
PART FOUR

THE GREAT ATLANTIC MIGRATION
TO NORTH AMERICA

The Atlantic crossing by European migrants to the Americas is the stuff of legend. Hundreds of tons
of wood pulp and thousands of miles of cinematographic film have been used to dramatize or record
the reminiscences of those who made the crossing. Many of the immigrants — some 12 million peo-
ple — were landed at Ellis Island in New York Harbour for immigration inspection. There they could
see, in full sight, the nearby Statue of Liberty with its inspiring inscription by Emma Lazarus
welcoming those of the world's 'huddled masses', who were 'yearning to be free'. With the Boston
Tea Party, Lincoln's Gettysburg address and Washington's battles at Valley Forge, the immigrants'
arrival into New York has become part of the founding mythology of the USA. The expressions
'The Land of the Free', 'The Golden Door' and 'From Rags to Riches' all stem from this powerful
experience.

Like all myths there is an element of truth to these sentiments: the New World and the USA in
particular did provide a great chance for those escaping the miserable conditions of nineteenth
century Europe. However, we need to puncture the myth somewhat to gain some sense of its limits.
Many destitute and sick people were turned back at Ellis Island as immigration legislation and
practice became more selective. And, because the shipping companies had to pay for the costs of the
return journey, they were increasingly reluctant to allow anyone to board in Europe who looked as if
they might be rejected.1 Not all who arrived had to go through the many humiliations of the
inspection at Ellis Island: those in the cabins were landed straight onto the docks. This provides an
illuminating demonstration that the USA did not escape the cloying constraints of the European
class system. Moreover, as immigration historians and sociologists (for example, Portes and
Rumbaut 1990: 29) have insisted, the Atlantic migration system has been overemphasized at the
expense of Mexican migration to the south-west and Asian migration to California and the other
Pacific states.

The bias in US immigration history is largely corrected in Part 8 of this volume, but mere equity is
not the objectors' main point. What concerns them is that the whole of US history has been distorted
through looking at it with a European lens. While this is true, it is important to remember that
'European' is a highly undifferentiated category and that many of the forms of discrimination that
are now directed at Asian, Hispanic, African and Caribbean groups were once directed at subsets of
European immigrants. Initially, there was a bias in favour of British immigrants for, as explained in
Part 2, they had captured and substantially moulded the state's constitution and its principal
institutions. Scots and Welsh were less desirable, but close enough to the English. As Scally shows,
the Irish coming before 1845 were bilingual and often Protestant, thus making their acceptance in
the USA easier. Their substantial numbers have led a number of Irish writers (for example
O'Sullivan 1992) to minimize the impact of the potato famine on Irish emigration. Certainly, the
famine only accelerated the Irish peasantry's long losing battle with subsistence farming. However,
the numbers involved and the sight, in Scally's words, of 'emaciated near-corpses in filthy rags
begging in the streets and dying in plain view', made the migrations of 1845—53 a new phenomenon
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for the USA. Here, for the first time in American eyes, was a white group as wretched and destitute
as any African slave.

Although the numbers of migrants coming from Scandinavia were not so large as in the case of
the Irish, as Gjerde shows, their per capita numbers put the Scandinavians just behind the Irish.
Unlike the Irish, who tended to cluster in the urban areas, the first wave of Scandinavians journeyed
from rural Europe to rural North America, mainly in the mid-western states and the prairie provinces
of Canada. Those coming before the Civil War were particularly keen on acquiring cheap land, a
bait that was similarly attractive to the Germans arriving from Germany and the Austro-Hungarian
empire. As Nugent argues, their migration was essentially a conservative one, moving from the
'dwarf holdings' in their home areas to 100 acres or more in the Midwest, land being on a scale and
at a price that permitted them to continue their preference for family farming. So concentrated was
this migration that in 1980 in the states of Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, the Dakotas, Kansas and
Nebraska some 40 per cent of the population claimed German descent (Portes and Rumbaut 1990:
30-1).

For the most part, these farmer migrants were welcomed with open arms. They were seen as a
civilizing influence. They were white, often respectable and, except for some German Catholics,
were Protestant in denomination.2 Moreover, they soon set about producing food on a scale that
could feed hungry mouths in the rapidly urbanizing and industrializing cities of the north and north-
east. There a new impulse was at work — mass factory production. A large consumer market had
emerged in the USA, with new inventions and a new breed of capitalists with ideas, financial back-
ing and aggression to match. Perhaps most important, two forms of power — steam power and labour
power — were there for the taking. Indeed there was a direct connection between the two, for steam
power was the condition of mass proletarian immigration across the Atlantic. Poles, Lithuanians,
Ukrainians (covered by Luciuk), 'Russians' (a misnomer as Morawska explains), Latvians, Jews,
Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians poured into the USA in unremitting waves — perhaps about 20 mil-
lion people from these groups before 1914. In Chicago a population of 4000 in 1870 rose to
1,700,000 in 1900 (Handlin 1951: 145).

No number could be too great for the industrial bosses. If the neophyte workers could not earn
their keep, there were plenty more takers at the factory gate. To be one of those standing there was,
often, all that mattered to those in the depressed regions of Europe. As Morowska notes, in 1900 un-
skilled workers in US industries earned between $1.00 and $1.15 a day, seven to ten times more
than the agricultural workers or artisans of eastern Europe. Henry Ford (cited Beynon 1984: 40) put
it in his characteristically brutal way: 'In practically every case there is a required standard output
below which a man is not expected to fall. ... Watchmen are paid for presence. Workmen are paid
for work.' If the bosses were happy, the newspaper proprietors and eastern politicians were not so
sure. Could the USA absorb all these unwashed masses with their strange languages and ways?
African Americans who migrated from the south also looked on resentfully as they tried and failed
to get factory employment. In 1891, a certain black dishwasher in Detroit (cited Thomas 1992: 14)
expressed his disgust: 'First it was de Irish, den it was de Dutch and now it's the Polacks as grinds
us down. I s'pose when dey [the Poles] gets like the Irish and stands up for a fair price, some odder
strangers'll come over the sea 'nd jine de family and cut us down again.'

