1932, Ezra began to receive subsidies at the very time when the town’s 
benefits to poor Jews were being reduced. This was a return to the practice 
from before the introduction of social workers system and the Social Care 
Committee, when between 1927 and 1929 the municipality had subsidized 
another Jewish charity, Achi Ezer, while covered only Christians with 
benefits.

At the height of the crisis, in November 1932, the chairman of Gemiłas 
Chesed Gdala Perec asked for 1,000 zlotys to be included in the town’s 
budget for the next financial year, as the organization had ‘turned into 
a resource from which almost the entire town benefits’.62 The appeal 
was  not successful, and the subsidy was kept at the same level of 300 
zlotys, a sum which was a drop in the ocean given the scale of support 
provided by the Gemiłas Chesed. In a fifteen–month period, between 
1931 and 1932, the charity issued 852 loans with a total value of 61,168 
zlotys, with the support of the JDC, which provided less than one-fifth of 
this sum.63 

It is not by chance that Jewish organizations received the most funds 
between 1927 and 1934. Just as the reform, which introduced social workers, 
shortened the distance between poor Jews and the social care system and, 
for a short time, made them the beneficiaries of the public aid, so the signifi-
cant presence of Jews in the town’s government (Table 2.1) shortened the 
distance between Jewish charities and the magistrate.64 At the same time, 
it should be noted that despite the municipal and JDC subsidies, support 
for needy Jews relied heavily on the humanitarian mobilization of the 
local Jews.
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Towards the total exclusion of Jews from the social care

Significant changes in the organization of social care and the distribution of 
benefits in Lubartów were brought about by the August 1934 local elections, 
which led to a reduction of the Jewish representation on the Town Council 
and Town Board as well on the Social Care Commission (see Table 2.1). 
Social care management was also influenced by the 1933 Integration Act, 
which limited the competences of the local legislative bodies, in the case of 
Lubartów the Town Council, while strengthening the Town Board and, in 
particular, the mayor.65 In the second half of the 1930s, after an initial cut 
in the grants for Jewish organizations and aid initiatives, their funding was 
completely stopped, and, after a time, funding for non-Jewish charities was 
also reduced.

The second half of the 1930s saw the spread of the aid campaigns, 
which provided a large portion of short-term assistance to the needy in 
Lubartów. In most cases, they were initiated from the top down, by the 
central or district authorities, and the magistrate shared the responsibil-
ity for carrying them out. In 1937 alone, three actions were organized in 
Lubartów. The Easter relief campaign aimed at providing food to poor 
inhabitants who had not previously received winter relief.66 The list of 
recipients prepared by the Christian social workers comprised sixty-seven 
residents, all Christians. In November 1937, at a meeting of Christian 
social workers with the headmasters of the public schools in Lubartów 
and the vice-mayor, a list of sixty-nine children from poor families was 
compiled.67 The list did not include Jewish children, even though at the 
time they made up about 40 per cent of all pupils.68 Shoes, stockings and 
socks were delivered for Christmas. On the same occasion, the Town Board 
organized yet another aid campaign, ‘Christmas for the Poorest’. As in the 
case of the previous campaigns, only Christian social workers organized 
aid and identified those to be assisted, which resulted in a list of thirty-two 
Christian families; a total of ninety-two people received food products.69 
Thus, in three campaigns organized in 1937, by the magistrate or with its 
participation, 228 Christian residents were helped and not a single Jew. In 
fact, all actions from the late 1930s were organized exclusively or almost 
exclusively by Catholics and, although the list of recipients of aid is missing 
in some cases, there is not a single record of Jewish aid recipients. The relief 
campaigns were thus tailored to exclude Jews, and the Catholic holidays on 
which they were often organized only underlines this fact.

In the second half of the 1930s, as before the 1928 reform, benefits for 
the poorest were granted directly by the Town Board at the request of those 
in need (Figure 2.1). This also applied to the newly introduced permanent 
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benefits. Between 1935 and 1939, 600–900 zlotys from the town’s budget 
were allocated annually for permanent benefits, and 200–380 for emergency 
ones. They amounted to 15 zlotys a month (compared to 5 zlotys, which 
was usually granted as emergency benefit), and were intended for only a 
few people; from December 1936 to May 1939 they were all Christians.70 
Yet according to report prepared at the request of the district authorities, in 
January 1937 more than forty town residents needed the same support, both 
Christians and Jews.71 The role of the social workers in granting benefits was 
limited to preparing reports requested by the Town Board. Even more margin-
alized became the Social Care Commission, which was completely excluded 
from the process. According to the annual reports on the state of social care 
in Lubartów, from 1934 to 1939 the Commission ‘did not manifest any 
activity’. All social care matters were decided by the magistrate.72 This was a 
complete dismantling of the social care system of the early 1930s.

As has been already shown, in interwar Lubartów, municipal support 
for Jewish organizations correlated with their political power (Tables 2.1 
and 2.5). In the second half of the 1930s, the marginalization of Jews in 
positions of authority led to a reduction in funding for Jewish organizations, 
which was completely stopped in 1936.73 In the years that followed, the 
town also cut funding to non-Jewish organizations, partly as a result of the 
reduction of the social care budget, and partly because the municipality 
took on new responsibilities, such as running a dormitory74 and the feeding 
of poor children.75 The lack of, or marginal, support for the organizations 
from the municipality did not change the fact that they provided vital help 
to a significant number of citizens, especially in the late 1930s when the 
economy began to decline again. In 1938, Gemiłas Chesesd activists high-
lighted in a letter to the JDC the worsening situation of local Jews, warning 
that those who had previously supported the fund were now in need of 
help.76 The situation of inhabitants was similarly portrayed by the leaders 
of the St Vincent Society, which explained that their activities had increased 
greatly because ‘the number of poor people, for whom the community aid is 
almost the only means of subsistence, has increased significantly’.77 Between 
April 1937 and March 1938, the St Vincent Society provided assistance to 
eighty-seven Lubartów residents, mainly through permanent and occasional 
benefits totalling more than 1,500 zlotys, more than benefits offered by 
the magistrate.78 Most of the funds came from membership fees from 155 
donors. Gemiłas Chesed, on the other hand, granted 375 free loans in 1938, 
for a total of 40,227 zlotys, mainly from the funds of 322 members, but also 
from the JDC donation (10,643 in 1938).79

Between 1936 and 1939, after a decade, Jews in Lubartów had again 
started to send letters to their compatriots in the US. In a letter from June 
1938, the Gemiłas Chesed strongly reproached the landsmanshaft for the lack 
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of support.80 In addition, Ezra and the Jewish Craftsmen’s Union, which had 
never asked for help before, sent out letters asking for donations. Requests 
from the late 1930s blamed antisemitism and boycotts, as well as legal and 
administrative discrimination, for the worsening situation of Lubartowian 
Jews.81 Excluding Jews from social care was yet another form of discrimina-
tion that Lubartowian Jews faced in the late 1930s.82 In this situation, the 
Jews saved themselves on the basis of solidarity: intra-group solidarity within 
Lubartów and by appealing for solidarity support from compatriots abroad.

Conclusions

Historian Joseph Marcus estimated that in 1929 about 10 per cent of the 
income of Jews in Poland was redistributed from the wealthier half to the 
poorer half, and that over time, more and more funds were channelled in 
this way.83 The data on the funding of Jewish organizations in Lubartów 
confirm that solidarity within ethnic and religious groups, not only Jews, 
was the basic principle for organizing aid. A large proportion of the aid 
given to the poor in Lubartów, with the exception of hospital fees, was 
provided by intra-ethnic or intra-religious social organizations, which 
operated primarily on the basis of donations. Aid organizations and assis-
tance for those in need were a means for engaging and integrating ethnic 
and religious groups in Lubartów and from Lubartów, which is particularly 
evident for Jews,84 who relied on humanitarian mobilization as a remedy 
for exclusion from the social care system.

All of the aid strategies within the public social care system – the subsi-
dizing of Jewish organizations while reducing support for Jews within the 
framework of municipal benefits (at the beginning and end of the 1927–34 
Town Council term), the equal subsidizing of Jewish and non-Jewish 
organizations and initiatives (relief committees in the 1933, subsidies for 
kindergartens), the targeting of aid primarily or exclusively to Christians (in 
the period up to 1927 and in the second half of the 1930s) – were based on 
a logic of division between Jews and Christians.

The most significant break in this logic came with the establishment of 
the social workers and the Social Care Commission at the end of 1929. 
Although in the period 1930–1 the method of reaching the poorest was 
based on an openly emphasized ethno-national divisions, the distribution of 
funds was primarily determined by need. The institution of social workers 
removed structural obstacles to applying for benefits, such as not knowing 
written Polish or being afraid of or unfamiliar with the municipal adminis-
tration. All these factors meant that in 1930 and 1931 Jews were supported 
to an unprecedented extent compared to both before and after.
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The decomposition of the new system began shortly after its introduc-
tion. Already at the end of 1931, Christian social workers, by organizing 
a charity party with the support of the town administration, created a 
separate circuit of aid for Christians only. The omission of Jewish social 
workers from the town’s aid activities became common practice in the 
second half of the 1930s. Also at the end of 1931, the authorities decided 
to derive a significant sum for the Municipal Committee for Aid to Poor, 
resigning from independent disposal of these funds. In parallel, the Social 
Care Committee, whose functions were taken over by the Town Council, 
lost its importance. The result of all this was a return to the system of distri-
bution of benefits that existed before the 1929 reform and the disparity in 
access to aid, reinforced by the introduction of permanent benefits and the 
spread of aid campaigns in the second half of the 1930s.

The functioning of social care in Lubartów shows how the political 
power of ethnic and religious groups, expressed in the number of repre-
sentatives in the Town Council, Board and the Social Care Committees, 
directly influenced the support received from the town. The 1927–34 
term of office, with the largest Jewish representation in the town authori-
ties, is in fact the only episode when social care was in any way balanced. 
In this context, the benefits distribution in 1930 and 1931, in which the 
vast majority of funds were directed to Jews, is a peculiar phenomenon. 
After all, this was taking place at a time when the town authorities were 
still predominantly Christian. Therefore, the decomposition of the social 
workers and the Social Care Commission system can be seen as a correc-
tion: a return to a model in which support for the poorest within the public 
welfare system depended on the political power of religious and ethnic 
groups only.

Notes
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When the ‘socialist good life’ met its match: 
austerity and humanitarian crisis in 1980s 

Romania 

Cristian Capotescu

Introduction

This chapter revisits the final decade of late socialism in Eastern Europe 
in the 1980s, and the deleterious social effects of austerity, to explore how 
socialist citizens developed humanitarian routines and forged a socialist 
ethics of care for others in need. What emerges from this discussion are 
moments and relationships where deep socio-economic crisis prompted 
moral action, not by the state, but by socialist citizens. The aim is to re-
evaluate who and what defined and shaped welfare regimes in the socialist 
period. Was this only a domain of state planning and experts, bureaucrats 
and politicians, as is often assumed? Or might a more nuanced narrative 
surface if new attention is paid to how ordinary citizens themselves succeed 
in recuperating notions of what it meant to live a dignified life under 
socialism? The waning years of the Ceaușescu regime are a particularly 
instructive case in examining these questions, as it spurred the rise of a 
transnational movement of socialist aid workers who found a meeting 
place in Romania and discovered private humanitarian work as a moral 
vocation.

This chapter focuses on a subset of private humanitarian networks 
from East Germany (GDR) to Romania in the mid-to-late 1980s. Citizens 
in the GDR were at the forefront of private humanitarian in the socialist 
bloc during the period. This has several reasons: the relative abundance of 
consumer goods and more prosperous conditions of life in East Germany, 
as well as the distinct linguistic advantages of East Germans travelling to 
Romania who found community with the Germans of the East, facilitated 
this work. For citizens of the GDR, the Romanian Germans of the Banat 
and Transylvania offered an intriguing window into German life in the 
East. A  thriving socialist tourism industry provided East Germans with a 
well-organized system to traverse borders and partake in cultural explora-
tion across the bloc. Many East Germans opted to forgo state-sanctioned 
leisure travel and found their way as backpack tourists to the Carpathian 
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Mountains, as flâneurs at the Black Sea or as visitors in Transylvania’s 
historic regions where German culture was conserved in the rituals, habits 
and folklore of the Saxons, Swabians and other ethnic groups. Tourism and 
cultural exchange forged cultural ties between two otherwise distant cousins 
across East Central Europe. Through these trans-bloc connections, relation-
ships emerged that became vehicles for the humanitarian work of citizens 
from the GDR, particularly in the terminal years of the socialist regime of 
Nicolae Ceaușescu. The stories of these ‘citizen aid workers’ or ‘private 
humanitarians’ offer a window into how ordinary people from across the 
bloc inserted themselves into the socialist state’s mandate of welfare pro-
visioning and humanitarian care, and how they contested and shaped the 
notion of the ‘socialist good life’ at the sunset of the socialist project.

What sustained this work was neighbourly help via familial and 
community-based networks, as well as provisioning relationships that were 
forged across long distances between friends and friends of friends, and 
across ethnic, national and religious communities. While social ties across 
borders were crucial to these activities, private humanitarians adopted 
peculiar strategies of ‘greying’ their activities, which allowed them to 
navigate state control and regime surveillance in the socialist bloc and 
build a distinct infrastructure of parallel provisioning vis-à-vis the state in 
the 1980s.1 This chapter pays particular attention to the ways that East 
Germans organized private aid across the bloc and also to the ethical 
sensibilities that emerged through these provisioning relationships. It 
addresses the question of what motivated citizens of the GDR to do good 
in a system where the state held a monopoly on welfare provisioning and 
social services. How did their sense as members of a shared political project 
forge a new notion of self-determined individuals vis-à-vis the state that 
discouraged social action from below? Finally, what does this lesser-known 
history of socialist humanitarianism reveal about state socialism and the 
humanitarian order?

This chapter explores these questions and examines how humanitarian 
relationships birthed peculiar ethical sensibilities and moral quandaries, 
some of which were similar to what humanitarian practitioners faced in 
other parts of the world, while others were distinctly socialist in nature. 
By doing so, the discussion underscores the importance of exploring how 
this period and region fit into the wider global history of humanitarianism 
and explaining how one of the most distinct and transformative political 
projects of the twentieth century brought into existence a rarely considered 
humanitarian space. This subterranean sphere extended far outside the 
purview of the socialist state into the shadow spaces of society, where need 
and poverty were manifest conditions of daily life and the ethical work 
of ordinary citizens. At the broadest (and most ambitious), this chapter 



	 Austerity and humanitarian crisis in 1980s Romania	 77

argues that reading humanitarianism and socialism side by side can help 
reappraise what counts as humanitarian action outside the framework of 
Western international non-governmental organizations and humanitarian 
agencies, all of which experienced considerable obstacles in operating in the 
socialist bloc after 1945.2 This chapter outlines how East German citizens, 
in particular, organized private humanitarian work, and how this practice 
furnished a sense of purpose and shaped their self-perceptions as individuals 
with a moral obligation to act.

From socialist pleasures to the displeasures of austerity 

This examination of humanitarian practices during the late socialist period 
coincides with the demise of an older paradigm that, for most of the Cold 
War, promoted a particular view centred on backwardness and totalitari-
anism in the socialist bloc. This older school of thought tended to portray 
the socialist system as poor, underdeveloped, environmentally destructive 
and wasteful, and overall as devoid of human autonomy under conditions 
of ubiquitous state control. This view has received considerable pushback 
in the last two decades.3 Based on the re-examination of economic data, 
the developmental gains made by the socialist bloc since 1945 prompted 
area studies scholars to mount a credible challenge to the older views of 
divergence between East and West. The common view today is that the 
socialist bloc’s economic development was not so much an aberration 
but that it followed a similar trajectory as the ‘economic miracle’ in many 
Western states in the second half of the twentieth century.4 What followed 
from this historical reappraisal were new ways of conceptualizing life 
under socialism. This reorientation led to the study of what scholars now 
referred to as the ‘socialist good life’, such as leisure, tourism, do-it-yourself 
practices, consumer pleasures and relative affluence – notwithstanding the 
absence of political rights that were enjoyed in the West.5 A recent contribu-
tion by Zsuzsa Gille, Diana Mincyte and Cristofer Scarboro, for instance, 
asserts that ‘late socialism was centrally animated by discussions about the 
relationship between social needs, desires, and the question of pleasure’.6 In 
this alternative modernity, daily life for the emerging socialist middle class 
bore a striking resemblance to life in the West, where consumption and a 
depoliticized citizenry were  the result of a similar turn towards lifestyles 
oriented around the consumption of goods and their enjoyment. Gille, 
Mincyte and Scarboro thus note that ‘often, these visions coincided with 
the material pleasures of consumption under state socialism – a reduction of 
working hours, the increased emphasis on private life, and the gratifications 
of the domestic sphere’.7
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Though the period appears much less ‘dark’ and ‘grey’ in hindsight 
through this post-totalitarian lens, what sits less comfortably with this 
new-found narrative of the ‘socialist good life’ was the continuous return 
of humanitarian crises during the period. Natural disasters were among 
the chief causes that punctured attempts of the state and its citizens to 
normalize the political system and find common ground for accommoda-
tion in the 1960s and 1970s. In Romania, this period, as well as its dimming 
in the late 1970s, was not only a time of economic boom and liberaliza-
tion. It was also a period of disasters that remade conditions of life under 
socialism. In 1970 and 1975, the country was devastated by flood disasters 
sweeping across large swaths of the Romanian territory, wreaking havoc 
on industry and local agriculture and displacing hundreds of thousands of 
citizens. In 1977, an earthquake of 7.5 magnitude on the Richter scale left 
behind a trail of urban destruction in the Romanian capital and killed over 
10,000 inhabitants. These events were globally televised and led to interna-
tional humanitarian campaigns by governments, intergovernmental bodies 
and private citizens.8

What followed in the 1980s was no less dramatic. In 1981, a new era 
of socially engineered erosion of living standards began to nip away at 
the idea of the ‘socialist good life’. In the wake of two oil shocks and a 
global financial crisis in the late 1970s, the Ceaușescu regime introduced 
a draconian austerity programme to repay the nation’s ballooning foreign 
debt, taking its cues from the shock therapies in Latin America and 
elsewhere. A regime without neoliberals but almost as equally invested in 
this economic doctrine as its capitalist proponents, the communist leader-
ship began to embrace the idea that Romanian society had lived beyond 
its means and required a reset. What followed were drastic belt-tightening 
measures that began to restructure and ration virtually all aspects of daily 
life.9 Within a few years, austerity diminished the general food supply, cut 
social and medical services to a minimum and reduced access to energy 
supplies for the population. As observers at the time attested with dismay, 
apartments in Romania remained dark and cold in the winter, and shop 
floors often greeted scavenging consumers with little more than empty 
shelves. With these measures, the Ceaușescu regime became the fiercest 
enforcer of mass deprivation in the socialist bloc, sacrificing many of the 
economic gains of the previous decades and diminishing the standard of 
living of the population to the lowest level in the region.10

It is crucial not to conflate this social immiseration with the intermittent 
shortages in other socialist states at the time. What is remarkable about 
austerity in Romania is that the widespread and prolonged shortages were 
not an unintended consequence of economic mismanagement and inefficien-
cies in production and supply but the deliberate effects of a new economic 
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doctrine. For many Romanians, the aggressive welfare retrenchment, 
institutional underinvestment and social abandonment increased their 
reliance on an ever-expanding shadow economy where hard-to-find goods 
(in essence, everything besides bread and salami) were traded, exchanged 
or procured through private networks and black market transactions. For 
many citizens, however, the benevolence of the thinning socialist welfare 
state was not sufficient to sustain a middle-class existence, and nor was it 
always sufficient or possible to obtain bare necessities through informal 
networks where citizens bartered and exchanged all that was unavailable 
on state-run shop floors.

Austerity as a humanitarian crisis

What sustained access to basic consumer supply under these conditions 
of extreme shortage were often external networks that brought donations 
and aid into the country. Among the recipients of such cross-border aid 
networks were families lacking adequate access to baby milk or contracep-
tives; ordinary people unable to procure basic foodstuffs; elderly citizens 
without access to medicine and remedies to treat chronic ailments; and 
citizens in destitute social conditions at the margins of Romanian society 
without housing, employment or proper nutrition. Recipients also included 
citizens whose small pensions and incomes did not allow them to partici-
pate in the country’s growing shadow economy.

Unlike in the West, where homelessness, unemployment, malnutrition 
and the social inadequacies of medical systems have garnered decades of 
research, the uneven track record of socialist welfare states on this issue 
has received surprisingly little attention in the post-Cold War literature.11 
It is not the scope of this discussion to offer a systematic account of social 
precarity under socialism and how socialist welfare states tackled the 
issue of social need (or failed to do so). It is rather to pry open cracks in 
the narrative of the ‘socialist good life’ and situate it in the wider global 
context of humanitarian crises in the late second half of the twentieth 
century. For all intents and purposes, it should be noted that austerity 
is not commonly understood as a state of humanitarian emergency vis-à-vis 
famines, droughts, natural disasters, military conflicts, forced displacements 
and civil wars. But this is a misconception. Austerity should be considered 
alongside traditional disasters, although (or precisely because) its insidious 
effects are difficult to pinpoint and may remain generally more subter-
ranean. Austerity often does not create the same amount and intensity of 
media outrage and public consternation as a natural disaster, and only 
over time do its punitive effects accumulate as deeply corrosive, visceral 
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conditions in daily life. These can overlap with and intensify other social ills 
and lead to prolonged social misery. This reorientation towards austerity 
suggests that such systemic humanitarian crises are not external to states 
of emergency but emergencies of a different kind, often occurring in less 
visible ways side by side with the humanitarian crises that are commonly 
recognized.	

A case study for austerity turning into a humanitarian episode is 
Ceaușescu’s Romania in the 1980s. Amid this plunge into austerity, 
Romania turned into a meeting place for socialist citizens from across the 
bloc who transported daily essentials, clothes, contraceptives, medicine, 
hygiene articles and other goods that had started to quietly disappear 
from shop floors, pharmacies and hospitals across the country. Among the 
most active groups in this emergent transnational web of socialist humani-
tarians were groups and individuals who privately organized aid campaigns 
across the socialist bloc. Especially in East Germany and Hungary, new 
groups eager to organize aid to Romania began to form.

Sending Aid from the GDR to Romania

In response to reports and rumours about malnutrition, food shortages 
and the lack of basic consumer goods in Romania, numerous groups in 
the GDR’s burgeoning civil rights movement and the Protestant church 
in East Berlin, Potsdam, Leipzig Zwickau and Karl-Marx-Stadt began to 
discuss  what could be done to help. In several of these communities, a 
consensus formed that more than critical discussions about the precarious 
conditions in Romania was needed. Some voices, as in the case of several 
members affiliated with an aid-giving group in Zwickau, championed an 
openly critical stance towards the Ceaușescu regime to raise awareness 
about the untenable situation in the socialist brother nation. Supporters of 
this view argued that citizens of the GDR should step out of the shadow 
of conformity and blame and shame the Romanian regime in samizdat 
articles for its dereliction of duties towards its citizens. Part of this strategy, 
they argued, should also include new pressure tactics through open letters 
to demand diplomatic intervention by the leadership of the GDR. Others 
within the Zwickau group were more cautious and argued that open dissent 
against the Ceaușescu regime would do little to improve the plight of the 
Romanian people. In their view, direct action that remained restrained and 
apolitical would more effectively translate into immediate and tangible 
improvements in the daily lives of those who needed help.12

In many cases, the latter tactic won out, and similar volunteer groups in 
East Berlin or Leipzig adopted a principle of direct action without demands 
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for political reforms in Romania. But direct action required sustained 
grassroots efforts on the ground and relied on community donations and 
local support. Organizers found in local churches and cultural centres 
meeting places to plan their aid giving, build communities and secure local 
donations for their work. These activities grew out of and coincided with 
the rise of the East German civil rights movement in the mid-to-late 1980s. 
They drew in a growing movement of politically engaged citizens who met 
in these subterranean public spaces to discuss politics and participate in 
wide-ranging causes, from environmental protection, international peace 
and nuclear non-proliferation to interfaith dialogue and women’s rights. 
Efforts to organize assistance across the socialist bloc included a class of 
non-political citizens and groups who shared a common concern for the 
situation in Romania and were ready to donate foodstuffs, consumer goods 
and what they could spare from their meagre salaries or organize through 
their own assistance campaigns.

It should be noted that an organized aid delivery system to Romania did 
not exist at the time and had to be often improvised locally. This prompted 
many donors to send aid through the GDR’s postal services, which offered 
citizens the possibility to send gift packages across the bloc. Gift packages 
were an established practice between socialist states and legally sanctioned 
by the authorities to foster cultural exchange and strengthen ties of socialist 
brotherhood.13 What was not sanctioned, however, was the appropriation 
of packages to organize systematic aid campaigns coordinated by groups 
of volunteers across borders. Nor were attempts sanctioned to scale up the 
number of donors and recipients and organize them into private networks 
in cases where no direct familial connections existed. These restric-
tions were in place because in the GDR, as in other socialist countries, 
citizens were prohibited from self-organizing into private associations. Gift 
packages were thus to be sent strictly based on a person-to-person principle 
and not to be misappropriated in support of organized private campaigns 
that eluded oversight by the state.

Despite these prohibitions, citizens in the various East German aid 
groups found ways to bypass them. This was often done by collecting lists 
of Romanian recipients and pairing them with donors in the GDR who 
could ‘adopt’ one or several individuals or entire families and send, under 
the pretence of supporting family and friends, packages on a regular basis. 
These relationships often prevailed over months and years and built the 
foundation for continuous, if restricted, support across borders. In some 
cases, they created friendships that outlasted the socialist period. Donors 
who sought to manoeuvre the state’s postal infrastructure had to do this 
in full knowledge that package traffic was monitored and inspected by the 
authorities at the point of shipment and delivery. This required that donors 
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adhered to the legally permitted amounts and types of goods and consumer 
items for package delivery, making it difficult to tailor aid to the individual 
needs of recipients and provide extensive support to those who needed it. 
Deviating from the official rules could jeopardize a delivery and result in a 
returned package.

For many donors, however, this official system, and its many limita-
tions, offered limited utility to organize assistance in meaningful ways 
across borders. As a result, they opted to deliver aid directly to Romania. 
Those willing to embark on days-long trips across the bloc had to disguise 
their journeys as tourism and family visits. Some donors preferred this 
strategy because they were familiar with the country from previous travels 
or had private contacts who could help organize and distribute goods in 
their local networks. Donors such as Lothar Amft from Postdam visited 
Romania several times with his family and friends on hiking trips in the 
Carpathian Mountains. Against the backdrop of intensifying need in the 
mid-1980s, Amft decided to create a local support group in his hometown 
of Potsdam and deliver aid to Romania himself. Several times annually, his 
Potsdam group would embark on aid trips, transporting large quantities of 
aid in their Trabants and Wartburgs to local churches in Romania, where 
goods were distributed to the community. Their vehicle’s suspensions were, 
on many occasions, riding low from carrying assorted daily essentials, 
including salt, pepper, baby milk, canned food, coffee, candy, medicine, 
contraceptives, hygiene articles and clothing. This often prompted Amft 
and colleagues to worry that Romanian border patrols would become sus-
picious of their border crossings and confiscate their donations, but through 
luck and wit in negotiating passage, Amft and his group of volunteers were 
never turned away.14	

Other East German groups organized aid transports via train rides, 
using bags, backpacks and handbags to move aid across borders. Members 
of a local group in Zwickau routinely hid scarce supplies such as con-
traceptives and medicine in train compartments or placed them on their 
bodies to elude control by border authorities. Once the group arrived at 
their destination in Romania in the city of Brașov, locals assisted as guides 
and middlemen and helped with the distribution of the supplies. Susanne 
Hartzsch-Trauer, one of the organizers of the Zwickau group, recalled the 
often difficult circumstances under which such aid activities occurred: ‘We 
preferred to exchange supplies in person to avoid risking people’s safety.’ 
Rainer Pohl, another group member, highlighted that it was strictly pro-
hibited, particularly for locals, to fraternize with foreigners and assist them 
in bringing supplies into the country. This not only increased the need 
for local middlemen with local contacts and the ability to get aid into the 
hands of those who needed it most but it also raised the stakes for those 
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who got involved as point persons. Pohl put it: ‘Our contact person in 
Brașov, Tünde, took incredible risks since it was prohibited for locals to 
house foreigners. For a group of four to five people, it wasn’t easy to visit 
Romania.’15

Reconstructing a subterranean social practice

Producing a comprehensive picture of just how widespread private aid to 
Romania was during the late socialist period remains a perennially chal-
lenging task. This has several reasons. While comprehensive statistics of 
socialist border crossings in state archives do indeed exist (and this research 
draws on these reports), the official record does not reveal specific details 
about the circulation of private aid across socialist state borders. This is 
because border controls never produced a granular surveillance picture 
of goods and people traversing state lines – unless they fell into the clas-
sificatory categories of illicit smuggling, espionage, diplomatic or cultural 
exchange, or tourism. Private aid, by nature, remained underreported. Its 
practitioners strategically avoided classification as ‘aid workers’ or partici-
pants in organized humanitarian campaigns. The latter were categories for 
foreign agents who were not permitted to visit Romania. Many also traded 
favours with border guards and engaged in other tactics of deception to 
escape closer scrutiny. With all of this, the vast majority of East German 
volunteers and donors became a statistical number in the records of the 
state and were commonly misclassified as tourists, not to their chagrin but 
by choice.

In this light, how are historians to delineate the scope and scale of a social 
practice that hid in plain sight without triggering the state’s punitive sur-
veillance apparatus and leaving behind a systematic track record? A viable 
method must necessarily draw on several sources and proxies. This chapter 
builds on existing state records related to border crossings and incidents in 
the period, as well as media reports in Western outlets. The archival record 
also includes East German archives. These provide important glimpses 
into conversations on this topic within the GDR’s civil rights movement 
and sporadic official reports in other countries where similar initiatives 
emerged, such as West Germany and Hungary. It should be reiterated that 
none of the information gathered from any single archive offers a complete 
story. Instead, different archival fragments gradually begin to paint a bigger 
picture. As a result, working up from the local East German case to the 
transnational and back allows for cross-reference between groups across 
the Cold War divide and within the socialist bloc. This method of archival 
triangulation and piecemeal reconstruction shows that the East German 
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case was not a singularity within the Eastern Bloc but rather part and parcel 
of a broader transnational movement of private humanitarians spanning 
Cold War Europe.

This archival scaffold is complemented by a convenience sample of more 
than fifty interviews conducted with individuals and groups in former East 
Germany and elsewhere. Interviews with participants were conducted 
primarily in a semi-structured format and collected via a snowball system. 
The sample includes conversations with groups that sprung up in Austria 
and West Germany in the 1970s, and it draws related insights from bur-
geoning Hungarian networks that surfaced around the same time as the 
GDR campaigns in the mid to late 1980s. This cross-national sample of 
interviews, in concert with archival sources, makes it possible to situate the 
personal accounts of East German donors and volunteers translocally. It 
also allows it to compare and contrast tactics, practices and discourses with 
groups across the region.16

Finally, this chapter makes a case for proxies as a viable historical 
method. Proxies can act as correlates for historical phenomena that are 
difficult to trace directly. For this reconstructive effort, proxies can be 
found in historical records that live in ‘adjacent’ archival collections such as 
the GDR’s postal statistics. Indeed, the East German state’s postal records 
between 1964 to 1989 provide a near complete statistical picture of postal 
traffic into Romania in the period. These aggregates can serve as correlates 
of how East German citizens responded to humanitarian events in Romania 
(alas, Romanian archives themselves do not contain a track record for 
postal traffic).17 As previously noted, the GDR’s postal service had no 
method for differentiating between officially sanctioned ‘gift packages’ 
and illicit ‘aid packages’ – parcels only became subject to scrutiny if they 
were intercepted by the Stasi when they contained illicit goods or raised 
suspicion of illegal trafficking for other reasons. How many packages failed 
the test, as it were, and were confiscated or returned to sender is unknown. 
Notwithstanding these limitations, the total annual export volume offers a 
rough but statistically grounded approximation of the cyclicality of human-
itarian events in Romania over time – and most importantly, it reveals that 
the East German population was highly responsive to humanitarian states 
of emergency.	

What do these aggregate numbers show? As previously noted, during 
the 1970s, Romania experienced three natural disasters: two floods in 
1970 and 1975, as well as an earthquake in 1977. In each case, East 
German postal statistics register a significant corresponding increase in 
export volumes from a baseline of roughly 10,000 packages per year to 
16,000–18,000 packages during each of the three events. The sudden 
spikes in package numbers in each case were followed by sharp drops to 
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the baseline of around 10,000 packages after one to two years. After the 
1977 earthquake, package numbers from East Germany declined below 
the pre-disaster levels of 1970. However, this trend only lasted for four 
years. In 1981, accompanying the introduction of austerity by the state, 
East German export volumes began to rise again. Throughout the 1980s, 
annual numbers grew gradually but steadily, reaching a historical high 
point in 1988. Remarkably, 1988 and not the year of the revolution in 1989 
was the benchmark. This was because in 1989, the Romanian government 
grew increasingly weary of ‘external’ political threats and imposed entry 
and import bans on foreign goods. These prompted a marked decline in 
package numbers, including from East Germany and other socialist states.

What Figure 3.1 omits is that the real outlier year was not, in fact, 
1988 but 1990, when the East German postal service registered a tenfold 
increase in package deliveries. This sleight of hand is a deliberate choice 
for this analysis to preserve proportionality and retain the visibility of 
the cyclical ebbs and flows of package traffic across the two decades under 
state socialism. Adding 1990 back into the picture, then, does little to 
diminish the validity of the argument about the power of proxies. It adds, 
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Figure 3.1 Annual volume of packages sent from the GDR to Romania, 1964–89
Source: Bundesarchiv Berlin-Lichterfelde.

Figure 1 - Annual volume of packages sent from the GDR to Romania, 1964-1989 (Source: Bundesarchiv 
Berlin-Lichterfelde)
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in fact, further evidence to it. The massive wave of aid in 1990 confirms 
what many donors and volunteers in East Germany readily corroborated 
in interviews and what Western media reports covered at the time. The 
fall of the Ceaușescu regime opened, virtually overnight, the floodgates 
for private citizens in East Germany to send aid to the battered Romanian 
population, ushering in a new era of humanitarian aid into the former 
socialist bloc.	

Sameness and shared poverty

Finally, turning from the macro to the micro perspective, what do the 
stories of East German donors and volunteers reveal about their humanitar-
ian sensibilities? This part of the discussion revisits the question of ethics 
and interrogates not only what motivated East Germans to help but also 
how they experienced humanitarian relationships vis-à-vis their recipients. 
Experiences naturally differed, but witnessing the depth of scarcity in 
both public and private spheres provided a unifying frame for many East 
Germans, evoking both shock and a sense of familiarity. This is because life 
in the late GDR was, by most accounts, more comfortable and plentiful than 
in Romania. But the experience of living in the same political system also 
offered a reminder of the constraints and scarcity in the GDR. Socialization 
in socialism brought East Germans and Romanians closer together through 
a notion of shared poverty. A donor from Leipzig captured this sense of 
commonality by noting: ‘We all grew up in the social order of communism 
and were, therefore, able to relate to the suffering of others through a kind 
of silent solidarity. Whether Czechs, Hungarians, Poles, [or Romanians], 
we all belonged to one community.’18

Despite their ability to participate in acts of giving as donors, it was 
this sense of sameness that enabled East Germans to feel proximity rather 
than distance towards recipients in Romania. In this moral landscape, 
East Germans’ own neediness fuelled a sense of solidarity with their fellow 
citizens across the socialist bloc. What is remarkable about the notion of 
shared poverty is that it eschewed the uneven power relations common in 
humanitarian encounters elsewhere in the world. Socialism, instead, culti-
vated a sense of perceived mutual dependency where donors and recipients 
met each other not from opposite ends of the socio-economic spectrum 
(as in market economies) but from a place of relative (if certainly not 
untroubled) equality. This notion of sameness was further solidified by the 
continuous attempts by the state to proffer ideals of equality in the public 
sphere. Slogans extolling the virtues of modesty, the rejection of wealth 
accumulation and antipathy towards unbridled Western consumerism were 
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ubiquitous in both the GDR and Romania and found resonance in the 
habitus of donors and recipients.

These peculiar class relations differed from what is commonly the case in 
capitalist countries, where vertical class divides between donors and recipi-
ents are a characteristic trait of humanitarian encounters that resemble a 
dyad: at the top are the donors, who generally spring from the upper-middle 
and upper classes of society. At the bottom of the hierarchy are usually the 
recipients, bereft of social clout and having exceedingly little in common 
with the wealthy donors and corporate boardrooms donating money and 
resources to social programmes. A fitting example of such alienation can 
be found in the recurring Western charity campaigns for the Global South, 
where recipients are geographically worlds removed from their distant 
benefactors, just as they are alienated in virtually any other respect from 
each other.19 Even among middle-class domestic charity workers, as studies 
on Evangelical charity in the US have shown, the social distinctions per-
petuated by profound class differences become a pervasive mechanism of 
alienation and paternalism.20

There was another reason for this sense of social proximity under 
socialism. East Germans were intimately familiar with the trope of the ‘rich 
uncle from the West’, through gift exchanges with acquaintances and family 
members in West Germany. These holiday encounters were often fraught 
with shame and resentment towards the Western cousins when they became 
staging grounds to showcase material differences.21 These moral sensibili-
ties helped to flatten perceived hierarchies between ‘inferior and superior’, 
‘rich and poor’, and ‘powerful and powerless’ in socialist encounters. 
A  donor from Leipzig who visited Romania on many occasions recalled 
that this anti-paternalist ethos became a moral imperative in his work: ‘In 
East Germany, we didn’t have much ourselves. It was, therefore, completely 
inappropriate to behave as if I was a patron.’22 In some cases, such ethical 
sensitivities disrupted donorship altogether. Achim Barth, a member of the 
Zwickau group, admitted that he was plagued by a sense of embarrassment, 
guilt and shame when he realized that he was perceived as a rich donor by 
Romanians who received his aid. The shame was particularly visceral when 
people ‘broke out in effusive gestures of gratitude upon receiving goods 
from me’, as he recalled.23

This is not to suggest that socialist societies succeeded in fully erasing 
class, ethnic, gender, religious, racial and other forms of difference. It should 
be noted that such entrenched categories not only persisted in socialist 
societies, as in the case of the triple burden female workers routinely faced 
between the domestic sphere and the workplace. But they also opened the 
door for exclusionary categories to creep back into private humanitar-
ian work under socialism. Language barriers between East Germans and 
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Romanians were a common issue, and they expressed themselves in biases 
towards shared cultural frames such as German identity. The German 
Romanian community of Romania was more culturally proximate to 
donors from the GDR than Romanians and the country’s other ethnic 
minorities.

Moral guides and their breakdown

Although many aspects of contemporary fundraising were not yet con-
ceivable in the late GDR, opportunities to mobilize local communities to 
donate to humanitarian efforts in Romania existed nonetheless. Socialist 
fundraising occurred in intimate settings such as local parishes, community 
centres, libraries and private homes. Members of the Zwickau group 
regularly organized small gatherings in such venues, which were attended 
by an average of fifty community members. At local donor gatherings, oral 
documentation played a critical role in conveying the urgency for delivery 
assistance in Romania. Attendees learned about the catastrophic condi-
tions alongside unsettling accounts of how Romanian women resorted to 
using vitamin C for self-induced abortions due to the lack of contracep-
tives in the country. These testimonials were instrumental in conveying 
the urgency of this cause about a socialist brother country that many East 
Germans were unfamiliar with. Susanne, a member of the group, recalled: 
‘Many East Germans didn’t know anything about Romania. The GDR 
propaganda drew a rosy picture of the country, and our leadership even 
awarded Ceaușescu the Karl Marx Medal. That was a scandal. We had to 
open people’s eyes for the truth of what happened there.’ At the conclu-
sion of such local convenings, the audience was encouraged to contribute 
gifts and donations. Group members provided those willing to give money, 
food, consumer goods or wholesale gift packages with lists of names of 
Romanian families that had been compiled by the group’s local middleman, 
Tünde.	

To facilitate cross-border deliveries, members of the Zwickau group 
created detailed guides and brochures instructing newcomers about shipping 
and transport regulations to Romania. This consolidation of knowledge bore 
several advantages. It provided important guidelines for donors to navigate 
the GDR’s cumbersome postal regime and other bureaucratic roadblocks, 
from the paperwork and customs regulations across the socialist bloc to the 
all-but-expected exchanges with disgruntled postal clerks. Package guides 
also offered recommendations about the most needed consumer goods 
in Romania at any given time and provided detailed quantities of goods 
permitted for import by Romanian customs. Lists also included all that 
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was strictly prohibited from being donated: from bibles, political material 
and valuta to used clothes and shoes. Similarly, donors were reminded 
about the peculiar social norms governing Romania’s black market, where 
Kenton cigarettes and coffee were treated as a universal currency to obtain 
scarce goods or pay for medical services. Package guides also mingled 
material needs with moral imperatives. The recommendations emphasized 
that giving required adherence to a particular social etiquette. Seemingly 
innocuous aspects, such as the quality of packaging, was to be treated as 
important clues and handled sensibly, with all measures taken to achieve 
proper modesty. Expensive-looking wrapping paper, for instance, was to 
be avoided because it could be perceived as inappropriately decorous. In 
general, donors were advised to refrain from any ‘rich uncle attitudes’. This 
reference, of course, echoed East Germans’ own feelings of inadequacy in 
gift exchanges with West German family members.

Where the aforementioned unifying tropes of sameness and shared 
poverty found their limits was in direct encounters between private 
humanitarians and the destitute. Here, it might be useful to think of a 
more bounded concept of socialist equality that pushed the ethics of giving 
beyond its discursive social imaginary. An example from an encounter 
in the city of Brașov highlights some of the ethical cleavages that opened 
up. In the late 1980s, members of the Zwickau group travelled on several 
occasions to Brașov, where two organizers of the group, Hans and Susanne, 
worked closely with their local middlemen, Tünde, on coordinating 
recipients and distributing supplies to the local recipients. During a trip 
to Brașov, Hans befriended Mariana and Tibi, two young Romanians. 
Susanne, who recalled the encounter between the two couples, noted about 
the episode:	

During my stay at the hospital, Hans was timidly approached by Marianna 
and Tibi. They told him that they knew someone who had emigrated to 
Yugoslavia and that someone could help them leave if we smuggled a letter 
out of the country on their behalf. Compared to Marianna and Tibi, Tünde 
belonged to gehobenes Bürgertum [upper-middle class]. Hans stayed with 
them and an older man in a basement for two weeks. They lived in a real 
slum in Brașov. The Hungarians were well-educated and had a sense of pride. 
But these people were at the bottom. Day in and day out, they ate cabbage 
and potatoes. They were genuinely destitute. Hans didn’t stay with them 
again because of the lice, but we brought them food a few more times. The 
education gap between us was a problem. Our conversations always revolved 
around the same issues. Their horizon was limited, and they couldn’t compete 
with the kind of knowledge, cultural framework, and perspective Tünde 
could offer. They weren’t able to get out of that misery. It was painful that we 
engaged in this kind of social selection. In the end, people of the same class 
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background end up helping each other. Christians help Christians because of a 
sense of familiarity. And the well-educated end up helping their own. Because 
we had befriended Marianna and Tibi and felt a sense of duty, we continued 
helping them. However, we never took it upon ourselves to stay with them 
again.24	

What this encounter between Hans and his hosts brought to light was 
not a sense of sameness but difference, and it was indicative of deeper 
dilemmas in East Germans’ vision of ‘shared poverty’. The experience of 
abject poverty that Hans experienced was not only unfamiliar but also 
became grounds for profound alienation. At the margins of Romanian 
society, people like Tibi and Mariana lingered in conditions of material 
deprivation, malnutrition and monotony, abandoned by the state and 
distanced from the aspirational vision of the good socialist life that private 
humanitarians like Hans and Susanne attempted to rescue. Despite their 
well-intended effort to help rectify Tibi and Mariana’s plight, Susanne and 
Hans ultimately recoiled from this state of destitution. Their conditions 
seemed too entrenched and inescapable, and even in the ostensibly more 
egalitarian social order of socialism, the proximity to poverty unsettled 
people’s empathy towards those deemed irredeemable rather than create a 
universal impulse towards social uplift. This episode serves to demonstrate 
what might be obvious: that private humanitarianism in the socialist period 
was not a form of unbridled altruism, and the gaping differences between 
Hans and Susanne and Tibi and Marianne were no exception but rather 
what inspired socialist donorhood to begin with.

Conclusion

When Susanne recounted this story almost four decades later, it was 
evident that she was deeply affected by this encounter. This story raises 
questions about how attainable a universalist ideal of humanitarianism 
was under socialism, just as anywhere else. Tony Vaux, a former director 
of Oxfam, offered decades ago a key insight into this matter by empha-
sizing that altruism is not merely a deliberate choice to abstain from 
selfishness; rather, it is an ongoing aspiration, a project that can never 
reach a definite endpoint.25 This perspective proves valuable as it frames 
the humanitarian work of the Zwickau group and other private humani-
tarians from East Germany as a morally precarious endeavour, constantly 
susceptible to hierarchies, differences and forms of inequality that have the 
potential to distort, undermine, marginalize or complicate the moral aspi-
rations to help others in need. The historical context of socialism in which 
donors and volunteers operated illustrates that despite a commitment to 
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an ethos of shared poverty and sameness, socialist citizens, too, navigated 
a fraught moral terrain. Giving to the needy was an ongoing process of 
moral labour that made private aid giving not a static or straightforward 
ethical project but a recursive struggle to maintain moral clarity amid deep 
ethical quandaries.

What remains from these stories of private aid giving in the socialist 
period is that rectifying the promise of the ‘good socialist life’ against the 
backdrop of what often seemed as insurmountable systemic crises was 
an exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, challenge. It is perhaps here 
where the stopgap metaphor for humanitarianism so frequently invoked 
in the literature is most useful: Romania – where the corrosive effects of 
austerity caused a humanitarian crisis for many of its citizens, but where 
the communist leadership also maintained an iron grip on political power – 
could not be rescued by humanitarian practitioners. What the work of 
East German donors reveals is rather that socialist citizens actively tried 
to stem the breakdown of the Marxist utopia through their humanitarian 
work. Rather than giving up on socialism, their attempts to alleviate the 
human suffering of distant strangers in moments of state failure was a way 
of reframing what it meant to act morally as a socialist citizen. When the 
system ended, so did the notion that to be a socialist required empathy with 
those who reminded one of one’s own poverty.
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Self-organized care for older people in 
East Germany: local humanitarianism 

and post-1989 transformations 

Maren Hachmeister

Introduction

This chapter presents the case of the People’s Solidarity (PS, Volkssolidarität), 
a former socialist mass organization in East Germany (GDR) that gathered 
neighbourhood volunteers to provide care for older people. Driven by 
shared ideas of good care, PS members built up local networks that addressed 
needs for care on the ground. The main idea of this chapter is that although 
not comparable to the work of large-scale international humanitarian aid, 
the self-organized home help services, meals-on-wheels and neighbour-
hood volunteering of PS can be considered a form of humanitarianism on 
the ground. Moreover, treating the activities of this organization as local 
humanitarianism offers an explanation for the fact that its members did not 
abandon it (or the values it stood for) even after the political upheaval of 
1989, after which care for older people began to take on largely new (mar-
ketized) forms. Local humanitarianism even aptly describes the continuous 
efforts of organizations and individuals at that time who sought to improve 
living conditions and reduce human suffering in their communities. To 
support this assumption, the chapter draws on three concepts – vernacular 
humanitarianism, everyday humanitarianism and care – which show how 
humanitarian principles and values of good care correlated for people who, 
as older adults, experienced the transition from a socialist to a post-socialist 
society in East Germany.

My period of interest is thus the ‘long history’ of 1989, which occurred 
simultaneously in East Germany and East Central Europe,1 that is, the 
before, during and after of a period characterized by the ‘simultaneity of 
rapid political and social change as well as the longer process of […] trans-
formation of political systems and social practices’.2 I took this moment of 
abrupt change and extreme uncertainty as a starting point to look at the 
care values of neighbourhood volunteers. My research focused on their 
motivations and experiences in order to approach the question why, of 
all things, they chose to engage in the field of care, despite the fact that 
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this presented major challenges in both socialist and neoliberal systems. 
In this chapter I pursue the following questions: can we describe local care 
practices as humanitarian? What makes humanitarianism local as seen in 
this case study? How does local humanitarianism manifest in individual life 
stories?

Recent scholarship has already explored various local or grassroots forms 
of helping others that could be labelled humanitarian, since they assumed 
that every human being deserved assistance.3 PS is another example that 
confirms this assumption. Its most important slogan was ‘to leave no one 
alone and to give everyone the opportunity to participate in social life until 
old age’.4 This slogan contained several conventional humanitarian princi-
ples: every individual was granted the right to participate and to be involved 
in social life; everyone should be given an opportunity to do so, irrespective 
of (advanced) age or life circumstances. The first part of the slogan, ‘to leave 
no one alone’, even entailed an explicit call to action, based on the opinion 
that everyone can actively include those in need of help instead of leaving 
them alone.

On the one hand, the helpers of PS sought to implement this slogan in 
their neighbourhoods, and may thus be seen as (so far unseen) key actors 
of local humanitarianism in East Germany. On the other hand, ideas about 
older people and the organization of care for them in this slogan must be 
read in the context of socialist society.

The chapter focuses on the case of a local PS group in one of the major 
cities in Saxony (East Germany) that, throughout the twentieth century, 
was considered an important industrial hub for electronics industries. 
Older adults in these industries were particularly affected by the various 
transformation processes. Within the first couple of years after German 
unity in October 1990, about one million East Germans between fifty-five 
and sixty-five became permanently unemployed and were forced into early 
retirement.5 Concepts of old age and good care were consequently coming 
under scrutiny at the time.

This chapter explores the case of PS through the narratives of the now 
eighty-two-year-old interviewee Ingrid (name changed). She is one of alto-
gether forty interview partners with whom focused narrative interviews 
were conducted in the years 2020 to 2022 as part of a case study on PS. 
Ingrid experienced the regime change as an older adult and touched upon 
care ethics and humanitarian principles vividly in her account, which is 
why she is showcased in this chapter. Using the method of biographical 
case analysis pioneered by Gabriele Rosenthal, it was possible to extract 
sequences from Ingrid’s interview in which everyday care practices and 
(local) humanitarian practices overlapped.6 In this method, commonly 
used in interpretative social research, interview texts are sequenced 
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chronologically and then analysed in depth, distinguishing between 
experienced and narrated life stories.

What makes humanitarianism local?

The chapter starts from the observation that humanitarian action involves 
people at the scene of the emergency, face to face with the ones in need, and 
helping hands on. In that sense, humanitarianism (like caregiving) is always 
local. Several analytical terms have already been introduced, attempt-
ing to capture that such humanitarian enactments are not only initiated 
from a large-scale international level but can also be organized by local 
actors. Social anthropologist Čarna Brković proposed the term ‘vernacular 
humanitarianism’, referring to ‘aid provided by various local actors in tune 
with their socio-historically specific ideas of humanness, as a response to an 
emerging need that cannot be adequately addressed through conventional 
channels of help’.7 With her case study on Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brković 
demonstrated that vernacular humanitarianism promoted ideas of ‘a shared 
responsibility for lives and the well-being of other people and a desire to 
help them’.8

At the same time, Lisa Ann Richey put forward ‘everyday humani-
tarianism’ as a term that considers both practices inside the international 
humanitarian system and the everyday lives and practices of actors ‘outside 
the formal structures of humanitarian actions’.9 Though Richey held on to 
understanding humanitarianism as ‘the “good-doing” response to distant 
suffering’,10 which she then discussed with regard to its professionalization, 
marketization or mediatization, she directed attention more to the day-
to-day actions of individuals. Following this approach, everyday practices 
of neighbourhood volunteers in PS can be well accentuated. On the one 
hand, the people involved in PS were acting as individuals who contrib-
uted their respective skills, connections and resources to collective human 
welfare (which is close to the definition of ‘humanitarian’ given by Maureen 
McNeil11). They were integrated into various local structures, such as their 
workplaces or their families. On the other hand, they set up new structures 
and new local routines when they began taking care of older people in their 
neighbourhoods. These were of an everyday nature, since individual care 
often required daily attention.

The everyday lives of neighbourhood volunteers thus reflect not only 
‘the “good-doing” response to distant suffering’,12 as suggested by Richey, 
but also attempt to overcome the distance between themselves and their 
older neighbours. Although this distance was not a geographical one (as 
often with international humanitarian action), but rooted in differing social 
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situations and age-related experiences, I suggest regarding this as ‘local 
humanitarianism’.

In fact, the relationships between those providing and those receiving the 
home help of PS were much more characterized by (social) closeness than 
distance. Adriana Zaharijević, Bojana Radovanović and Ljiljana Pantović 
recently spotlighted closeness and care with regard to older people during 
the Covid-19 pandemic who were ‘by far the most affected by pandemic-
imposed restrictions while at the same time often needing close care’.13 
To care for someone and to establish a caring relationship, they argued, 
required proximity, that is, ‘apprehending another’s reality, understand-
ing their nature, way of living, needs and desires [and] hearing the voice of 
the cared for’.14 Neighbourhood volunteering for older people is one form 
of a wider phenomenon which can be studied in the past as well as in the 
present.

The approach I pursue in this chapter is informed by all three concepts 
(vernacular and everyday humanitarianisms and care) and embraces their 
intersections of the local and the everyday realms. With the example of local 
care of PS, I argue that local humanitarianism is a form of caring that reacts 
to local needs for help and that emerges in addition to (or on the margins 
of) the care systems already in place. PS provided care outside formal struc-
tures, while being formally organized to some extent (e.g. by having a name 
and legal status, by creating local groups and registering their members). 
PS was thus not acting merely spontaneously, or ad hoc, but was well 
organized on the ground. Social anthropologist Katerina Rozakou argued 
that there is ‘a disparate humanitarian field that apart from large-scale 
humanitarian organizations [includes] grassroots groups and independent 
humanitarian volunteers’.15 In that sense, PS care for older people could 
also be related to terms that emerged in the more recent past in the context 
of the European migration and refugee crises: solidarity humanitarian-
ism,16 volunteer humanitarianism17 and grassroots humanitarianism.18 
Another example of humanitarian care work in East Germany (not for 
older people but for children) can be found in Julia Reinke’s work on Greek 
refugee children in Chapter 6. Chapters 5 and 1, by Nikola Tohma on the 
Czechoslovak Red Cross (who like Reinke addresses the group of child 
refugees) and Friederike Kind-Kovács on humanitarian kindergartens in the 
slums of Budapest, likewise describe a close interaction between care work 
and humanitarian mobilization.

Following up on ethnologist Heike Drotbohm, I also encourage thinking 
‘outside the aid box’,19 by including care workers and volunteers into my 
study who were not trained as humanitarian workers but were laypersons 
who shared ideas of humanity and impartiality. This chapter thus aims 
to substantiate that ‘care is central to the humanitarian endeavour’.20 
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I interpret ‘care’ in the broadest possible sense, following Joan Tronto, as 
‘everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our “world” so 
that we can live in it as well as possible’.21 The life story of my interviewee 
Ingrid, who I introduce below, supports my definition of care.

The concept of ‘care’ is less prevalent in the context of humanitarian 
action. Humanitarianism is frequently used to describe crises and emer-
gencies, that is, moments of extreme and urgent need, while care is rather 
seen as a practice that addresses the mundane challenges of life. ‘CARE 
International’, an aid organization dedicated to humanitarian relief (and 
well known for the delivery of so-called care packages to postwar Europe), 
is probably the most prominent exception from this linguistic usage, 
although the name CARE is, of course, also an acronym, the meaning of 
which has changed over time.22 I do not intend to deconstruct the distinc-
tion of the two terms, or to classify in any way which of the many serious 
and urgent needs deserves their attribution. But I want to point out that 
practices of both care and humanitarian aid may be motivated by the 
same values. Both require the readiness of individuals to actively engage in 
providing, coordinating, delivering and not least giving care.

Before turning to my research findings, I discuss the role of humanitarian 
mobilization under state socialism, as it was crucial in shaping practices of 
caring in East Germany before, during and after 1989.

Local care as a part of socialist mass mobilization

Some organizations advocated humanitarian principles under socialist rule. 
This means that they operated with principles of neutrality and universality 
under the seemingly incompatible precondition of political loyalty to the 
Eastern Bloc. In the following, I refer to them as ‘socialist humanitarian’, to 
capture how they selectively combined socialist ideology with values such as 
humanity, voluntariness or impartiality. The process of adapting to both the 
socialist and humanitarian systems of the time required a great deal of flex-
ibility and constant renegotiation of the involved actors. As the examples of 
the socialist Red Cross societies in Poland and Czechoslovakia (1945–1989) 
have shown in earlier studies, socialist humanitarianism worked out well 
on the ground, where local networks and local decision-makers had a lot 
more agency than in the centres of the then governing communist parties.23 
The Red Cross societies, however, were an exceptional case, since they were 
related to the international humanitarian Red Cross movement.24

Following up on historians Neville Wylie, Melanie Oppenheimer and 
James Crossland, who spoke of an ‘alternative humanitarianism propagated 
by communist regimes’,25 I suggest thinking of socialist humanitarianism as 
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its own interpretation of humanitarian action and not only as a variant 
in which international humanitarianism continued to exist under socialist 
rule. Referring to socialism in nineteenth-century France, historian Naomi 
J. Andrews argued that the term humanitarian ‘evoked comprehensive 
fellow-feeling, a sense of collective engagement for the benefit of all through 
the efforts of all’.26 For socialist approaches, she found, ‘the suffering body 
was a collective body whose health could only be restored through compre-
hensive societal reconstruction, while for liberals it was the individualized 
body of the suffering and distant “other”’.27 Proceeding from this definition, 
socialist humanitarianism seems more focused on the life of the community 
to which its proponents belong, and can be applied to socialist mass organi-
zations without international affiliations, such as PS in East Germany.

PS emerged from an initiative ‘against the winter hardship’28 in 1945, 
for which the parties of the Democratic Bloc (Christian Democratic Union 
of Germany, Communist Party of Germany, Liberal Democratic Party 
of Germany, Social Democratic Party of Germany), the two Christian 
churches, the trade unions and women’s organizations mobilized the popu-
lation in the Soviet Occupation Zone (of Germany). Indeed, a variety of 
mutual aid activities could be set up, such as the collection of food, clothing 
and furniture and the distribution of heating fuels, as well as the establish-
ment of orphanages or nursing homes for older people. PS was formed as a 
continuation of this initiative and was in fact the only East German organi-
zation that arose from such a joint appeal at that time. While it addressed 
various groups of the needy in the beginning (e.g. people in the bombed-out 
cities, the homeless, orphans, refugees, war returnees), it later concen-
trated on caring for older people.29 From a conversation with a PS helper 
which the Saxon Regional Committee (Landesausschuss Sachsen) of PS 
recorded for public relations purposes in the year 1950, an official instruc-
tion to mobilize the masses could be read already quite clearly. She stated: 
‘We need people who consciously and with conviction win over those who 
are still on the side-lines and hesitant, and make them realize that they too, 
like all of us, must make their contribution to the path to a better life. We 
must work to achieve that life.’30

A decision of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (Sozialistische 
Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED) in 1956 formally mandated the transfor-
mation of PS into a mass organization with this focus.31 Humanitarianism 
was a concept explicitly evoked by the Central Committee of PS in 1954, 
proclaiming that ‘[p]ensioners and welfare recipients […] are in greater 
need of systematic, continuous care. The People’s Solidarity would not 
fulfil its great humanitarian objective if it were to ignore this task.’32 
From this statement an expectation can be read that PS would be most 
suited to provide humanitarianism and care for older people. In 1969, this 
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expectation was confirmed with a decision of the Council of Ministers, in 
which PS was legally established as the ‘sole responsible [body] for the care 
of the elderly’.33

Like other organizations in the GDR, PS blended into the system of 
socialist mass mobilization. Unlike the Communist Party or other organiza-
tions, however, it was organized predominantly at the regional level. Former 
PS President Gunnar Winkler remembered that ‘this organizational and 
structural set-up was a prerequisite for many older people to find an appro-
priate social environment, after having lost or abandoned their attachments 
to their previous workplace’.34 He even believed in the transformation of 
PS into a mass organization to strengthen the local groups, as ‘they were 
able to prepare their work programmes largely independently, defined their 
contents and, on this basis, used their often limited material and financial 
resources in the interests of the older inhabitants’.35 Eventually, the SED 
began to count on these local forms of care when the capacities of state 
facilities were limited.

In contrast to the conception of vernacular humanitarianism that 
Čarna Brković proposed, the care practices of PS volunteers thus did not 
remain ad hoc, non-professional and non-bureaucratized but turned into 
care work (though largely unpaid) that was central to the system of care 
provision.36 As I mentioned above, this particular from of voluntary action 
involved thousands of people and reinforced socialist and humanitarian 
ideologies ‘from below’. Indeed, until May 1990, about two million of 
the approximately sixteen million inhabitants of the GDR had become 
members of PS.37 Home help services, home visits and meals-on-wheels 
(i.e. meals delivered on foot or with non-motorized vehicles), as well as 
local clubs for older people, were the key services they provided (or made 
use of, respectively).

In May 1989, the chair of the Central Committee of PS, Alois Bräutigam, 
once more brought together strategies of local humanitarian mobilization 
and neighbourhood care, summarizing:

We have become better and better at caring as much as necessary and as well 
as possible for every elderly citizen who needs our help, thanks to a  wide 
variety of initiatives and activities of our helpers. The firm basis of our work 
in the field of social care is the local groups. [They] make sure that the contacts 
of the helpers with the elderly citizens are established very carefully and cau-
tiously, in order to always have an overview of which elderly citizens need 
care.38

One of my interviewees gave me an idea of how this was implemented on 
the ground. In his retrospective narration of the late socialist period, care 
giving and recruitment for PS went hand in hand: ‘What do we do with 
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very old single people when they no longer get by? It was different back 
then, they were taken care of. […] I had a complete list of all pensioners 
and I knew who was retiring during the year. We went to see them with a 
bouquet of flowers and invited them to join us.’39 When describing how 
his experience of caring was ‘different back then’, the interviewee implied 
that the most substantial changes happened only after 1989, when socialist 
humanitarianism came to an end for PS.

Local care and post-1989 transformations

After the system change of 1989, PS was the only former mass organization 
to survive the post-socialist transformation. To this day, it is in place as one 
of the largest welfare organizations in East Germany. The history of PS has 
been viewed quite ambivalently since then. At the end of the 1990s, PS was 
commonly (but incorrectly40) believed to be founded by the SED. Today 
its history is told as one of a longer tradition, highlighting the postwar 
initiative at its beginning and the transformation into today’s professional 
welfare organization after the fall of communism as its most important 
achievement. Its past as a socialist mass organization is exceptionally well 
integrated into the organizational history (in contrast, for instance, to the 
socialist past of some Red Cross societies41), in part because the central 
values and role models of PS (e.g. solidarity, care) were consolidated during 
this period. Historian Philipp Springer concluded that in the GDR, solidar-
ity was a keyword that stimulated mobilization of the population for PS, 
because it ‘masked social, political, and cultural differences and conflicts by 
appealing to “community” and “togetherness” without being so contoured 
that anyone felt excluded’.42

In the interviews I conducted with members of PS more than thirty years 
after the system change, this understanding of solidarity was often echoed. 
It was explained to me repeatedly that not only does everyone deserve 
help in old age but also everyone should contribute to providing it. To a 
certain extent, then, the home help services, the neighbourhood help and 
the meal deliveries of PS were seen as sacrifices to a (not anymore socialist) 
community based on humanitarian principles, of which the neighbourhood 
volunteers remained convinced of to this day. In 2010, Gunnar Winkler, 
president of PS during the first decade of the 2000s, particularly emphasized 
this normative aspect of PS, stating that ‘[u]ntil the final phase of the GDR, 
local groups formed the basis of the People’s Solidarity. These refuges of 
regional self-administration could be preserved despite centralized forms of 
government […] and could be effective in providing social care in the best 
sense of humanistic values.’43
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After German unity in October 1990, PS had to adapt to newly 
emerging care economies, and tried to assert its position in East Germany 
against structures then transplanted from the West. In the memory of one 
interviewee, the year 1989 therefore represented a strong disruption. He 
described the time ‘before’ as follows: ‘We lived in such houses where at 
least one person [from PS] always lived so we did not have to worry. He [an 
older neighbour] was well looked after, everything was taken care of. At 
that time, it also played a role that one still knew where help was needed.’44 
The time ‘afterwards’ was associated with troublesome experiences for him. 
He explained that,

In our neighbourhood, one woman could no longer be taken care of and no 
one paid attention to her, not on purpose, but because other problems were at 
play. And one thought, if I will not go [see for her], maybe someone else will 
come. You cannot offend those people, for what reason they did not return 
[to her]. But obviously, the structure, the order was disrupted [with the fall of 
communism].45

The rest of this chapter presents the example of my interviewee Ingrid 
in more detail, in order to illustrate how local socialist humanitarianism 
and post-socialist transformations manifested themselves in individual life 
stories.

Care and ageing as local experiences

The eighty-two–year-old Ingrid has led a local PS group for almost two 
decades. As a neighbourhood volunteer, she was already associated with 
PS during her youth and was therefore proposed as a successor when 
the previous leader of her local group passed away in the early 2000s. She 
called the district of her group the ‘bird’s vicinity’ (Vogelsiedlung), because 
all the streets there were named after birds (which is not uncommon in 
Germany). Ingrid herself has lived there since childhood.

We had arranged to meet for an interview in her apartment, but when I 
arrived, she welcomed me at the front door. She led me around the building, 
where she showed me a small garden she tended to. While she commented 
on the various plants in her garden, now and then passers-by would 
approach us and Ingrid would greet all of them warmly. She informed them 
that she was having me for a visit first today, but that they would certainly 
be able to talk longer later on their evening rounds. After the people had 
moved on, Ingrid explained to me in which of the neighbouring houses 
they each lived. Pointing to the surrounding properties, she added where 
members from her PS group resided. She knew them all by heart with their 
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names and ages, and knew who lived on which floor or who had physical 
limitations and therefore could only manage the stairs leading outdoors on 
what she called ‘good days’.

She took some nuts out of her jacket pocket and put them on a small 
plate. These were for the birds, which were surely waiting for her to bring 
them something, she explained. Ingrid then made a vague gesture that 
encircled the surroundings and asked whether I knew that the entire settle-
ment had once been destroyed by fire in 1945. Whether the fire broke out 
in connection with the last acts of war, she did not specify. ‘At that time’, 
she said, ‘there were only wooden huts’.46 In order to build new houses and 
plan the gardens, the residents came together for the first ‘solidarity action’. 
Later, they even created a playground for their children together. This ini-
tiative eventually led to the formation of a local PS group, to which many 
residents of the ‘bird’s vicinity’ still belong today. Ingrid did not mention 
that the founding of PS as an organization at that time might also have 
encouraged the founding of her local group. She was perhaps too young 
(seven years old) to have any memories of her own, and only recounted the 
founding story as told to her by the earlier group leader. And this founding 
story unfolded in their neighbourhood.

‘As a member of the PS’, Ingrid continued, ‘you helped when someone 
got sick. You would bring a bowl of soup. That was how a social togeth-
erness developed among everyone who lived here’.47 According to Ingrid, 
there were always people living there ‘who took care of older people a 
bit’.48 They arranged to share car rides, organized a ‘chat round’ or birthday 
parties in their own gardens, and helped each other paint the fences. For the 
older members of their group, PS volunteers also took on many everyday 
tasks, such as hanging out the laundry, or planned regular events (in 
Ingrid’s words) ‘to bring joy to them’. While walking me up the stairs to 
her apartment, Ingrid added: ‘As it happens, the older people who laid the 
foundation for the PS work here, were active until the end of their lives.’49

We spent the next two hours in Ingrid’s living room, she on the sofa, I on 
an armchair opposite. I learned what close contact she maintained with all 
the oldest members of her PS group, who (she kept emphasizing) had been 
members of the group much longer than herself. This apparently gave her a 
deep sense of connectedness with the ‘bird’s vicinity’. From all of the oldest 
members she remembered what they liked (e.g. Mozart balls) and enjoyed 
doing (e.g. painting), so that she could continue to treat them even when 
they had long since had to move out of their homes in the ‘bird’s vicinity’ 
and into nursing homes.

At this point, Ingrid pointed out that the reasons for joining PS varied. 
For the members who (only) participated in the events of PS, it was the 
feeling that they were ‘in good hands’. For the volunteers, it was to ‘be 
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there for others’ and ‘that they experienced cordiality and were able to 
acquire knowledge’.50 After Ingrid had taken over the leadership of her 
group, coordination and annual planning became her responsibility as 
well. She then proudly showed me one of the last annual reports she had 
written, which lay ready on a sideboard nearby. Other documents and 
photos that Ingrid had picked out for the meeting with me were spread out 
next to it.

One photo caught my eye: it showed a group of about fifteen older 
people standing on a lawn under a sunny, blue sky, some of them eating 
apples and smiling into the camera. When I asked Ingrid about the photo, 
she explained that this was taken on a joint walk in the mid-1990s. She 
began to name who was in the photo, paused briefly, and then pulled out a 
printed table from the pile of documents. Glancing back and forth between 
the photo and the table, she then proceeded to list the people by name, their 
birthdays and their addresses in the ‘bird’s vicinity’. I also looked at the 
table and was amazed to notice that even the dates of joining PS were noted. 
Some people joined in the early 1950s, others only a few years ago. Ingrid 
pointed to one woman in the photo and said, ‘She lived in that house over 
there and used to make witty poems to praise the PS helpers. They were 
then read aloud during the chat round. Among us, for a very long time, it 
worked out well that people helped each other in the group.’51 Continuing 
to look at the group photo, Ingrid then described that this applied to herself 
because she had to recover from two strokes in recent years. Suddenly 
looking up at me, she said, ‘I think it is important to expand your circle of 
friends, not to shrink it in old age’. After a short pause, she added, ‘Some 
people still say hello to me now. From the “bird’s vicinity”, some still have 
their gardens here. Here lay the origins of PS.’52

For the last part of our conversation, we went to Ingrid’s kitchen, where 
she served us both small bowls of fruit salad as a snack. She told me about 
how important the PS group was for her right now, by which she meant 
her advanced age, not the time of the Covid 19 pandemic. She pointed to 
the kitchen walls. They were decorated with photos of her children and 
grandchildren, with whom she said she had good contact, but who were 
not always in the area. In parting half an hour later, I thanked Ingrid 
for her willingness to speak with me. She just waved me off saying that 
passing on her experiences with PS was ‘her most important appointment 
of all’.53

When trying to trace forms of local humanitarianism, life stories such 
as Ingrid’s are the most valuable sources. From her interview we get an 
insight into humanitarian principles in the realm of everyday life and can 
better understand how – so to speak, humanitarian – care practices were 
implemented from the ground.
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Care giving and critical life events

The example of Ingrid reveals two important experiences in the lives of 
the neighbourhood volunteers. First, they took on numerous tasks in the 
daily lives of their older neighbours. Their care included not only the 
older persons but also their households, homes, families and gardens, and 
involved, for example, hanging out laundry, looking after children, helping 
the sick, feeding the birds or painting the fences. The willingness with which 
the volunteers took on such diverse tasks demonstrated a sense of univer-
sality in their volunteer commitment. From Ingrid’s interview it must be 
concluded, though, that this sense of universality was confined to the close 
area of her neighbourhood.

Second, the neighbourhood volunteers presumed their help to be recipro-
cal at some point. Ingrid experienced how her roles in the neighbourhood 
changed over the course of her life, so that there were situations in which 
she not only offered help but also received help herself. Neighbourhood 
volunteering in PS was thus not just a service but a form of mutual help, 
provided out of the conviction that more can be achieved together. These 
two findings point to a close connection between care practices and age-
specific needs in everyday life.

There were, however, life situations that differed from everyday routines 
in the ‘bird’s vicinity’, be it (as mentioned by Ingrid) the fire that broke out 
in 1945, the post-1989 transformation that also affected PS as an organiza-
tion or moments of individual crisis (e.g. Ingrid suffering from a stroke, or 
her neighbour losing the mobility to master the stairs). Despite her idea that 
everyone deserved help, Ingrid thus concluded that people in certain life 
situations were more urgently in need (i.e. temporarily more deserving of 
her help). The examples she gave in our interview were related to illness, 
old age or older people taken out of their homes (into nursing homes). For 
these cases she expressed a special attention and affectionate understand-
ing. In our interview, Ingrid discussed life stages such as her childhood and 
adolescence, as well as her adult life, each of which has been associated with 
certain experiences (i.e. age related or experiences typical for the certain 
stages of life). The neighbourliness expressed in the ‘bird’s vicinity’ was a 
central reference point for her in this. In her view, she and the other residents 
were only able to cope with critical moments in their lives because they had 
a supportive neighbourhood around them. She did not see herself in the role 
of a leader (as in the PS group) but as an equal part of the local community.

Neighbours in this community knew about each other’s critical moments 
and supported each other accordingly. As a result, the care work of the 
neighbourhood volunteers in this local PS group went far beyond what PS 
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was officially assigned to do, namely care for older people. Rather, they 
contributed to an overall close contact in the neighbourhood. From this 
I conclude that the volunteers were mainly concerned with living together 
as a community, with empathy and solidarity. At the local level, they had 
agency and room for informal arrangements made ‘at the garden fence’, 
for self-organized action and decision-making. They were thus respond-
ing not (only) to the ideological prescriptions of the (socialist) system but 
to their shared values of caring. To some extent, even the organizational 
structures of PS receded into the background, because individuals kept 
close ties without them. I therefore suggest ‘local humanitarianism’ and 
‘self-organized care’ as descriptions of this group. In my understanding, 
the term self-organization covers both ‘formalized collective activities (e.g. 
within the framework of organizations) and self-organized actions of indi-
vidual actors (so-called grassroots forms)’,54 and thus captures well how 
individuals and PS interacted on the ground.

I chose to present the story of Ingrid in this chapter because she stood out 
from most of my other interviewees. She never spoke of socialism explicitly 
and did not make any references to the GDR, even though her concept of 
humanity was shaped by an egalitarian rhetoric typical of the state socialist 
regime. From the absence of socialism in her narrative, I conclude that the 
socialist humanitarianism I described at the beginning had no practical 
function for Ingrid at the level of her neighbourhood. Social relations and 
attachments became more important than the politically desired egalitarian 
image of society (without contradicting it). In critical life situations, inhabit-
ants of the ‘bird’s vicinity’ accordingly did not turn to local authorities but 
to their neighbours and the local PS group. At the local level, members of PS 
thus established themselves as ideal problem solvers and caregivers.

At the same time, Ingrid’s example even illuminates the special position 
neighbourhoods held in East German society. Ingrid spent her whole life 
in the same residential area and emphasized that ‘the old people who laid 
the foundation for PS work here, were active until the end of their lives’.55 
At the time of our interview, everything looked as if she herself wanted to 
follow this path, that is, to grow old in the neighbourhood she had grown 
up in as a child, in which she had invested time and energy all her life, where 
she maintained her social contacts and imagined she would be well cared 
for in the coming years.