The East Europeans were superseded by an even more threatening group, the southern Europeans.
The 'racial scientists' of the time were furious at the prospect of their being let in. The turn of the
century was the high point of the American eugenics movement (Stephan 1987: 130-1). It
campaigned vigorously for the intelligence testing of immigrants (the Jews came out badly) and for
anti-immigration legislation. The restrictive legislation of 1924 was partly a result of their work.
One bizarre theory that gained considerable credence at the time was that southern European
women, with their supposed increased sexuality and fecundity, would induce a form of biological

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004


Introduction to part four 79

shock in the women of northern European origin such that their fertility would go into a steep nose
dive. With their already large families and their new comparative advantage, southern Europeans
would soon rule the roost, numerically and economically.

As Baganha and Vecoli show, the reality was rather less fanciful. Brazil was a more attractive
destination for the Portuguese and those that came soon found a niche for their skills in market gar-
dening and dairy production. The Italians were also part of a much more extensive, older and more
complex migration system, involving high rates of emigration to many destinations, but equally high
rates of return migration. A strong loyalty to homeland was also manifested by Greek migrants to
the USA (not covered in this volume). As Vecoli demonstrates, the underdeveloped forms of capital-
ism that prevailed in Italy and its uneven nature bled the Italian countryside dry from the 1870s to
the 1970s when finally an 'economic miracle' provided domestic alternatives to emigration.

Family farmers in the Midwest, industrial workers in the north-east and consumers in the burgeon-
ing cities were the main growth poles in the extraordinarily rapid development of the USA as the
world's leading industrial nation. As Handlin (1951: 66) reminds us, these poles were bonded
together by a remarkable development of the transport system:

With no machines, with only pick, shovel and sledge for tools, the boss and his gang contrived the
numerous links that held the nation whole in these years. Out of their labors came first the chain of
canals, and then an intricately meshed network of railroads - by 1910, more than 350,000 miles of
them. And these tasks were hardly completed before bicycle riders and motorists began to call for and
to get a paved highway system; 200,000 miles were already laid in 1910.

The great Atlantic migration from Europe to the USA has now been superseded in its volume and
importance by Asian migrations across the Pacific (see later parts of this Survey), but it provided the
essential human grist to the American mill just when the country was on the verge of becoming a
'great power'.

Notes
1. The practice of penalizing the carrier has recently been revived in Europe where a succession of Carriers' Liability Acts, starting

in the UK, have specified that airline or shipping companies are fined for every person they carry without apparently bona fide
documentation (see Part 14 of this Survey).

2. An excellent analysis of the contemporary patterns of discrimination against newcomers is found in Higham's (1965) book.

References
Beynon, Huw (1984) Working for Ford, Harmondsworth: Penguin
Handlin, Oscar (1951) The Uprooted: The Epic Story of the Great Migrations that Made the American People, Boston: Little,

Brown
Higham, John (1965) Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925, New York: Atheneum Publishers
O'Sullivan, Patrick (ed.) (1992) The Irish World Wide: History, Heritage, Identity, vol. I, Patterns of Migration, Leicester and

London: Leicester University Press
Portes, Alejandro and Ruben G. Rumbaut (eds) (1990) Immigrant America: A Portrait, Berkeley: University of California Press
Stephan, Nancy (1987) The Idea of Race in Science: Great Britain, 1800-1960, Basingstoke: Macmillan
Thomas, Richard W. (1992) Life for Us is What We Make It: Building Black Community in Detroit, 1915-1945, Bloomington:

Indiana University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004


THE IRISH AND THE 'FAMINE EXODUS5 OF 1847

ROBERT SCALLY

At first sight, the exodus from Ireland in the nine-
teenth century hardly seems to require explanation.
An impoverished and conquered island on the extreme
periphery of Europe, Ireland had been the cul-de-sac
of the westward European migrations for two
millenia. By the nineteenth century, the country's
population had become a roughly layered mixture of
earlier migrants, settlers and conquerors who had
come from the east, taking root in the island because
they could go no further. Since the seventeenth
century, the history of this immigration has been
enshrined in the national memory as Ireland's calam-
ity, a manifest destiny dictated by its geography and
its powerful neighbour. But the westward impetus of
these migrations is also preserved in the country's
pagan myths and early Christian hagiography as a
vision of salvation over the Atlantic horizon.
Throughout the modern era, the west remained the
direction in which hope and the future were sought.
The opening of the Atlantic since the eighteenth
century, it might be said, merely allowed the ancient
flow to resume.

If the westward momentum stored in the island was
released by maritime technology, the impulses that
actually roused emigrants from their homes came
from differing sources in each era and reached various
classes and regions of the country selectively. The
first major stimulus originated with the plantations of
Ulster and Munster. In a great many ways, these were
rehearsals for the later colonial leap across the Atlan-
tic, driven by old regime adventurers and merchant
entrepreneurs (Bottigheimer 1971; Calder 1981;
Canny 1988; MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986). The planta-
tion undertakers and their captains were out to plunder
the wilderness, but the settlers themselves were most
often coloni-soldati, people in need of land and
willing to take and defend it by force. Many of these
colonists, like the 'Scots Irish' of Ulster, had them-
selves been made landless not long before by the
expansion of forces from the English core (Perceval-
Maxwell 1973; Redford 1964). The movement of
peoples that followed, first within the British Isles and
then overseas, was a domino effect of that expansion.
It contained mostly the weakest strata of Celtic and

English societies, impoverished crofters and weavers,
landless labourers and other dislodged remnants of the
old regime facing the choice of poverty or emigration.
Repeating the ancient pattern of migration, their
movement displaced similarly vulnerable segments of
the old Gaelic regime in Ireland, many of whom later
accompanied or followed them into the American
frontiers, emigrating from one colony to another and
displacing still other native populations further west.
These movements were impelled not by natural
catastrophes either in Scotland or Ulster but by
political economy and deprivation (Devine 1988).
Similarly, when the Irish famine migration of 1845—
53 is viewed as a part of this process, its historical
causes are more easily found in the prolonged experi-
ence Ireland shared with these other colonial peoples
than in sudden, inscrutable acts of god or nature like
the potato blight.