For those who experienced a system change as older adults, it is typical 
to stay in a place like this. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, about 1.4 million 
former GDR citizens migrated to West Germany, mainly in hope of signifi-
cantly better employment prospects in the West German labour market. 
About 40 per cent of them were young adults between eighteen and thirty 
years old.56 For older people, however, who had reached or were close to 
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retirement age at the time, this kind of migration did not make as much 
sense. Given her individual life story, it seems reasonable for Ingrid not 
to want to leave the place where she has spent her life, especially not in 
old age.

Philosopher Nel Noddings argued that in our caring relations, we draw 
on an ‘ethical ideal’,57 namely on our memories of caring and being cared 
for: ‘This is why […] childhood experience must be so closely guided in 
caring relations. Memories of being cared for and reflections on such care 
constitute the early material of the ideal.’58 Accordingly, I tend to under-
stand Ingrid’s strong attachment to the ‘bird’s vicinity’ partly in terms of her 
childhood experiences there.

Following the example of other local PS members, she decided to ‘be 
active’ in her neighbourhood (supposedly) until the end of her life. Being 
active is, of course, a narrative closely related to notions of productiv-
ity, usefulness and collectivity which Ingrid has been confronted with 
throughout her life in the GDR. However, ideas of active ageing and active 
participation in society continued to surround her in the post-socialist 
society of the 1990s that put particular emphasis on self-care and self-
responsibility.59 Her willingness to care for others developed along these 
lines over a long period of time. Following up on the philosopher Maurice 
Hamington, it should be noted, however, that (her) ‘caring habits are not 
rote repetitions, but open-ended structures of responses to those encoun-
tered. Iterations of care help develop habits that can be applied in new 
circumstances, as no two opportunities to care present themselves in the 
same way.’60

This leads me back to the concept of ‘vernacular humanitarianism’ Čarna 
Brković proposed to describe responses ‘to an emerging need that cannot be 
adequately addressed through conventional channels of help’.61 Ingrid and 
her group always took action where existing care practices reached their 
limits, both in everyday life and during critical life events, assuming that 
they were only doing what was most humane. They did so regardless of 
political circumstances, but at the same time they absorbed the local effects 
of abrupt political or social changes through their care.

Conclusion

This chapter presented one local group of the East German PS as an example 
for local humanitarianism. Local groups of PS provided self-organized 
care for older people in their neighbourhoods, both in the GDR and in 
post-socialist East Germany. Shared values of solidarity, togetherness, 
community and not least humanness largely stimulated participation in PS 
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during the socialist period, which is why I first considered it as an example 
of what I called socialist humanitarianism (i.e. a combination of socialist 
ideology with humanitarian principles). Furthermore, I showed that care 
work provided by PS was based on neighbourhood volunteering. On the 
level of their neighbourhood, people knew each other and established 
various practices of mutual aid, in order to help each other in everyday life 
or during critical life events. The local PS group that I showcased partly 
initiated, and partly structured, these practices.

In contrast to existing concepts of vernacular humanitarianism, or grass-
roots humanitarianism, I found that the care giving of PS did not remain 
an ad hoc response (though, of course, arrangements were made ‘over the 
garden fence’) but was well organized on the ground. Since the care needs 
of older people were highly individual and often needed daily attention, it 
was initially assumed that caregivers were either motivated personally or 
(only) fulfilling expectations of the (socialist) system, and that they were 
even unwillingly on-site when tending to them. The case of one of my 
interviewees and her local group of PS in this chapter revealed that shared 
humanitarian ideals did indeed also play a role here. Notions of solidarity, 
togetherness and community motivated an often long-term commitment, 
even to such an extent that individuals devoted large parts of their lives to 
it. Experiences of caring and being cared for during childhood, as well as 
living in the same neighbourhood, turned out to strengthen the readiness to 
engage in care for older neighbours considerably.

Neighbourhood volunteering for older people is not an East German phe-
nomenon but can be observed all over (East Central) Europe in the twentieth 
century.62 PS, as introduced in this chapter, provides only a glimpse of care 
as a local humanitarian practice in the East German case. The needs of older 
people in late socialist East Germany were at the margins of institutional or 
family care. At the same time, their care was similarly precarious, affected 
the same mass of people and was similarly ideologically laden as were 
actions of international humanitarian relief at the time. Focusing on similar 
examples and their transformation over time will enrich our understanding 
of care for older people in different societies (e.g. those transforming from 
socialism to post-socialism) and shed light on the question of how broad 
‘universality’ as a humanitarian principle was construed locally, to whom it 
extended and whether ‘universal’ translated to global.
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The Czechoslovak Red Cross and refugee 
children from Greece and North Korea 

Nikola Tohma

The Red Cross calls children together,
small and bigger,
of all nations, of different complexions
and of all different languages.

With children from all over the world,
we want to cultivate the belief
that life can be lived in calm,
in joy and in peace.

With children from all over the world,
we want to take care of health
so that everyone can live in happiness –
and hold the nation dear.1

Introduction

Explaining the historical role of children as ‘quintessential’ victims of the 
war but also ‘the biological and political future of national communities’, 
American historian Tara Zahra conceived the upswing in humanitarian 
initiatives on behalf of orphaned and displaced children in Europe in the 
aftermath of the Second World War as directly linked to the ‘reestablish-
ment of peace and stability [… and] shap[ing] postwar ideas about the 
very nature of the family, democracy, and human rights in the shadows 
of Nazism and Communism’.2 Disintegrated under the Nazi occupation 
(1938–45), Czechoslovakia as part of the wider region of East Central 
Europe was deeply affected by population displacement caused by the war 
and the Holocaust, and also instigated further mass transfers through the 
violent postwar expulsion of its domestic German population.3 Yet, as 
Zahra affirms, ‘[t]he rise of humanitarian activism around children and 
of ethnic cleansing […] were ultimately flip sides of the same coin’, where 
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children stood at the core of various nation-building projects.4 Thus, the 
postwar reconstruction of Czechoslovakia principally relied on successful 
humanitarian assistance leading to the restoration of the Czechoslovak 
population through processes of repatriation, family reunification and 
provision of care for orphaned and abandoned children while following 
ethnic principles.

Central to this chapter, the Czechoslovak Red Cross (Československý 
červený kříž, ČSČK) assisted with these postwar national efforts through 
its search service, making use of its international ties and humanitarian 
know-how to provide medical and material aid to those in need. Founded 
in 1919, the ČSČK, similarly to other national Red Cross organizations, 
acted throughout the interwar period in close collaboration with the state 
and its domestic and international politics, often serving state-building 
purposes.5 Reinstated after its years in exile (1940–5), the ČSČK retained 
its position as a prime humanitarian actor and a member organization 
of the League of Red Cross Societies (LRCS) even after the takeover 
of power by the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunistická 
strana Československa, KSČ) in February 1948. Newly integrated into 
the National Front, a single body uniting all public associations and 
instrumentalized by the KSČ to solidify its power, the ČSČK became 
subordinated to the Czechoslovak government, thus limiting its freedom 
of operation.6 Unlike other examples of independent activism that were 
forced underground under state socialism,7 the ČSČK officially managed 
to preserve, in cooperation with the communist state, the continuity of its 
previous activities.

Moving away from the ČSČK’s postwar assistance to displaced persons, 
this chapter investigates its role in the provision of care to the refugees 
from the Greek Civil War (1946–9) and Korean War (1950–3), to children 
and youth in particular, whose welcoming and support as an expres-
sion of internationalist solidarity complied with the political interests 
of the ruling KSČ. For most of the socialist era, from 1952 to 1989, the 
ČSČK’s Social Department (Sociální odbor Československého červeného 
kříže, SO ČSČK) was responsible for maintaining the administrative and 
social welfare agenda for adult foreign nationals and stateless individu-
als with temporary residence in the Czechoslovak territory. Being mostly 
pro-communist refugees from war zones and political persecution, they 
qualified for a residency and a work permit as well as free education, 
healthcare and social support.8 As an exception, the SO ČSČK as a 
top-level coordination body was in charge of refugee childcare between 
1952 and 1954, organized in a dozen children’s homes across the country. 
At that point, children from Greece and North Korea were the largest 
groups of child refugees (also representing the most significant refugee 
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communities), around whom the entire system of refugee care evolved.9 
Additionally, the ČSČK only took care of much less numerous Spanish 
and Italian children, whose parents sought refuge in Czechoslovakia for 
political reasons.10 The solely temporal assignment of refugee childcare to 
the ČSČK’s authority, contrasting with its long-term dealing with its adult 
charges, raises questions regarding the nature of the ČSČK’s engagement 
within the state’s institutional mechanisms. What were the specificities 
and challenges of the early Cold War Czechoslovak humanitarian aid for 
refugee children, concerning its aims, mobilization mechanisms, policy 
responses and choice of personnel, and how did the SO ČSČK contrib-
ute to these efforts? Moreover, what can the presented case study tell us 
about the political nature of humanitarian work and the relations between 
nation-states and humanitarian actors at that time?

The chapter sets off by framing this Czechoslovak endeavour as an 
example of socialist humanitarianism, which is a term previously employed 
by the American sociocultural anthropologist Christina Schwenkel in the 
context of the expert assistance provided by the GDR in Vietnam.11 In 
this text, I use it to determine a type of aid by state socialist countries to 
third parties during the Cold War, which combined humanitarian values 
with socialist principles in the pursuit of social justice and equality of all 
humans. Their self-perception as socialist humanitarians was derived from 
their understanding of human rights, described by the Canadian historian 
Ned Richardson-Little as ‘a higher kind of human rights that allowed for 
real participation in all forms of political and economic life and achieved 
true equality across the class, race and gender lines’, promising libera-
tion from capitalist exploitation, imperialism and war.12 For that matter, 
Maren Hachmeister as an expert on the relationships between the national 
Red Cross societies and state socialist regimes in Czechoslovakia and 
Poland emphasized that, in many ways, their social agendas overlapped, 
finding common ground in terms of establishing even access to health and 
social care based on the principle of general solidarity.13

While the history of the Red Cross movement has so far been narrated 
from a predominantly West-centred perspective,14 recent studies have 
gradually started delving into its (dis)connections across the Iron Curtain 
and transformations under the influence of communist regimes.15 In 
particular, this chapter engages with Hachmeister’s analysis, which charac-
terized the position of the Polish and Czechoslovak Red Cross societies with 
regard to the authoritarian nation-states as a relationship of mutual inter-
dependence rather than straightforward state interventionism. Pointing to 
their semi-official organizational structures, she further explained how their 
local, informal grassroots activities coexisted alongside their nationwide, 
highly institutionalized networks and sustained considerable autonomy.16 
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Despite the communist transformation, the ČSČK indeed preserved a 
partial continuity from its pre-1948 tradition, especially in terms of 
know-how, infrastructure and caring personnel, all of which represented 
a valuable resource at the hand of the socialist state, with its institutions 
and policies under construction. Yet, as I also argue, the politically closely 
controlled dealing of the SO ČSČK with the agenda of political refugees and 
their children further compromised the formally impartial character of the 
organization.

This chapter thus tracks the Czechoslovak humanitarian campaign from 
the early, outwardly ‘grassroots’, but very much state-initiated and state-
driven, actions to its eventual centralization under the authority of the 
Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Education. During these develop-
ments, the ČSČK first assumed the position of a mere provider of a limited 
range of humanitarian services, only to overtake the aid administration 
once the previous state-sponsored design failed. Turned into an agency 
under the authority of the Ministry of Education, the ČSČK helped improve 
the quality of the provided care but, after a transitional period, lost these 
competencies in favour of growing state centralization. While responding 
to the refugees’ day-by-day needs, the SO ČSČK actively contributed to 
the consolidation of Czechoslovak communism by discursively and prac-
tically seeking to duplicate communists’ visions of togetherness between 
comrades. Raising children, in this sense, respected these official socialist 
principles, happening at the behest of the KSČ, the Communist Party of 
Greece (Kommounistiko Komma Elladas, KKE) and the Workers’ Party 
of Korea, respectively. Their political agendas thus permeated with the 
humanitarian agenda of the SO ČSČK.

Finally, this case study adds to a broader discussion on the role of 
humanitarianism in East Central Europe, not limited to the early Cold War. 
It points to the strong institutional background of the Czechoslovak system 
of refugee aid, resulting in the fast restoration of humanitarian activi-
ties in the postwar years and their continuation under changed political 
conditions. Putting aside their ideological background, the initiatives to 
aid refugee children were characterized by an appeal to provide modern 
and highly professional care – an element common to the operation of the 
ČSČK but also the social and educational policies of the communist state. 
Furthermore, humanitarian workers joined these efforts with a great sense 
of commitment, manifesting in the deployment of substantial resources, 
including voluntary work. Rather than a mere example of politically 
biased (meaning pro-communist) humanitarian aid, it appears both as a 
corrective to the unambiguous image of the state socialist ‘East’ as anti-
human(itarian), and thus failing to provide a secure shelter to those in need, 
and as an alternative to the no less prejudiced (meaning anti-communist) 
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humanitarianism of the ‘West’ of the 1950s.17 Last but not least, Cold War 
humanitarianism also became a tool of international power competition, 
manifesting the geopolitical, imperialist and civilizing ambitions of state 
actors, thus inscribing itself into their state-building processes.

Refugee children from Greece and North Korea in the 
international Cold War context

The local help provided to pro-communist refugees in socialist 
Czechoslovakia was inherently informed by the international context of 
the early Cold War. The Greek Civil War and Korean War belonged to 
the major military clashes of the late 1940s and early 1950s, characterized 
by US and Soviet interventionism as the leaders of the mainly bipolar geo-
political system. The two civil conflicts had an extremely damaging effect 
on the local population, leaving behind an immense number of military 
and civilian casualties, causing great material destruction and forcing mass 
population displacement.18 Both conflicts also led to the formation of large 
diasporas in the West and the East, which internalized these domestic 
political ruptures and transmitted them abroad. International humanitarian 
missions operated in both countries, addressing the dismal situation of the 
respective populations by providing immediate relief: the United Nations 
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) in Greece until 1947 
and the United Nations Korean Reconstruction Agency in post-1953 South 
Korea.19

US political, economic and military support to post-civil war Greece 
and North Korea became less an instrument of politically impartial aid, 
and rather served to foster allegiances and deepen the ties between these 
countries and the West through economic development and political 
stability.20 Analogically, the humanitarian endeavour of the Eastern Bloc 
happened in a highly polarized context, becoming a matter of political and 
ideological contest. This trend had been set already during the humani-
tarian campaign on behalf of children affected by the Spanish Civil War 
(1936–9), who found refuge both in communist and non-communist 
countries, raising mutual accusations of indoctrination and denationaliza-
tion.21 In the Greek case, the decision made by the KKE to evacuate children 
from the war-ridden areas, presented as an act of rescue, was interpreted 
by the US-backed Greek monarchy as a kidnapping, leading to an interna-
tional outcry over an alleged plan by the Eastern Bloc to inculcate children 
with communist values. Yet the comparable move by Athens to isolate and 
indoctrinate them in children’s homes known as the Queen’s camps earned 
criticism in the East.22
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Similarly controversial was the topic of international adoptions, which 
also concerned orphans from Greece and South Korea. Historian Gonda 
Van Steen investigated the cases of more than 3,000 Greek children whose 
adoption in the US was done for political, and later mainly economic and 
social, reasons. Inquiring whether they represented ‘humanitarian rescue 
or kid pro quo’, she pointed out the instrumentalization of adoptions in the 
complex Cold War political relations between the patronizing US and the 
willingly cooperating Greece.23 The adoptions of South Korean children, 
interpreted in a polarized manner either as an anti-racist act of humani-
tarianism or as a symptom of Western neocolonialism, were happening 
on a much larger scale: approximately 150,000 orphans and abandoned 
children were adopted between 1953 and 2001, out of them about two-
thirds in the US.24

In contrast, the Eastern Bloc countries prioritized state-controlled 
institutional care over foster care. Perceived as more suitable for socialist 
education, children’s homes were also more convenient for the careful 
maintaining of the children’s national identity, which would facilitate their 
easier repatriation.25 North Koreans as orphans of fallen ‘national heroes’ 
were provided temporary residence for receiving medical treatment care 
and education as ‘just another form of fraternal assistance’ towards the 
reconstruction and industrialization of North Korea (Figure 5.1).26 The 
Czechoslovak communist government of Antonín Zápotocký (1948–53) 
described the joint humanitarian response of the Eastern Bloc as ‘urgent’, 
‘natural’ and ‘requiring the solidarity of all peaceful and democratic 
nations’,27 in response to the ‘American imperialism’, ‘a war of extermina-
tion’, ‘atrocity’ and ‘severe hardship […] of the brave Korean people’.28 
Analogically, the refugee children from Greece were earlier offered 
protection from the ‘Greek monarcho-fascists’ and ‘Western imperial-
ists’.29 Foreign policy and relationships between communist states also 
dictated the duration of the provided support: while Greek refugees were 
often  forced  to stay in the Eastern Bloc countries for years and even 
decades, expecting the improvement of the hostile political climate in 
Greece, the stay of North Koreans was abruptly interrupted by the 1961 
Sino-Soviet split.30

Refugee assistance in domestic conditions was complementary to 
the broader humanitarian and development aid that the Eastern Bloc 
countries provided, mostly in the ‘Third World’. Similar to the West, 
‘Eastern’ humanitarianism often entailed elements of geopolitical strate-
gizing, imperialism and a civilizing mission, only in this case it was based 
on socialist internationalism and equal access to social rights rather than 
the Western concept of democracy and human rights.31 Following Soviet-
dominated bloc-wide policies, enforced through the countries’ membership 
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Figure 5.1 The Czechoslovak Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Viliam Široký took part in the New Year’s celebration at the children’s 

home for Korean children in Lázně Houšťka near Stará Boleslav (1952)
Source: Photo © ČTK/Kocian František, all rights reserved.

in the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance,32 individual communist 
countries also used humanitarianism as a tool for fulfilling the particu-
larist foreign political ambitions of their national governments. Thus, 
Czechoslovakia dispatched financial, material and expert aid to Greek 
and North Korean communists during the military conflicts and in their 
aftermath,33 and, especially in the 1970s and the 1980s, utilized humani-
tarianism and development support for deepening ties with countries in 
Asia, Africa and Latin America.34
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The Czechoslovak Red Cross and the mass mobilization 
of refugee aid

Defined by the 1953 statutes as ‘a voluntary people’s health organization’, 
the ČSČK was instrumental in these Czechoslovak endeavours, becoming 
the most visible humanitarian actor involved in the aid campaign on behalf 
of refugee children.35 Despite the politicized context and its complete 
financial dependency on the state, the organization attempted to preserve, 
formally at least, its apolitical and self-governing character.36 As a member 
organization of the LRCS, the ČSČK continued participating in its general 
assemblies as well as reporting, at least to a limited degree, on its activities. 
The character and extent of aid that the ČSČK provided to Greek children 
became the subject of a respectful, yet cautiously evasive meeting with the 
representative of the LRCS Secretariat Colonel Léo de Meyer in Prague in 
March 1949, concerning whether the ČSČK could continue acting impar-
tially in the changed political conditions.37 Appointed as a general delegate 
by the LRCS to inspect, apart from Czechoslovakia, the refugee situation 
in Yugoslavia, Romania, Hungary and Poland, de Meyer then supervised 
several operations for the repatriation of Greek children starting from 1950 
onwards. For his contribution, he received a high honour from the Greek 
King Paul I, an adversary to the exiled Greek communists.38 It needs to be 
said that the ČSČK’s status – regulated by law no. 60/1952 – did not contra-
vene the Czechoslovak obligations under the Geneva Conventions. Yet, now 
subordinated to the Ministry of Health and emerging as an agent of socialist 
humanitarianism, the ČSČK was forced to suppress its previous identity as a 
member of the Red Cross movement.39 This tendency towards greater ideo-
logical connection with the communist state intensified in its 1960 statutes, 
specifically claiming allegiance to the official policies of the KSČ and deter-
mining the organization’s task to educate its members towards socialism.40

Outside of these legal documents, the ČSČK adopted the language of the 
socialist regime much earlier, emphasizing its role in ‘building our unified 
health service, but also in building a socialist society in our country and in 
the struggle to preserve peace, because without healthy and physically fit 
people you cannot build socialism and you cannot defend peace’, to quote 
the chair of the Central Committee of the ČSČK, Eduard Tůma (1952–6).41 
In his 1955 speech, Tůma demonstrated the ČSČK’s political alignment 
with the pro-Soviet orientation of Czechoslovakia and denounced impe-
rialism and the US politics related to the divided Korea.42 The ČSČK 
preserved its ties with other national branches of the Red Cross abroad; this 
was done most notably, however, with branches inside the Eastern Bloc. 
Their cooperation, for instance, greatly contributed to the reunification 
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of families of refugees dispersed in various communist countries.43 Local 
Red Cross organizations also communicated with kindred organizations 
from behind the Iron Curtain, such as the London-based League for 
Democracy in Greece, negotiating supplies of humanitarian aid for Greek 
and Macedonian refugees.44

In the early stages (1948–50), the ČSČK had limited responsibilities 
concerning child refugee care. Its voluntary nurses provided initial medical 
checks and refreshments, boarding the trains that carried refugees from their 
home countries and escorting them from the Czechoslovak state border to 
reception facilities for further aid and quarantine. There, they helped with 
the arrangement of basic healthcare and hygiene. In Mikulov alone, as one of 
three reception centres for Greek refugees and dominantly used for children, 
183 voluntary nurses were employed between April to June 1948 to take 
care of 1,936 transiting children (Figure 5.2).45 Taking turns on a weekly 
basis,46 these female caretakers occasionally received small financial rewards 
depending on their personal merits and were compensated for their travel 
and other necessary expenses related to their service.47 Male medics formed 
a smaller share of the voluntary personnel in the reception centre: about 
one-tenth in June 1948.48 Assuming the much-appreciated double role of 
head nurse and Czech–Greek interpreter, Marie Kasperová as an example of a 
humanitarian worker became indispensable in coordinating the ČSČK’s care 
for so many refugee children on the ground. Educated in Vienna as a private 
educator and later employed by a wealthy family in Greece, Kasperová as 
the wife of a German citizen opted for employment at the ČSČK as she was 
seeking to restore her Czechoslovak citizenship in the postwar years.49

Another local voluntary nurse, Anna Kučerová, commented on the state 
of the arriving children for the English-language magazine Czechoslovak 
Life: ‘They were starved and ragged and filthy. They were infected with 
every sort of disease […] their bodies were scaly and covered with sores, 
parasites were imbedded under their skin.’50 Published for promotion 
purposes, the article was accompanied by photographs illustrating the new 
life of now clean and neatly dressed children, preoccupied with regular 
medical checks, joint eating, education and free-time activities.51 Having 
endured wartime hardship and a particularly long journey,52 many children 
were suffering from serious infectious diseases, such as malaria, mumps, 
measles, scarlet fever and sometimes even leprosy. They were malnourished 
and affected by rickets, and due to their frailty they were susceptible to 
other illnesses.53 The ČSČK alone could not fully meet all their medical 
needs, especially in cases that demanded hospitalization. Both reception 
camps and children’s homes were frequently attended by general practition-
ers. For a speedier recovery, children also tended to be temporarily placed 
in sanatoria, some of them run by the ČSČK.
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Figure 5.2 Nurses of the Czechoslovak Red Cross photographed for a press 
article while distributing clothes to child refugees from Greece in the Mikulov 

reception center (1948)
Source: Photo © ČTK/Novák Rostislav, all rights reserved.

Apart from the voluntary nurses of the ČSČK, ordinary women responded 
to calls on the radio seeking additional caring personnel, especially within 
the same region. Having two years of experience as a private educator, 
Marie Panáčková from Stavěšice near Kyjov offered her service in a letter 
to the director of the Mikulov camp, stating that: ‘I am very busy at home, 
but I can do anything for children.’54 While such applicants were not 
directly affiliated with the ČSČK, they had often previously taken part 
in nursing courses that the ČSČK organized for the public, which further 
reasserts the significance of the organization’s long-term social impact.55 
Furthermore, the boundary between voluntary service and permanent 
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employment was fluid, as the most appreciated caring personnel often 
accepted regular jobs in refugee children’s homes as a continuation of their 
deployment in the reception centres. Such was the case for Kasperová, who 
agreed to be relocated to a home in Uničov. At the same time, hundreds 
of voluntary nurses of the ČSČK continued helping out in these facilities 
as well, depending on the current need, and stayed for an extended period 
of several weeks to a month.56 The ČSČK further supported these homes 
logistically during the redistribution of children and supplied them with 
medical materials.57

Refugee aid had the highest priority not only for the ruling KSČ but also 
for the entire Eastern Bloc, characterized by the intensive engagement of both 
the main party organs and state ministries in its organization and admin-
istration. The International Department of the KSČ’s Central Committee 
(CC KSČ) became the uppermost coordinating body that recognized the 
refugees as deserving of humanitarian aid and negotiated their stay bilater-
ally as well as transnationally with the involved national communist parties. 
The refugee aid permeated the agenda of multiple ministries as it concerned 
foreign and interior affairs, state finances, healthcare, education, labour 
and social welfare. Before the SO ČSČK took over the agenda of social 
integration and support of adult refugees in January 1952, this responsibil-
ity relied on a specialized department of the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Care called ‘Greek Action’.58 Often understood as a label for the entire aid 
campaign, the term was probably inspired by the interwar Czechoslovak 
‘Russian Aid Action’ (Ruská pomocná akce), helping refugees from Soviet 
Russia and Ukraine. Moreover, it was once again replicated as ‘Action K’ 
(Akce K) on behalf of North Korean refugees.59

Characteristic of this early stage socialist humanitarianism, and 
despite the described effective distribution of tasks at the top level, the 
communist state attempted to outsource the aid to the earlier arriving 
child refugees from Greece to a formally non-governmental organization, 
the Czechoslovak-Greek Society (Československo-řecká společnost). The 
Ministry of Information, as an important instrument of state propaganda 
and dominated by the KSČ even before the 1948 takeover, created it in 
March 1946 at the incentive of Dr Miloslava Vieweghová, a former judge 
and a Greek speaker, who worked at the ministry as the head of the Greek 
Section. Formally passing responsibility for refugees on to the society 
enabled the KSČ to sustain firm control over the refugee aid and, at the same 
time, present their hosting in Czechoslovakia as an issue of public interest 
and a will of the people.60 That was plentifully manifested through the mass 
mobilization of members of professional and interest organizations, united 
within the National Front and including the ČSČK, and celebrated in media 
demonstrations of political support.61 Their aim was to build the legitimacy 
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of the emerging dictatorship as well as to counter the above-described 
Western criticism regarding the Moscow-sponsored evacuation of refugee 
children from their homeland, investigated in the Greek case by the United 
Nations Special Committee on the Balkans.62

The founding meeting of the Czechoslovak-Greek Society at the 
Ministry of Information was attended by state officials and representa-
tives of mass organizations, such as the Central Council of Trade Unions, 
Council of Czechoslovak Women and the Czechoslovak Youth Union 
(Československý svaz mládeže, ČSM), with expertise in South-East Europe 
or culture, and Czechoslovak academia ranging from classical archaeol-
ogy to Greek philology. Its steering committee, elected in October in the 
Municipal House in Prague, was predominantly composed of personalities 
with a communist background.63 While the society’s proclaimed aim was 
to organize public events on Greek culture and history, it mainly lobbied 
for Greek communists, mobilized the population against the Greek gov-
ernment and the US as its ally, and organized fundraising among citizens, 
in workplaces and among members of mass organizations, to provide 
for the financial and material resources that postwar Czechoslovakia 
lacked.64 Specifically, the ČSČK was instrumental in gathering clothes, 
hygienic  products and other necessities from the public and organizing 
their distribution.65 It also engaged its Youth Organization (Dorost ČSČK) 
based in Czechoslovak schools, including the girls’ secondary school 
in  Šumperk, whose students accompanied their donation with a letter 
saying that ‘[w]e are happy that we can at least alleviate a little of the 
suffering of the innocent victims of war. May Greek children find a second 
home here!’66

Following the transformation of society in April 1948 from a communist 
interest organization to an agency directly taking care of refugees, the 
agenda was assigned to its newly established Social Committee, led by an 
employee of the Ministry of Labour and Social Care, Václav Klabík. The 
head of the Department of Health and Social Welfare of the ČSČK and 
future ČSČK’s vice-president, Pavla Kopřivová (later responsible on behalf 
of the ČSČK for the overall agenda of refugee children, including those 
from North Korea), was at this point elected as a member of the steering 
committee.67 Personal connections between the KSČ, the state institutions, 
the Czechoslovak-Greek Society and the ČSČK thus testify to the politicized 
character of the humanitarian efforts. Until its dissolution in December 
1951, the society stood at the centre of all communication between 
the ministries, state agencies, local administration, mass organizations 
(including the ČSČK) and the individual facilities of institutional childcare, 
keeping track of the entire process from the arrival of children until their 
engagement in education.68
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In contrast, the Society for Cultural and Economic Relations with the 
Orient, which in parallel emerged as an interest organization lobbying 
for North Korea, was never involved in the provision of refugee care. 
Organizing public meetings and information campaigns, it initiated in July 
1950 the establishment of the Committee for Aid to Korean Women and 
Children as part of the Central Council of Trade Unions at the request 
of the Ministry of Information, aiming to collect funds for medicine.69 
Represented by a Koreanist, Alois Pultr, and a Sinologist and a Japanologist, 
Jaroslav Průšek, the organization also attempted to help the humanitarians 
overcome the language barrier between them and the Korean-speaking 
refugees. All they could do, however, was to provide several students with 
a meagre knowledge of the language to spend their summer break of 1952 
in the children’s homes. Thanks to these first ever encounters with native 
speakers, the students could paradoxically use them as an opportunity to 
improve their competencies.70 The arrival of refugees from Greece and 
North Korea served as an incentive for the development of Koreanology 
and modern Greek philology.71

The Society for Cultural and Economic Relations with the Orient never 
adopted the functions of its ‘Greek’ counterpart, possibly because the 
Czechoslovak-Greek Society was heavily criticized by the state authorities 
for having failed to ensure sufficient accommodation, hygiene and care in the 
dozens of children’s homes that it administered. Their discontent targeted 
the poor quality of education, low discipline and staff with unsatisfactory 
professional and political backgrounds.72 Children were initially taught by 
untrained Greek tutors and, although in 1949 the Ministry of Education 
designed a special education programme and assigned Czech teachers, 
until April 1951 its officials did not consistently supervise the schooling.73 
Eventually, children from Greece were integrated into primary schools as 
of 1 September 1951 and, from the school year 1952–3, into schools of all 
levels.74 Korean children began to study in Czechoslovak schools as soon as 
they learned basic Czech, with the North Korean embassy pressuring their 
speedy education to ‘technical cadres for the reconstruction of Korea’.75

The dissolution of the Czechoslovak-Greek Society was probably 
prompted by the realization that refugees from Greece might stay in 
Czechoslovakia longer than expected, if not permanently. This step opened 
the way for the SO ČSČK to assume responsibility for their upbringing as 
well as the care for North Korean newcomers, resulting from the different 
temporality of the latter humanitarian action. Entrusting child refugees to 
the SO ČSČK also meant underlining their ‘special’ status as the offspring 
of deserving political refugees and partisans and, therefore, a presumably 
greater need to educate them politically and create suitable conditions given 
their different cultural backgrounds and specific life situations.76 The ČSČK 
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was perceived as competent for this task given the professional expertise and 
experience of its humanitarian workers and its institutional infrastructure.

The Czechoslovak Red Cross and the centralization of aid

For the next three years, the SO ČSČK operated twelve facilities with about 
2,230 Greek and Macedonian children and seven facilities hosting 901 
North Korean children.77 The department supervised the entire process, 
from setting up their premises, construction amendments and procuring 
of necessary equipment to hiring managerial, nursing and maintenance 
personnel. Compared to the early stage, when aid relied on voluntary 
labour, the staff assigned to children’s homes were not affiliated with the 
ČSČK but featured as employees of the individual facilities. As part of the 
recruitment procedure, they underwent a standard political background 
check. The employees of the SO ČSČK also looked after the foreign instruc-
tors who accompanied child refugees from their homeland and continued 
living with them in these facilities. During the first year, the SO ČSČK was 
responsible for providing full material support, such as clothes, teaching 
aids and pocket money, but the Ministry of Education took over the duty in 
1953.78 Parallel to refugee childcare, the SO ČSČK administered the agenda 
of adult refugees, consisting of keeping their register, providing medical 
care, arranging for their accommodation and employment, and supervising 
family agendas. The last of these intersected with the agendas of refugee 
children, including the reunification of divided families and the placement 
of children (even if with families) in institutional care.79

From the perspective of organizational structure, the ČSČK was a 
separate agency under the authority of the Ministry of Health that 
approved its budget, subsidized by the state and from public fundraising.80 
Represented by the ČSČK’s Vice-President Kopřivová in joint meetings 
with ministerial representatives, the SO ČSČK conducted its work confi-
dently and as an equal partner, rather than a subordinated body, was well 
informed and proposed independent solutions.81 Fifty-two out of ninety 
employees organized specifically aid for child refugees.82 The department 
also incorporated the Czechoslovak branch of the Committee for Child Aid 
(Epitropi Voithia sto Pedi, EVOP), an organization that emerged in 1948 
within the KKE to ensure that, across the Eastern Bloc, refugee children 
would be raised in facilities of institutional care (and not adopted by 
families) and given suitable education to preserve their national identity and 
influence them politically. Translated into practice, the latter requirement 
mostly concerned the study of mother tongues and lectures on national 
history, compliant with the Marxist-Leninist interpretation. The EVOP 
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was thus mainly designing curricula and securing educational materials.83 
Its presence inside the SO ČSČK meant that Czechoslovak humanitarians 
worked together with Greek refugees as their colleagues, among them 
the head of EVOP and lifelong teacher Lysimachos Papadopoulos, who 
reflected on his experience in his two books, published bilingually in Greek 
and Czech.84 The following excerpt from a meeting at the SO ČSČK, which 
evaluated their mutual cooperation from the rather patronizing and unem-
pathetic Czechoslovak perspective, suggests that the position of Greeks in 
the department was not perceived as equally contributive:

The Greek comrades are conscious and politically mature and have quite con-
siderable knowledge. They work well in collectives and are good-hearted, and 
they try to carry out their tasks dutifully. Their weakness, however, is their 
little proficiency in Czech and […] their lack of study. It often takes too long 
to convince them of the correctness of our solution. They are overburdened 
with letters from the field and frequently get carried away by their emotions 
when dealing with a matter.85

The SO ČSČK was headed by Ladislav Morávek, who joined it from his 
previous position as the chief of the Section of Migration at the International 
Department of the CC KSČ. The International Department had been 
shattered by the dismissal of its head, Bedřich Geminder, in September 
1951. Geminder, who played a central role in coordinating the arrival and 
settlement of refugees from Greece, received the death penalty in an anti-
semitic show trial with the general secretary of the KSČ, Rudolf Slánský, 
and was executed in December 1952. The appointment of Morávek during 
this political upheaval as the Head of the SO ČSČK suggests that, being a 
loyal cadre, he was selected to ensure political stability. Furthermore, the 
Executive Committee of the SO ČSČK was headed by Anna Baramová, who 
in parallel, as Geminder’s successor, headed the International Department of 
the CC KSČ.86 The language of political purges was also evident from some 
of the internal documents of the SO ČSČK, accusing the previous organi-
zation of humanitarian aid of ‘saboteur activities’,87 and labelling several 
unspecified caretakers as ‘enemies of the regime of people’s democracy’.88

To enforce their professional ambitions against the backdrop of the 
underlying political pressures, employees of the SO ČSČK also criticized 
the past administration of children’s homes by the Czechoslovak-Greek 
Society, describing them as places that only offered food and a sleepover.89 
The ČSČK changed the local practice by retraining or exchanging a sig-
nificant part of the personnel in children’s homes to meet presumably 
stricter professional and political criteria.90 Its workers also increased 
pressure on the ideological education of refugee children, mixed with the 
traditional education programmes of the Red Cross, involving them in 
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the socialist ‘Pioneer’ children’s organization, organizing competitions in 
‘discipline, order, and cleanliness’, and opening hobby clubs. Establishing 
patronage of children’s homes by industrial plants, public institutions 
such as hospitals and security forces, and sustaining communication with 
homes of Czechoslovak children, the ČSČK aimed to minimize the existing 
isolation of these facilities from the public.91 Refugee children were engaged 
in voluntary work, especially during harvesting, and joined the celebrations 
of socialist public holidays. Like children from Greece, who were earlier 
utilized by the regime to perform traditional dances during fundraising 
campaigns,92 North Korean children toured Czechoslovak cities with a 
programme in support of the ‘fighting Korea’.93

The Ministry of Education, however, soon subjected the SO ČSČK to a 
critique similar to that the Czechoslovak-Greek Society had faced before 
it, and initiated yet another reorganization of refugee childcare. As of 
1  January 1955, the responsibility for education, schooling and material 
provision of children older than three years was in its entirety transferred 
to the Ministry of Education, while the Ministry of Health was authorized 
to care for infants below this age. The reorganization concerned all refugee 
children’s facilities and their employees, as well as the now reduced SO 
ČSČK, whose employees merged with the new organizational structure.94 
The SO ČSČK was reproached for maintaining the refugee children in ‘an 
exceptional regime’ and keeping especially the Korean children in isolation 
from Czechoslovak children, as they were taught in separate classes.95 
The Ministry of Education framed the situation as a violation of socialist 
principles, warning against the risk of ‘raising the children with a sense of 
their social exclusivity’.96 Moreover, the ministry claimed that caretakers 
and instructors employed by the SO ČSČK were insufficiently pedagogi-
cally trained and found deficiencies in the social behaviour and hygiene of 
children. Finally, it criticized the fragmentation of the system of care and 
proposed the decentralization of material supplies by focusing on local 
resources and the unification of the personnel agenda.97

Refugee children’s homes became part of a larger structure of the 
Administration of Special Children’s Facilities, an agency incorporated into 
the structure of the Ministry of Education. While the Ministry of Education 
praised the increased quality of the pedagogical personnel and the reduced 
costs, it fell short of the promised decentralization of care and better inte-
gration of refugee children in the socialist society.98 The new system reduced 
the cooperation between the children’s homes and the local administration, 
including its education committees, and instead prioritized the role of the 
North Korean embassy and the Greek communist representatives, whom 
the Czechoslovak authorities addressed with various educational, behav-
ioural and personal issues of children.99 At this point, the care for 901 
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Korean children was ensured by 153 employees, out of whom forty-seven 
were instructors; while 345 employees (109 instructors) looked after 2,140 
children from Greece. The number of facilities remained unchanged.100

Refugee children also continued to be treated as a separate group, 
especially given the existing language barriers. For that reason, the ratio 
of instructors was higher than in children’s homes for Czechoslovak 
children: 15:1 in facilities for schoolchildren and 8:1 for preschoolers. This 
principle was, however, already being followed by the SO ČSČK.101 The 
ministry also recognized some of the specific constraints in their education. 
Refugee children mostly studied in three languages – Czech, Russian, and 
either Greek or Korean – whereas Macedonian children had to learn both 
Greek and Macedonian, which resulted in them becoming overloaded. The 
Ministry of Health also acknowledged that child refugees needed special 
treatment, especially in healthcare, given the war trauma and diseases 
untypical for the Czechoslovak environment.102 Thus, eventually, the state 
administration absorbed the system of aid to refugee children as previously 
outlined by the SO ČSČK, proving most of its criticism as unfounded and 
instrumental to the general tendency of the KSČ to increase the centralizing 
control over public matters of such political importance.

Conclusion

With children placed at the centre of public interest, the ČSČK assisted with 
the postwar Czechoslovak nation-building and state-building processes, 
contributing to the reconstruction of the national community and improving 
its well-being. The organization continued fulfilling its social role in 
post-1948 state socialism, although it modified its identity and general 
objectives to function as an agent of socialist humanitarianism. In doing 
so, it participated in the building of a socialist society, oriented at social 
justice and solidarity with those suffering from ‘capitalist exploitation’ and 
‘imperialist wars’. State-sponsored aid to pro-communist refugees and their 
children at best illustrated this new humanitarian orientation, creating new 
bonds within the emerging domestic political community and across the 
Eastern Bloc.

The presented analysis tracked the evolution of the system of aid to 
child refugees from Greece and North Korea from its improvised begin-
nings, characterized by the KSČ-instigated mass mobilization of support 
and voluntary work. At that point, the ČSČK acted as a fundraiser and 
a provider of medical and social care, with its vast humanitarian infra-
structure, human and material resources, and previous experience in 
responding to similar crises on the ground. As the refugee children were 
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forced to stay over an extended period of time, and their needs were 
becoming more complex, the ČSČK as a separate agency of the Ministry 
of Education assumed responsibility for raising them in facilities of 
institutional care.

German historian Maren Hachmeister pointed out that the ČSČK – 
same as other national Red Cross societies in the Eastern Bloc – had to 
cope with state penetration as a necessary precondition for its function-
ing, being subject to firm political control.103 Being involved in refugee 
childcare, with all the political significance this humanitarian endeavour 
was given by the ruling KSČ, further increased the pressure on the organi-
zation. In practice, it translated into the establishment of the SO ČSČK as 
the main coordination body, personally tied to the party organs, and into 
a greater emphasis on the political profiles of the caring personnel on the 
ground.	

The following centralization of refugee childcare and education at the 
level of respective ministries was, after all, also a primary objective of the 
KSČ in the case of the Czechoslovak children, through the general insti-
tutionalization of care and the creation of a single association organizing 
youth and children: the ČSM and its Pioneer Organization. Even the widely 
popular Youth Organization of the ČSČK was dissolved as an independent 
body, being subordinated to the ČSM in 1951.104 The decision on centrali-
zation of care also put an end to the debate about the presumed exclusivity 
and isolation of refugee children, which was frequently criticized from the 
institutional perspective by the authorities, putting the refugee children on 
a par with those Czechoslovak ones while partially acknowledging their 
special medical and educational needs.

Speaking to the broader history of Cold War humanitarianism in East 
Central Europe, this chapter displays many continuities from the previous 
period, blurring the envisioned discontinuity of the socialist transition. 
Socialist humanitarianism grew from interwar humanitarianism, character-
ized by successful state as well as non-state humanitarian interventions. 
Thus, before building up its own institutions, designing new procedures 
and acquiring loyal human resources, socialist Czechoslovakia could rely 
on several assets, among them highly developed institutional structures, 
functioning aid infrastructure, knowledge transfer and the ability of society 
to mobilize professional and voluntary humanitarian workers regardless 
of the politically polarizing background of the overall enterprise based on 
well-prepared information strategies. Provoking empathy and speaking to 
the traditionally gendered role of caring professions, the aid campaign on 
behalf of refugee children appealed to a great number of women, who in 
various ways connected with the humanitarian cause.
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Refugees in the ‘better Germany’: 
humanitarian aid to Greek refugee children 
in the early German Democratic Republic 

Julia Reinke

The assistance provided to more than 1,000 refugee children from the Greek 
Civil War (1946–9), who were resettled to East Germany in 1949 and 1950, 
has hardly received attention in the research on humanitarianism. This may 
be due to the fact that the socialist regime favoured the term ‘solidarity’ 
for framing their relief efforts. In this, it clearly distinguished itself from 
other aid initiatives, for example from the paradigmatic humanitarian 
organizations represented by the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
known for their ‘principles of impartiality, neutrality and independence’,1 
and thus foregrounding quasi ‘apolitical aid’. While historical research has 
established that, in fact, contrary to this ideal, aid often was or became 
politicized, and has opened up an ongoing discussion about different 
concepts and the relationship between politics and humanitarianism,2 in 
the case of providing aid to the Greek refugee children, the claim to ‘impar-
tiality’ was seemingly never even raised in the first place: this relief effort 
was a party project of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (Sozialistische 
Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), to become a state project in the GDR.

Thus, it seems to fall within the scope of charitable activities in the 
GDR usually framed solely within the concept of solidarity: not only was 
this amply documented by the contemporary media coverage in Neues 
Deutschland, the mouthpiece of the SED,3 but the narrative of international 
solidarity in aiding has found expression in self-representations of former 
protagonists,4 and even largely shaped historiographic examinations.5 
Instead of responding to need (as humanitarianism is defined in the broad 
sense) by giving humanitarian aid, the socialist state propagated – in line 
with the tradition of working-class internationalism – a different, primarily 
politicized idea of philanthropy among ‘comrades’.6 As such, scholar-
ship has also typically associated GDR relief efforts with attempts of the 
leading – and later state – party, the SED, to represent a new and, what 
is more, ‘the better Germany’, both in distinction from the former Third 
Reich as well as from the GDR’s Western counterpart, which was consti-
tuted as the Federal Republic of Germany in May 1949. While in the party 

Refugees in the ‘better Germany’



142	 National humanitarianism

doctrine and propaganda, the latter was equated with a quasi-continuation 
of fascism on German ground,7 the ‘workers’ and peasants’ state’ promised 
more social equity for its own population,8 and, by means of their anti-
fascist founding myth and their international solidarity, to be the morally 
superior German state. Due to the strong nexus between these two princi-
ples, as for instance stated by Dietmar Süß and Cornelius Torp, the term 
‘better Germany’ can even be read as a metaphor for comprising solidarity 
and antifascism: ‘Solidarity, decreed by the state, ranked as a “driving force 
for the whole society”, as modus of moral superiority versus the capitalist 
systems, and as … most visible break with fascism. Such solidarity would 
make the GDR the “better Germany”.’9

In principle, the reception of resettled Greek Civil War refugees offers 
a case in point for this.10 Joining in a wider action of the Eastern Bloc of 
providing refuge for fellow comrades, the German socialist regime indeed 
fundamentally displayed anti-Western solidarity.11 The first transport with 
342 Greek children arrived in East German Saxony on 4 August 1949, and 
a second followed in July 1950 with more than 700 children and teenagers, 
then to be accommodated in a centralized manner in the town Radebeul near 
Dresden.12 With this, the first children did not actually arrive in the GDR, 
but in the Soviet Zone of Occupation (Sowjetische Besatzungszone, SBZ), 
as the state proper officially only came into existence with the adoption of 
the constitution on 7 October 1949. This chronology alone demonstrates 
that the refugee reception did not take place within the framework of the 
constitutional ‘right to asylum’, as codified in Article 10 of the GDR con-
stitution.13 This ‘legal right’ also needs to be questioned, and ultimately 
always remained arbitrary within the scope of decision-making by the SED. 
The fact that it did not even formally apply in this case, however, character-
izes the reception of the refugee children – as approved by the SED14 – as 
an act of goodwill on the part of the dominating party that was only in the 
process of consolidating its power (similar to contemporary programmes for 
resettlement on humanitarian grounds,15 instead of based on asylum law).

In this narrow sense, the refugees’ common labelling as ‘political 
emigrants’ having been ‘granted asylum’ in the GDR is slightly mislead-
ing.16 Despite the fact that these terms came to be the most commonly used 
in sources of later years, it is worth detaching from this official terminol-
ogy, especially as the refugees from Greece received in East Germany at the 
time of their arrival were nearly all children (between the age of eight and 
seventeen).17 At the same time, it must be noted that they were not officially 
framed as ‘refugees’  – instead they were commonly referred to as ‘Greek 
children’, ‘children of Greek freedom fighters (or patriots)’18 or ‘Greek 
friends’,19 which on the other hand again points to the political affiliation 
at work.
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Taking these reflections on the master narrative in GDR aid as a point 
of departure, this chapter is primarily concerned with the terminology 
put to use and the ideological framing of the relief effort, rather than the 
actual aid provided. Terminology plays an important role in ‘position[ing] 
humanitarian action within political contexts or … keep[ing] it out of 
politics’,20 as Johannes Paulmann has emphasized regarding the significance 
of discourse. And indeed, despite the strong state emphasis on solidarity, 
on closer examination we can find indications that complicate this state-
propagated narrative and open up avenues to integrate this case into the 
discussion on the ‘blurred boundaries of humanitarian aid’.21 This becomes 
particularly visible when analysing one key element of any relief effort: the 
question of raising funds for the cause. For the reception of refugees outside 
of any constitutional procedure, the East German proto-state resorted to a 
‘solidarity campaign’ organized by the newly founded Relief Committee for 
Democratic Greece (Hilfskomitee für das demokratische Griechenland) to 
mobilize sympathy and, most importantly, raise funds in order to provide 
the aid to the Greek children.

It is here that the concept of ‘humanitarianism’ becomes particularly 
fruitful. As a broader and more adaptable lens to counterbalance the 
narrative of ‘solidarity’, it allows for identifying ambivalences and different 
motivations in this relief effort beyond the traditional portrayal as a one-
dimensional party-political endeavour. Archival documents from state to 
the local level offer important insights into the question of politicization 
and responses by people on the ground. Only few years after the end of 
the Second World War and its political repercussions, ‘solidarity’ or ‘pro-
letarian internationalism’ had to be established first,22 and faced obstacles 
resulting from the recent Nazi past as well as the situation with millions of 
co-ethnic ‘refugees and expellees’ from the East, or ‘resettlers’ (Umsiedler, 
in the official SED language regime). As these burdens posed important 
challenges for the solidarity campaign organized by the Relief Committee, 
a closer look at the mobilization and fundraising efforts thus helps to probe 
tensions and limits in the ideological framing of East German aid for Greek 
refugee children that otherwise remain neglected.

This chapter starts with a discussion of the founding of the Relief 
Committee, its actors and practices, to open the analysis of framing 
between universal humanitarianism and clearly politicized solidarity, before 
the next section situates the reception of refugee children against the defini-
tion of ‘need’ in socialism. The legacies of the Nazi past then provide the 
first problematic background that challenged both the ideological and 
the humanitarian aspects in the relief effort. Lastly, the competition for 
resources, particularly complicated by the issue of co-ethnic refugees 
and expellees, constitutes another field of analysis that sheds light on the 
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discursive practices surrounding the reception of refugees. Resulting in a 
more nuanced picture of the campaign, this chapter argues that the aid to 
Greek refugee children testifies to a ‘strategic use of language’,23 oscillating 
between a more or less strong emphasis on solidarity or humanitarianism 
in attempts to cope with the tensions and facilitate the relief effort. Thus, 
it contributes both to illuminating the transitory phase of the late SBZ/
early GDR as well as to enhancing the research on humanitarianism in the 
Eastern Bloc.

‘All democratic forces’? The Relief Committee for 
Democratic Greece

Against the ongoing integration of the Western occupation zones towards 
the building of a West German state, the SED, too, increasingly worked 
towards consolidating their power and eventually establishing an East 
German state. Despite still promoting pan-German rhetoric, this entailed 
embracing socialist ideology as well as politics in the incipient Cold War. 
Accordingly, Neues Deutschland, in line with the common political ori-
entation, had already been reporting with sympathy and in support of the 
‘Greek Democrats’ in the Greek Civil War. The actual solidarity campaign 
then started with the founding of the Relief Committee for Democratic 
Greece in 1948. On the initiative of the Central Secretariat of the SED from 
mid-September, a proclamation was drafted first for establishing a ‘German 
Antifascist Relief Committee for Greece’ to support the struggle against 
the ‘monarcho-fascist’ regime in Athens, as the socialist official labelling 
of the Greek government read.24 The SED, the Free Federation of German 
Trade Unions (Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, FDGB) and the 
Association of Persecutees of the Nazi Regime (Vereinigung der Verfolgten 
des Naziregimes, VVN) acted as signatories. This first draft version from 
24 September 1948, however, differed considerably from the final procla-
mation issued later by the central Relief Committee after its establishment 
on 9 November that year. Apparently before it underwent a stronger ideo-
logical revision, ‘humanitarian aid’ was at the forefront in the first draft: 
reasoning that ‘We German antifascists can manifest our sympathy for the 
fighters of antifascist resistance in Greece best by active humanitarian aid’, 
the proclamation contained a paragraph that appeared almost identically as 
the second article in the drafted committee’s statutes from the same date, 
declaring the purpose and demonstrating the important role refugee care 
was to take on: ‘The relief committee wants to provide humanitarian aid to 
the victims of fascism in Greece by donations of money and items, specifi-
cally by providing medical care, medication, medical equipment and care 
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for parentless children’.25 Precisely in this place, providing humanitarian 
aid was then replaced by ‘express[ing] solidarity’, just as all other mentions 
of ‘humanitarian aid’ had disappeared in the final version in favour of ‘soli-
darity’.26 Overall, the final proclamation contained a much more pointedly 
ideological wording: while not completely erased, the term ‘antifascist’ was 
used much less, in favour of ‘heroic fight against national oppression’, and 
‘resistance’ gave way to a strong emphasis on ‘struggle for freedom’ against 
‘the monarcho-fascist minority government’ and the ‘rapacious American 
imperialism’.27 Thus inscribing the relief effort from the very beginning 
into the socialist ideas to be further established in East Germany, the SED 
demonstrated its leading role here. These terminological changes also imply 
a narrowing of the spectrum of recipients, shifting the focus away from a 
more universal humanitarian agenda to an emphasis on political affiliation 
in the early Cold War.

However, despite the politicization of this aid early on, the SED as not 
yet the official state party also emphatically strove for a broad, all-encom-
passing public basis for the Relief Committee in order to give the impression 
of democratic participation while transitioning to becoming a one-party 
state. The proclamation called on ‘all democratic forces and all antifascists 
in Germany [sic]’ to take part in the relief effort. And indeed: the list of insti-
tutions declaring their willingness to contribute went well beyond the SED’s 
ranks, comprising besides prominent ‘antifascist’ individuals important 
mass organizations such as the VVN, the Free German Youth (Freie 
Deutsche Jugend, FDJ), the Democratic Women’s Union (Demokratischer 
Frauenbund Deutschlands, DFD), the above mentioned FDGB and also 
the People’s Solidarity (Volkssolidarität, the GDR’s main charity organiza-
tion).28 This reaching out to engage large parts of society was a measure to 
unite the population behind a cause to potentially strengthen the regime’s 
legitimization, but it also had practical reasons: the Relief Committee (both 
on the central as well as on the regional and local levels) did not actually 
constitute an organization of its own. Apart from managing committees, 
it relied to a great extent on the institutional structures of the already 
established organizations, which were then responsible for carrying out the 
activities of collecting funds, organizing events and rallies and fulfilling the 
Relief Committee’s tasks.29

The SED made sure to involve people who had fought alongside the 
Greek resistance during the Second World War, such as Falk Harnack and 
Hans Rudat, as ‘experts of the Greececonditions [Griechenlandverhältnisse] 
and active participants in the partisan fight’.30 More importantly though, 
the Relief Committee also made a point including the semi-independent 
bloc parties such as the Christian Democrats (Christlich-Demokratische 
Union, CDU) and the liberal party (Liberal-Demokratische Partei 
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(Deutschlands), LDP(D)).31 Despite increasing attempts to bring the bloc 
parties into line, especially the CDU as a whole initially rejected to partici-
pate and was criticized for its ‘very uncertain stand’.32 Whereas individual 
Christian  Democrats could be involved and quite active in aiding the 
Greek children (such as Saxon Minister of Trade and Supply Georg Knabe, 
who acted as second president of the regional Relief Committee33), the 
party’s (lastly futile) opposition to this SED-directed aid project already 
points to the tensions that had to be navigated in this politicized relief 
effort.34

The first major activity to start off the solidarity campaign was hosting a 
delegation of Greek comrades for a tour across the SBZ from late January 
until late February 1949, holding rallies in public places as well as in 
factories.35 While this campaign also served propagandistic purposes, at 
its forefront was fundraising for the cause of the Greek communists – 
following the proclaimed ‘moral and material support’.36 In general, the 
Relief Committee appeared satisfied with public participation in the rallies 
and the outreach beyond the SED’s party ranks – in its account, roughly 
75 per cent of the attendants were said to be non-party members.37 The 
limit of just acceptable versus simply too much politicization was a fine line 
to walk, however. The first report of the central Relief Committee acknowl-
edged this remarkably frankly when it identified ‘the attitude towards the 
“Internationale” [the symbolic socialist anthem] as concluding song’ as an 
important criterion for the attempted all-party support.38 Incidents in local 
rallies had brought about criticism and hampered the intended cooperation, 
such as in the Saxon town of Plauen, where the CDU and LDP still held 
a majority in the local parliament.39 Instead of accommodating this fact, 
the local SED functionary in his speech had used the term ‘comrades’, and 
cheered all communist parties in the world, particularly the one in Greece, 
which was said to have been ‘downright provocative’ to some Christian 
Democrats and Liberals.40 And even worse: in his speech, he had quoted 
from the ‘Internationale’, thus instigating the attending local youth to 
start chanting it, which almost led to the LDP delegate withdrawing his 
participation.

The central authorities, instead of defending the socialist framing, 
reacted by reprimanding this biased approach, apparently neutrally placing 
more value on the success of the relief effort: ‘We do not think this has 
served the Relief Committee well.’41 However, the hypocrisy that this was 
only a matter of obviousness instead of sincere concern was revealed in 
the central report, which overtly admitted: ‘our remark, that we cannot 
prevent the chanting of the Internationale if it is started spontaneously 
from among the congregation, they interpreted in a way that one could also 
organize this spontaneity. This, they often did very unskillfully [ungeschickt, 
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here meaning not very subtly].’42 As if to test in the transitory period before 
actual statehood how far ideological topoi could be deployed, the SED in 
these events thus pursued a balancing act, navigating between clear party 
influence on the one hand and the claim to encompass all ‘democratic 
parties’ and a broader public in this undertaking on the other.

‘Need’ in socialism and refugee reception

It was in the course of this fundraising tour with the Greek delegation that 
a lot of donations were raised, or what had been collected was handed over 
with much publicity, and new local branches of the Relief Committee were 
constituted.43 The central Relief Committee assumed that at least forty 
district committees were founded, and counted for all lands a total of fifty-
seven rallies with nearly 90,000 participants, raising over one million marks 
in donations.44 And this did not even include donated goods. Especially in 
the early phase of the campaign, not only money but also material donations 
were collected: mostly medical supplies and medicine; however, one list also 
reports the donation of twenty-nine musical instruments.45

Gregory Witkowski in his visual study on the ‘imagery of solidarity 
in East Germany’ has rightly identified that ‘[t]he GDR had a different 
narrative of need, namely, the need for masculine fighters to bring about 
socialist revolution’.46 Thus, the motif of suffering children was not at the 
forefront in the campaign. Only rarely, newspaper articles featured emotive 
stories about individual fates, or pictures of needy children.47 Instead, the 
major propaganda material conformed to the different approach, as clearly 
illustrated by the presumably main poster used in the solidarity campaign: 
it depicted an emaciated man wearing an ammunition belt and holding a 
gun in his one hand while with the other reaching out for help, showing the 
corresponding facial expression of crying the slogan, ‘Help the democratic 
Greece’ (Figure 6.1).48 Despite deviating from the ‘generally avoided repro-
duction […] of weapons in appeals’, this poster gives a prime example for 
how socialist fundraising in general differed ‘from norms of philanthropic 
representation in liberal capitalist contexts’, which would instead feature 
‘[i]mages of women and children in need’ as inherent in ‘long-established 
conventions of humanitarian appeal’.49

However, as demonstrated by the Relief Committee’s proclamation and 
statutes, the reception of refugee children did figure prominently in this 
relief effort right from the start. While the Central Secretariat already at the 
end of December 1948 had ordered Paul Merker, its delegate in the Relief 
Committee and the SED ‘expert for resettlers’,50 to ‘arrange the accom-
modation of 100 Greek children by the Volkssolidarität’,51 in the course 
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Figure 6.1 ‘Help the democratic Greece – defend the peace’, poster calling for 
donations used in the solidarity campaign, designed by H. Kruse, published by 

Printer Alfred Pedersen on behalf of the Relief Committee for Democratic Greece, 
Berlin 1949

Source: Sächsisches Staatsarchiv, Hauptstaatsarchiv Dresden, 11856  
SED-Landesleitung Sachsen, Nr. A/0325, Bl. 019.
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of the campaign, this endeavour gained a new quality: offers to host  – 
initially rather small numbers – of Greek children were brought forward 
by different actors at a local or regional level, originally only intended for 
a limited time period as a recreational stay, similar to resettlement efforts 
such as previous Kindertransporte, which was also the name occasionally 
given to the reception of the children.52 For example, the Volkssolidarität in 
Brandenburg pledged to host twenty-five Greek children, and city councils 
such as those in Senftenberg or Eberswalde each agreed to accommodate 
fifty children, for one or two months.53

In the end, these self-commitments were not decisive for the eventual 
resettlement of the Greek refugee children, as the details were negotiated 
on the highest party level between the SED and the Greek Communists.54 
In one case, even a more generous offer by the Democratic Peasants Party 
in the land of Saxony-Anhalt to host 3,000 children55 – perhaps out of a 
special solidarity with the Greek refugees who for the most part came from 
rural strata – was not realized and instead rearranged as a less overzealous 
provision for 200 children.56 However, these pledges and commitments 
demonstrate the integral part that the refugee reception played within the 
solidarity campaign. Especially when the impending defeat of the partisans 
became unmistakable in autumn 1949, the cause of providing for the 
children still constituted a lasting humanitarian task that yielded the need of 
further donations, even beyond immediate prospect of near-future political 
change in Greece.57 The Saxon Relief Committee concluded in its annual 
report in December 1949:

In view of the military and political development in Greece it has been decided 
in principle by the [Relief Committee’s] central board that our upcoming tasks 
should pertain more to the relief work for the Greek children …. The resulting 
costs [for their accommodation in the GDR] clearly prove the need to still do 
our utmost to raise funds continuously.58

Legacies of the past: humanitarianism after National Socialism

At the time of this relief effort, the era of National Socialism and its 
inhumane ideology was still recent history. Although the official regime 
discourse in East Germany refused to critically face up to the fascist past, 
legacies of both personal involvement and nationalist, hostile thought still 
became visible in various ways that posed challenges, not least against the 
backdrop of the German occupation of Greece. What did this imply for 
the campaign, in terms of actors and local responses, not least with respect 
to the refugees themselves? Especially moments of tension shed light on 
complications of the ‘solidarity’ narrative, and also on the attempts of the 
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‘better Germany’ to counter these and promote the humanitarian endeavour 
as part of the new political identity.

In the first place, this meant a particular engagement of the VVN in 
organizing the campaign. As fellow ‘victims of fascism’, its members 
appeared most qualified to actively represent the ‘better Germany’.59 
In practice, however, this entailed some difficulties for the work on the 
ground, as precisely those functionaries who would be the most dedicated 
often held multiple offices and thus were easily overwhelmed. As a result, 
the Saxon Relief Committee complained that some district committees only 
‘existed on paper’, because the overworked functionaries could not handle 
the actual operative work.60

In another case, the excessive emphasis on antifascism led to the misuse 
of funds intended for the Greeks. The local VVN chapter in the district of 
Rochlitz had used the proceeds gained from selling special issue stamps – a 
prominent method deployed in the campaign61 – for other ‘VVN purposes’, 
instead of passing them on to the central Relief Committee (Figure 6.2).62 
While the VVN representative claimed this to be a case of misunderstand-
ing, this appropriation of the antifascist action may also point to a certain 
interchangeability in such campaigns. In line with the dominant goals of 
antifascism and communism, it seems a movement did not necessarily have 
to be supported in its own right but could be taken as pars pro toto for the 
bigger cause. In this sense, this would support the idea of a stereotypical 
ideological campaign, state-induced and -led as others were, potentially 
hollowed out from its original meaning, in this case supporting the Greeks. 
However, legacies of the recent past complicate this one-dimensional view 
of an ideologically streamlined endeavour.

Even in the SED’s own ranks, the past did shine through. While some 
comrades were familiar with the fighting as partisans, as they had partici-
pated in the antifascist resistance during the Second World War or fought in 
the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War,63 others seemed to have 
less favourable associations. Again in Plauen, according to an internal SED 
letter, one ‘comrade’ reportedly responded to the fundraising for the relief 
effort: ‘I am not giving a penny for these bandits’,64 with this terminology 
very likely alluding to Wehrmacht experiences during the German occupa-
tion in Greece and the Greek resistance’s partisan warfare.65

The fact that the past ideology was by no means suddenly erased from 
(East) German mindsets simply by the change of the regime also posed 
a problem on a larger scale, especially when it came to the practice of 
workplace collections that often were conducted in conjunction with 
rallies in factories. While the regional VVN – and Relief Committee – 
secretary for Brandenburg could proudly list several workforce donations, 
often raised by working extra shifts,66 in contrast to the well-received and 
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Figure 6.2 Special issue stamps from 1949, ‘Defend the peace – help the 
democratic Greece’, to the value of 50 and 10 pfennig, to be sold to work 

collectives or within mass organizations, for semi-public display in, for instance, 
membership booklets

Source: Stiftung Haus der Geschichte, Bonn. Copies can also be found in BArch, DY 
55/398, Generalsekretariat VVN.

crowded public events, other cases proved more difficult. For the rally at 
the local porcelain workshop in Meissen, the Saxon Relief Committee had 
to report a ‘reserved atmosphere, caused by the workforce’; the same was 
condemned in Chemnitz.67 An even more critical case took place in the 
waggon factory in Görlitz. Again, as most problematic bone of conten-
tion, the chanting of the ‘Internationale’ was identified, as it marked the 
endeavour clearly as a party-political project instead of a more universal 
humanitarian matter:

The chair of the meeting made the mistake to call on the workforce to chant 
the Internationale right at the start of the rally. A very few did sing it, and you 
could feel immediately that the majority of the workers was not in it with their 
heart. The further course of the rally was most distant and the workers by and 
large appeared very reserved.68

In search of an explanation for this unsuccessful event, the answer was 
found in the legacy of the recent past: ‘In reply to our questions after the 
rally, we were told that in this factory, the workforce consists of 40% 
former party members [‘Pgs’, Parteigenossen, party members of the Nazi 
party]’.69
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The possibility that this was a denunciatory move to disparage that 
workforce and make excuses for the failed propagandistic attempt cannot 
be ruled out completely – however, in view of the involvement, one way or 
another, of the vast majority of the German population in the Third Reich, 
cases like this are very likely to have occurred. The reports are not very 
forthright about incidents like these, since according to the official founding 
myth, fascists were said to be living only in the West.70 Nevertheless, this 
idea not least caused considerable distress among most of the refugee 
children when they learned what their country of refuge was going to be. 
Their and their families’ experiences with Germans during the Second 
World War easily explain the state of ‘shock’ that is often reported.71 One 
of the refugees, in his autobiography, recalled this fearful moment, as well 
as attempts of being taught about the ‘better Germany’:

The children had told each other many stories of the German Wehrmacht and 
the attack by the Germans on our homeland. Even he [the author’s younger 
brother Michalis] could remember that very well. When he learned, that he, 
too, was to go along to Germany, he was very scared. … They [the caregivers] 
told us, we would go to a different, free and socialist Germany, but it already 
was quite difficult for us to understand the context and grasp it. He at his 
[young] age all the more did not understand.72

In view of this heavy burden of the past, the incipient GDR as a place to 
host these refugee children had to make quite some effort to alleviate the 
situation. This happened on different levels, including at a higher political 
level: during the solidarity campaign, this translated into a transgression 
of the otherwise officially publicized repudiation of any German liability 
for the Nazi cruelties, as notoriously characterized by the term ‘Hitlerite 
fascism’.73 While this wording still often appeared in press reports etc., the 
language regime was by no means followed to the letter in all instances. 
The call for donations issued by the Saxon Relief Committee right 
before hosting the Greek delegation on its tour gives a prime example: 
starting out with the familiar ideological reasoning and praising the 
Greek wartime resistance, it explicitly added another point to appeal to 
the public: ‘We as Germans though also have to fulfil our obligation to 
compensate [Wiedergutmachungsverpflichtung] towards the Greek nation, 
which for years has bled and suffered from the oppression by the German 
occupation.’74

However, given the above-cited fear of Germany that most children had, 
attempts to come to terms with the past were also needed on an interper-
sonal level on the ground: in communication with the children themselves. 
Thus, a draft script of a speech suggested greeting the refugee children 
upon their arrival in their quarantine camp in Bischofswerda with the 
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reassurance: ‘You shall live in nice homes, and people shall look after you 
who are representatives of a new democratic Germany.’75

The Greek side dutifully played its part in reciprocating the concilia-
tory spirit, by their ‘implicit forgiveness’ encouraging a fresh start.76 As the 
central Relief Committee reported: ‘Again and again, the attendees of the 
rallies were most deeply impressed by the affirmation of the Greek speakers, 
that the wide gulf between the German and the Greek people, which was 
caused by Hitlerite fascism, has been closed.’77 And even the children in a 
staged letter to the ‘German government’, published in Neues Deutschland, 
expressed their ‘gratitude for all the love that your people is showing us’, 
wishing good luck for the ‘new endeavour’ and giving cheers to ‘the demo-
cratic government of the German Republic [sic], which contributes to peace 
between the nations’.78

Still, all these assertions did not completely prevent the children from 
having to feel the legacies of the past in some cases. One incident occurred 
when some children needed medical treatment after their arrival, and 
the first hospital in Dresden refused to admit them. The relief workers 
went on to seek treatment for the children at a hospital farther away, and 
almost would have gotten rejected again. The Saxon Relief Committee 
commented on this by criticizing how, in the healthcare system, there was 
still ‘little progressive’ personnel,79 alluding to residues of former political 
attitudes. Despite the fact that the rejection may also have been influenced 
by the omnipresent postwar shortage in medical capacities – against the 
backdrop of personal continuities from the Third Reich, especially in this 
profession80 – this cautiously allusive official wording may well signify a 
xenophobic reaction. What in the end helped this humanitarian effort of 
obtaining medical care for the refugee children to be effective was again 
bringing up the political significance of this endeavour: as reported, the 
doctor in charge only agreed to help upon being reminded that ‘the reception 
of Greek children in Germany constituted a political action’.81 Thus, while 
sometimes the ideological framing of the relief effort could appear problem-
atic or even counterproductive, in other cases, it indeed required politically 
prescribed ‘solidarity’ to help implement this humanitarian action against 
the backdrop of the past.

Competition for resources and refugees versus refugees

The recent past not only complicated and challenged the humanitarian 
effort to care for the Greek children in the ways discussed above. Another 
important factor that came into play in the solidarity campaign and the 
reception of the children was the large number of so-called refugees and 
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expellees from the eastern territories that Germany had lost as a result of 
the Second World War. More than 4.3 million of these lived in the lands 
of the SBZ/GDR and in the common parlance of that time figured as ‘the 
refugees’,82 whereas the official language euphemistically labelled them 
‘resettlers’, so as not to offend the newly allied eastern neighbours.83 At a 
time of severe postwar shortage of basic needs, such as food and housing, 
this led to competition for scarce resources, which also found its expression 
in the attempts to raise funds for the Greek children.84

In Chemnitz, a pastor and member of the CDU declined his participation 
in the Relief Committee, despite being a member in the VVN, ‘based on 
the fact that our plight in Germany nowadays ranks first’.85 This caused 
a small scandal at the local public rally, as ‘the entire audience demanded 
the exclusion of Pastor … from the VVN, because … he does not want to 
participate in the relief for Greece’.86 The regional CDU leadership made 
sure to affirm to the Saxon Relief Committee that it would not hinder 
individual members from ‘supporting the charitable efforts of the Relief 
Committee’ and pointed especially to those who already – by virtue of 
their other functions – seemed predestined to participate in humanitarian 
matters: ‘This positive support was especially devolved onto those members 
of the CDU, who as part of their other duties felt particularly obliged’, 
thereby explaining the active involvement in the relief effort, for example, 
of Minister of Trade and Supply Georg Knabe.87

Nevertheless, the difficult supply situation contributed to negative 
attitudes towards the Greek children. The relief effort thus required particu-
lar popular mobilization, especially in the local context where the rivalry 
was felt the most. This provided the background for an article published 
in the regional newspaper Sächsische Zeitung in July 1950, when Radebeul 
was preparing to host the ‘children of Greek freedom fighters’. This article 
stands out, as the writer, in response to local criticism, explicitly resorted to 
praising the reception of the refugee children as the ‘simplest imperative of 
humanitarianism [Menschlichkeit, here in the sense of active compassion]’.88

The author first answered the question, ‘So in which shape is the 
sentiment of the general population?’, by affirming the good intentions of 
‘the major part of Radebeul’s inhabitants’. But then the article went on to 
address more problematic sentiments, indicating that these must have been 
too manifest and widespread to simply be ignored by propaganda: ‘Yet, it 
does not go without notice that a part of the population still is sceptical 
about the reception of these children. They fear that “the children will eat 
up all our food” [“dass die Kinder uns alles wegessen”], they begrudge them 
the housing.’

In order to win over this hostile part of the local population, the 
author did not resort to obvious ideological reasoning along the lines of 



	 Refugees in the ‘better Germany’	 155

international solidarity, though. Instead, the article responded in terms of 
moral condemnation, alluding to Nazi atrocities and implicitly equating the 
sceptical people with supporters, even insinuating they were beneficiaries of 
the Nazi regime:

As absurd as the first objection is, as much the second testifies to sparse warm-
heartedness. The people who hold this opinion are the same, who did not 
mind, on the contrary, who appreciated it, when during the Nazi war millions 
of people were ripped out from their home – among them also ten thousands 
of Greeks – for forced labor in Germany.

The article thus further tried to persuade the reluctant people, placing the 
competition in a moral context: ‘And yet, there can be no talk of sacrifice 
here. It is … a pleasant obligation that we take upon ourselves. We at least 
look forward to the children. And with us all people honest and ready to 
help.’

Reluctance to share the little that was available in the postwar era also 
affected the ‘co-ethnic’ refugees and expellees from the East, who found 
themselves facing different discriminations in a ‘cold homeland’.89 Very 
similar are the accusations that refugees from Silesia, for example, had to 
endure in Saxony, being viewed as ‘undesirable competition in the alloca-
tion of food’.90 Andreas Kossert cites a notice at a yard gate that read: 
‘The refugees eat more than their fill, and rob us of the least we have’ (‘Die 
Flüchtlinge essen sich dick und fett, und stehlen uns noch das Letzte weg’).91

Often, these ‘co-ethnic’ refugees and expellees in fact were denied the 
possibility of being truly, or even at all, German, instead being identified 
with the nations that now held the territories from which they came.92 
Notwithstanding, they were still closer to the receiving society in East 
Germany than the Greek children, which entailed an even greater challenge 
in mobilizing funds and support for the latter, as those efforts could not 
draw on solidarity based on common nationality.93 While this was by no 
means a topic to be openly discussed – given the official language regime 
that silenced discussions of German refugeedom due to the implications 
regarding the new borders as well as German liability – the following 
incident indicates the existence of some competition between these two 
refugee groups.