The Atlantic migrations of the eighteenth century
flowed mainly along routes and to destinations estab-
lished by the extractive enterprises in tobacco, timber,
furs, sugar and cotton. Whether travelling as free
settlers, indentured servants or as slaves, the bulk of
this movement was predominantly of migrant labour,
carried westward in ships built and financed to export
the products of their toil on the return voyages. This
carrying trade itself demanded a massive expenditure
of labour to man the ships and haul the goods on
either side of the Atlantic, mobilizing seafaring hands
from the coastal populations throughout the British
Isles (Linebaugh and Rediker 1985). The industriali-
zation of Britain and the eastern seaboard of North
America in the nineteenth century set yet another
wave of forces in motion which would peel away still
deeper layers of marginal peoples from the hinterlands
of the Irish Sea, prized from the land by poverty and
drawn towards the new sources of wages. Other long-
term factors, such as the intrusion of commerce into
the countryside and fluctuations in the demand for
labour in North America and for grains and meat in
England, also helped to break the peasants' ties to the
land. Once the first few links in the 'chain migration'
were forged, the back-flow of remittances from earlier
emigrants helped finance a competitive boom in the
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emigrant trade. Fares fell and conditions worsened for
steerage passengers. But the human traffic rose
rapidly each year before the famine, carrying mostly
manual labourers to places like Lancashire and New
York, the two main depots of the trade, at the height
of their building booms. These motive forces behind
the movement of people are at least partly measurable
(Thomas 1954). Harder to gauge is the influence of
information, fancy and myth about the outside world
which leached into the countryside and the minds of
potential emigrants.

Historians differ in deciphering this calculus of
'push and pull'. But some of the basic features of the
nineteenth-century Irish migration are clear. Leaving
aside the large internal movements within the British
Isles and such categories of emigrants as political
exiles or transported convicts, it is conventional to
divide the migration into three phases, overlapping
but each with distinct causes and characteristics. The
pre-famine emigration of 1815 to 1845 was predomi-
nantly one of bilingual or English-speaking fanners,
artisans and townsmen travelling in family groups
(Adams 1932; Fitzpatrick 1984). They came from all
regions of the country, but this phase drew most
heavily from the north and east, where the influence
of commerce and towns had penetrated most deeply.
Because these districts also contained the greatest
concentrations of Protestants, their proportion was
higher in the pre-famine emigration than it was to be
later (Cousens 1960). Emigrants of this description
continued to leave during the rest of the century, but
each year before the famine saw a rising number of
poorer emigrants from the overwhelmingly Roman
Catholic rural districts of Connaught and Munster,
culminating in the massive exodus of 1845—53. This
was made up mostly of small tenants and agricultural
labourers fleeing the hunger, many of them in a state
of extreme distress. Driven by recurrent food crises,
the annual outflow of the next half-century was
increasingly of younger emigrants travelling singly,
now including large numbers of young women. Much
the same pattern persists to the present day (Miller
1985).

These movements permanently reduced the popula-
tion to about half of the 8.25 million it had been
before the famine (Mokyr 1983). Huge quantities of
data on the emigrants' numbers, ages, gender and
regional origin have also been analysed and give a
vividly clear picture of the objective details of the
movement (Fitzpatrick 1984; Miller 1985; O'Grada
1975). But the emotional and cognitive experiences
behind the migration are naturally less tidy than the

statistics suggest. For example, the pre-famine phase
is generally pictured as the most 'voluntary' of the
three, a movement of those able to pay the relatively
high fares which prevailed before the 1840s who were
making a rational calculation about their individual
futures should they emigrate or remain. For the post-
famine emigrants, the decision to emigrate, especially
to go alone, was similarly weighed on a scale of pros-
pects, both personal and economic. For single women,
the chances of marriage at home versus independence
with or without marriage in America was probably the
uppermost factor in this complex, life-altering deci-
sion. If it were freely made, such a choice was a
modern decision, favouring individual expectations
and desires over the bonds of kinship and tradition. At
least to that degree, the voluntary emigrant can be said
to have already broken mentally from the pre-
capitalist old regime of fatalism and communal values
(Miller 1992).

The famine emigration
Compared with the 30,000 to 100,000 per year who
left during the two preceding decades, the outflow
during the famine was a flood of nearly two million
emigrants, to be followed in the following decade by
nearly a million more (Fitzpatrick 1984; O'Grada
1975). In the succeeding generations, the departure of
the young became an expectation of nearly every Irish
family, a rite observed in the 'American wake' as a
symbolic funeral for those never to be seen again. A
great number of those who emigrated during the
famine would undoubtedly have chosen to leave even
without the potato blight. But almost every aspect of
the poorer peasants' emigration during the hunger was
coerced by one force or another: their hold on the land
had been wrested loose by poverty and the law;
evictions were made easier and mounted; congestion
was growing among the poorest classes in the
countryside and historically forced dependency on the
potato blocked their access to the food chain when the
blight struck.