In Saxony, Leon Löwenkopf, head of the regional state credit bank as 
well as of the Jewish Community in Dresden, belonged to the most pro-
nounced antifascists and was prominently involved in the relief effort for 
the Greek children. As a pre-war Social Democrat as well as survivor of 
the Warsaw Ghetto and several concentration camps, he initially appre-
ciated and supported the new regime, in particular regarding solidarity 
with victims of fascism.94 At a meeting of the regional Relief Committee 
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in March 1949, he reported on his initiative to start a workplace collec-
tion. To this end, ‘certificates of commitment [Verpflichtungsscheine]’ for 
monthly donations were to be circulated. In his effort to engage employees 
to subscribe to these, he had met some objection, though: ‘and I was con-
fronted with a different matter. The question was raised why we do not give 
for the refugees and resettlers.’95

It was in this context that Löwenkopf, in response, specifically brought 
up the cause of the Greek children, thus implying that this was a more 
compelling reason to donate: ‘I said, okay, we can collect for this [the 
refugees and resettlers] as well. Let us with our contribution take on 
sponsorships [Patenschaften] for Greek children.’96 As the children were 
to be accommodated collectively in state children’s homes, where they 
would get the ‘appropriate’ political supervision and education, actual 
adoptions into individual families were not in the SED’s interest.97 Against 
this background, these sponsorships are presumably not only to be under-
stood as financial adoptions but could resemble godparenthood, involving 
‘visits to the children [in their homes] on special occasions and holidays’, 
often connected with gifts for the children ‘to give them a treat’, as the 
first circular of the Saxon Relief Committee informed the district commit-
tees.98 In this sense, bringing up the children to recruit more subscribers 
to the certificates suggests that Löwenkopf viewed these ‘sponsorships/
adoptions’ as of greater humanitarian appeal, so that this could even win 
over the ‘sceptical’ ones who appeared more concerned about the co-ethnic 
refugees.

Against the immediate competition over basic needs, more universal and 
profound language – referring to humanitarianism or moral categories such 
as warm-heartedness, honesty and willingness to help – was apparently 
deemed essential to defend the relief effort. Also, especially when chal-
lenged by the competition with co-ethnic refugees, invoking the cause of the 
children could constitute a strategy that went beyond the official emphasis 
on ‘solidarity’, and potentially catered to more humanitarian motivations 
on a personal instead of a party-political level.

Conclusion

At a time of still visibly present postwar shortage, the mobilization for 
providing aid in the SBZ/GDR could hardly draw on arguments such as 
‘there is more food on our table’,99 or additional motivations such as the 
ability to give, taking pride in a certain (even if relative) level of prosper-
ity.100 Instead, a sense of German guilt and responsibility and – even though 
not foregrounded by the propaganda – the need of the refugee children were 
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ultimately deemed most effective in order to raise funds and facilitate the 
relief effort. As Andreas Stergiou has assumed, ‘[t]he children’s suffering 
seems to have appealed extraordinarily strongly to the Germans; certainly 
much more than the cry for help by the partisan army’.101

By applying the concept of humanitarianism as a lens and including 
regional and local sources, we gain a more nuanced understanding of this 
SED-directed relief effort, which transcends the paradigm of solidarity. 
Integrating local perspectives into the ‘national’ scale allows us to take into 
account ambivalences and tensions, and highlights the severe challenges 
posed by the recent Nazi past as well as the competition for resources, espe-
cially with co-ethnic refugees and expellees. What is more, it also enables 
a consideration of responses when strictly ideological reasoning reached its 
limits or even proved counterproductive: drawing on broader humanitar-
ian discourse. However, the converse also holds true: as demonstrated by 
the promotional poster for instance, or when it came to obtaining access 
to medical treatment for the refugee children, political solidarity offered a 
distinct – and sometimes decisive – approach to aid, foreshadowing the new 
political order of the ‘better Germany’.

This national project of aiding Greek children around the time of East 
German state building became a core feature of the GDR joining the 
socialist world through this refugee assistance,102 and this would entail a 
strong identification of the refugees with the GDR, regardless of citizen-
ship, as the parallelization of the GDR’s anniversary with their thirty-year 
‘political emigration’ at a gathering of Greeks in Dresden in 1979 
suggests.103 Before it could come to this, however, this ‘national’ relief effort 
had to apply significant flexibility in the contemporary framing of this aid in 
the period prior to and during the establishment of the GDR. The strategic 
use of language, as shown for a variety of situations on the ground, testifies 
to the need to navigate political versus national solidarities and find ways to 
cope with the Nazi past. In this way, this case study is meant to contrib-
ute to the desideratum of a ‘thorough investigation of historical usage [of 
corresponding terms]’104 in the study on humanitarianism, explicating the 
transition process towards the established ‘internationalist solidarity’ that 
has dominated research on the GDR and socialist aid. Setting humanitari-
anism against the strongly proclaimed socialist solidarity can help identify 
specific challenges and accommodations in aid-giving within state socialist 
contexts, beyond the narrow ideological paradigm, and thus advance a 
broader discussion of humanitarianism across the East–West divide.
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How to leave Central Europe? Transnational, 
humanitarian state building and the  

post-Habsburg transition 

Gábor Egry

The national languages of Central Europe, so cautiously defended before 
1918 from the smallest iota of foreign interference that could allegedly 
turn them into the means of denationalization, were uniformly enriched 
by a new English term in 1919: American Relief Administration (ARA). 
These three words figured in official documents and newspaper articles, 
in magazines and on stationery and cheques, to begin with. In carefully 
crafted image campaigns, and not infrequently for the political gains of 
local politicians, festive orations and private letters exuded gratefulness to 
the ARA, telling how for millions of the inhabitants of war-torn Europe – 
including the successor states of Austria-Hungary – these three words 
meant basic nutrition, basic clothing and basic healthcare. Furthermore, 
local societies were mobilized by and for the ARA humanitarian mission, 
enhancing the positive reception of the organization and strengthening 
its image with publicity campaigns. As if its activities in East Central 
Europe  were  not  enough, since the end of 1921, the ARA’s Russian 
Mission helped to solidify the organization’s image both to the American 
and the European public as an expression of American economic might 
and moral mission. This mission became a kind of ultimate proof after it 
was portrayed as dangerous because of the vile nature of the Bolsheviks, 
exotic because of the distant regions it reached and the unimaginable 
destitution and morally paramount as an example of lending aid to one’s 
arch-enemy.1	

Therefore, it is not surprising that the end of ARA activity in these 
countries, and the leaving of its personnel, whose faces were often familiar 
from the media, was not just widely covered but often presented as leaving 
a void. This was not just among the social circles devoted to making 
life better  for the destitute but in material terms: as money, food and 
equipment. From the perspective of the organization, it was often rather 
the beginning, as the longer they stayed – despite initial ideas of getting in 
and getting out2 – the more they turned from classic humanitarianism and 
momentary relief activities to development and state building.3

State building and the post-Habsburg transition
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The historiography of post-First World War humanitarianism has long 
acknowledged this fact, while it also deconstructed and reconstructed the 
idyllic portrayal of the multiple relief efforts of the period. More recent 
literature is also explicitly critical of the politics of the ARA. Its political 
economy was based on disposing of surplus goods and leftover military 
provisions without depressing prices for American farmers, while several 
ARA actors pondered the possibility of gaining economic influence within 
the new states. Within the complex new international order, transnational 
but still mostly Western relief efforts raised questions of sovereignty, 
including the potential perpetuation of imperialism, including the use of 
humanitarian aid as a means of avoiding radical political changes. Finally, 
some recent works argue that humanitarian activities were not devoid of 
civilizational or even racial hierarchies when it came to imagining these 
societies and their capacities for self-relief.4 (This turn is not without an 
ironic twist, as the arguments about economic considerations underly-
ing humanitarian work often echo Soviet and socialist historiography from 
the 1950s and 1960s.5)

In this chapter I weave some of these threads together to highlight the 
role of transnational humanitarianism, and specifically the ARA, in the 
state-building efforts of the post-Habsburg successor states. My starting 
point is the ARA’s exit and what it wanted to leave behind in different 
countries. As it was from the beginning concerned with the state of welfare 
institutions, the exit became a serious problem. It was not the case that 
similar efforts were to automatically continue in countries under economic 
stress and even less that any continuation would abide by the norms of the 
ARA – considered to be a kind of gold standard with a highly efficient, 
scientific approach. Thus, the exit is an opportunity to grasp how the ARA 
perceived the perpetuation of its efforts as a modern welfare system but 
on a more solid institutional basis, under the management of states that 
were assessed individually according to their assumed efficiency and social 
capacity for welfare.

To understand the difference in exit strategies beyond the stereotypical 
but highly variegated images of backwardness and civilization within the 
region itself, I go back to the modus operandi of the ARA. I argue that its 
special status and extended economic and communication-managing role 
in the region made it a postimperial and transnational institution that was 
different from humanitarian organizations such as the Red Cross or Lady 
Muriel Paget’s Anglo-Czech Relief Fund. Even though some of its leaders, 
most notably the Quaker Herbert Hoover, were driven by their Christian 
faith, a strong moral motive of classic humanitarianism, meaning rapid 
intervention in times of urgent need due to natural catastrophe or political 
developments, the ARA as an institution was part and a manifestation of 
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the changes in humanitarian intervention during and at the wake of the 
First World War. Most important were the transnationalization of action – 
unlike the state-centred aid from of the previous period – institutionalization 
and the professionalization within these institutions.6 However, the ARA’s 
activity went beyond even this new form of humanitarian intervention, not 
only in terms of its resources but with regard to its capacities and the extent 
to which its leaders envisioned a complex reorganization of Central and 
Eastern Europe, which reached well beyond the narrow sphere of humani-
tarian relief. Part of this vision was the stabilization of society, which was 
more than just simplistic anti-Bolshevism: it was inextricably entangled 
with state building and a reconstruction of Central Europe as a functioning 
economic space.

Throughout its efforts, the ARA dealt with several forms of social issues, 
and often with conflicts, but most importantly it gradually refocused its 
activities towards the middle classes.7 In this way it was a precursor of 
the middle-class focused welfare policies typical for many of the interwar 
successor states, both as a means of social stabilization and as a result of 
the middle class’s role in revolutions and radical reconfigurations.8 But the 
differences do not suggest a uniform categorization of these states from 
the outside as backward. Based on local experiences, including the social 
affinities and personal relations of ARA actors, a dividing line was drawn 
between Austria, Czechoslovakia and Hungary (even though exits were 
different there too) and Romania.

This dividing line was mostly the result of the ARA’s perception, and not 
necessarily of real differences in how these states, and more importantly 
how these societies, were organized and operated around charity, humani-
tarianism, social assistance and welfare. In this chapter I highlight what 
the region looked like from this specific perspective, although the views 
presented within the ARA were far from uniform. The organization was not 
only extensive in geographic terms, it was complex too, as it united under 
its umbrella organizations that were institutionally and financially separated 
from the general ARA, such as the European Children’s Fund. Thus, there 
were offices in continental centres and national capitals, representatives 
in port cities and agents touring the country, reporting on conditions and 
drafting proposals for action. Naturally, they held variegated views on 
several issues, such as the efficiency of local organizations or the potential 
of state administration, and sometimes the differences were not only in the 
details. Still, the fact that everywhere the ARA exit was official business 
preceded by negotiations with national governments, it is not unjustified to 
conceive the existence of an institutional opinion: one that might have been 
changing over time too.
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Entry to the scene

Wartime depredation in Europe generated relief efforts well before the end 
of the Great War. Not coincidentally, it was Herbert Hoover, later the head 
of the ARA, who managed the relief effort in German-occupied Belgium, 
an important source of experience in navigating the waters of diplomacy 
and managing local actors. While the Committee for Relief in Belgium was 
deliberately positioned as a private humanitarian action in a small geo-
graphic space, the situation of Europe at the end of 1918 called for a much 
larger and more concerted effort.9

Hoover convinced President Woodrow Wilson to establish the ARA, 
which was enshrined in a law passed by Congress on 24 February 1919.10 
The ARA received $100 million as congressional appropriation, but the 
same legislation barred it from providing relief to the defeated countries. 
Still, even with this initial restriction, the scope of its operation was practi-
cally all of Europe – to be expanded to defeated counries, the Near East 
and Soviet Russia subsequently.11 In 1920 its activity entailed twenty-one 
countries in Europe, and already in the first nine months of its existence it 
delivered four million tons of food to Europe.12 Moreover, the actual distri-
bution of the food was just a small part of its activities. Hoover and his team 
took over the coordination of logistics that started with the acquisition of 
shipping tonnage, control of port facilities and upland river shipping routes, 
transportation from ports on land by train or freight vehicles and the man-
agement of storehouses. To tackle the energy crisis, it surveyed coal fields and 
coordinated efforts of exploitation. As the operation of the ARA extended to 
ever more countries, the initially appropriated subsidy was running out, and 
the ARA looked for alternative financial resources. It brokered agreements 
with the US Treasury for loans for individual countries, facilitated nego-
tiations with the French and British governments for credit, established a 
money transfer scheme connecting US private banks with European private 
and central banks for sending remittances and started to draft plans for the 
revival of trade within Europe, especially as it located one of the problems 
of provisioning in the lack of foreign currency held by states that would have 
enabled them to import food from overseas.13 Finally, with its means and 
presence all over Europe and the Near East, it coordinated other, private 
humanitarian efforts.14 The stated goal of ARA activities was to reinstate 
trade, restart economies and enable the successor states to provision their 
own population as soon as possible: a return to an idealized liberal order.

It is thus not surprising that the ARA – which was originally a 
state institution – developed into a large conglomerate incorporating 
state, private, international (facilitating cooperation between states) and 
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transnational (managing flows and processes across borders and between 
societies) features. Not only did the branches of its main body cover all 
European capitals and regional hubs but also its representatives were 
touring the countryside. The railways of Central Europe (rolling stock, 
coal, tracks) were supervised by its Railway Mission, coal mines by its 
Coal Mission.15 The ARA centre made arrangements with allied and 
neutral governments for dispatching freighter ships and coordinated their 
routes according to provisioning needs. It negotiated cooperation with 
other relief organizations, such as the Red Cross, the Young Men’s and 
Young Women’s Christian Associations, the Commonwealth Fund and the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC). These arrangements 
were not only about donations; often they included the sharing of responsi-
bility for the provisioning of certain regions.16

On the ground the ARA was represented by directors of country offices 
that were staffed with a small number of American personnel, mostly 
from the army, but not professional soldiers. It was usual to send people 
with knowledge of the local languages, while some of the office staff was 
drawn from among the locals. The European actions were coordinated 
by a European director, Walter Lyman Brown, and his assistant director, 
William Fuller Jr. The American directorate in New York was managed by 
Edgar Rickard as long as Hoover was away. At the top of the organization 
was a board, with members of various expertise, such as Alonzo E. Taylor, 
a psychical chemist and nutrition expert, and Colonel James A. Logan, a 
career officer and logistics expert who had an outsized influence on the 
Central and Eastern European operations, for example in the negotiations 
with the Hungarian Republic of Soviets. Thus, the ARA tried to combine 
various fields of expertise at the higher levels, while relying on people with 
organizational skills and language capabilities at the lower ones.17

At the state level, the ARA was often joined by interallied relief com-
missions conceived by the representatives of the British, French and Italian 
governments. The ARA missions operated under an agreement with the 
respective governments that defined the mutual contributions and obliga-
tions, including how the government was to finance food purchases from 
the US beyond that distributed from the initial $100 million at the ARA’s 
disposal or the child feeding that was managed by the ARA European 
Children’s Fund (ECF), whose revenues were mostly charity based.18 It 
rarely happened without conflicts with the government and among the 
other actors on the ground. To gain prominence and power, the ARA could 
rely on two indirectly interrelated factors: the economic might of the US and 
its position as an honest broker among European great powers, who often 
had more direct economic and political interests in the respective countries. 
Exemplary in this regard was the case of Romania, where initially French 
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General Henri Mathias Berthelot (an iconic hero for Romania as he was 
the commander of the Romanian front) claimed to have sole authority 
over public provisioning. Later, the French government set conditions for 
financial support for Romania that were felt by the Romanians to mean 
economic exploitation and subordination.19 While not always innocent 
of planning to use the leverage of relief for American economic aims, the 
ARA was often the least involved or the most distant actor, whose promi-
nence within relief was still the most convenient for governments fearful of 
external limitations on their newly acquired sovereignty.20

Finally, the ARA constituted a vast network of cooperation with indi-
viduals and agents who supplied the regional, European and US centres 
with information on a much larger scale than the diplomatic services 
were capable of. They reached remote and barely accessible regions, such 
as Subcarpathian Rus,21 surveyed the nutrition situation in Moldavian 
villages or collected data on the copper and steel cable demands of mines 
in the Ostrava region. Not only did information collection happened on 
the ground but it was also a major policy of the ARA to cooperate with 
local  organizations in arranging relief and provisioning.22 It acted like a 
state, cooperated with states and managed relations between states. Not 
surprisingly, it had a vision for state and society too.

Imagining the world of Central and Eastern Europe

Humanitarianism – despite all the material interests at play – is a deeply 
moral phenomenon derived from firmly held convictions regarding good 
and bad, right and wrong, and mobilizing people in a very concrete sense, 
up to personal involvement in humanitarian action.23 This kind of tradi-
tional humanitarianism was very much part of the ARA at its highest level. 
The head of the administration, Herbert Hoover, was well known for his 
Quaker faith and its imprint on his actions. Thus, his worldview defined 
the broader ideas of the organization’s modus operandi, most importantly 
the notion that after initial help people and communities should find ways 
to help themselves and overcome their destitution on their own, instead of 
relying on external help permanently.

In a sense it created an almost irresolvable tension in the operation of 
the ARA in not only a practical but also a more principled sense. Not only 
was the huge post-First World War relief effort a manifestation of the 
development which Cabanes calls the ‘assertion of humanitarian rights’.24 
The ARA was much more than a relief organization, and it appropriated 
and exercised functions that were associated with statehood and attaining 
sovereignty, making it almost self-evidently a state builder that was also 
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involved in how new welfare rights were negotiated. This aspect of its 
operations entailed the horizon of permanency even if its original idea was 
going in and getting out.25 Moreover, local actors and more often than not 
its own local agents had a vested interest of extending its operation beyond 
the initially set short deadlines, leading to a series of conflicts about exit 
dates everywhere in Central and Eastern Europe. It was hardly surpris-
ing, given the ethical aspects of humanitarianism, that not only did local 
representatives of the ARA use moral arguments in favour of extension 
but local actors could mobilize the public too. As long as destitution was 
real and threatened groups generally identified as extremely vulnerable 
(e.g. children, war widows), it was always hard to promote an abrupt 
ending to relief and social assistance, even if the counterargument to this 
rather liberal concept of relief was moralistic (although in a conservative 
sense too). Namely, there was a need to create internal structures and 
allocate resources, because otherwise the permanent external assistance 
would degrade the will of individuals and societies to work for themselves, 
effectively making them rent-seekers.26

Thus, it was almost inevitable that the ARA would get involved in state 
building, even though there were also several practical reasons to do it. Its 
presence and vast resources (at least if contrasted to national resources), 
and its ability to act internationally and transnationally, were indispensable 
for the successor states that also faced public demand for extended welfare. 
Welfare policies were, on the one hand, reactions to wartime experiences 
and, on the other, also core elements of the political programmes of many 
of the newly dominant political parties (Social and Christian Democrats, 
Agrarians, Czech National Socialists, etc.) which gained prominence and 
power with the revolutionary sweeping away of Austria-Hungary.

Therefore, the question of how welfare should be organized was a 
matter of state building from the very beginning of the ARA’s involvement, 
and its specifics directly spoke to the question of how societies should be 
organized and reorganized. Two important questions lingered in the back-
ground from the very beginning of the ARA’s action: the role of non-state, 
mostly local civic actors and the place of welfare institutions within the 
state. As for the non-state actors, the ARA’s insistence on cooperating with 
these organizations simultaneously empowered them and contributed to a 
reorganization of local societies institutionally and in terms of prestige and 
social position. For example, in Hungary and Austria, ARA representatives 
were usually satisfied with cooperating with existing associations, often 
speaking highly of their work,27 whereas in certain areas of Czechoslovakia 
the ARA initiated a drive to establish local organizations for child feeding, 
giving its representatives a template of how to organize one. While the ARA 
explicitly encouraged them to find people with high prestige, it was still an 
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intervention into local society, providing resources for some groups over 
others. Sometimes such meddling happened very clearly to the detriment 
of local elite figures. When the ARA managed to unify child-feeding norms 
across Austria, it meant to change the feeding method in Graz, where uni-
versity professor Franz Hamburger rejected Clemens von Pirquets so-called 
NEM (Nahrungseinheit-Milch) system for measuring nutrition value of 
food.28 Unification meant first the implementation of NEM and later the 
withdrawal of Hamburger from child feeding.29

But the ARA’s activity affected the state more broadly, leading to conflicts 
in this regard as well. While state building soon turned out to be a mutual 
aim of ARA and the governments, the scope, role and position of the newly 
built institutions remained contested. Some aspects of the ARA’s activity 
and its plans were at odds with what governments thought regarding their 
own sovereignty. They saw the ARA’s insistence on independence from 
the government, or its conditions for loans, as just as hurtful as libera-
tion from influences they deemed even worse than the ARA or the US.30 
In federal states the case was further complicated by the tensions between 
federal units and the central government. The Austrian child-feeding system 
was first created with subunits at the level of federal units and was highly 
dependent on these provincial governments, which was later abolished as 
independent actors were unified within a centralized federal-level system. 
But unification, especially if it happened under a central organ that was 
connected to the central government, also meant curtailing the rights of the 
provinces. And the central government and the provinces still had to share 
the burden of the Austrian contribution to the relief programmes.31

One of the reasons the ARA remained entangled in tensions and conflicts 
was that its governing principle of self-help and self-sufficiency of social 
assistance remained ambiguous throughout its activity. While it was hard 
to imagine a return to the classic charitable model of social assistance, there 
were competing ideas and models of the emerging welfare paradigm. The 
role of international actors, the role of society and the role of the state were 
conceived differently by those who were involved in its planning, organiza-
tion and distribution, making relief and its ultimate control contested.

Furthermore, the alternatives of social and moral order were hard to dis-
entangle within the views the ARA promoted – even if its officials may have 
had different opinions. They considered relief a moral obligation but they 
also feared that receiving aid could cause moral problems among recipients, 
mostly through various forms of rent seeking and weaker interest in work 
that would finally hinder the regeneration of society that was supposed to 
take back the moral responsibility for the needy from the ARA. After the 
first, more inclusive phase of activity, focusing on children offered a consen-
sual focal point that was easier to sell to everyone because of the image of 
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children as innocent victims who were in need of tutelage. But the perceived 
family of ARA officials and their local partners was again not uniform. 
Were parents just inherently lazy – as some ARA officials saw them – and 
would they sell the food their children got back home, and therefore it was 
necessary to keep feeding in public kitchens where the children consumed 
what was their due, while adult family members were cut out from relief? 
Or was it better to provide for adult family members, who would gain 
strength to find a job and cater for the family on their own?32 These 
questions plagued the ARA’s relief operation and revealed much deeper dif-
ferences regarding visions of society among all involved.

Nominally, the ARA promoted equality in terms of access to its relief 
efforts, and the scope of its basic activities was certainly exceptionally 
broad, serving millions of meals per year in every country. But from the 
very beginning an implicit social hierarchy was created based on the 
perception of what was valuable work for society and what was not. 
Moreover, the ARA worked mostly with middle-class-dominated local 
organizations, again entrenching social differences in its work,33 and such 
connections often helped to create images of the destitute and refugee popu-
lations that served the goals of national governments through a deliberate 
misconceptualization of them as predominantly middle class.34

Gradually, the ARA teamed up with private organizations – most impor-
tantly with the Commonwealth Fund and the JDC – to start an operation 
targeting the middle class, which became the so-called intelligentsia relief in 
Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and the Baltic states. This arm 
of its operation provided separate feeding schemes (if possible, in separate 
spaces, in middle-class, professors’ and students’ kitchens and canteens), 
and adequate clothing for middle-class individuals whose social status has 
fallen relative to workers during the war and revolution.35 The justification 
for this separate treatment was the threat of Bolshevism, the fear that the 
middle classes, if left alone with their poverty, would either remain weak 
to contain communism or itself get revolutionized.36 As an undated report 
from 1922, formulated regarding the intelligentsia action’s continuation, 
stated: ‘The continuation of this work is necessary and the economic condi-
tions of Austria should soon show a sufficient improvement to permit some 
form of continuation under Austrian auspices. If this improvement does not 
come, these classes will continue to endure untold sufferings and the world 
will be the loser.’37

One way to reconcile the conflicting views was to focus on the efficiency 
of the relief effort. Looking at the ARA’s activity through this lens connected 
values with state capacity and allowed an evaluation of both the ARA and 
local actors. It proved to be a useful argument when it came to jurisdictional 
quarrels (e.g. in Austria between federal and provincial governments), as 
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a way of criticizing national governments (e.g. in Poland or in Romania) 
and as a means of comparing states across Central and Eastern Europe. It 
reconciled national and transnational efforts of state building as it offered a 
common ground for negotiating outcomes and institutions.38

There was another consequence of bringing efficiency to the fore: it 
emphasized the role of knowledge and expertise, that is, technocracy. Very 
much in line with developments in other spheres,39 the ARA as an external, 
transnational and international actor preferred a technocratic approach, 
and often it explicitly made it its goal to disentangle relief and welfare from 
politics. This was part of their plan in Austria, where they saw welfare 
threatened by rivalries between provinces and federal government, and by 
party politics,40 in Czechoslovakia, where they wanted to avoid the pitfalls 
of ethnic rivalry between Czech and German child relief associations,41 or 
even in Romania, where ARA representatives saw party politics as the main 
reason of the incapacity of the state.

On a general level it was in line with developments that favoured the 
middle classes in the region. Relief was institutionally connected with 
wartime provisioning, an activity that was more and more based on science 
and that lent significant social capital to those involved with it, and visibly 
helped their post-First World War careers irrespective of the political 
regime.42 Good organization skills, a career basis for local and provincial 
officials and politicians, were just as important as knowledge. In a sense 
the most divisive aspect was the ARA’s intervention into knowledge 
creation with its embracement of the Pirquet system of feeding. While 
an improvement on the purely calorie-based systems, it was so focused 
on the child instead of the family and the social context that it remained 
quite contested, even in Pirquet’s native Austria, where the Viennese social 
politician and public welfare senator Julius Tandler built an alternative 
system that focused on changing the social context of the family as a 
whole.43 Still, the fact that the ARA deployed the Pirquet system almost 
everywhere changed the yardstick of state efficiency and enabled Pirquet 
to achieve institutional independence from the Austrian state besides the 
high prestige he enjoyed internationally. Similar developments happened 
within the field of public health, where erstwhile Habsburg health 
experts built an international network and integrated it into the League 
of Nations Health Organization,44 while in Czechoslovakia President 
Masaryk’s daughter and president of the Czechoslovak Red Cross, Alice 
Masaryková, played a crucial role as the key liaison for US-based founda-
tions and the individual who could have brought together the rival civic 
associations too.45	



	 State building and the post-Habsburg transition	 179

What kind of state to leave behind?

The ARA’s presence in Central and Eastern Europe – just like any 
adventure – came to an end despite efforts to extend it every year and prac-
tically indefinitely. As life seemed to return to a kind of normalcy – peace 
treaties signed, trade resumed, currencies stabilized and refugees redistrib-
uted and settled – the ARA offices started to close, from Bucharest to Vienna 
and Prague. However, as the ARA engaged in state building and managed a 
welfare system that was crucial for these societies, not only did it inevitably 
leave an imprint for years to come but it also intentionally contributed to 
the transformation of these states. The details of this change depended on 
several factors, but everywhere exit was anything but swift and certainly 
not just a series of emotional gestures and photo opportunities. Moreover, 
with efficiency – that of the relief and that of the state – as one of its key 
goals for attaining its broader vision of society (self-sufficiently operating a 
welfare system that reinforced social hierarchies with the middle class at the 
centre), the exit itself became a challenge for the organization and for its 
representatives, who often disagreed on its practical terms.

Most importantly, and in line with how temporary humanitarianism 
was replaced with new institutionalized rights, exit was in every case not 
seen as dismantling of the system built up but rather as a transition from 
ARA to national management, ensuring the stability and continuity of its 
operation.46 Given the experience with operating institutions such as child 
feeding, student canteens, middle-class kitchens, warehouses and logistic 
centres within national contexts, stability not only meant the existence and 
financing of institutions but upholding the principles and keeping them 
out of political conflict, be it ethnic or social. What they needed were thus 
financing guarantees and legally binding obligations, not only for the sake 
of those who deserved aid further but also for the ARA to demonstrate 
positive changes. However, in light of the presumably different efficiency 
of the states and the capacity of their societies to sustain these institutions, 
exit could not be the same everywhere. Different exit strategies mirrored the 
perception of the individual states by the ARA.

It was probably the most palpable in Romania, where the ARA’s mission 
was the shortest and where conflicts with the government abounded, 
mostly over issues of sovereignty and finance.47 Nevertheless, ARA repre-
sentatives for the early stages of the mission thought that Romania needed 
a permanent organization, mainly for child relief, that could be established 
together with other relief organizations, such as the American Red Cross.48 
Still, when the perpetuation of the operation based on a law was raised in 
1919, at the first session of the Romanian Children’s Relief Administration 



180	 Transnational humanitarianism

by the Queen Marie, William Haskell (the ARA director for Romania) 
rejected the idea. His main motive was that according to his informa-
tion, the plan was originally not the Queen’s but came from the Southeast 
European representative of the American Red Cross, and its main purpose 
was to subordinate all other relief efforts to the Red Cross, while according 
to Haskell it was the ARA which created an efficient system of distribution 
and management with two months of hard work. Haskell had to ask for an 
audience to dissuade the Queen.49

Another reason for being cautious, with organizations operating under 
Romania’s law and as quasi-state agencies, was probably the extremely 
negative view of Romania. It was regularly described as a hotbed of 
corruption, where everyone sought only their personal benefit and the 
state administration lacked any capacity. Even unloading ships had to 
be organized by the ARA representative in the port of Constanta, not to 
speak of delivering food from there on land to its destination. The ARA 
representative in the country, Joseph Green, prided himself with the idea 
that it was him who managed to establish an efficient state organiza-
tion through his diplomatic prowess in handling acting Prime Minister 
Alexander Constantinescu,50 who was otherwise a ‘typical Romanian, 
slow in his movements, without very much initiative’.51 Thus, it was not 
much to expect from the Romanian state, and the ARA finally settled on a 
solution for exit that demanded the creation of an umbrella organization, 
the Asociaţia Româna pentru Ajutor Copiilor (Romanian Child Relief 
Association, RCRA), for child assistance headed by Queen Marie.52

Haskell soon made a U-turn, and while some ARA personnel on the 
ground expressed enthusiasm about a law, the outcome was a compro-
mise solution that meant the transfer of RCRA to a new organization, the 
Prince Mircea Society (Societate Principele Mircea), also headed by the 
Queen. It was a private association that was acknowledged by a decree-
law as a juridical person, a status that entailed the right to enter into 
certain legal relationships reserved only for such organizations, but it was 
not a law about state social assistance and welfare. The society remained 
a private one, massively supported by state actors at all levels.53 Despite 
the agreement on continuation, the relationship of the ARA and Romania 
remained tense, and state authorities occasionally harassed the ARA and 
ECF while its leaders at the central and local levels persistently criticized, 
often in a harsh tone, the inefficiency of Romanians, making, for example, 
comments about how all Romanians are crooked.54 Finally, the exit meant 
abandoning the Pirquet system, which the ARA ECF considered the gold 
standard of child feeding, leaving the Prince Mircea Society working 
with a more holistic approach that considered moral issues within the 
family too.55
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The opposite end of the spectrum was Austria and Czechoslovakia. As 
noted earlier, Austria certainly had a better reputation as a state, not least 
because of Clemens Pirquet. Thus, the state was presumed to be able to 
handle these issues because of its efficient organization down to the local 
schools, if it could rely on the necessary resources (much more than Poland, 
for example).56 But internal divisions – among the parties and between 
experts – was an obstacle to overcome. It took a long series of negotia-
tions with the federal president, Michael Hainisch, the leader of the Social 
Democrats, Karl Seitz, the chancellor and various ministers to find a com-
promise that was brought before the lower house of the federal parliament 
on 12 May 1922, only for it to be emptied because of the resistance of 
Vienna’s Social Democratic government.57

The law required provinces to come up with one-third of the costs and 
hand over to a new, independent office, led by Pirquet, for the management 
of child feeding. The Vienna city leadership objected and rejected participa-
tion in the scheme. One reason for withdrawal was the alternative views 
of Julius Tandler, another the issue of control over Viennese city welfare 
institutions. Thus, for about a year after the ARA’s exit in the summer 
of 1922, Austria was left without an operational state-wide child-feeding 
system, although they had a law and provinces and municipal governments 
continued to operate their own schemes.58

While the ARA initially considered the continuation of its programme in 
Czechoslovakia in cooperation with cities – they invited municipal admin-
istrations to take over their winter feeding programme for 1921–2 – at the 
beginning of 1922 they decided to press for national legislation that would 
make it clear that child feeding was the state’s responsibility.59 Achieving 
this outcome was hindered by conflicts here too.60 The ethnic conflict 
between Czechs and Germans was overcome by pressure: the ARA practi-
cally conditioned further provision of resources on the establishing of an 
umbrella organization – headed by Alice Masaryková – that united German 
and Czech associations.61 The dissolution of the Food Ministry was 
another problem, as hitherto it provided resources for the Péče o dítě (Child 
Care), the Czechoslovak child-feeding organization. It was also essential 
to convince associations irrespective of their nationality to join this new 
umbrella organization. Finally, the Péče o dítě, under the leadership of Alice 
Masaryková, was to merge with the Ochrana matek a kojenců (Protection 
of Mothers and Nurslings) and incorporate two ministerial officials among 
its leaders, before the parliament passed a law that enabled the ministry to 
provide resources for this new organization to continue the child feeding.62 
But the continued presence of the ARA – for assisting mostly Russian and 
Ukrainian refugees from collapsed and civil war-torn Russia – offered 
continued leverage too, making the transition swifter. What could have 
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been a more serious problem was the distance from the new provinces 
of Slovakia and Subcarpathian Rus, where the ARA previously had only 
a weak presence and where associational life was often Hungarian or 
German, with a leadership that was reluctant to cooperate with the new 
state because of fear of legitimizing it in these previously Hungarian territo-
ries. However, Czechoslovakia’s swifter economic reconstruction made the 
problem much less pressing than in Austria or in Hungary.

The latter country became a third type of exit, somewhere in-between 
Romania and the Austrian/Czechoslovak case, as the ARA representatives 
on the ground were satisfied with the Hungarian institutions and associa-
tions and found in them likeminded actors. Furthermore, ARA activity very 
much concentrated on the capital Budapest;63 there was no push for national 
legislation. Still, the ARA requested some form of guarantee of continuation 
(maybe it was the subject of the meeting between Walter Lyman Brown and 
Hungarian Minister of Public Welfare Nándor Bernolák on 2 July 1921),64 
which they received from the municipal government of Budapest. The city 
took over child feeding by 31 May 1922, after the parliament passed a law 
that allowed them to levy a so-called penury tax for the municipal budget 
and after the Ministry of Public Welfare promised support for the feeding 
kitchens.65 While child feeding and intelligentsia relief remained a serious 
burden for the city, economic consolidation again pushed the issue in the 
background.

What do these different exit stories tell us about the ARA and state 
building in Central and Eastern Europe? The relationship between the ARA 
and the post-Habsburg states was always asymmetric, for several reasons. 
But this asymmetry was translated into the influence of the ARA on how 
these states organized their child feeding and broader welfare systems. How 
the ARA could or could not use its leverage to make these states comply with 
its expectations exemplifies not only their power relations but also how much 
the ARA was invested in its vision of society, which made it keen to conclude 
compromises with states that seemed to follow similar principles to that of 
the ARA’s vision. Stability for the region was imagined through extended 
welfare and through strengthening the middle class, which could regain the 
visible signs of its former social status: fattier cheeks, softer bellies, quality 
shoes and overcoats. It was a counterrevolutionary effort, as long as it was 
juxtaposed with the Bolshevik Revolution, but in line with the social outcome 
of the revolutions in the Habsburg Monarchy, which involved and ultimately 
benefited the middle classes. A telling episode in this regard was that during 
a meeting discussing the continuation of intelligentsia relief in Austria, 
the Social Democratic speaker of the parliament, Karl Seitz, requested that 
the ARA finance separate hospital beds for the intelligentsia – a demand 
otherwise rejected because of the extreme costs of such a separation.66 
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State building in terms of expanding welfare was thus imagined asymmetri-
cally, just as ARA officials envisioned their own operation: not least because 
state efficiency was connected with the capacity of this middle class too.

What did this mean for civilizational or even racial hierarchies? Recent 
historiography, as noted earlier, took a critical stance on post-First World 
War humanitarianism, arguing that it acted on assumptions of the inherent 
backwardness of the region, often even racializing the differences. As Tara 
Zahra wrote:

Along with American values and anti-Communism, ARA workers brought 
unspoken prejudices to Eastern and Central Europe, depicting the region 
and its people as inherently backward, violent, and corrupt – in imagined 
opposition to American modernity and efficiency. These prejudices undercut 
their stated goals of facilitating self-help. ARA workers ultimately concluded 
that East Europeans did not have the capacity for self-government, that their 
backward culture, rather than war or material shortages, was the true source 
of hunger in Eastern Europe.67

This view is sometimes posited within the notion that the peace treaties 
were creating a situation in Central and Eastern Europe akin to that in the 
Ottoman Empire before the First World War.68

The lens offered by the ARA activity and its exit from the region proposes 
a different assessment, which reveals dividing lines of civilizational percep-
tion within the region, even though the actors within the ARA certainly held 
different views and sometimes offered opinions that were based on an essen-
tialized understanding of the successor states and their titular nations. After 
years of experience, and after witnessing the threat of Bolshevism recede, 
ARA officials tended to think that at least some of these countries (e.g. 
Austria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary) were capable of establishing an efficient 
system of child welfare and temporarily tending to the middle class – a sign 
of being part of the West. Sometimes there was even a source of inspiration, 
as with the Pirquet system.

In doing so, they were aware of the issues that made these countries 
different from each other and presumably also from the West, which 
required special solutions to benefit state building – deep ethnic divisions in 
Czechoslovakia, social ones in Austria between Red Vienna and the federal 
government – but those seemed manageable. Occasionally this happened 
with a law, which was not seen necessary in Hungary. Romania, however, 
was seen by many ARA officials as being outside the group of such countries, 
and its assessment was defined by classic tropes of orientalist views of the 
Balkans. Here, restoring state efficiency was finally abandoned as a goal.

Curiously, in geographic terms the dividing lines run along the previous 
fault line separating the (post-)Ottoman Balkans and the more civilized 
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Habsburg realm. Thus, while the state efficiency criterion applied by the 
ARA acknowledged the more civilized nature of an important part of the 
region, in the end it still relapsed into an essentialized view of societies. It 
framed the region not as colonial or in need of being civilized but rather 
in a way that was closer to Maria Todorova’s concept of the Balkans as a 
slope of perceived backwardness running from west to (south)east. After the 
ARA’s exit, Central Europe was supposed to be composed of countries with 
welfare and social assistance as a new right of citizens, with others – most 
notably Romania – falling outside of its geographic scope due to deficiencies 
in state capacity that hindered the introduction of these rights. Transnational 
humanitarianism played the role of bridging state transformation towards 
a new regime of citizenship and welfare and to its new institutional set-up. 
The authority to measure and assess came from the ARA, with local agencies 
mostly left to implement the mobilization of local society. However, the 
ARA sources reveal at least one more important factor behind state assess-
ment: personal affinities. This large organization moved around people in 
the whole area, and the personal impressions of those on the road, and 
their often conflictingly assumptions, almost naturally led to contradicting 
views. Moreover, having figures such as Pirquet on board and in a position 
of power easily led to the dismissal without proper scientific proof of alter-
native feeding and welfare methods which were ultimately scientifically 
superior. Despite being a huge transnational, international and quasi-state 
organization at the same time, the ARA remained a personal matter.
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Western perceptions of Czechoslovak 
humanitarian interactions under Nazi 

occupation, 1938–1939 

Laura Brade

By October 1938, Czechoslovakia was experiencing a refugee crisis. 
The Munich Agreement ceded the Sudetenland border regions to Nazi 
Germany, sparking a mass movement of people from the territories under 
Nazi control. News of the refugees spread internationally. Prominent 
newspapers in both Great Britain and the US printed multiple reports per 
day about the Czechoslovak crisis, and within a few weeks groups in both 
countries had collected tens of thousands of dollars to support the refugees. 
New aid groups formed, notably the British Committee for Refugees 
in Czechoslovakia (BCRC) and the American Committee for Service in 
Czechoslovakia (ACSC), in part out of a desire to help but also driven by 
the belief that Czechoslovakia was ‘obviously inadequately equipped to 
deal with the sudden flood of refugees’.1

These organizations and other transnational aid groups were crucial 
for facilitating emigration. However, transnational organizations sent 
only a handful of representatives and most only stayed in Prague and the 
immediate surroundings. If not for the crucial work of Czechoslovak organ-
izations, transnational humanitarians would have had a limited impact. 
Yet these Czechoslovak actors play only a minor role in the documenta-
tion of American and British voluntary organizations. This chapter poses 
two questions. First, what was the relationship between Czechoslovak and 
transnational voluntary organizations? That is, which tasks did each group 
assume responsibility for in the effort to assist refugees? And second, how 
did transnational organizations perceive the humanitarian efforts of Czech-
speaking, and especially Jewish, organizations?

In the period after the First World War, as Gábor Egry suggests, 
Western humanitarians such as the ARA perceived the Czechoslovakian 
nation-state as a competent partner in humanitarian aid. Western humani-
tarians frequently described Czechoslovak aid givers in this period as 
meeting humanitarian standards of efficiency, reliability and a ‘point 
of view free from religious, political, and racial prejudice’.2 After the 
Munich Agreement, Czechoslovakia’s loss of (full) sovereignty changed 
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that perception. Western humanitarian organizations conflated the chaos 
of the environment – changing borders, regimes and policies – with the 
abilities and intentions of Czechoslovak Jewish humanitarians. The two 
main organizations – the  BCRC and the ACSC – increasingly perceived 
Czechoslovak humanitarians, particularly Jews, as needy, demanding, 
disorganized and establishing ethnic hierarchies through a sectarian human-
itarian structure.3 The gap between Czechoslovak humanitarians’ intentions 
and Western perceptions resulted in hierarchies of aid that were reinforced 
in the archival documentation.

This chapter primarily relies upon the records of Western humanitar-
ian organizations: the BCRC and its successor organization, the Czech 
Refugee Trust Fund (CRTF), the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (JDC), and the ACSC. The BCRC’s and ACSC’s perceptions 
of Czechoslovak humanitarians were quite similar, demonstrating an 
alignment with a Western sensibility of humanitarianism. The records 
of Czechoslovak organizations for this period are not as complete as the 
records for Western organizations, as many records were destroyed or 
vanished during the Nazi occupation. Thus, we need to read these Western 
sources against the grain to understand the full scope of activities of 
Czechoslovak humanitarians. I first looked for changes in perception over 
time. How did Western humanitarians describe their Czechoslovak coun-
terparts when the country was a partner in distributing aid before the loss of 
(full sovereignty)? Second, I looked for documents written by Czechoslovak 
humanitarians within the records of the Western organizations, as well as 
in other collections. How did Czechoslovak humanitarians describe their 
own activities, and how were those actions represented (or not) in Western 
sources? Finally, I looked for Western humanitarians’ characterizations of 
their Czechoslovak counterparts.

Current research on humanitarianism typically emphasizes the paternalis-
tic mindset of Western humanitarians, who intervened with the expectation 
that their ideas and techniques should be taught to populations in parts 
of  the world considered less developed.4 More recently, scholars have 
turned their attention to East Central European humanitarians and their 
efforts to receive and distribute Western aid.5 Recent work on refugees, the 
Holocaust and the Bohemian Lands have demonstrated that Czechoslovak 
initiatives were central to refugee support throughout the 1930s and during 
the period of the Nazi occupation of the Bohemian Lands.6 Michal Frankl 
and Kateřina Čapková’s important work on German and Austrian refugees 
in Czechoslovakia details how important Czechoslovak voluntary organiza-
tions were in supporting refugees fleeing to Czechoslovakia between 1933 
and 1938.7 Anna Hájková and Martin Šmok have led the effort to recognize 
the significant contributions of Czech Jewish social worker Marie Schmolka 
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to assist refugees fleeing Nazi persecution. Other historians – such as Tara 
Zahra, Jan Benda and Wolf Gruner – have discussed the interactions 
between refugees, the policies of the Czechoslovak state and transnational 
organizations between 1938 and 1939.

This chapter builds on this scholarship by exploring the relation-
ship between Czechoslovak and transnational humanitarian groups to 
understand how the ethnic conflicts and nationalism that resulted in 
Czechoslovakia’s loss of (full) sovereignty strengthened hierarchies of aid, 
as Czechoslovak humanitarians scrambled to distribute aid to meet both 
national priorities and Western expectations. Although they perceived 
themselves to be non-sectarian, Western humanitarians participated in 
‘the restructuring of citizenship along ethnonational lines’, while criticiz-
ing Czechoslovak Jewish humanitarians for being too sectarian.8 Yet 
local initiatives continued to function in fluid and collaborative ways as 
Czechoslovak humanitarians navigated these hierarchies and perceptions.9 
By critically evaluating the language American and British organizations 
used to describe Jewish humanitarians, this chapter reasserts the agency of 
Czechoslovak Jews in their own rescue by untangling the local, national and 
transnational humanitarian actors, priorities and practices contained within 
the archives of transnational humanitarian organizations.

Transnational aid in Czechoslovakia before 1938

Before Czechoslovakia became a country of flight, it was a country of refuge. 
As refugees from Nazi Germany fled in April and May 1933, Czechoslovak 
voluntary groups, largely based in Prague, formed to assist refugees in the 
absence of a coordinated state-sponsored response. By 1934, twenty-nine 
different refugee assistance organizations formed across Czechoslovakia, 
offering room and board to refugees, registering refugees with the police 
and ensuring that destitute refugees were not deported by the Czechoslovak 
state.10 In some cases, refugees registered with multiple committees, 
resulting in several petitions on behalf of one refugee. This caused confusion 
and resulted in a great deal of overlapping work, which the organizations 
attempted to resolve by forming a coordinating body, the Comité National 
Tschéchoslovaque pour les réfugiés provenant d’Allemagne (National 
Committee for Refugees Coming from Germany or National Committee).11 
In this period before the Munich Agreement, Western humanitarian 
organizations partnered with Czechoslovak groups, praising them for their 
efficiency, dependability and ability to fairly distribute aid.

The American Jewish JDC, which had provided financial support to 
Jewish philanthropy since the founding of the First Czechoslovak Republic 
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in 1918, worked closely with the Czechoslovak National Committee. Since 
1914, the JDC had supported ‘coreligionists’ around the world, providing 
temporary aid until communities could manage their own needs through 
local social work and philanthropy. After the First World War, JDC leaders 
believed that while East Europeans did not understand humanitarian princi-
ples, they could be taught through JDC supervision of local organizations.12 
In the Bohemian Lands, the transfer of responsibility happened rapidly, 
Czechoslovak organizations assuming primary responsibility of JDC relief 
programmes by 1921.13 In the 1930s, the JDC provided financial support 
while recognizing that the labour and much of the funding for refugees 
from Germany and Austria came from Czechoslovak Jews.14 By 1936, the 
JDC had sent over $1 million to Jewish organizations in Czechoslovakia, 
primarily funding programmes facilitating the further emigration of 
approximately 6,500 Germans Jewish refugees.15 Following the advice of 
the JDC, Czech Jewish organizations centralized their activities for poor 
Czech Jews and refugees from Germany under a unified Social Institute.16 
The new organization was in many ways a model of JDC activities during 
this period: it received initial funding from the JDC and was subsequently 
supported primarily through local Jewish donations in its efforts to create 
social assistance programmes. While supportive of this new organization, 
the JDC also criticized the Social Institute for ‘progressing slowly’ due to 
‘little understanding of organized social work’.17

The JDC found partners in the Czech Jewish social workers Marie 
Schmolka and Hana Steiner, whose organized, efficient and internationally 
oriented vision of social work aligned well with the Western humanitarian 
standards.18 Schmolka cautioned Czechoslovak Jews that they needed to be 
self-sufficient and selfless to solve Czechoslovakia’s social issues and could 
not ‘rely solely on the American uncle’.19 Schmolka and Steiner served as the 
JDC’s Czechoslovak coordinators and the leaders of the emigration organi-
zation, HICEM.20 Schmolka’s work was respected in Czechoslovakia, too, 
where she was elected president of the National Committee.

Other Czechoslovak social workers attained international recognition 
in the interwar period, including Alice Masaryková, Růžena Pelantová 
and Antonín Sum. All three had significant ties to the US. Masaryková and 
Pelantová both studied social work in the US and later became instrumental 
leaders in the modernization of Czechoslovak social work through their 
positions in the Czechoslovak Red Cross. Masaryková later wrote that it 
was during this time that she developed a ‘firm conviction’ that social work 
had three components: ‘spiritual awareness, good education, and dedica-
tion to work’.21 During the 1920s and 1930s, Masaryková worked closely 
with various American and British organizations, maintained friendships 
with American social workers, and in 1934 the International Red Cross 
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encouraged all national Red Cross societies to follow the model of the 
Czechoslovak Red Cross.22

In the period of the First Czechoslovak Republic, Czechoslovak humani-
tarians were quickly seen as capable, reliable partners in the distribution 
of aid. Key figures in Czechoslovak social work and humanitarianism 
were well connected to the US and Great Britain, receiving accolades from 
their Western counterparts for their organization, efficiency and fairness 
in distributing aid. However, after Czechoslovak territory was ceded to 
Nazi Germany after the Munich Agreement in late September 1938, those 
perceptions changed.

Humanitarian intervention in the Second Czechoslovak Republic

The Munich Agreement represented an acute crisis for the new Second 
Czechoslovak Republic. Deprived of its most economically productive 
territory, it also needed to absorb a large influx of refugees. The govern-
ment provided relief and resettlement services – including employment 
and housing – to Czech-speaking refugees, hoping to prevent their further 
emigration out of the Bohemian Lands. For German-speaking and Jewish 
refugees, the government had two goals: first, accelerate their emigra-
tion; and second, avoid paying for it.23 The government’s prejudiced policies 
also meant that former Czechoslovak Jewish citizens were turned away at 
the border and denied access to state protections.24 Michal Frankl has char-
acterized these practices as part of ‘the broader phenomenon of erosion of 
minority protection and citizenship in East-Central Europe in the second 
half of the 1930s’.25 Because of this discrimination, the Czechoslovak 
government’s policies did not meet Western standards for humanitarian-
ism: organization, self-sufficiency and providing aid regardless of race, 
politics or religion. While aware of these practices, Western humanitarians 
continued to perceive the Czechoslovak government as the ‘last bastion of 
democracy’ in Central Europe, largely praising the government’s efforts to 
assist refugees. Instead, Western humanitarians transferred criticisms of the 
government to the efforts of Czechoslovak social workers.

After the Munich Agreement, the Second Czechoslovak Republic 
government was led by a right-wing and antisemitic coalition. The new 
government deported non-Czech-speaking and Jewish refugees, interning 
them until they could find emigration opportunities, or simply expelled 
them.26 At first, the Ministry of Social Welfare recommended that 
voluntary organizations continue providing refugee aid, but the ministry 
soon deemed the care provided by voluntary organizations too fractured 
and partisan to be adequate.27 In response, the government created the 



194	 Transnational humanitarianism

Institute for Refugee Welfare (or Refugee Institute), offering for the first 
time unified governmental care for refugees. Historian Tara Zahra argued 
that the Refugee Institute ‘seamlessly blended a humanitarian mission 
with the pursuit of a nationally homogeneous state’.28 While the Refugee 
Institute provided refugee relief and resettlement services for Czech- and 
Slovak-speaking refugees to dissuade them from leaving Czechoslovakia, it 
also enforced the further emigration of ethnic minorities, even those with 
Czechoslovak citizenship.29

The Czechoslovak government’s prejudiced policies were well known in 
both America and Britain. The British government offered Czechoslovakia a 
£10 million loan advanced in two instalments in November and December 
1938.30 The loan agreement required the Second Republic to end ethnically 
based expulsions of German-speaking and Jewish refugees and provide 
aid to refugees without discrimination on religious, ethnic or political 
grounds.31 Meanwhile, the American Unitarian Association sent an explor-
atory commission to Prague in November 1938 to suggest possible areas of 
involvement for the future ACSC. The representatives noted that ‘the Jews 
have scarcely registered [with the Refugee Institute] at all, as they fear if 
they register they may be expelled from the country’.32

Rather than condemning the expulsions and differentiated care, British 
and American humanitarians largely excused the Czechoslovak govern-
ment policies as the understandable by-product of a state grappling with 
a crisis. In doing so, Western humanitarians participated in the ethno-
national redefinition of citizenship. They frequently noted that ‘the Czech 
government is doing all that it humanly can and much more than it can 
afford’ to care for refugees.33 Both the BCRC and ACSC representatives 
worked hard to develop good relationships with the Refugee Institute. 
The BCRC’s Prague representative, Doreen Warriner, was already well 
connected with Czechoslovak politicians, having travelled extensively in 
Central and Eastern Europe between 1935 and 1937.34 By late February, 
British officials reported that there were now ‘far better relations’ with the 
Czechoslovak government, ‘largely owing to their appreciation’ of British 
officials such as Warriner and ‘the fact … some refugees are really getting 
out’. The Czechoslovak government offered office space to both BCRC 
and ACSC representatives in the Refugee Institute. BCRC representatives 
generally viewed Refugee Institute officials as well meaning, if occasion-
ally frustrating.35 The representatives of the ACSC offered more praise. 
The commissioners, Waitstill and Martha Sharp, arrived in Prague in 
late February 1939, only a few weeks before the Nazi occupation. Upon 
arrival, they met with Czechoslovak government officials, including the 
heads of the Refuge Institute, whom they praised for providing ‘personal 
direct assistance to refugees’ of Czech ethnicity.36 The Sharps admired 
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‘every government official’ they met for being ‘loyal … to the ideals of the 
democracy’, despite the pressures of the crisis.37

Influenced by the overwhelming nature of the refugee crisis and the 
Czechoslovak government’s actions, the BCRC and ACSC both prioritized 
a subset of the refugee population that they felt was most in need. They 
described their own selectivity as non-sectarian and meeting humanitarian 
standards of efficiency – prioritizing individuals they perceived to be most 
in danger – even though their decisions often revealed their own ethnic, 
religious or political preferences. BCRC representatives determined that the 
most endangered refugees were politically active members of the German, 
Austrian and Sudeten Social Democrat and Communist parties and subse-
quently prioritized refugees in those categories. When ACSC representatives 
arrived in late February, they focused on students and intellectuals, particu-
larly those with Unitarian ties or other ‘non-Aryan’ Christians.38

Warriner was emphatic that refugee selection ‘ought not to be in the 
hands of [Czechoslovak] charitable organizations’, which would be ‘unjust’ 
and ‘[lead] to abuses.39 By December 1938, the BCRC believed in the 
necessity of having trusted British representatives outside of Prague ‘to 
investigate cases’ based on ‘what kind of jobs are available’.40 Yet Warriner 
granted more latitude to ‘the [Social Democratic] Germans’, calling 
them ‘the best workers’ and the ‘elite of the working class from the most 
advanced industrial area of Central Europe’. They were not ‘half-starved 
peasants of Europe’s hinterland’, who Warriner saw as the typical migrant 
from Eastern Europe.41 Western humanitarians expected organizations to 
be selective in their casework, to ensure that their caseload was manage-
able. Warriner praised the Sudeten German Social Democratic organization 
as being ‘the only reliable organization’ because of their ‘long history of 
cooperation’, and for being ‘responsible … very efficient and loyal to each 
other’.42 Warriner relied on the counsel of Wenzel Jaksch, who she believed 
was ‘the only person who has sufficient prestige to stand above party 
struggles’. Warriner had ‘far more confidence in his judgement than in that 
of a committee’ to select refugees for visas.43

The BCRC perceived any selectivity by Czech-speaking or Jewish organi-
zations as sectarian, and therefore a backward form of humanitarianism. 
In January 1939, Warriner criticized the National Committee for delaying 
recognition of the newer and differently organized Brno Central Aid Office 
(Pomocné ústředí pro uprchlíky), which Warriner characterized as providing 
a tremendous service by assisting ‘emigrants of all parties, including Jews 
not recognized by HICEM’. With this statement, Warriner criticized the 
National Committee for ‘lack of organization’ and inefficiency in recogniz-
ing all refugee groups operating in Czechoslovakia, singling HICEM out for 
only aiding a subset of the Jewish population. Warriner claimed that the 



196	 Transnational humanitarianism

delay was ‘unjustified’ and that the ‘lack of representation on the [National] 
Committee’ meant that no refugees could leave Brno, and therefore resulted 
in the Brno police denying refugees entry into Moravia, creating refugee 
camps in the no man’s land between Germany and Czechoslovakia.44 
Rather than criticizing the Czechoslovak government  – or the local 
authorities – for their own policies, Warriner put the burden of responsi-
bility on the National Committee and on Jewish organizations. Although 
Warriner insisted that ‘no refugees could leave Brno’, she also described 
how Jewish refugees from Brno were able to leave the Bohemian Lands 
because the Jewish Religious Community in Brno submitted lists of names 
to the Prague HICEM office. Warriner dismissed this coordination as 
evidence that Czechoslovak Jewish organizations operated with prejudice 
and exclusion, focusing solely on religiously active Jews.45

 The National Committee, chaired by Marie Schmolka, served as a 
liaison between transnational humanitarian organizations, the Refugee 
Institute and the refugees. BCRC representatives allocated funds directly to 
the member organizations of the National Committee and relied on a ‘small 
advisory committee’ of National Committee representatives to check ‘the 
credentials of supposed refugees’ and ‘[prepare] emigration plans’, and an 
additional four individuals to ‘assist’ the BCRC representatives.46 However, 
the final selection of refugees was in the hands of the BCRC case workers to 
avoid any ‘hidden personalities’ or the refugee committees from driving the 
BCRC’s priorities.47

The Czechoslovak government’s redefinition of citizenship along ethno-
national lines, combined with the priorities of Western humanitarians, 
reinforced the utility of sectarian classifications of refugees for local aid 
groups. Yet local humanitarians such as Marie Schmolka resisted ethno-
national categorizations when possible. Although not a member of the 
BCRC advisory committee, Schmolka worked closely with the BCRC in her 
role as the chair of both the National Committee and the Prague HICEM, 
which functioned as a clearing house for Jewish emigration in this period. 
JDC officials praised Schmolka because she ‘[intervened] for almost all of 
the expelled people with the authorities’ and was ‘constantly asked … for 
advice by Jewish organizations, the Czech authorities, [and] diplomatic 
representatives’.48 In Schmolka’s own writings and actions, she strove to act 
as her Western counterparts hoped: reliable, non-sectarian in the distribu-
tion of visa opportunities and committed to HICEM’s mission to serve as 
a central hub of Jewish emigration from the Bohemian Lands. As head of 
both HICEM and the National Committee, she understood the difficulties 
facing Jewish refugees while also recognizing the plight of other subsets 
of the refugee population. Schmolka refused to ‘take any responsibility 
upon [herself] with regard to the individual cases’, prioritizing instead ‘the 
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harmonious and just distribution of the visas among the various committees 
according to the gravity of the situation of the individual’.49 She described 
how she attempted to follow BCRC procedures by submitting refugee 
names and a justification of the danger they faced, along with a ‘hope that 
our endeavours will succeed’.50

Schmolka and Hana Steiner communicated with a staggering number of 
organizations in dozens of countries about emigration opportunities, which 
often limited or outright banned admission for Jewish refugees, including 
Britain, China, Argentina, Bolivia, Cuba, Peru, Canada, Afghanistan, France, 
the US, New Zealand and Belgium. The surviving HICEM documents reveal 
that Schmolka and Steiner worked in numerous languages, including Czech, 
German, Slovak, French, Spanish and English, to coordinate with organi-
zations within Czechoslovakia and abroad. HICEM’s task was immense: 
they managed visa information about dozens of foreign countries, worked 
with transnational organizations assisting individual refugees, managed 
thousands of applications for individual refugees and served as advisors 
for Western humanitarians interacting with the Czechoslovak authorities.51

While German-speaking political organizations were praised for their 
loyalty and dedication to one another, American and British representatives 
repeatedly expressed suspicion of HICEM for ‘only [dealing] with Jews’.52 
Schmolka and Steiner called on Warriner in December 1938, appealing 
for more visas for Jewish refugees. Warriner interpreted this request as an 
attempt to unfairly add more Jewish refugees to the BCRC rosters, arguing 
that ‘a considerable number [of Jews] went in the Social Democrat list and 
in the other groups’. Warriner cautioned the BCRC London to only allow 
four or five Jewish refugees, and only ‘if [Schmolka] could show reasons 
for thinking that the person is in danger not because a Jew but because 
of political activity’.53 When Jewish organizations in London wrote to the 
BCRC ‘to protest against the fact that no Jews were included in the original 
Sudeten lists – not as Jews, but as active political workers in the Jewish 
Party’,54 Warriner responded that this was because Schmolka had neglected 
to properly submit a list of names.55

Instead of understanding the immense burden carried by HICEM, due 
to the large number of Jewish refugees and the antisemitic Czechoslovak 
government policies, BCRC officials criticized the group for disorganiza-
tion. BCRC officials frequently characterized Czech-speaking and Jewish 
organizations as causing disorganization and chaos, rather than responding 
to it. BCRC officials such as G. T. Garratt claimed that all Czech-speaking 
refugee organizations, ‘especially the Jewish [ones]’, did not report accurate 
numbers about refugees or ‘properly’ establish ‘the lines of responsibil-
ity between the various organizations’.56 The BCRC blamed the National 
Committee’s lack of cooperation and disorganization for the difficulties 
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in obtaining reliable information about the refugee situation.57 When the 
British Consulate in Prague was ‘overwhelmed by work for the Palestine 
Office’, slowing down Warriner’s efforts to obtain British visas for 
politically active German-speaking refugees, Warriner blamed the Jewish 
organizations for submitting too many applications, rather than understand 
that the policies in Czechoslovakia created an environment which Jewish 
refugees felt compelled to flee.58

British voluntary workers also contributed to the chaos that was blamed 
on Czechoslovak Jewish aid workers. For over a month, BCRC London did 
not communicate directly with Marie Schmolka, despite her role as chair of 
the National Committee. Instead, they ‘sent messages through British people 
in Prague’, assuming that those individuals would notify Schmolka of their 
policies and procedures.59 At the same time, individual Britons unaffiliated 
with the BCRC or other organization, constantly arrived in Prague with the 
intention of aiding refugees but without the authority of the British govern-
ment.60 As a result, refugees and Czechoslovak humanitarians were unsure 
which individuals had the resources and authority to assist refugees. At one 
point, Schmolka thought she had properly submitted lists of Jewish refugees 
in need of urgent assistance, but those refugees were never considered for 
visas to England because the BCRC had not received the lists. The BCRC 
expected the burden of clear communication to fall to Schmolka. Though 
BCRC officials had neglected to communicate directly with Schmolka, they 
admonished her for not notifying them of all HICEM’s activities. Though 
the BCRC’s lack of communication had caused problems, BCRC officials 
expected Schmolka to solve them. The secretary of the BCRC, Margaret 
Layton, instructed Schmolka to notify the BCRC through Warriner or the 
Sudeten organizations of any departures or negotiations with shipping 
companies because it was ‘important that the different groups concerned 
should know exactly what the others are doing’.61 Given the incredible 
amount of casework information and changing migration requirements, 
HICEM officials almost certainly made mistakes. Rather than understand-
ing these mistakes as honest ones, however, BCRC officials accused HICEM 
of sending ‘misleading’ information about refugees. To meet Western 
standards, the BCRC requested that HICEM send less information about a 
potential refugee (name, age, affidavits, address) to the BCRC as this led to 
confusion. Of course, this also meant that HICEM had to maintain more 
information about these individuals, in case the BCRC later requested addi-
tional information.62

The chaos of the changing borders, new government and refugee 
crisis that resulted from the loss of full Czechoslovak sovereignty in 
late September 1938 created a difficult environment for all humani-
tarian organizations. The BCRC and ACSC praised the Czechoslovak 
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government for navigating this difficult situation and portrayed themselves 
as capable, modern humanitarians: organized, efficient and non-sectarian, 
despite the difficult situation. At the same time, they portrayed Czech-
speaking and Jewish organizations as sectarian, disorganized and unable to 
cooperate. Even when offering praise of individual humanitarians, BCRC 
officials offered criticisms of the structure of Czechoslovak organizations. 
Doreen Warriner commented to BCRC leadership in London that ‘[Marie] 
Schmolka is a splendid person, with the highest ideals, but has not enough 
authority’. Despite the sectarian structure of Czechoslovak humanitarian-
ism, Warriner believed that it was due to Schmolka that the organizations 
worked together at all.63 Still, Warriner noted that the Czechoslovak aid 
organizations were locked in ‘a tremendous struggle for visas’ (created by 
countries of immigration such as the US and Great Britain), and that the 
organizations paid ‘little attention … at first to the suitability of the refugee 
for emigration’, despite Schmolka’s efforts.64 Over time, BCRC representa-
tives came to trust Schmolka’s intention for fairly distributing aid, doubting 
instead Schmolka’s abilities to handle what they perceived to be the 
disorganized, sectarian system of voluntary work in the Bohemian Lands.

Perceptions in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia

The Nazi occupation of the Bohemian Lands on 15 March 1939 upended 
the previous methods of cooperation, making emigration increasingly 
difficult. The Nazis banned all emigration temporarily and arrested the 
major leaders of refugee organizations, including Marie Schmolka. BCRC 
and ACSC workers agreed to share information and resources whenever 
possible.65 Determined to continue ACSC work in the Bohemian Lands, the 
Sharps called a meeting of ‘all Czech, Jewish, and foreign refugee workers 
to co-ordinate the work and prevent overlapping’.66 Under the guise of a 
social gathering, the various committees met – without the permission or 
oversight of either the Czech or Nazi government officials – to establish 
lines of cooperation between the various refugee assistance organizations.67 
Given the strict censorship in the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, 
voluntary workers met with each other regularly, a ‘time-consuming, but 
necessary’ appointment to share news about the refugee situation and 
information about individual refugees.68 Doreen Warriner left Prague 
in mid-April escorting a transport of political refugees, leaving Beatrice 
Wellington as the BCRC’s Prague representative.

Under the new Nazi regime, the structure of humanitarian work as 
well as the practical assistance to refugees changed. The Refugee Institute 
became responsible for interviewing refugees and determining the status 
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of their emigration case, but ‘since the Institute for diplomatic reasons 
prefers not to have its Czech officers interview some groups’, they tasked 
Wellington with this duty, adding to her work with the BCRC. While 
at the Refugee Institute, Wellington claimed to interview 300 refugees 
daily, then completed ‘the necessary correspondence and investigations 
for further aid in their cases’.69 Wellington chafed under these enormous 
responsibilities, saying it was ‘not possible’. These functions had been pre-
viously performed by the Czech-speaking and Jewish organizations. Ten 
days later, Wellington and her BCRC colleague Mary Dingman partici-
pated in the effort to release Marie Schmolka from prison, writing letters 
attesting ‘to her fine character, her splendid work of unselfish service, 
her humanitarian point of view free from religious, political, and racial 
prejudice, etc’.70	

In this period, both the BCRC and ACSC rarely mentioned specific 
Czech-speaking and Jewish voluntary workers or the specifics of their 
activities. Western humanitarians operating in Prague may have done 
so in part to protect Czechoslovak humanitarians from Nazi perse-
cution. BCRC and ACSC representatives, as well as Czechoslovak 
humanitarians, all describe destroying refugee case files to prevent infor-
mation about  individual refugees from falling into Nazi hands.71 They 
also mention a willingness to work around the Nazi administration, even 
if it meant breaking laws  to support underground emigration attempts 
over the Polish border.72 During this period, refugees who feared arrest 
by the Gestapo escaped over the border into Poland with the support of 
the BCRC, ACSC and Czechoslovak organizations. Although the BCRC 
and ACSC reports do not detail the specifics of any part of this operation, 
BCRC representative Tessa Rowntree noted that in this escape effort, she 
made decisions ‘in conjunction with the representative of the [National] 
Committee’.73	

Yet when BCRC or ACSC documents did mention Czech-speaking or 
Jewish organizations, the comments frequently expressed frustration. As 
in the Second Republic, actions taken by the government were construed 
as evidence of the disorganization and irresponsibility on the part of 
humanitarian organizations. After the arrest of the leadership of refugee 
organizations, BCRC representatives reported that ‘the [refugee] organi-
zations in Czechoslovakia broke down’.74 Wellington believed that the 
Czech-speaking and Jewish organizations had therefore ‘led many people 
up the garden path and left them there, with written notes of promise that 
their case will receive special attention or that they will receive financial 
support’. While noting that Nazi arrests of humanitarian leadership 
combined with an attempt to protect individuals by destroy records had 
led to lost information, Wellington criticized Czech-speaking and Jewish 
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organizations for ‘stranding’ refugees without an ability ‘to have a check on 
how far their affairs had progressed, either with the local committee or with 
any London committee’.75

BCRC and ACSC committee officials continued to focus on a narrow 
subset of the refugee population, most of whom they had personally 
contacted. After helping the remaining politically active men to escape 
over the Polish border, the BCRC prioritized the emigration of their wives 
and children (an estimated forty-four women, plus children). BCRC rep-
resentatives explained that they were ‘besieged’ by refugees who were ‘in 
desperation’ to escape but decided to focus on those who had registered 
with the BCRC before 15 March, because the BCRC ‘could not feel 
directly responsible for people who happened to be registered with different 
committees in Prague’.76

Beatrice Wellington relied on Johanna Neumark (wife of honorary 
British vice-consul in Brno, Walter Neumark)77 and a representative of the 
Czech Youth Welfare Association for Moravia for the ‘very valuable work’ 
of finding and interviewing the wives of politically active men who had 
already left for England. Neumark visited Prague weekly to deliver reports 
directly to Wellington, who ‘entrusted’ Neumark with distributing permit 
cards, collecting questionnaires and forwarding materials to London. 
Wellington also ‘put 2 Czech Social workers on the job’ of finding two 
pregnant women on BCRC rosters.78

While the BCRC’s records do not include many specific references to 
Czechoslovak humanitarians, BCRC representatives did specifically praise 
Marie Schmolka, though only when their positions on refugee issues 
aligned. Before leaving Prague in April 1939, Doreen Warriner named 
Schmolka as the trustee for an account with 63,000 crowns for relief for 
Jewish refugees. After Schmolka was released from prison, she approached 
Beatrice Wellington and asked for the trusteeship to be transferred to the 
BCRC. British official Robert Stopford disagreed, arguing that the funds 
should be transferred to the Refugee Institute. Wellington sided with 
Schmolka, who felt that ‘the [Refugee] Institute procrastinates daily and 
frightfully in administration of relief’. Ultimately, the funds were trans-
ferred to the BCRC, as Schmolka had advised. But rather than being used 
as relief for Jewish refugees, the BCRC used the funds to reunite politically 
active men already in England with their families. BCRC representatives 
relied on Schmolka’s expertise to convince BCRC officials in London about 
how to transfer the funds, then dismissed her reliability when it came to 
spending the funds.

CRTF records demonstrate that many more refugees were able to escape 
in the summer of 1939 and eventually receive support from the CRTF 
once they arrived in Britain. Czech-speaking and Jewish organizations were 
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largely responsible for this coordination and supporting refugees domes-
tically: Prague HICEM was still purchasing tickets for refugees and the 
Jewish Religious Community Aid Institute supported refugees domestically 
until their departure, and BCRC representatives expected these organiza-
tions to do that work for refugees on BCRC lists.79

By the end of August 1939, the BCRC – now the Czech Refugee Trust 
Fund (CRTF) – and the ACSC questioned their ability to continue their 
work in the Protectorate. The terms of their representatives in Prague were 
ending, the authorities forbade emigration except for Jewish emigration and 
Adolf Eichmann concentrated the work of Jewish emigration in the Central 
Office for Jewish Emigration, tasking the Prague Jewish Community with 
coordinating migration. The CRTF and ACSC largely concluded that much 
of the remaining work – the child migration project and group emigration 
schemes seeking financial support – could be conducted by partnering with 
Jewish organizations.80

Conclusion

Almost all transnational voluntary workers left Prague by the end of August 
1939. With their departure and the outbreak of war, escape from the 
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia became much more difficult, though 
still possible. Jewish organizations carried on the work of emigration until 
October 1941, when the Nazis ultimately made all Jewish emigration 
illegal. Between September 1938 and October 1941 an estimated 39,000 to 
44,000 Jews escaped from the Bohemian Lands.81

The loss of Czechoslovakia’s (full) sovereignty revealed the inequali-
ties and hierarchies in humanitarianism on the eve of the Second World 
War. Western humanitarians constructed hierarchies of aid that privi-
leged politically active German-speaking refugees, while simultaneously 
disadvantaging Czech-speaking and Jewish ones. Although Czechoslovak 
humanitarianism was well aligned to – and indeed much praised by – 
American and British perceptions of modern humanitarianism before 
1938, in post-Munich Czechoslovakia Western aid organizations perceived 
Czechoslovak aid organizations as failing to meet Western standards of 
aid: organization, efficiency and impartiality. Instead of understanding the 
challenges of operating under changing regimes with a growing refugee 
crisis, Western humanitarians perceived their Czechoslovak counterparts 
as disorganized, inefficient and sectarian, thereby limiting the agency of 
Czechoslovak aid organizations.

Western perceptions of Czechoslovak humanitarians, combined with 
limited sources produced by Czechoslovak organizations, resulted in the 
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long-term erasure of Czechoslovak Jewish contributions to their own 
relief and rescue. Czechoslovak Jewish organizations overcame significant 
hurdles to facilitate flight through sustained contact with transnational 
voluntary organizations such as the BCRC, JDC and ACSC. Although the 
records of these transnational organizations include sparse references to 
the activities of Czechoslovak Jewish groups, these organizations played 
a significant role registering refugees, identifying emigration opportunities 
and arranging flight. Transnational organizations relied on Czechoslovak 
groups to perform these key functions to facilitate their own efforts, while 
rarely recognizing these efforts as a significant contribution. Czechoslovaks, 
particularly Czechoslovak Jews, were forced to navigate multiple under-
standings of humanitarian need – their own, British and American – to 
successfully facilitate flight.
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‘The same spirit that led me into war’: Italian 
and transnational humanitarian actors and 

post-revolutionary Russia 

Ruth Nattermann

Introduction

In June 1922, four months before Mussolini came to power in Italy, the 
politician and philanthropist Umberto Zanotti Bianco (1889–1963) was 
on a journey for a humanitarian mission in Russia. To an Italian friend, 
the journalist and art critic Ugo Ojetti (1871–1946), he wrote from Prague: 
‘The same spirit that led me into war, makes me leave today for Russia: in 
the immensity of the tragedy my help is but a drop of water: but I would 
truly feel that I was deserting if I were not offering it in the name of Italy’.1 
Zanotti Bianco had been among the supporters of a so-called democratic 
interventionism which had been nurtured by the illusion that an Italian 
intervention on the side of the Entente would eventually lead to a new dem-
ocratic European order. Significantly, he had participated as a volunteer 
in the First World War; his almost militant attitude regarding humani-
tarian action in the interwar period is clearly reflected in this passionate 
statement.2	

Unlike Zanotti Bianco, the internationally renowned Italian feminist 
Rosa Genoni (1867–1954), who was more than twenty years his senior, had 
not aligned with the ‘democratic interventionists’ during the war. She had 
firmly remained on the side of the pacifist minority, even when the Italian 
women’s movement as a whole had performed a turn towards an aggressive 
nationalism and supported Italy’s entry into the war.3 During the interwar 
period, the socialist Genoni, too, became involved in relief work for post-
revolutionary Russia. In contrast to the former interventionist Zanotti 
Bianco, however, her commitment was motivated by her pacifist outlook 
and the conviction that an escalation of the humanitarian crisis caused by 
the refugee problem and the famine in Russia would stir up new conflicts 
and hostilities in Europe.