It is the air of panic that has given the famine
emigration its distinct character. The great majority
consisted of a new sort of emigrant, one who had been
seen boarding the emigrant ships before, but never in
such numbers and such misery. And unlike the
victims of any previous famine in Europe, these
refugees were passing in their millions through the
core of a great empire and the most dynamic centres
of the world economy at the time, across the English-
speaking rim of the north Atlantic (Coleman 1972;
Scally 1994). The sights reported on entering the
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peasant cabins and seen on the famine roads, on the
Liverpool docks, in the steerages and the North
American quarantines, of emaciated near-corpses in
filthy rags begging in the streets and dying in plain
view, fixed the image of 'Paddy' in the outside world
for years to come (Woodham-Smith 1962). The
disgust that the details of this migration inspire and
the odour of racism surrounding the emigrants' treat-
ment also suggest to some that it should be seen as a
special category of migration, a forced movement
under ruthless duress and organized triage, bearing
vmore resemblance to the slave trade or the trains of
the holocaust than to the mostly merry Atlantic cross-
ings of a later age (Gallagher 1982; Scally 1984).

While some of these calamitous features set the
famine emigration aside, its social contours and
timing correspond roughly to the increased movement
of peoples in the rest of western Europe in the mid-
nineteenth century (Erickson 1976). This is especially
so if we conceive of 'the great famine' not only as the
sudden destruction of the peasants' food supply but as
the climax of a prolonged, losing struggle with subsis-
tence. When that struggle began is undecided, but at
whatever point the potato was established as the 'staff
of life' in the diet of the Irish peasantry, the struggle
was lost. By most accounts, that probably happened in
the latter half of the eighteenth century (Connell 1950;
Salaman 1987). The potato's demographic
consequences alone seem to have guaranteed chronic
poverty, if not certain disaster. With the introduction
of the vulnerable 'lumper' variety, introduced to
maximize the yield per acre and therefore increasing
dependency on it, there would seem to remain very
little chance of avoiding the catastrophe that came.
There had also been a number of partial crop failures
and localized hunger crises in the previous thirty years
during which the numbers of emigrants steadily rose.
In this light, what we see in the years 1845—53 is
merely the deadliest moment of a forlorn process of
increasing potato dependency, deepening poverty and
the annual departure of those best able to leave. The
famine emigration may then also be seen as a process,
a learned response to history rather than a spasmodic
reaction to nature, like fleeing before an avalanche.

Few of the famine emigrants understood the distant
sources of their predicament, but most had long before
contrived defences against the nearly annual threat of
hunger and eviction that had faced them for
generations. The nucleus of that defence was the
'townland' (or bailie), the closest counterpart in Ire-
land to the villages of rural England and the continent.
The more than 62,000 townlands of Ireland contained

the bulk of the peasantry on the eve of the famine and
it was from these communities that most of the famine
emigrants emerged (Evans 1973; Scally 1994). Their
appearance differed from the villages of Sussex or
Picardy. They were mostly scattered settlements of
one-storey cabins strung out beside the road with no
discernible centre or geometry. Alexis de Tocqueville
described one such townland in the 1830s as looking
like 'a molehill upon which a passer-by had trod'. The
Irish townland's poverty and isolation were
manifested in the scarcity of the basic material signs
of nineteenth-century European civilization; in
general they lacked glass windows, dressed stone,
chimneys or shops. The domestic possessions in
townland cabins only rarely included such current
amenities as mirrors, spectacles, combs, ceramic
vessels, steel tools or manufactured shoes. This
'goods revolution' had also not yet reached many
other peasant enclaves in Europe, but the complete
absence of church steeples, market squares or public
buildings of any kind in the townlands bespoke a
distinct history which placed them unmistakably in
the colonial world.

Other details of the emigrants' condition on the eve
of their departure also attest to their material isolation.
No word was more common than 'rags' in descrip-
tions of their clothing, much of which came to them
through country peddlars years after they had adorned
respectable English men and women. Except for adult
males, most were barefoot and bareheaded in all
seasons. Even before the famine, dietary deficiencies
and the conditions of daily life in the cabins, 'dripping
soot from above and oozings from below', as a
contemporary described them, also marked the bodies
of the emigrants. As they flocked to the port towns
and massed on the docks of Liverpool and New York,
their physical condition, now emaciated by hunger
and travel and beset by infectious disease (especially
in the typhus year of 1847), produced a universal
revulsion directed against both themselves and their
landlords. Similar responses to such migrations
occurred elsewhere, as in Paris after Napoleon and in
Prussia at the end of the century, leaving lasting poli-
tical effects and fixing the imagery of the 'alien' on
the migrants (Chevalier 1958; Neal 1988; Pulzer
1964).

Accounts of the numbers who died of hunger and
fever in Ireland, of the mortality aboard the 'coffin
ships' and in the New World quarantines varied
greatly in contemporary reports. But they can now be
at least roughly fixed as follows: between 1 and 1.5
million 'excess deaths' in Ireland and about 5 per cent
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of the 1.5 million emigrants aboard the ships and in
the quarantines (Mokyr 1983). The number succumb-
ing at other stages en route or shortly after landing
cannot be exactly fixed, but the total emigrant death
toll between the cabin door and their resettlement in
Britain, North America or the Antipodes was probably
not less than 100,000 individuals. Less is known about
the minds of the famine emigrants than about their
bodies. The level of English literacy among the poorer
classes was relatively high in Ulster and Leinster,
where nearly half were able to read and/or write, but
dropped off in the west, to about 39 per cent in
Munster and 28 per cent in Connaught (Akenson
1970; Miller 1985). Even so, such census counting
gives a poor picture of the mental life of the country-
side, where a vivacious and pervasive oral tradition in
Irish enriched daily intercourse in both languages.
Many of those over fifteen years old at the time of the
famine had learned their ABCs in the free National
Schools which began to open in 1836. But private
instruction had been flourishing in the countryside for
generations in the form of the famous 'hedge schools',
so named for their clandestine sites under the Penal
Laws, and in the small fee-paying academies to be
found in most provincial towns (Dowling 1935).
Apart from their English letters and their numbers, it
is uncertain how much practical knowledge was
imparted to the children through the National School.
Its curriculum was openly adversarial to the nativism
and extreme individualism of the rival hedge schools,
which it would eventually displace. It was a major
factor in the demise of the Irish language but was also
partly responsible for the advantage of English
proficiency among the soon-to-be emigrants (Akenson
1970; Scally 1994).

New World settlement
It was once thought that more than 90 per cent of the
famine emigrants settled in the big cities of North
America, despite the abundance of cheap land and the
fact that most of them had been land-hungry farmers
before leaving. Various unsupported theories have
been offered to explain this apparent anomaly, that
they felt betrayed by the land, that they lacked the
capital or the spirit to go far beyond the port cities, or
that the lure of ready wages and food kept them near
their first landings. More recently, their pattern of
settlement has been made clearer and more nuanced.
A large minority did settle in the big eastern cities, but
many lived in urban peripheries, supporting them-
selves in a manner resembling their micro-economies
at home of mixed wage labour and garden farming,

but without relying as heavily on the potato (Doyle
1991). An almost equal number settled in towns of
middling size or smaller, many of which were only
marginally industrialized or relegated the Irish to
casual labour. What remained to most of the first-
generation immigrants was irregular day labour, back-
yard gardens and petty trading. For a great many, it
was a round of daily life not radically different from
that of the townland and one in which many tradi-
tional practices, including joint holdings, secret asso-
ciations and kinship solidarity, were able to persist for
decades as characteristic features of Irish enclaves in
the New World.

The memory of the emigrant journey also became
an intrinsic part of American Irish ethnic and political
identity for at least a century following. Its most last-
ing image was the 'coffin ship', which was set beside
the eviction scene in Ireland to visualize the famine in
the emigrants' memory. This memory was both used
and abused as a source of ethnic solidarity and politi-
cal rhetoric and as an undying grievance against
England. And by portraying emigration as a coerced,
involuntary act, it also offered one means of dulling
the guilt of the survivors by creating a 'cult of exile'
that became and remains the foundation of American
Irish nationalism (Miller 1985).
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THE SCANDINAVIAN MIGRANTS

JON GJERDE

In one sense, the emigration from Scandinavia to the
Americas was yet another component of an expanding
movement from and within the Scandinavian coun-
trieŝ  of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and
Sweden, which commenced in the eighteenth century,
long before the peasantry was generally aware of
American opportunities. Internal migration, which had
been common for centuries, quickened in the mid-
eighteenth century. Within Norway, for example,
peasants increasingly moved after 1750 to the cities,
coastal regions and northern tracts, all of which were
areas of perceived economic opportunity (Sogner
1979). Between 1626 and 1800 thousands migrated to
other European locations, principally to the Nether-
lands. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Sweden,
the migrational drift was also southward to European
states and to growing Swedish cities (Norman and
Runblom 1987). The migration in fact also reached
the Americas when New Sweden, founded in 1638 in
what became Delaware, included Finnish and Swedish
settlers.

In another sense, however, emigration to the Ameri-
cas in the nineteenth century was a distinct social
phenomenon born from the changing Scandinavian
world of that period. It irrevocably altered local
Scandinavian societies and had important social
consequences for the receiving regions in the Ameri-
cas. Migration to the Americas began in 1825, when a
ship departed from Stavanger, Norway. It soon spread
to Sweden, where mass emigration began in the
1850s, and later to Denmark and Finland in the 1860s.
In short, news of immense opportunities to work in
and especially to own land in the USA and Canada,
which filtered into the rural land-poor districts of
Scandinavia in the nineteenth century, altered the
calculus of migration. These fabulous prospects made
emigration far more alluring than moving to the city
or remaining at home. By the middle of the century,
this form of emigration from many regions of Scan-
dinavia had dwarfed the internal migration that had
gone on before.

Immigrant destinations were disproportionately
aimed at North America. Although scattered settle-
ments were formed in Argentina, Australia and South

Africa, well over 95 per cent of Scandinavian emi-
grants moved to the USA and, to a lesser degree, to
Canada. During a century of migration between 1825
and 1930 (by which time US law had severely
restricted free immigration), some 850,000 Norwe-
gians, 1,200,000 Swedes and 300,000 Danes departed
for the USA (derived from Thernstrom 1980: 1047-
48). Over a quarter of a million Finns (274,000)
obtained passports to travel abroad between 1893 and
1920 (Hoglund 1980: 364). About 15,000 Icelanders
moved to the USA between 1870 and 1900 (Bjornson
1980: 475). These numbers take on even greater
meaning when set in the context of the Scandinavian
population. Per capita migration in the nineteenth
century from Norway, moreover, was second only to
Ireland; that from Iceland was third; that from Sweden
fourth (Gjerde 1985; Rice 1981). Roughly one-fifth to
one-quarter of Swedes alive at the time of emigration
(i.e. between 1845 and 1930) had at some point lived
in the Americas (Rice 1981: 248). In sum, despite
Scandinavian population growth and amid an urban-
ization that greatly enlarged Scandinavian towns and
cities, the nineteenth-century emigration from the
Scandinavian countries was an enormously important
phenomenon to its society and economy.