Notably, the League of Nations’ Advisory Committee for the Assistance 
of Russian Refugees included a special section for Jewish affairs, the Jewish 
Colonization Association and Allied Societies, which was represented by 

Humanitarian actors and post-revolutionary Russia
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the British-Jewish journalist and diplomat Lucien Wolf (1857–1930).4 
War, revolution, imperial collapse and territorial changes had caused a 
wave of refugees in the vast area of the former Russian empire. One of the 
biggest groups among these displaced people were Jewish civilians.5 Wolf 
associated humanitarian engagement above all with diplomacy and legal 
support for minorities. During his assignment at the League of Nations, the 
diplomat, who had Central European Jewish origins, collaborated closely 
with Jewish communities in Italy, given that the Italian peninsula developed 
into a central sphere for Jewish migration towards Palestine.

This chapter examines the social, political and diplomatic activities by 
these three individual actors which reflect different expressions of early 
postwar humanitarianism within the same geographical area and period. 
It considers the important role Italy assumed in the aftermath of the First 
World War within the overall context of Russian relief work, asking about 
the significance of the peninsula as a chief transit area for Jewish refugees 
from Eastern Europe, as the global centre of Catholic aid campaigns 
towards post-revolutionary Russia and as the place of origin of fascism 
which supported or hindered humanitarian actors and institutions based 
on ideological alignments. Thus, the protagonists of this study – a Jewish 
diplomat, a Catholic philanthropist and a secular socialist feminist – have 
been deliberately selected according to these diverse yet characteristic 
aspects of contemporary humanitarianism linked to the Italian context.

Interestingly, none of the protagonists in question provided aid in a 
merely material way, that is, exclusively in terms of food, clothing or 
medicine. Their understanding of humanitarianism went well beyond the 
idea of immediate assistance in the face of emergencies such as natural or 
man-made disasters. Instead, all of them associated aid with longer-term 
concepts and developments. In contrast to ‘emergency humanitarianism’,6 
with its characteristic emphasis on immediate (material) help, their notions 
of humanitarianism assumed diplomatic, political and ideological dimen-
sions, aiming to remove the causes of people’s suffering. At the same time, 
the protagonists employed rather different tools in order to translate their 
ideas and intentions into action. Wolf regarded the protection of minority 
rights as the major route towards integration and equality of religious 
and ethnic minorities in postwar societies, which became a key facet of 
modern humanitarian activity in general. His efforts expressed a notion of 
humanitarianism as diplomacy and law aiming at social justice. For Zanotti 
Bianco, on the other hand, his humanitarian mission in Russia represented 
a political and religious project which was supposed to counter Bolshevism 
and atheism in Europe, focusing both on emergency relief as well as 
long-term educational, economic and agricultural schemes which, however, 
proved to be unsuccessful. As to Rosa Genoni, humanitarianism was based 
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on the ideal of a universal community between people. Her actions were 
guided by the idea of an ethical duty to assist others in need as a central 
condition for peace among mankind. Humanitarianism, as embodied by 
Genoni, assumed both pacifist and intellectual meaning.

The study employs a biographical approach, which is particularly 
suitable for a differentiated assessment of actors’ religious as well as political 
attitudes based on family backgrounds, intellectual formations and lived 
experiences. The biographies of Wolf, Zanotti Bianco and Genoni represent 
essentially ‘parallel histories’ within transnational, border-crossing contexts 
that were influenced by migration and/or refugeedom. At the same time, the 
protagonists’ concern for Russian and Russian-Jewish refugees as well as 
children threatened by famine during the early 1920s formed an intersec-
tion of their humanitarian work. On an organizational level, all of them had 
links to Geneva, since Zanotti Bianco and Wolf acted within the context 
of the League of Nations, while Genoni participated in the Women’s 
International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), which after the end 
of the hostilities had established its headquarters in Geneva, too, in order to 
be close to the League of Nations. Their activities are examined against the 
background of the striking convergence of Italian, European and US organi-
zations and networks within Russian relief work in the 1920s.7

Compared to well-researched humanitarian actors such as Fridtjof 
Nansen, Herbert Hoover, Clara Barton or Eglantyne Jebb, the focus on 
these lesser-known protagonists points to complex formations of identi-
ties, mentalities and attitudes that have often been overlooked. Until only 
a short time ago, biographies of humanitarians tended to reproduce heroic 
tales of selfless and powerful individuals,8 without taking into account 
influences such as nationalism, imperialism, racism, class and gender on 
supposedly philanthropic engagement. In contrast, this chapter uses the bio-
graphical method in a new and critical way, examining humanitarian actors 
within their social, political and cultural environments and networks, and 
explicitly asking about the increasingly questioned motives for humanitar-
ian engagement and its inherent paternalistic elements. Concentrating on 
Wolf, Zanotti Bianco and Genoni, I argue that their different ideological 
self-concepts provide evidence not only for diverging political standpoints 
regarding Russian relief work but also for the continuing influence of 
religious affiliations on humanitarian action, which contests the traditional 
thesis of an international secular humanitarian regime during the interwar 
period.9

The protagonists’ activities bear witness to the many and often ambiva-
lent ways in which international humanitarianism worked during the 
aftermath of the First World War in Central and Eastern Europe, and in 
Russia specifically. The US, in the first place, developed an internationalist 
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policy aiming at reconstruction and a new stability in Europe as a vital pre-
condition for transatlantic financial and commercial interdependence. The 
humanitarian mobilization of the American Relief Administration (ARA), 
in particular, assumed a dimension of state building, based on attempts to 
transfer welfare schemes from the rich American humanitarian environ-
ment into Central and Eastern European countries, as Gábor Egry shows in 
Chapter 7. At the same time, fighting misery and starvation was regarded 
both in the US and Western Europe as an efficient means to counter revo-
lutionary tendencies and international consensus for Bolshevism. As to 
Italy, and especially against the background of the ‘Red Biennium’ in 1919 
and 1920, a period of intense social conflicts and political polarization, 
Russian aid gained significant ideological connotations, both for right 
and left political currents. Seeing the geopolitical position of the Italian 
peninsula between West and East, and its significance as the global centre 
of the Catholic Church, the meaning of humanitarian aid from or via Italy 
towards Eastern Europe always went beyond mere material relief. Not 
coincidentally, Italy was the first European country to officially recognize 
Polish independence. A major part of the Italian middle and upper classes 
saw Poland as a bulwark of Roman Catholic civilization against ‘Bolshevik 
barbarism’ and Russian expansionism.10 In December 1921, the Italian Red 
Cross signed an agreement with the Russian diplomat Vatslav Vorovsky, at 
that time the representative for Russia in Italy and head of the Russian trade 
delegation, declaring to offer its help to the Soviet government, ‘moved by 
the humanitarian desire to help reduce those deprivations that have affected, 
due to famine and epidemics, some regions of Russia’.11 The agreement 
emphasized the importance the Italian government attached to Russia as a 
site of humanitarian action in a time of profound inner crises and ideologi-
cal contrasts, and also as a target of concrete economic interests regarding 
commercial exchange and the supply of raw materials in the long term.12 
However, the situation changed in summer 1922 when Italian–Russian 
relations came to a standstill as a result of the upheavals in Italian domestic 
politics, which were to lead to the March on Rome and Mussolini’s coming 
to power on 31 October 1922.

The argumentation is based on largely unexplored ego-documents from 
Italian archives, including letters and diaries of the actors involved. The 
analysis of these private documents opens up new and different views 
on individual experiences that have often been silenced or ignored, in 
particular experiences and perceptions of plight and violence. The respec-
tive sources accentuate the actor-centred dimension; they shed light 
on relationships, spaces and environments in which the protagonists’ 
humanitarian activities unfolded. In order to gain a critical, multi-
perspective view, these private documents have been complemented with 
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organizational archives as well as reports from the police and authorities. 
Discussing the ambivalences and shortcomings of Russian relief work 
as reflected in the protagonists’ actions, this contribution highlights the 
overall fragility of contemporary humanitarianism and its inability to 
impact war and peace. This powerlessness was to reveal itself first in view 
of the strengthening fascist movements in Europe, and definitely with the 
beginning of the Second World War.

Humanitarian diplomacy for refugees: the Jewish diplomat Lucien 
Wolf and his struggle for the rights of Russian Jewry

Lucien Wolf’s interest in Russian Jewry had awakened as early as the end 
of the nineteenth century when he was in his mid-twenties. Appalled by the 
violent anti-Jewish pogroms which swept through south-western Imperial 
Russia from 1881, the journalist became a sharp critic of the Czarist 
regime, trying to draw public attention to the plight of Russian Jewry.13 
His family belonged to the educated middle class. Although Wolf was born 
and spent his working life in London, his Central European Jewish roots 
had a profound influence on his religious, social and political mentality. 
The experience of flight and migration had directly shaped Wolf’s family 
history. His mother Céline, née Redlich, was originally from Vienna, his 
father, Edward Wolf, a pipe manufacturer, was Bohemian. He had partici-
pated in the Revolution of 1848 and come to England as a political refugee. 
Lucien, the elder son, was educated at the Athénée Royal in Brussels and in 
Paris. He developed an expertise in foreign affairs and, from an early age 
on, committed himself to journalism. Based on his father’s political heritage, 
Wolf espoused the idea of economic and political liberalism combined with 
religious freedom and tolerance as essential elements for general progress. 
For Wolf, Britain, where his father had found asylum, was the model for 
‘European development’. Against this background, it is not surprising that 
he took on decidedly anti-Zionist positions. Wolf perceived Judaism as a 
religious community with a certain cultural distinctiveness and Zionism as 
a dangerous incentive for the radicalization of racial antisemitism.14

The beginning of the First World War marked the breakthrough of 
the now fifty-seven–year-old on the political and diplomatic stage. As 
secretary of the Anglo-Jewish Association, he participated in the Paris 
Peace Conference in 1919. Of central importance was Wolf’s role in the 
formulation of the minority treaties.15 His peace agenda proposed that Jews 
and other minorities in the newly envisaged postimperial states of Eastern 
Europe should be guaranteed rights of cultural autonomy as well as political 
citizenship. Wolf, who maintained himself as a British citizen as much as a 
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Jew, kept aloof from Jewish international alliances and connected as tightly 
to the British bureaucracy as possible.16

However, since the British Foreign Office was unwilling to intercede 
with its Russian ally in favour of Russian-Jewish emancipation, in 1916 the 
diplomat tried to employ a new tactic: the convinced anti-Zionist proposed 
that the British government declare in favour of the Jewish settlement and 
colonization in Palestine. It was supposed to be a ‘clever subterfuge’,17 by 
which Wolf aimed to bring the British government back to the question 
of the rights of Eastern European Jewry. Yet the outcome proved to be 
rather different than the diplomat had planned; the British government did 
take up Wolf’s suggestions, though now as advocated by leading Zionists 
such as Chaim Weizmann. In November 1917, the negotiations resulted in 
the Balfour Declaration, which Wolf, once again openly admitting to his 
anti-Zionist viewpoint, opposed strongly.18

The question of Palestine and Italian Zionists

It was in this context that his collaboration with the Italian-Jewish com-
munities intensified, as Italy developed into a central geographical point 
of reference and transit area for Jewish migrants and refugees from 
Eastern Europe. In the immediate postwar years, when Jewish settlement 
in Palestine had become a concrete social and political option, waves of 
emigration of Jewish men, women and children boarded ships in Italian 
ports towards what they hoped to be their new ‘homeland’.19 As Italy 
became a significant place of transmigration, Wolf’s diplomatic efforts 
began to focus on the Apennine peninsula and its Jewish communities in 
search of support and long-term existential prospects for Eastern European 
Jewish migrants. Precisely because of the fact that – unlike Zanotti Bianco 
and Genoni – the Jewish diplomat was not an Italian citizen, his decided 
turn towards the Italian context and Italian-Jewish protagonists stresses 
the political weight Italy gained during and after the First World War 
with regard to the question of Palestine and transnational humanitarian 
movements. Thus, Wolf’s conscious involvement of Italian intermediators 
in his activities and negotiations in favour of Eastern European Jewry adds 
an important dimension to the history of humanitarian assistance provided 
by and via Italy during the Great War. For the British-Jewish protagonist, 
as for many of his contemporaries, Italy assumed both geopolitical and figu-
rative meaning as a Mediterranean centre and bridge between Europe and 
Palestine. As the diplomat’s humanistic education, mastery of the Italian 
language and familiarity with the Italian-Jewish leadership suggest, not 
only was he well acquainted with Italian culture because of travels, personal 
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connections and transfers of knowledge but he might have also based his 
trust in Italian-Jewish solidarity with Eastern European Jewry on the notion 
of Italy as the place of the oldest Jewish diaspora in the world.20

The unpublished correspondence between Wolf, the lawyer Leone 
Ravenna (1837–1920) and his son Felice Ravenna (1869–1937), one of 
the founders of the Zionist Federation in Italy and its president until 1920, 
started in 1916, precisely in the period when Wolf was preparing his tactical 
move regarding Jewish settlement in Palestine. The intention was to gain the 
support of the Italian government for Wolf’s suggestions, which ultimately 
were supposed to draw political attention to the distressing situation of 
Eastern European Jewry. In a letter dated 30 August 1916, Wolf thanked 
Felice Ravenna and the Italian Zionist Federation for their ‘cooperation in 
order to start the necessary practices with the Italian government regarding 
the Jewish questions that arose in consequence of the war … I must add 
that my Committee [the Foreign Conjoint Committee] is convinced about 
the necessity to act immediately.’21

However, even if the relationship between Wolf and Leone and Felice 
Ravenna was based on shared intellectual networks and friendships, 
the  two committed Italian Zionists supported Weizmann’s course. In the 
Balfour Declaration they saw a concrete possibility for a new existence 
from which the masses of Eastern European Jewish refugees could benefit 
in particular. After November 1917, Wolf, for his part, continued his com-
mitment in favour of minority rights. Three months after the beginning of 
the Paris Peace Conference, in April 1919, Leone Ravenna, at that time 
vice-president of the Consortium of Jewish Communities in Italy, wrote to 
the diplomat:

I think that the current point of divergence consists in the [decision] whether 
to ask for the numerous nuclei of Jews who are in the newly developing states 
of Eastern Europe, besides for the right to free teaching and the use of their 
own language within official relations, also for the [right] to have a representa-
tive in the Ministry. In our countries this would be an inconceivable claim, [as 
it would] stimulate the most relentless antisemites who would like to regard 
us as strangers.22

At the same time, Ravenna welcomed Wolf’s idea of a conference in 
Rome with the participation of the board of the Committee of the Jewish 
Communities, and the Rabbinical and the Zionist Federations, in order to 
decide on the appropriate action in support of the Balfour programme. He 
emphasized that, ‘in principle, I have always been convinced, and still am, 
of the need for Zionism to be religious as well as political in character’.23 In 
contrast to Wolf, Ravenna feared that an intensified visibility of representa-
tives of the Jewish minorities within ministries would nurture antisemitic 
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polemics against the alleged ‘national outsiders’. The Italian-Jewish lawyer 
apparently applied his idea about (Jewish) minority protection to the 
Eastern European context; at the same time, his words reveal different 
imaginations of Jewish social and political conditions ‘at home’ (i.e. in Italy) 
and abroad, meaning here in the East. Most of all, his letter reflected the two 
conflicting tendencies within contemporary European Jewry: Wolf’s accul-
turated attitude which aimed at integration through legal protection and 
equality, and Ravenna’s Zionist viewpoint in which the emigration of Jews 
to Palestine and the establishment of a Jewish state were seen as concrete 
political options. Under this point of view, the Ravenna family represented 
a minority among members of the contemporary Italian-Jewish middle 
class, including those who supported the Zionist movement.24 Besides this 
early commitment to political Zionism, as expressed in Ravenna’s letter to 
Wolf, it is equally interesting to note that the lawyer explicitly insisted on 
the continuation of a religious Jewish identity. In fact, the diverse Italian 
Zionist currents, among them liberal and socialist tendencies, by no means 
always had a religious character.25

What is more, the correspondence between Ravenna and Wolf reveals 
the significance Italy assumed regarding the question of Palestine, triggered 
by its prominent new position in relation to Mediterranean Jews after the 
Libyan war in 1911 and the subsequent global conflict. As early as May 
1917, Weizmann’s collaborator, Nahum Sokolow, future president of the 
World Zionist Organization, had met in Rome with Pope Benedict XV, 
who had expressed cautious sympathy with the Zionist project (not least 
as a supposed ‘solution’, other than conversion, to the so-called Jewish 
question); the minister of foreign affairs, Sidney Sonnino, son of a converted 
Jewish father, had also been generally in favour of Jewish national claims. 
Italy officially sided with the Balfour Declaration in February 1918. By sup-
porting the Zionist project, the Italian government and the Vatican aimed 
above all at an extension of their influence in the former Ottoman Empire.26 
On a personal level, Wolf’s interest in an enduring collaboration with 
the Italian-Jewish leadership was clouded by the divergences between the 
Ravennas’ and his own ideological standpoints. Leone Ravenna’s death 
in March 1920 interrupted their discussions both on Palestine and the 
minority issues in Eastern Europe.

Political failures and ‘the terrible problem of human suffering 
among the refugees’

Over the following years, the anti-Zionist Wolf remained critical towards 
the vision of a Jewish state, while continuing his fight for an improvement 
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of the legal and material conditions of Russian-Jewish refugees. Based 
to a large extent on Wolf’s juridical efforts, the League of Nations made 
the protection of national minorities a cornerstone of its programme, but 
reality showed that the successor states regarded the minority treaties 
as an unjustified interference. The newly founded states in Central and 
Eastern Europe – Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and Yugoslavia – did 
not hesitate to deter and expel those whose presence was deemed harmful. 
In some parts of the region, discrimination against Jews was particularly 
widespread: they were regarded as a threat to the alleged ‘true’ citizens, 
based on the chauvinistic assumption that the ‘nation’ was the exclusive 
property of the dominant ethnic group.27 Wolf tried in vain to strengthen 
the juridical mechanisms by which the League of Nations might respond 
more effectively to the increasing number of infractions of the minority 
treaties. Even his efforts to gain for minorities a direct right of appeal to the 
League secretariat were bound to fail.28

The famine which had broken out in Russia in 1921 worsened further the 
situation of refugees. This was a consequence of the drought that had struck 
the grain-growing areas between the Volga and Don from May 1921. About 
twenty million people were directly threatened with starvation; two million 
of them died during the disaster.29 Against this background, Wolf took 
on special responsibility for Russian-Jewish refugees. Given the ongoing 
relevance of Italy as a transit area, the diplomat again sought contact with 
the Italian-Jewish leadership. Acting in his capacity as a ‘Delegate of the 
Jewish Colonization Association and Allied Societies’ within the League’s 
Advisory Committee of the High Commissioner for Russian Refugees, 
he got in touch with Felice Ravenna’s friend, the lawyer Angelo Sullam 
(1881–1971), at that time secretary of the Italian Zionist Federation and 
president of the Jewish community in Venice. In 1921, Sullam had been 
elected chairman of the Italian Aid Committee for Jewish Emigrants, which 
assisted emigrants from Eastern Europe passing through Italy and heading 
mainly for Palestine and South America.30

One of the most serious problems for Jewish refugees was their uncertain 
legal status and related problems of identity cards and exit papers. Even 
the ‘Nansen passport’ offered no assurances about the right of abode or the 
right to work.31 These problems became evident in a report on a meeting of 
the Advisory Committee of the High Commissioner for Russian Refugees 
in Geneva at the end of May 1922, which Wolf sent to Sullam. One of the 
main subjects of discussion was the forced return of Jewish men, women 
and children to Soviet Russia, a frequent practice in transit countries 
such as Poland and Romania. During the meeting, Wolf explicitly called 
attention to the existential danger of this situation, as the rejected people 
were knowingly exposed to pogroms, famine and death.32 He also criticized 
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the restrictive conditions for accepting Russian-Jewish refugees in the major 
emigration countries, especially the US and Canada. In fact, besides reasons 
of postwar financial retrenchment, there was a general element of contempt 
for refugees and suspicion of their political orientation which translated 
into a highly restrictive immigration policy.33 During the meeting in 
Geneva, the Englishman Harold Butler, who represented the International 
Labour Organization, stated that ‘there was a common idea in America and 
in Canada that the refugees were all Bolshevists’.34 In his final resolution, 
which was approved by the representatives of the Advisory Committee, 
Wolf found clear words for the failure of the League of Nations in the 
refugee question, the restrictive immigration policy overseas and the serious 
humanitarian problems resulting from it. He stated with unmistakable 
bitterness:

The Advisory Committee of the High Commissioner for Russian Refugees … 
has noted with great disappointment the failure of the efforts that have been 
made to obtain for the refugees a greater access to the great immigration 
countries overseas. This failure threatens gravely to compromise the main 
work of the High Commissariat and to aggravate the terrible problem of 
human suffering among the refugees.35

Despite Wolf’s efforts, no radical improvement regarding immigration 
policies occurred over the following years. These failures reflected also the 
general limits of an ‘international route’ to Jewish postwar rehabilitation.36 
Even the diplomat’s attempt to develop a legal concept of statelessness in 
favour of Jewish refugees in Poland, Romania and Austria was eventually 
rejected; there was little Wolf could do seeing that the League’s secretariat 
and council sided with these states.37 Given his conspicuous engagement 
for refugees and experience in legal-humanitarian issues, Wolf was due to 
succeed Nansen as president of the Advisory Committee of the League’s 
High Commission for Refugees. His death on 23 August 1930, however, 
made this plan impossible. At the same time, Wolf’s attempt to specifically 
gain Italian support for Eastern European Jewry, which can be traced back 
to the early war years, contributed to a lasting awareness of the needs of 
refugees among the Italian-Jewish leadership, in particular regarding legal 
issues of migration and the protection of migrating women and children. 
Wolf’s Italian interlocutor, Angelo Sullam, continued his commitment to 
the aid of Jewish refugees from Eastern Europe who passed through Italy. 
However, with the advent of fascism in October 1922, Italian humani-
tarianism underwent a significant change, developing both fascist and 
antifascist alignments.38
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Catholic intermediator and humanitarian ‘hero’: Umberto Zanotti 
Bianco’s mission in Russia

In May 1922, at the same time as Wolf met in Geneva with the Advisory 
Committee of the High Commissioner for Russian Refugees, Zanotti 
Bianco set out from Italy for Russia. The problems addressed by Wolf – 
refugee flows, famine and restrictions on departure and admission – formed 
the background to his humanitarian mission, which lasted until the end of 
August 1922. Zanotti Bianco, who was to become president of the Italian 
Red Cross in 1944, made the journey as plenipotentiary of the Italian 
Committee for the Relief of Russian Children, a section of the Comité 
International de Secours aux enfants affamés (International Committee for 
the Relief of Starving Children), an organ of the League of Nations. During 
the interwar period, international humanitarianism began to focus increas-
ingly on children.39

Besides Zanotti Bianco’s almost militant fervour towards humanitarian 
action, his mission to Russia was undoubtedly also motivated by a passion-
ate interest in Russian culture. The appeal to the ‘good-minded peoples’ 
to aid Russia in July 1921 by the writer Maxim Gorki, a friend of Zanotti 
Bianco’s, must have stimulated the latter’s personal ambition to play a 
leading role as a humanitarian actor in a part of the world that fascinated 
him, now worn out by war and famine. As a committed Catholic with close 
relations to the Vatican, religious or rather missionary reasons notably con-
tributed to Zanotti Bianco’s intention to engage with Russian relief work in 
the overall battle of the Catholic Church against atheist Bolshevism.40

As in Wolf’s case, migration had considerably influenced Zanotti Bianco’s 
family’s history, albeit for very different reasons. He was born in 1889 in 
Chania on the island of Crete, which then belonged to the Ottoman Empire. 
His father was the Piedmontese diplomat Gustavo Zanotti Bianco, at that 
time Italian consul in the Aegean island; his mother, the noblewoman 
Henriette-Marguerite Tulin, had English, Scottish and Swedish ancestry. 
Continuing his father’s family tradition, Umberto received a Catholic-
humanist education at the Reale Collegio Carlo Alberto di Moncalieri in 
Piedmont. Subsequently, he studied law at the university of Turin, where he 
graduated in 1911.41

The striking desire to act and demonstrate physical strength that char-
acterize Zanotti Bianco’s biography as a young man might have been 
a reaction against the religious rigour and focus on study he had been 
subjected to from an early age. Well-to-do, idealistic and adventurous, only 
a few weeks after the earthquake that had destroyed Messina in December 
1908, the nineteen-year-old travelled to Sicily in order to participate in 
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the relief efforts.42 Zanotti Bianco’s experience in Messina proved to 
be decisive for his continuing interest in humanitarian action as well as 
for his lifelong affinity to the Italian south. In 1910, he co-founded the 
Associazione nazionale per gli interessi del Mezzogiorno d’Italia (ANIMI, 
National Association for the Interests of Southern Italy), aiming at the 
economic, educational and cultural development of the ‘Mezzogiorno’ 
(southern Italy), whose practices he later tried, in vain, to apply to the post-
revolutionary Russian context. His participation in the First World War 
was undoubtedly inspired by his friend Salvemini’s ideal of a ‘democratic 
interventionism’, which the diplomat’s son, sixteen years younger, presum-
ably also associated with masculinity and heroism.43

His militant idealism outlived the war. In June 1922, when Zanotti 
Bianco set out for Russia, Europe was far away from peace, with Italy’s 
fascist course foreshadowing the development of new hostilities. Having 
just recovered from a serious war injury, he apparently felt the need to 
act again. Following Gorki’s appeal, several non-governmental relief 
organizations, in particular the ARA led by Herbert Hoover, had decided to 
organize an extensive humanitarian mission in Russia. The fight against the 
‘red threat’ in Europe fused with humanitarian, diplomatic and economic 
aims.44 Hoover’s programme formed part of the already mentioned inter-
nationalist policy by the US, intended to speed up European reconstruction. 
Apart from the ARA, the International Committee for Russian Relief, had 
been set up during a conference in Geneva in August 1921, naming as its 
high commissioner Fridtjof Nansen.45

The Italian Committee for the Relief of Russian Children acted within 
the context of these major organizational relief efforts. In a time of violent 
political polarization in Italy, anti-Bolshevism was at the base of its activities. 
As an aristocratic liberal Catholic with connections to the Vatican and dip-
lomatic expertise, Zanotti Bianco was to represent the Italian relief efforts in 
Russia. His concrete task was to explore the possibilities of creating agricul-
tural colonies, soup kitchens and kindergartens in the areas of the Crimea, 
Ukraine and Lower Volga that were hardest hit by the famine.46

Both Zanotti Bianco’s detailed travel diary and letters that he wrote from 
Russia to his Italian friends and colleagues have survived.47 There are two 
moments that stand out in these writings: first, the immediate proximity to 
starving and dying children, whose desolate condition reflected both the 
refugee problem and Russia’s economic misery; and second, the description 
of the closely intertwined networks of representatives of European and US 
aid organizations, which point at the existence of an international humani-
tarian community during the first postwar period.

Zanotti Bianco specifically sought contacts with the local population. In 
his broken Russian and with the help of local interpreters, he spoke with 
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men, women and children he met at harbours, train stations, orphanages 
and hospitals. He recorded in his diary conversations and the individual 
fates of refugees, the politically persecuted and the homeless. In July 1922, 
on the journey from Moscow to the country’s interior, Zanotti Bianco 
saw the first large group of refugees and wrote in his diary: ‘We go down 
to the Volga. A few refugee families are camped on the sandy area. I see 
behind a boat a man who is so exhausted that he cannot even move. From 
the steamers that arrive every now and then other beggars descend with 
their cargo of misery.’48 Illness and death are described rather plainly and 
without sentimentality, but often with palpable inner commitment. In 
August 1922, Zanotti Bianco visited a home for mothers and children in 
Yalta and wrote in his diary: ‘On a table I see a small human form covered 
with a veil, which I lift. It is a little girl with blue eyes, who died a short time 
before, so alone, without flowers.’49

Moments of genuine involvement with the misery he witnessed alternate 
with descriptions that clearly show paternalistic elements, especially when 
he gives small handouts to children,50 or when he writes that ‘the shock 
which we Europeans experience is mostly of an aesthetic nature … The 
[refugee] women are all dressed miserably … Many of them have cut 
their hair [and] shaved [their heads] because of the typhus, or in order to 
maintain the cleanliness which is difficult here!’51

Despite his numerous encounters with locals, Zanotti Bianco stayed on 
the observing side. He did not create long-lasting relationships with the 
local population but ultimately remained within his own privileged sphere 
of middle- and upper-class humanitarians. His diary bears witness to lively 
contacts with representatives of humanitarian organizations, journalists, 
doctors, nurses and social workers. He communicated and spent leisure 
time with Italians, Swiss, French, English and Americans; there were 
meetings with representatives of the ICRC and the ‘Nansen Mission’, with 
whom Zanotti Bianco discussed the need for ‘enduring’ projects besides 
emergency relief.52 Considering the relevance of the American Friends 
Service Committee (AFSC) in Russian relief work, it is striking that the 
Italian Catholic apparently did not establish relationships with Quaker 
activists. Neither did he write about encounters with members of the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) or smaller Jewish aid 
organizations. In fact, he participated most of all in international Catholic 
circles who were closely in touch with the ARA. This also explains his 
distance towards the AFSC, whose relationships with Hoover were often 
tense and conflictual.53

Interestingly, while the Jewish diplomat Wolf acted at the intersec-
tion of Jewish/non-Jewish expert networks between Geneva, Russia, Italy 
and Palestine, Zanotti Bianco assumed a significant function as mediator 
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between European and US Catholic groups. There were regular meetings 
with members of the ARA, collaborators of the ‘missione cattolica’ and 
individual American humanitarians who, according to Zanotti Bianco, 
collected funds for Russian relief among Catholics both in the US and in 
Europe.54 In August 1922, he went to speak with the American section 
of the ‘missione pontefica’ in Moscow and met with representatives of 
the ARA.55 Zanotti Bianco’s connections to Catholic protagonists and 
Vatican circles were important prerequisites for his role as an unofficial 
mediator on the part of the Catholic Church, which supported Hoover’s 
intention to ‘stem the tide of bolshevism’.56 At the same time, he was aware 
of the increasing tensions between ARA and Soviet circles. According to 
Zanotti Bianco, the American organization and its representatives became 
increasingly unpopular in Soviet circles, not least because of its close ties to 
Catholic groups and the Vatican, sealed by personal agreements between 
Pope Pius XI and Hoover in Washington.57

From summer 1922 onwards, the situation in the famine areas began to 
improve. The Soviet government increasingly distanced itself from foreign 
aid efforts and, beginning in 1923, rejected them outright as interference 
in the country’s internal affairs. The last representatives of the ARA left 
Russia in September 1922. Almost at the same time, towards the end of 
August, Zanotti Bianco returned to Italy. By then, Italian–Russian relations 
had come to a standstill because of the unstoppable advance of fascism; 
only a few weeks later, Mussolini was to enact his march on Rome. Zanotti 
Bianco’s intention to open an agricultural colony for migrating orphans in 
Crimea, based on projects of the ANIMI in southern Italy, failed due to 
the opposition of the Soviet government. His idealistic effort not to leave 
post-revolutionary Russia to its own devices was ultimately rejected by the 
recipients of the aid themselves.

Humanitarianism as a pacifist project: Rosa Genoni between 
transnational participation and fascist oppression

The Russian context became a central field of humanitarian action and 
experimentation not only for diplomats such as Wolf and philanthropists 
such as Zanotti Bianco. Women from Europe and the US – intellectuals, 
women’s rights activists, social workers and doctors – played as a crucial 
role in Russian relief as in the development of transnational humanitari-
anism during the interwar period in general.58 However, the relevance of 
women in the professionalization of humanitarian aid, the creation of 
transnational aid networks and the transfer of knowledge and practices 
have received increasing attention only within the last two decades.59 
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Women  who participated as feminists in humanitarian networks and 
organizations consciously challenged stereotyped notions of male heroism 
and female care. The image of aid workers as ‘loving angels’ and ‘caring 
mothers’ differed considerably from the self-image of female actors such 
as Genoni, whose humanitarian commitment went hand in hand with the 
claim for political and social equality for women. This does not mean, 
however, that all women who were active in humanitarian organizations 
during the interwar period defined themselves as feminists.60

Genoni consciously combined feminist with pacifist and humanitarian 
goals in her activities. As in Wolf’s and Zanotti Bianco’s cases, the reasons 
for her social, political and cultural engagement can be traced in her trans-
national biography. Born in 1867 as the eldest of eighteen children in a 
working-class family in the Lombard province of Sondrio, she moved to 
Milan when she was only ten years old in order to work as a seamstress and 
financially support the family. At a young age, Genoni joined the Milanese 
workers’ associations and came into contact with the socialist-influenced 
feminism around Anna Kuliscioff, a prominent pioneer of Russian-Jewish 
origin. Her networks also included Jewish members of the socialist-
leaning women’s organization Unione Femminile Nazionale, which had 
close connections to the Jewish community in Milan. In this way, Genoni 
became familiar with Jewish secular and religious identities that influenced 
humanitarian projects in the contemporary women’s movement. It was the 
beginning of the young activist’s political and social commitment that was 
inseparably linked to her interest in the contemporary peace movement. 
In 1884, she was sent as a representative of the Italian workers’ party to 
an international congress in Paris; eventually, she remained in the French 
capital for several years, established political contacts and made a career as 
a fashion designer.61 The Italian police observed Genoni as a supporter of 
so-called anarchist-socialist groups, due to her proximity to contemporary 
socialism and international political networks.62

Unlike many middle-class actors of the women’s movement who, together 
with contemporaries such as Zanotti Bianco, followed the interventionist 
course, Genoni did not experience the beginning of the First World War 
with national euphoria and irredentist ambitions. The originally close con-
nection of the Italian women’s movement with European pacifism collapsed 
under the impact of the global conflict. In contrast, Genoni decidedly 
adhered to the remaining pacifist minority.63

The feminist’s international breakthrough occurred in April 1915, when 
she represented Italian women at the Women’s Peace Conference in The 
Hague, one month before Italy entered the war.64 The WILPF emerged at 
the end of the conflict from the international contacts established in 1915. 
Its representatives, including Genoni for Italy, maintained close ties with 
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the League of Nations, moving its headquarters to Geneva. Even if the 
WILPF promoted itself as a secular institution, religious influences did play 
a role within its membership, given the high number of Quakers and Jewish 
collaborators. The WILPF shared interests with legal experts in the Swiss 
city such as Wolf, being concerned with minority rights and the problem 
of refugees. As Silvia Salvatici has pointed out, one important impulse for 
the emerging ‘humanitarian system’ in the first postwar period came from 
the building of international women’s associations which shared the inter-
nationalist spirit of the League of Nations and wished to contribute to its 
programmes.65

Like many members of the WILPF, Genoni immediately committed 
herself to the humanitarian campaign for Russia when the famine broke 
out in 1921. Due to her extensive international network, she was well 
informed about the disaster. Unable to make the long journey to Russia 
in order to help in situ, the socialist dedicated herself especially to public 
relations and intellectual humanitarian work, seeking to draw the attention 
of Italian society to the problem of homeless Russian orphans and starving 
children.66 Genoni became active in the context of the Committee for the 
Relief of Russian Children, albeit from an altogether different social and 
political viewpoint than one of its main representatives, Umberto Zanotti 
Bianco. In a time of violent political polarization in Italy, anti-Bolshevism 
formed the base of the committee’s activities. Significantly, its secretary and 
treasurer was the noblewoman Maria Pignatelli di Cerchiara (1894–1968), 
who had close contacts in fascist circles.67 Genoni was in fact politically and 
socially distant from the majority of the committee’s membership, while 
at the same time she made conscious use of the public space offered by 
the internationally visible organization. Thus, she disseminated the visual 
and written material the committee produced in order to raise awareness 
of the emergency in Russia among her own kindred spirits. The period of 
the Russian famine was characterized by the systematic use of photographs 
and motion pictures for fundraising campaigns, in accordance with the 
overall increasing presence of imagery of the ‘distant suffering’ as well 
as technological innovations.68 Genoni was among the distributors of a 
brochure with which the Italian aid committee for Russian children asked 
for donations. It included photographs of children who were emaciated to 
the bones and dead children ‘found in the streets’, whose bodies looked 
like skeletons. Another photograph showed a mountain of emaciated dead 
bodies near the cemetery of Buzuluk in the Volga region. The images were 
taken by volunteers of the Italian aid mission in the province of Saratov.69

Another document Genoni preserved and circulated was a leaflet which 
bore the title ‘The intellectuals for the Russians’; it included parts of a 
speech dated September 1921 by Fridtjof Nansen, translated into Italian, 
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in which the high commissioner called for an ‘international effort’ and 
appealed to human solidarity.70

For the socialist Genoni, humanitarian aid was bound to the ideal of an 
all-inclusive community and equal relationships between human beings, 
alluding to concepts of the Enlightenment. Unlike Zanotti Bianco, whose 
connections to the Vatican enabled him to remain active in humanitarian 
work at least until 1925 when he signed the ‘Manifesto of the antifascist 
intellectuals’, Genoni’s activities were immediately endangered by the 
strengthening fascist movement. Russian relief work was the last humani-
tarian project she was openly able to join. In a speech that she wrote 
for an intended conference of the WILPF in November 1922, only a few 
weeks after Mussolini’s march on Rome, she emphasized with a warning 
undertone that the ideal of ‘universal brotherhood’, dating back to the 
French Revolution, had once again moved to an unreachable distance from 
Europe and the entire world.71

It was Genoni’s last appearance before an international audience. A 
socialist and feminist with extensive international connections, she became 
the enemy par excellence of fascism. The contacts between the Italian 
section and the Geneva headquarters of the WILPF broke off around 1927. 
In November 1926, Mussolini not only dissolved all associations and 
parties of the opposition but also created a secret police to combat antifas-
cist groups, which were no longer able to survive even underground. Instead 
of emigrating, Genoni chose internal exile. The political police’s surveil-
lance put a definite end to her humanitarian work that she had always 
combined with a strong feminist identity and pacifist commitment.