Scandinavian immigration was informed by the
cultural and economic forces transforming the region
in the nineteenth century and by perceptions of oppor-
tunity in North America. Challenges to authority — to
the state church, to the mercantilist economic order, to
the former patterns of cooperative landowning — were
in a sense expressed in migration. Early immigrants
tended to be set apart from their neighbours and were
typically more aware of new ideas and opportunities.
The very first emigrants from Norway in 1825, for
instance, consisted of religious dissidents, a group of
Quakers and pietist Lutheran followers of Hans
Nielsen Hauge (Blegen 1931; Semmingsen 1941).
Likewise, the Janssonists — Swedish followers of
pietist Erik Jansson — emigrated in their thousands and
formed the Bishop Hill colony in Illinois in 1847.
Scandinavians - especially Danes - were among the
first Mormon settlers in Utah in 1846 (Norman and
Runblom 1987). Detailed studies of the diffusion of
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emigration demonstrate that the first immigrants were
relatively well-to-do, mainly literate peasants who
were increasingly dissatisfied with the state church
and the confines of opportunity at home (Ostergren
1988; Rice and Ostergren 1978).

If theological and political dissatisfactions were
critical in informing the very earliest emigrants'
decisions, a broad-based economic and demographic
transformation that was altering Scandinavian society
ultimately resulted in a widened emigrant stream.
Most notably, population grew steadily from the mid-
eighteenth century and into the nineteenth. Although
population increased in the eighteenth century, it
exploded in the nineteenth. Norwegian population
grew, for example, at a rate of 0.7 per cent per annum
between 1775 and 1795. Between 1815 and 1835, the
comparable rate was 1.4. The average rate of growth
between 1815 and 1865 in Norway was 1.30 per cent;
in Sweden, it was 1.03; in Denmark, 1.01. Of the
western European states, only the rates of Bremen and
of England and Wales were higher than that of
Norway during this period (Drake 1969). In sum,
Norway, Sweden and Denmark, despite the stirrings
of emigration, nonetheless were all about half again as
large in 1850 as they had been in 1800 (Norman and
Runblom 1987: 35-7).

The causes of the growth were varied. On the one
hand, the easing of Malthus's positive checks of war
and famine spurred population growth. There is
certainly truth in the aphorism that 'peace, the potato,
and smallpox inoculation' contributed to lower levels
of mortality, especially among infants, in the decades
around the turn of the nineteenth century. On the other
hand, changing patterns of nuptiality also contributed
to a growing population. Scandinavia, like much of
western Europe, maintained a custom of marriage that
demanded a livelihood upon which to base a marital
union. Marriage age tended to be relatively high as a
result (Coale and Watkins 1986; Hajnal 1965). Given
the increased opportunities to marry afforded by new
openings in society, however, ages at marriage began
to fall in the nineteenth century. Population surged as
a result, even though increasingly large segments of
the society lived as landless farmers. The rural
societies produced increasingly large harvests based
on a widened array of crops, including the potato. A
growing per capita caloric output — Martinius (1971:
604) argues that the agricultural output per worker
increased 0.7 per cent per annum in Sweden between
1835 and 1870 - did not necessarily indicate a
'poorer' society. It did mean, however, that the
structures of local society had been irrefutably altered.

Landlessness was increasingly common in societies
that traditionally had large proportions of freeholding
peasants by European standards. Both Norway and
Sweden seemed less able to withstand the rural crises
that periodically descended upon them, such as the
virtual starvation of the 1860s (Beijbom 1980: 972).
And although the marriage age fell, people were still
less likely to marry in areas of Scandinavia than in
other regions of Europe. One is struck by the
correlations between regions with low values of Im (an
index of proportions married) on maps in Coale and
Watkins (1986: 484ff.) with those of emigration
intensity on maps found in Runblom and Norman
(1976: 128ff). It is not surprising that opportunities to
own American land, which were beckoning Scan-
dinavian peasants by the mid-nineteenth century, were
often perceived as a godsend (Gjerde 1985).

In many ways, the migration patterns from Scan-
dinavia were an extension of those which had already
occurred in other regions of Europe. They paralleled,
for example, the so-called provincial migration from
the British Isles (Bailyn 1986). In Britain, a surge of
emigration in the eighteenth century from the
provinces (from Scotland, Ireland and northern
England) reflected both the displacements resulting
from change at home and the opportunities to
reconfigure the old society in land-rich regions in the
colonies. As with British provincial migration, the
initial centre of migration from Scandinavia tended to
be located in rather remote, yet rapidly growing,
regions. In Norway, the most intense emigration came
from the mountain and western fjord regions.
Between 1855 and 1865, for example, the rate of
emigration from Sogn was 1.7 per 100 per year; from
Valdres, it was 1.6; and from Hallingdal 1.5 (Engen
1978; Gjerde 1985). In Sweden, the initial centre of
emigration was the region of Smaland, where the
growing population had created landlessness and rural
proletariatization. In Denmark, emigrants moved
overwhelmingly from rural regions — especially the
islands of Lolland-Falster and Bornholm (Hvidt
1975). In Finland, the areas of Vaasa and Oulu,
among the least industrialized regions of the country,
accounted for over three-fifths of the emigrants. The
propensity of remote regions to be leaders in
emigration was certainly partly due to the fact that
cities and towns, in what has been termed the 'urban
field of influence', siphoned off potential international
emigrants from nearby outlying regions (de Geer
1977). Yet it is also true that despite long-standing
traditions of internal migration, only when knowledge
of the possibility of emigration diffused into remote
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Norwegian peasant communities did out-migration
rates explode (Gjerde 1991). Whereas 2000 residents
of Vaasa left home for Helsinki between 1882 and
1902, for example, 103,000 departed for the USA. In
short, American opportunities were fundamentally
different from chances to move internally; they
appealed to peasants from relatively remote locations
who were less familiar with urban life and who hoped
to retain conventional patterns of life thousands of
miles from home.

Like the British provincial migration, moreover, the
early Scandinavian destinations were principally
located in land-rich areas in the Americas. Whereas
colonial British emigrants settled on the broad arc of
the American frontier, the early waves of Scandin-
avian migration were premised on landed futures in
the USA where lost social worlds might be regained.
By the mid-nineteenth century, immense tracts of land
were available in the mid-western USA for purchase,
either from the US government or from private firms
and individuals. The principal locations of settlement
were correlated with the primary areas of available
land. Because they were among the first Scan-
dinavians to emigrate, Norwegian immigrants pre-
dominated in Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota
and the Dakotas. Swedes, who tended to be later, were
concentrated in Minnesota and the Dakotas. Nearly
half the Finnish-born living in the USA resided in
Minnesota and Michigan (Hoglund 1980: 365).
Icelanders, later still, settled mainly on the prairie
provinces of Canada.

Because this was a settler migration, its demo-
graphic features indicated the transplantation of
communities. The emigrants moved principally in
family groups; failing that, they moved as individuals
with other families and were often embedded within a
kinship network. Between 1841 and 1850, for
example, more than two-thirds of those emigrating
from Sweden were part of migrating families
(Norman and Runblom 1987: 850). And since the
early emigrants were mainly family members, their
sex ratios were relatively even. In both Sweden and
Norway, men comprised between 55 and 60 per cent
of the emigrants in the early phases. Few, moreover,
returned home. Rather, their residence was typically
in settler communities, often in rural environments in
which they would foster institutions such as the
church and family and start up a newspaper in a new
milieu. For decades they maintained their native
tongue and religion, and tended to wed within their
own ethnic group. It is not too much to suggest that
the migration from Scandinavia to North America was

a 'radical attempt to conserve', i.e. to recreate former
patterns of life in a distant milieu. Residents of remote
Scandinavian locales were often more familiar with
equally remote locations in the USA than they were
with their own capital cities (Gjerde 1985;
Semmingsen 1978).

As the emigration continued, however, two
noteworthy and in some ways countervailing devel-
opments occurred. First, eastward flows of capital and
information, in the form of letters and occasional
visits from 'Americans' to their old home, fuelled
additional westward migration. About two-fifths of
emigrants leaving Oslo (Christiania) between 1872
and 1875 held prepaid tickets. From Sweden to
Canada between 1883 and 1886, the figure
approached 50 per cent (Hvidt 1975: 190-4). It often
followed that those who were provided with the
information and means to migrate engaged in 'chain
migration': i.e. they relocated to places where friends
and family lived. In so doing, they further enlarged
the kinship communities that dotted the northern USA
(Gjerde 1991).

On the other hand, as the century progressed so the
character of Scandinavian immigration changed and
by the final decades of the nineteenth century it had
begun to mirror the 'industrial migration' in which
immigrants from other European nations were
enmeshed. These shifts were due to the changing
character of transatlantic transportational networks
and to altered opportunity structures in an indus-
trializing North America. The closing of the American
frontier betokened an end to fertile, easily available
land, whereas American industrialization provided
previously unavailable work opportunities. These
changes in North America were complemented by
modifications in Scandinavian society. As knowledge
about opportunities in North America became
increasingly widespread, it was weighed against the
perceived opportunities within the nation's boun-
daries. As transport costs were reduced, many chose
migration to America rather than movement
internally. It was at this time that the frequency of
emigration from Sweden and Denmark reached its
zenith. Nearly 400,000 Swedish immigrants and
almost 90,000 Danes entered the USA in the 1880s, a
decade of particularly high emigration from the whole
of northern Europe. Whereas the 1880s were also
years of high emigration from Norway, the peak
decade was actually between 1901 and 1910.

Given the shift in economic opportunities in the
USA and Canada, later-arriving Scandinavian immi-
grants increasingly tended to move to urban locales.
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PLATE 5: Southern Europe meets northern Europe on the roof of the detention centre at Ellis Island, New York.
Bemused children celebrate the Fourth of July (the adoption of the Declaration of Independence).

To be sure, Scandinavian immigrants retained their
distinctive proclivity to move to and live in rural
places. As late as 1920, over half the Norwegian-born
and nearly two-thirds of the second generation in the
USA were rural dwellers (Qualey and Gjerde 1981:
230). Yet new destinations soon vied for the
immigrants' attention. Norwegians began to move in
large numbers to the Pacific north-west. Scandin-
avians in general began to choose urban residences.
More so than the Norwegians, Swedish immigrants
tended to move to cities. They clustered both in
smaller industrial towns such as Jamestown (New
York), Worcester (Massachusetts) and Rockford
(Illinois), and in growing metropoli such as Chicago
and the twin cities of Minneapolis and St Paul
(Minnesota) (Norman 1974). In 1890, Swedes

comprised the third largest national group in Chicago
behind the Irish and Germans. Twenty years later,
one-tenth of all Swedish immigrants and their children
then alive in the USA lived in Chicago (Anderson and
Blanck 1992: 1).

Symptomatic of industrial migration was the greater
likelihood of return migration. Like emigration from
other countries at this time, international migration
was often premised on a return to the homeland.
Between 1899 and 1924, for example, the quarter of a
million Scandinavians who departed from the USA
equalled 23.8 per cent of the immigration into the
USA from Scandinavia. To be sure, this rate pales in
comparison with 56.4 per cent for south Italy or 55.6
per cent for Slovaks, and it is lower than the total rate
for immigration of 34.6 per cent (Thernstrom 1980:
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1036), yet it indicates a new strategy practised
especially by single males. Men comprised three-
quarters of the returnees among the Swedish immi-
grants in the 1880s and two-thirds of them in the
1920s. Although in the main they moved from
agricultural sectors, in America they tended to work in
urban industrial occupations. When they returned to
Scandinavia, they typically also returned to agri-
culture and often used the capital they had accrued in
North America to finance new ventures in Scan-
dinavia. One case study of the parish of Langasjo in
Smaland shows that 60 per cent of the return migrants
from Canada purchased land in their home parish
(Norman and Runblom 1987: 110).