Conclusion: a history of conflicts, shortcomings and failures

The three case studies I have focused on clearly reflect the importance of 
the Italian postwar context regarding Jewish refugees, the Catholic Church 
and the implications of early fascism on humanitarian action. Within 
relief for post-revolutionary Russia, the activities of the Jewish diplomat 
Wolf, the Catholic philanthropist Zanotti Bianco and the secular socialist 
feminist Genoni met in different ways, and presumably there were also 
personal encounters that occurred in respective organizational frameworks. 
As also becomes evident in other chapters in this volume, Western (in this 
case Italian) humanitarian responses were developed, framed and tested in 
Eastern Europe, here postwar Russia, which turned into a disaster space 
struck by famine and characterized by weak sovereignty.

Transnational biographies and migration, albeit under very different 
social conditions, characterize the actors in question. The biographical 



226	 Transnational humanitarianism

approach allows us to reveal and perceive their practical and intellectual 
mobility between countries, social groups, ideas and institutions. In a time 
when new nation-states emerged from the ruins of the old empires, crossing 
borders – real and imaginary ones – represented a central part of the protag-
onists’ existence. Thus, the humanitarians’ biographies examined here point 
to a crucial aspect of the developing contemporary humanitarian system: 
aid activities did not remain confined to national communities but tran-
scended borders, continuing a process that had started long before the war 
and steadily increased in the course of the global conflict. As we have seen, 
the protagonists consciously tried to transfer relief projects, humanitarian 
ideas and practices from their home countries to distant places, here post-
revolutionary Russia, albeit with varied outcomes.72 Regarding Genoni’s 
case, Russian relief took place beyond on-site activities, based on intellec-
tual engagement and public relation activities carried out in and from Italy, 
but always within far-reaching and border-crossing networks. Significantly, 
the protagonists’ work, their connections and intersections, showed a close 
interaction between transnational, national and local levels of aid.

Individual experiences became key motives for their humanitarian efforts 
based on diverse political and social ideas and practices that did not lack 
paternalistic elements and tendencies towards heroic self-constructions. 
The findings of this chapter challenge conventional interpretations of 
humanitarians as welfare workers and volunteers, and contest stereo-
typed reasons for humanitarian engagement by considering national 
interests, international complexities and personal ambitions, and also 
legal-humanitarian efforts as in Wolf’s approach and egalitarian ideas as 
in Genoni’s pacifist humanitarianism. What is more, the analysis points 
to the ongoing relevance of religious affiliations within postwar humani-
tarian actors and networks. Wolf’s commitment to the rights of Jewish 
minorities was significantly influenced by his religious Jewish identity, 
and even the Zionists Leone and Felice Ravenna emphasized the need 
for religious belongings. Zanotti Bianco, on the other hand, due to his 
upper-class Catholic background and connections to the Vatican, acted 
at the centre of global Catholic networks whose missionary and political 
intentions towards Soviet Russia fused with the anti-Bolshevist interests 
of organizations such as Hoover’s ARA. Hence, these religious-political 
motivations also reflected the role humanitarianism began to play between 
the developing political blocs in interwar Europe, leading to the enforced 
exit of the ARA from Russia just a few weeks before the foundation of the 
Soviet Union. As to non-Catholic religious influences, even Genoni’s intel-
lectual humanitarianism towards Russia did not take place in an entirely 
secular space but in the proximity of epistemic communities that were 
considerably shaped by Quakers and Jewish actors.
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All three cases studied here are stories of conflicts, shortcomings and 
failures. Whereas Wolf did not succeed in his legal-humanitarian efforts to 
improve the situation of Russian-Jewish refugees due to juridical inefficien-
cies of the League of Nations, as well as restricted immigration policies in 
Europe and overseas, Zanotti Bianco had to cope with the rejection of his 
aid supply by the Soviet government. Genoni’s humanitarian activities were 
increasingly restricted and eventually blocked by the fascist dictatorship. 
The emerging tensions between humanitarian intentions, political aims and 
legal frameworks that can be traced in Wolf’s, Zanotti Bianco’s and Genoni’s 
different forms of engagement for post-revolutionary Russia reveal the frag-
mented character of humanitarian action during the interwar period. As 
a matter of fact, international humanitarian institutions depended on the 
decisions of governments, policymakers, diplomats and militaries. Pursuing 
political and religious self-interests, as became obvious in the relations 
between ARA and Vatican circles, the efforts of humanitarian agencies and 
actors remained short lived and temporary. There was no powerful secular 
international humanitarian regime that could prevent misery and hostilities. 
When, with the establishment of the first fascist dictatorship, disaster began 
to spread over Europe again, Rosa Genoni wrote that it was European 
societies on whom ‘depended the possibility of peace and of war … The 
[Women’s International] League [for Peace and Freedom] makes … a warm 
appeal [so that] people collaborate towards the creation of an international 
life according to human dignity.’73
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Religious humanitarianism: the World 
Council of Churches for refugees in Austria 

in 1956 and 1968 

Sarah Knoll

‘It is crucial that all aid is an expression of the brotherly love and respon-
sibility that lives in the great wide world of Protestantism.’ With these 
words, the Lutheran pastor Georg Traar, head of the Austrian Protestant 
relief organization Hilfswerk, praised the spirit of the relief operations 
of the Protestant churches for Hungarians who fled the Soviet invasion 
in 1956.1 Traar especially highlighted international cooperation between 
churches and ecumenical associations as crucial for organizing the support 
mission. A central pillar of these joint relief efforts was the World Council 
of Churches (WCC), a global Christian federation founded in Amsterdam 
in 1948. Understood primarily as an organization to create and support 
Christian unity, its member churches and associations also cooperated in 
‘matters which require common statements and actions’.2 One of these 
common actions was running international relief operations for people 
in need, for example refugees or victims of military conflicts. To support 
refugees, the WCC ran a separate department, the Division of Inter-Church 
Aid and Service of Refugees. In this sense, the WCC functioned not only as 
a spiritual community but also as a humanitarian actor.

As part of its humanitarian efforts for refugees, the WCC was 
active in Austria in aiding Hungarians who fled the Soviet suppression 
of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and Czechoslovaks who arrived after 
the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. In the context of 
the Cold War, both events were highly politicized and international relief 
missions were carried out in Austria in support of the refugees.3 As part 
of these international relief missions, the WCC coordinated emergency 
aid in cooperation with local partners, worked as a ‘migration manager’ 
to organize onward travel from Austria to the Western world and took 
care of the spiritual well-being of the refugees.4 To analyse the WCC as 
a humanitarian actor, this chapter looks at the assistance provided by 
the WCC to Hungarian refugees in 1956–7 and Czechoslovak refugees 
in 1968–9. The main research questions are as follows. First, how did the 
work of the WCC fit into the international relief operations for Hungarians 
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and Czechoslovaks in Austria? Second, how did the political dichotomy of 
the Cold War and changes in the international refugee politics influence the 
relief operations of the WCC? And third, how did the WCC’s relief mission 
relate to the interests of the Austrian state in helping refugees?

The chapter uses the approaches of Johannes Paulmann, Michael Barnett 
and Janice Gross Stein concerning the entanglement of humanitarian aid 
and religious missionary work. As they argue, religious discourses and 
organizations were crucial to establishing the concept of humanitarianism 
in the nineteenth century.5 However, since then religious organizations 
have also tried to downplay their interest in spreading religious beliefs by 
focusing on ‘improving the lives of people’. This became especially crucial, 
as Michael Barnett and Janice Gross Stein argue, after the Second World 
War, when Western governments became the key funders of humanitarian 
aid and started to prefer secular organizations such as CARE. To remain 
a part of the international relief system, faith-based organizations began to 
work together with secular organizations and used secularized international 
legal principles to achieve their goals.6 Yet religion was still a major part 
of their humanitarian work, as it was for the WCC. As Jakob Schönhagen 
pointed out, Christian charity was an important aspect of the WCC’s 
support for refugees. In the 1950s, the WCC argued that refugees lacked a 
physical and spiritual home, which was damaging to their Christian faith.7 
This argument gave refugee assistance a spiritual and missionary character, 
even though it was oriented towards the interests of a supposedly secular-
ized international community. In this way, religious and non-religious 
approaches to humanitarian aid became intertwined, forming a religious 
humanitarianism that sought to promote religious beliefs through secu-
larized humanitarian aid programmes. The WCC’s aid programmes for 
Hungarian and Czechoslovakian refugees in Austria are representative 
of this approach. The support was part of international relief missions, 
and the WCC worked with secular partners such as the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the Intergovernmental 
Committee for European Migration (ICEM) and the government of the 
United States of America. Nevertheless, religious support was seen as an 
important contribution to improving the lives of refugees.

Moreover, the WCC’s relief missions were carried out in a highly 
political environment, influenced by the geopolitical dynamics of the Cold 
War, the focus of international refugee policy and the political interests 
of the Austrian government and the WCC’s member churches. Therefore, 
this chapter understands the WCC’s religious humanitarianism also as a 
political activity. The chapter thus sheds light on the inherent connection 
between political interests, religious beliefs and humanitarian assistance, 
and expands our understanding of how humanitarian assistance to refugees 
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in East Central Europe functioned at the intersection of international aid 
and political change. It follows the approach of Joël Glasman, who argues 
that helping people in need is always a political task that also has an impact 
on the region where the help is given, even if international organizations 
try to present themselves as ‘floating institutions’ that act neutrally, impar-
tially and universally.8 In the case studies analysed, the WCC’s assistance 
strengthened, in particular, Austria’s refugee policy, which during the Cold 
War primarily focused on the resettlement of refugees outside of Austria.9

In looking at the WCC as a religious humanitarian actor, the chapter 
expands the existing literature about the organization. While research on 
the WCC has long focused on the its fight for religious freedom and human 
rights,10 its programmes against racism,11 its relationship with socialism 
and ideas from the revolutionary left, the process of decolonization12 and 
globalization during the 1960s and 1970s,13 this chapter puts the WCC’s 
work for refugees in the spotlight.14

The analysis is based primarily on files from the archive of the WCC 
located at the organization’s headquarters in Geneva. Furthermore, the 
study includes files from the Austrian State Archive, the National Archives 
of the US and the archive of the UNHCR. This multi-perspective approach 
is necessary to connect the efforts of the WCC for Hungarian and 
Czechoslovak refugees with the global humanitarian refugee relief missions 
and Austrian refugee policy in the Cold War.

Taking care of Hungarian ‘freedom fighters’ in 1956

The Hungarian refugee crisis in 1956 was the first to reach Austria after the 
country had regained state sovereignty following ten years of Allied occu-
pation at the end of the Second World War. On 15 May 1955, the Allied 
powers signed the State Treaty with Austria. One condition of the negotia-
tions to reinstate an independent Austria was the acceptance of neutrality 
through the parliament on 26 October 1955.15 Nevertheless, Austrian 
politicians perceived the country as part of the West. Hungary, like the 
eastern parts of Austria, had been occupied by the Soviet Union after the 
Second World War. But in contrast to Austria, Hungary was transformed 
into a people’s republic under the repressive rule of the Communist Party. 
In autumn 1956, inspired by the workers’ uprising in Poland of June that 
same year, demonstrations in Hungary called for an end to one-party rule 
and the introduction of democracy. On 23 October 1956, the protests 
culminated in a revolution against the Communist Party in nearly all parts 
of the country. However, starting on 4 November 1956, the Hungarian 
Revolution was bloodily crushed by the Soviet army.16 What followed was 
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a refugee movement in which about 200,000 Hungarians left the country. 
Around 180,000 of them arrived in Austria, triggering a humanitarian 
crisis.17

As soon as news of the Soviet invasion reached the Austrian capital, 
Vienna, on 4 November 1956, the Austrian government under Julius Raab 
(Austrian People’s Party) called on the assistance of the UNHCR and the 
ICEM to draw attention to the unfolding emergency in the country. The 
government requested financial assistance and support to organize the reset-
tlement of the refugees outside of Austria.18 From the outset, the Austrian 
government hoped for rapid and extensive international support so that the 
refugees would not remain in the country too long.19 As the government 
hoped, support reached Austria quickly. Not only did the UNHCR and the 
ICEM get to work in Austria as soon as news of the emergency in Hungary 
and Austria spread around the world but other organizations with different 
religious, secular or humanitarian backgrounds – such as the Red Cross, 
the National Catholic Welfare Conference, the American Joint Distribution 
Committee and the WCC – got involved.20

Right from the beginning, Arthur Foster, a senior representative of 
the WCC’s Service for Refugees in Austria, started to plan the WCC’s 
involvement in Austria and assured the Austrian government of their full 
cooperation with all available resources in terms of transport, food and 
clothing.21 Because the WCC had already been active in Austria supporting 
displaced persons and organizing their migration after the Second World 
War, it was able to draw on existing established working structures in the 
country.22 Official approval from headquarters for the aid mission was 
given at a meeting in Geneva on 5 and 6 November 1956.23 To allocate 
resources more efficiently, the WCC established a temporary joint office 
with the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), a worldwide association of 
Lutheran churches. They called this initiative the Hungarian Emergency 
Relief Program (HERP).24 The main task of HERP was to coordinate both 
the emergency and long-term help for Hungarians provided by Protestant 
churches and Protestant relief organizations in Austria and Hungary. 
HERP established a division of labour between the international and 
local partners involved. The WCC and LWF were in charge of financing 
the relief efforts and supported the international resettlement operations 
for Hungarians.25 The WCC especially saw resettlement services as its 
main task due to its ‘long experience […] in the field of migration’ and its 
worldwide church networks.26 Helping Hungarians in Austria was the task 
of the local Protestant churches and the local relief organization Hilfswerk, 
which was chosen by the WCC as the main local partner organization to 
support Hungarian refugees.27 Hilfswerk was a Protestant relief organiza-
tion initially established in 1946 to support the Austrian population with 
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emergency aid and the reconstruction after the Second World War.28 Like 
the WCC, Hilfswerk also drew on the experiences it had gained during 
relief operations following the Second World War, and it began to provide 
assistance to refugees at the Austrian–Hungarian border. Hilfswerk set 
up reception camps and distributed supplies, including clothing and 
welcome kits.29 The welcome kits were sponsored by the United States 
Escape Program, a highly political programme launched in 1952 by then 
US President Harry S. Truman. It was designed to provide people who had 
escaped from Soviet-controlled countries with the basic requirements for 
getting started in the Western world.30

The substantial assistance made it necessary to establish overall coor-
dination for managing the international emergency relief mission for 
Hungarian refugees. Since money and supplies mainly came in from 
abroad, their distribution became a matter of international importance. On 
9 November 1956, the General Assembly of the United Nations instructed 
the UNHCR to function as the ‘lead agency’. The UNHCR’s task was to 
establish an efficient structure to link up the aid measures provided by the 
different relief agencies, the Austrian government and the international 
community.31 To this end, the UNHCR set up a coordinating group and 
introduced the following division of labour: the UNHCR assumed overall 
coordination and was responsible for the legal protection of the rights 
of the refugees; the ICEM oversaw registration and the organization of 
resettlement; and the League of the Red Cross Societies, with whom the 
Austrian government reached agreements to operate in the country starting 
on 7 November 1956,32 took care of the refugees on the ground in Austria 
and provided support such as food, first aid and accommodation. All the 
other organizations that wanted to support Hungarians were asked to 
provide as many resources – financial, material and staffing – as possible 
and to work together with the three main organizations: UNHCR, ICEM 
and Red Cross.33 This request also applied to the WCC and its partners, 
Hilfswerk and the LWF. They accepted the conditions and became part of 
the extensive international mission in support of Hungarians, working side 
by side with different secular and religious organizations. And in fact, the 
WCC had already hoped the UNHCR would assume overall responsibil-
ity for coordinating the work of voluntary agencies. From the outset, the 
WCC wanted to cooperate with the different organizations involved and 
underlined the positive collaboration.34

That international aid was so extensive was due to the fact that the 
refugee movement, like the Hungarian upspring before it, was the subject 
of international media coverage and the focus of political interest, and 
therefore also the focus of support for relief organizations – an advantage 
the WCC too wanted to use to position itself as a trustworthy humanitarian 
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actor in the global refugee regime.35 The Hungarians fleeing Communist 
rule were perceived as ‘freedom fighters’ and generated a high level of inter-
national attention. The pictures and reports of the Hungarians revolting 
were carried all over the world via newspapers, radio reports and television, 
rousing sympathy and triggering anti-Communist attitudes and solidar-
ity in the West.36 The Hungarian refugee crisis fitted almost perfectly into 
the political dichotomy of the Cold War. On the one hand, the enemy 
communism; on the other hand, the brave ‘freedom fighters’ who were 
fighting against the ‘red’ oppressor. Particularly in the 1940s and 1950s, 
people fleeing Communist-ruled countries were regarded as demonstrating 
the superiority of the West and as a sign of the failure of communism.37 
The relief mission was, therefore, a highly political task, with the goal of 
causing actual damage to Communist-ruled countries. The main strategy 
to fulfil this goal was resettlement. During the 1950s, the West perceived 
the relocation of workers as a means of destabilizing the Soviet Union and 
its allies through a shortage of skilled workers.38 In the case of Hungary in 
1956, this strategy was successful, since most of those who left Hungary 
after the Soviet invasion were young, skilled workers, thus contributing to a 
major brain drain.39 The beneficiary of this strategy was the West itself; at a 
time of an economic boom after the Second World War, many countries 
were in need of skilled workers.40

The dominance of a Western perspective was also visible in the WCC’s 
relief mission. From late November 1956 to late April 1957, Protestant 
churches donated a total of $556,416 in response to an appeal by the 
WCC in November 1956 for immediate relief and long-term welfare for 
the Hungarians affected, which especially covered resettlement measures, 
and the reconstruction of churches in Hungary. Most of this money came 
from churches in the West, especially from the US ($135,916), Canada 
($145,755) and Great Britain ($142,823).41

Furthermore, the West – and especially the government of the US – feared 
a destabilizing effect on Austria and its newly established independence and 
democracy if the refugees stayed in the country too long.42 These fears were 
encouraged by the Austrian government itself, which wanted to force the 
international community to offer more resettlement opportunities to send 
the refugees on their way to other destinations as quickly as possible.43 
The swift resettlement from Austria to other Western countries was seen 
by Austria and the US as a way to stabilize the region and as a solution 
to solve accommodation problems. Support for this argument came from 
relief organizations, first and foremost from the WCC. In an operation 
report compiled at the request of Richard Nixon, then vice-president of 
the US, the WCC argued that more than 60,000 refugees in Austria would 
‘quickly create security problems’ and that Austria was ‘incapable of 
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absorbing very many of the foreign speaking refugees seeking and receiving 
asylum here’. The WCC therefore called for a ‘bold and large-scale’ plan 
to provide immediate help to Austria. The preferred solution focused on 
the rapid movement of the refugees to countries in ‘Western Europe’ and 
overseas.44 In this way, the WCC worked in the line with Austria interests 
and backed the countries’ transit policies, which became established during 
the Hungarian refugee crisis.45 Moreover, the organization promoted an 
approach to supporting refugees which was highly influenced by Cold War 
politics and US foreign policy interests.

However, the WCC was not the only relief organization calling for reset-
tlement as the best solution to the Hungarian refugee crisis. Rather, the 
WCC again followed a global trend. From the beginning, the UNHCR, as 
the main coordinator of the international relief operation, promoted onward 
travel as the most effective measure for supporting both the Hungarians 
and Austria.46 The relief organizations also acted in accordance with the 
wishes of the Hungarian refugees. According to the Austrian Ministry of 
the Interior, approximately 90 per cent of all Hungarian refugees registered 
in Austria did not want to stay there but wanted to emigrate, especially to 
the US.47 Organizing overseas emigration became one of the main tasks of 
the WCC and the LWF, and the WCC and the US made arrangements for 
coordinated migration to the US as part of the US resettlement programme 
for Hungarian refugees.48 The WCC’s approach was holistic. Like other 
organizations in the field, it supported the refugees from their initial registra-
tion in refugee camps in Austria, through their necessary medical tests, and 
up to the start of their new lives, for example in American communities, 
in cooperation with local churches.49 From November 1956 to the end of 
April 1957, the WCC and the LWF supported about 26,000 people through 
the emigration process as part of the large-scale resettlement mission,50 an 
achievement of which the WCC was quite proud.51 The WCC saw it as proof 
of the strength of the connections between the churches within the WCC 
that they were able to transit refugees to nearly every corner of the Western 
world, where they continued to receive aid from the local churches.52 For 
those who did not find an opportunity to emigrate and stayed in Austria, the 
WCC – working on behalf of the UNHCR – also co-financed integration 
programmes such as housing initiatives, the establishment of schools, voca-
tional training, language courses and scholarships for students.53

But working in the interests of the Austrian government did not stop at 
the organization of resettlement and integration opportunities. In November 
1956, the Austrian government made an appeal to all relief organizations 
active in Austria to provide cultural and spiritual care to counter boredom in 
the refugee camps.54 The WCC sprang into action, to show the Protestants 
and Orthodox refugees the ‘love of God’ and give them ‘spiritual stability’. 



240	 Transnational humanitarianism

Organizing pastoral care was, then, a highly important task.55 Since the 
Protestant church in Austria was small and had insufficient staff, volunteers 
or pastors available – a situation explained by the fact that Austria is first 
and foremost a Catholic country – the Hilfswerk, WCC’s local partner, 
had to be creative when it came to providing religious support. It started to 
rely on so-called flying teams, which travelled between the refugee camps 
and refugees’ private accommodation. Up until 30 June 1957, a total of 
six flying teams were active in Austria and supervised around 20,000 
refugees in fifteen camps and private accommodation locations.56 To 
enter the refugee camps, it was necessary to acquire permission from the 
Austrian authorities or the Red Cross, which was responsible for most of 
the refugee camps in Austria on behalf of the Austrian government.57 The 
teams, especially the Hungarian-speaking pastors and theological students, 
organized Bible classes, Sunday services and Christmas celebrations, as well 
as helping with small amounts of money, supplementary food for children 
and medical support. On behalf of the WCC, the flying teams, moreover, 
promoted opportunities to emigrate as a way of overcoming the frustra-
tion of living in a refugee camp, as the pastors involved pointed out.58 The 
pastors emphasized that if the refugees had to wait too long in the camps, 
this would make them start to doubt Western help, and if they then decided 
they wanted to return to Hungary, this would cast that support in a bad 
light. These measures carried out on the ground by these Protestant organi-
zations not only chimed with contemporary anti-Communist discourse 
but also became its multipliers. The anti-Communist attitude of the relief 
mission was therefore not just part of the resettlement programmes but also 
part of the daily work in the camps.59

During the Hungarian refugee crisis, the WCC integrated itself fully 
into a highly political, Western-dominated relief mission, whose goal was 
to stabilize Austria by organizing as many resettlement opportunities as 
possible and destabilizing a part of the ‘Eastern Bloc’ with a lack of skilled 
workers. The WCC supported this political task by organizing resettlement, 
especially to the US. In doing so, it worked in line with the Austrian gov-
ernment, who perceived the onward travel of the refugees as the best way 
to solve the Hungarian refugee crisis in the country and thereby strength-
ened Austria’s newly established refugee politics of transit. Nevertheless, 
the WCC used its religious networks to support the rehabilitation of the 
refugees in their new homes and put pastoral care at the centre of their local 
support. Still, religion was seen by the WCC and its member churches as 
an important way to improve the lives of people. Yet the spread of religion 
worked in cooperation with secularized partners and as part of a global 
relief mission.
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Supporting Czechoslovak citizens in 1968

In the summer of 1968, Austria was again confronted with a humanitarian 
challenge. This time, it was the invasion of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact 
forces on 21 August 1968 to suppress the political reform project of the 
Prague Spring that caused hundreds of thousands of people to flee. As in 
the Hungarian case, the Austrian government under Josef Klaus (Austrian 
People’s Party) again accepted refugees into the country, but again it did 
not want the Czechoslovaks to settle in Austria permanently and called for 
international support to organize their transit.60 The challenges during the 
first days after the invasion revolved around questions of legal status. The 
first groups of refugees to arrive in Austria often did not apply for political 
asylum. Instead, many waited and observed the course of events at home, 
hoping to be able to return soon.61 But as most of the Czechoslovaks ‘just’ 
waited in Austria, the government saw no possibilities for supporting them. 
Help by the state and by the UNHCR was only provided to people who 
officially applied for asylum. Therefore, aid organizations such as Caritas, 
Volkshilfe and the Austrian Red Cross, which were not obligated to adhere 
to the legal framework of asylum application, took over providing support 
for the waiting Czechoslovaks. Once the Protestant churches in Austria 
also became involved, they requested international backing through the 
WCC.62 Compared to the Hungarian case, the reaction of the WCC 
was less enthusiastic, and it wanted to act ‘responsibly and not acerbate 
an extremely delicate situation by precipitate, and perhaps premature, 
actions’.63 Nevertheless, over the next few months the WCC supported the 
Austrian churches financially and again worked as a ‘migration manager’ to 
organize resettlement for those who wanted to leave Austria.

Again, the WCC’s initial hesitation can be explained by the geopo-
litical situation. In light of attempts to defuse the East–West conflict 
through the policy of détente, the events in Czechoslovakia came at an 
unfortunate time. The West, including the US, had just started to open a 
fragile dialogue with the Soviet Union. The events in Czechoslovakia were 
therefore seen as a potential threat to the growing relationship with the 
Soviet Union. This was also reflected in the UNHCR’s attitude towards 
the aid mission for Czechoslovaks. Like the WCC, the UNHCR wanted to 
‘offer as little political surface for attack as possible’,64 and did not want 
to ‘dramatise’  the  situation.65 Therefore, and because of the ‘uncertain 
political situation’, the WCC did not make a public appeal for support in 
the first days after the invasion.66

Moreover, the international setting had changed since the Hungarian 
case. By the early 1960s, as the refugee problems in Europe following the 
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Second World War and the Hungarian refugee crisis in 1956 had nearly 
been solved, the focus of the international community and aid organizations 
had already shifted to Africa and Asia, where decolonization movements, 
civil wars and proxy conflicts produced a series of severe humanitarian 
crises.67 Europe, and especially Western countries, including Austria, were 
therefore no longer the central focus for humanitarian aid. The overall 
opinion was that international relief was more urgently needed elsewhere in 
the world than in Western Europe.68 Rather, Europe, especially the Western 
part, evolved from a recipient of humanitarian aid to a financier of humani-
tarian programmes in the Global South, which also became evident in the 
focus of the WCC’s relief missions.

Furthermore, the WCC had undergone a fundamental structural change 
since the ‘Hungarian crisis’. As historian Katharina Kunter has pointed 
out, the 1960s and later the 1970s were periods of ‘deep structural and 
political transformation of the WCC’, which could be characterized as a 
‘globalization’.69 Under the influence of the churches of the Global South, 
many of which joined the WCC after the plenary meeting in New Delhi in 
1961,70 the organization was marked by an ongoing ‘de-Westernization-
process’, as Kunter has called it, and the anti-American position gained 
ground.71 This shift was assisted by the accession of the Eastern European 
churches, in particular the Russian Orthodox Church, which also joined the 
WCC in 1961. Although the socialist regimes had a fundamentally hostile 
attitude towards religion, in the 1960s they saw domestic and foreign policy 
advantages in cooperation. In particular, supposed tolerance towards the 
church demonstrated liberality and religious freedom both internally and 
externally, thus helping to boost the international prestige and legitimacy 
of the socialist regimes.72 However, since the Eastern European churches 
were only allowed to operate with the permission of the government, the 
churches remained loyal to Moscow and, even as part of the WCC, vehe-
mently rejected any criticism of the socialist state leadership.73

The globalization of the WCC became visible in the way it responded 
to humanitarian aid projects during the 1960s. As the WCC’s Division of 
Inter-Church Aid and Service to Refugees argued with regard to aid for 
Czechoslovaks, the ‘ecumenical support must be seen in relation to the total 
of the world’s refugee needs’, which underlined the WCC’s commitment to 
refugee crises in the Global South.74 From the beginning of the 1960s, the 
WCC’s aid projects focused in particular on Africa and Asia.75 Again, the 
WCC followed a global trend in the secularized world of humanitarian aid. 
Also, the UNHCR put refugee crises in Africa and Asia at the centre of their 
relief programmes.76

Nevertheless, in September 1968 the WCC sent its Refugee Programme 
Officer, Louis van Ouwenaller, on a goodwill mission to Austria to consult 
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with local church leaders and representatives of the local Protestant 
organizations Innere Mission and Servitas,77 which supported refugees 
on the ground in Austria on behalf of the Austrian Council of Churches, 
since 1958 the office of the WCC in the country.78 In particular, Servitas 
and Innere Mission organized accommodation, food and medical care 
for arriving Czechoslovaks.79 In the first days following the invasion, the 
WCC did not expect a large relief effort.80 But as the numbers of refugees 
seeking asylum in Austria increased at the beginning of September 1968, 
and it became clear that international support was necessary because local 
aid organizations had reached their limit,81 the WCC changed its mind and 
made an initial public appeal to its member churches. It asked for $20,000 
to provide emergency services for refugees in Austria.82 At the request 
of the Austrian Council of Churches, on 9 October 1968 the WCC sent 
out a renewed call for support and asked for winter clothes and $80,000 
to finance an information centre, a family centre, a temporary hostel in 
Vienna, special food for babies and young children and medical care.83

Still, the WCC saw help for Czechoslovaks as a small operation, in spite 
of the warnings from WCC representatives in Austria pointing out as early 
as October 1968 that the situation would worsen over the next few months. 
As more and more Czechoslovaks needed support during the autumn of 
1968, the head of the Division of Inter-Church Aid, Refugee and World 
Service, M. Christopher King, wondered whether they had made a mistake 
by not calling it a major refugee movement.84 It was particularly difficult to 
provide accommodation for Czechoslovaks who wished to stay in Austria 
temporarily. To solve these accommodation problems, the WCC started to 
organize resettlement, especially for those who had already decided to move 
to an overseas country, for example to the US.85 Once again, therefore, the 
WCC took on the responsibility of a ‘migration manager’, and once again 
this activity was completely in the line with the position of the Austrian 
government, which continued to view resettlement as the best way to ease 
the situation in Austria and asked the international community to help the 
country with this task. As in the Hungarian case, the WCC backed Austria’s 
refugee politics of transit.86

But in contrast to the Hungarian case, in 1968 the WCC found it difficult 
to obtain the necessary support for its relief mission from its member 
churches. The main reason for this was diverging attitudes within the organ-
ization towards the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. These discrepancies 
surfaced, for instance, when on 28 August 1968, in response to a plea from 
member churches, Chairman of the Central Committee Madathilparampil 
Mammen Thomas, General Secretary Eugene Carlson Blake and Vice-
Chairman of the Central Committee Pauline M. Webb condemned the 
military intervention, calling for the removal of foreign troops from 
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Czechoslovakia and expressing their sympathy with the churches and 
the people of Czechoslovakia.87 This statement was not welcomed by all 
member churches. Even before it was published, the churches in Poland and 
Russia had advised the headquarters in Geneva not to make any statement 
regarding the situation in Czechoslovakia. Almost all the member churches 
from Eastern Europe in the WCC condemned the statement made by the 
Central Committee and – in line with the Soviet position – justified the 
invasion as a necessary measure to protect socialism.88 The Patriarch of 
Moscow and All Russia doubted that there were sufficient grounds for calling 
the events a ‘military intervention’ because ‘Czechoslovakia is a constituent 
part of the socialist fellowship’, who stand together in ‘friendship, mutual 
assistance and co-operation both in ideological and practical issues’.89 The 
Union of the Evangelical Christian Baptists in the USSR condemned the use 
of the word ‘intervention’ because the troops had ‘just’ entered the country 
‘temporarily’ to ‘bring peace’ and would not be interfering in the country’s 
internal affairs. For the Evangelical church in Estonia, no military interven-
tion had happened at all because the Warsaw Pact had ‘just followed a 
request for help’. The patriarch of Georgia referred to the strong relation-
ship between the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia.90 Only the Romanian 
Patriarchate explicitly expressed its solidarity with those calling for the 
right of free development and independence.91 Like the Romanian govern-
ment, the Orthodox church in Romania was against the invasion because it 
saw it as an intervention in a country’s internal affairs.92 But some Western 
churches that had condemned the invasion in Czechoslovakia, for example 
the British Council of Churches, also expressed criticism that the events in 
Czechoslovakia jeopardized ‘the joint struggle against America’s policy of 
violence’ and ‘the misuse of power by the West’.93 Alongside liberation the-
ologies and anti-imperialist rhetoric, anti-Americanization had dominated 
the WCC since the 1960s. The Czechoslovak crisis was therefore a difficult 
situation because it jeopardized cooperation within the WCC which, in 
turn, also limited the scope of its action towards Czechoslovak refugees. Yet 
it shows in a nutshell how humanitarian aid programmes are influenced by 
political opinions and geopolitical confrontations and how this complicates 
the implementation of relief missions.

This limited scope of possibility can be seen in the WCC’s financial support 
for the Austrian Council of Churches and their local partners in 1969. 
That year, more refugees again entered Austria due to the ‘normalization’ 
process in Czechoslovakia, which meant the reversal of the Prague Spring 
reforms. Money was needed to help the refugees with emergency assistance 
and accommodation.94 But as financial resources were limited, the WCC’s 
Division of Inter-Church Aid, Refugee and World Service forced the Austrian 
Council of Churches to wind up the project for Czechoslovak refugees by the 
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end of March 1969, because no further financial resources could be made 
available.95 The total costs of the WCC’s Czechoslovak programme up to 
31 March 1969 amounted to $90,305, but the total contribution following 
an emergency appeal by the WCC had been just $66,425. At the request 
of the Austrian Council of Churches, which sought to continue the project 
until the end of 1969 because it felt a ‘Christian responsibility’ to carry on,96 
the programme was extended by two weeks.97 After the discontinuation 
of financial aid by the WCC, Servitas – with the blessing of the Austrian 
Council of Churches – continued the work on its own for as long as possible, 
and at least until the end of June 1969.98 Given the lack of donations from 
the WCC, the programme for Czechoslovaks delivered by Servitas was 
mostly financed by the European Methodist Church, something that again 
underlines the different positions within the WCC towards a relief mission 
for Czechoslovaks in 1968.99 The episode shows that religious associations 
were facing the same difficulties as international organizations in general: if 
the members were not willing to support the relief missions, the organiza-
tions basically had no means of providing extensive aid.

The Czechoslovak refugee crisis took place under circumstances com-
pletely different to those of the Hungarian case. In the 1960s, Europe was 
no longer at the centre of humanitarian relief projects, and the Cold War 
had reached a phase of détente. The globalization of the WCC resulted in 
a reorientation of the humanitarian aid programmes towards the Global 
South and the rise of an anti-American position within the organization. 
The resulting political challenges in the WCC became visible during the 
relief missions for Czechoslovak refugees, where the churches of the East 
almost completely refused to help for political reasons. In line with the 
Soviet Union, they justified the invasion in Czechoslovakia as necessary to 
re-establish political stability. Nevertheless, at the request of the Austrian 
Council of Churches and the Austrian government, the WCC again used 
their church networks and helped to find resettlement opportunities as long 
as financial resources allowed. Here, the WCC again worked in favour of 
the Austrian government, which lobbied for a quick resettlement of the 
refugees in 1968 too.

 Conclusion

As a humanitarian actor, the WCC’s support for Hungarian and Czecho
slovak refugees focused on two main issues. First, the WCC gave financial 
support to local partners to provide emergency aid, which included 
pastoral care as a main task. Second, it acted as a ‘migration manager’ by 
organizing resettlement in cooperation with its worldwide church network. 
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Both activities were carried out as part of the international relief missions 
for Hungarian and Czechoslovakian citizens. As part of a globalized and 
secularized relief mission, the WCC saw the opportunity to fulfil its goal 
to save the spiritual souls of the refugees and to present itself as a trust-
worthy partner for international relief missions. Yet as the Hungarian 
and Czechoslovak refugee crises were highly political events in the Cold 
War, the WCC had to navigate the political interests of states, global 
refugee politics and its member churches. During the 1950s, the WCC’s 
operations were predominantly influenced by Western interests such as 
the ‘fight against Communism’ and seen as a way to stabilize Europe after 
the Second World War, which was internationally perceived as highly 
important.	

But when in the 1960s the refugee crises, especially those related to 
the Second World War, were finally solved, the focus of international aid 
operations, including those of the WCC, shifted towards humanitarian 
crises in Africa and Asia. Western Europe transformed from a recipient of 
humanitarian aid into a financier of relief missions in the Global South. 
Moreover, the globalization of the WCC strengthened member churches 
from the Global South and Eastern Europe and their political positions, 
which stood in contrast to the Western interests and were marked by anti-
American stances. These tense relationships within the organization limited 
the possibilities of assistance for Czechoslovak refugees.

Examining the WCC activities in Austria for Hungarian and Czecho
slovakian refugees highlights the inherent connection between humanitarian 
aid and political interests, which also influenced religious organizations. It 
shows how religious organizations used secularized and highly political 
relief missions for their own benefit and religious missions. Moreover, it 
points to the inherent impact of humanitarian aid on the recipient country. 
In the case of Austria, the WCC’s relief mission stabilized the country and 
especially strengthened a refugee politics focusing on transit.
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