It was during this industrial era that migration from
Finland flourished. As from other Scandinavian coun-
tries, emigration from Finland was originally centred
in rural areas. But since it grew during a period of
improved transport and greater industrialization in the
USA, Finnish migration had very much the same
characteristics as industrial migration. The vast
majority of immigrants were young and unmarried.
Hoglund (1980: 365) notes that of the Finns who
applied for passports between 1901 and 1920, three-
quarters were unmarried and two-thirds were between
the ages of 16 and 30. Secondly, they were more
likely to work in industrial locations in the USA and
were especially prominent in the mines of northern
Minnesota and Michigan. Finally, the Finns, more so
than other Scandinavians, were highly active in labour
and socialist organizations in the USA. Inspired by
their contacts with Russian radicalism, they intro-
duced cooperative and socialist movements and led
bitter strikes in the mining regions of Minnesota and
Michigan in 1907 and 1913 respectively (Hoglund
1980; Norman and Runblom 1987: 234-41).

In sum, early Scandinavian migration to North
America consisted of a movement from a region of
Europe characterized by strict controls on nuptiality,
rapid population growth, limited opportunities to own
land and a fledgling urban industrial sector. The
combination of these stimuli led to a massive
migration to land-rich regions, especially in the USA
and Canada. The Scandinavian migration was
distinguished by its rural origins and by its tendency
to move to rural destinations in North America. As the
century of migration progressed, however, Scan-
dinavian migration began to take on the characteristics
of the industrial migration that typified the North
American economy following the American Civil
War.
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UNBROKEN LINKS: PORTUGUESE
EMIGRATION TO THE USA

MARIA IOANNIS B. BAGANHA

Forty years ago old Silva come from the Azores.
Went sheep-herdin' in the mountains for a couple of
years, then blew into San Leandro. These five acres
was the first land he leased. That was the biginnin'.
Then he began leasin' by the hundreds of acres an' by
the hundred-an-sixties. An' his sisters an' his uncles
an' his aunts begun pouring' in from the Azores —
they're all related there, you know; an' pretty soon
San Leandro was a regular Porchugeeze settlement.

—Jack London, The Valley of
the Moon (1913: 309)

The flow of Europeans across the Atlantic became
essentially a free international labour movement after
the independence of the American colonies, the ban
on slave trade in the Atlantic and the progressive
inscription of the freedom of movement in most Euro-
pean constitutions. In less than a century, 1850—1914,
36 to 40 million people are estimated to have departed
from Europe overseas. The majority of the flow,
roughly 70 per cent, went to the USA,1 the bulk of the
movement occurring after 1875.2

Although all western European countries contrib-
uted to this movement, neither the size nor the
moment of the contribution are similar. In the Portu-
guese case, the country only became, relative to its
demographic base, a high emigration area during the
1890s or, if we include clandestine departures, from
the late 1870s.3 But, while the preferred choice of
destination for the majority of the departing Euro-
peans was the USA, for the overwhelming majority of
the Portuguese (at least 80 per cent) the preferred
choice of destination was Brazil. In fact, the 175,000
Portuguese who between 1855 and 1914 entered the
USA only represented 12—14 per cent of the Portu-
guese total migratory current overseas.

Population pressure and land fragmentation in rural
Europe, the development of the New World, the
spread of railroads and the progressive substitution of
sailing boats by steamers are the most commonly
listed determinants of transatlantic mass migration
until the First World War.4 These determinants may
explain why the Portuguese were a part of this move-
ment; they do not explain why so few Portuguese

went to the USA or why so many went to Brazil.
Scholarship on Portuguese emigration has not
addressed this issue. Instead, it has accepted as a
natural fact the choice of Brazil as the main area of
destination of the Portuguese migratory flow. After
all, it is usually recalled, political and cultural links
existed between the two countries dating back to the
sixteenth century.

Studies on the forces determining the direction of a
migratory flow are relatively scarce, partially because
the overwhelming majority of the research focus is on
emigration to the USA. Still, as was perceptively
noticed by J. D. Gould (1979: 605) and more recently
by Dudley Baines (1985: 22), if the greater attraction
of the USA may be attributed to some known advan-
tages — namely being cheaper to reach, being more
developed than the other receiving areas and, given its
own size, being able to absorb relatively larger num-
bers of newcomers — this just leaves us with the
problem of explaining why a part of the flow, over 30
per cent, took a different direction.

To address this question we need detailed infor-
mation on migratory flows that took more than one
direction, which is usually unavailable. In the Portu-
guese case, however, we do have the necessary
evidence to contrast the main features of the
migratory flow that went to the USA with those of the
flow that went to Brazil in order to determine the
main factors dictating the choice of direction.

This work has two purposes: to describe syntheti-
cally the main features of the Portuguese emigration
to the USA, particularly after 1870, when this move-
ment became a sustained and growing process; and to
do so with the background objective of bringing to
light the main factors dictating the choice of direction.

Finally, by contrasting some of the main features of
the Portuguese emigration flow to the USA with those
of the Portuguese flow to Brazil, I hope to prove that
what channelled emigrants in either direction were the
emigrants' personal characteristics and the character-
istics of the receiving society's labour market, plus the
existence or non-existence of channels of information
and support to a given direction.
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Table 4.1: Portuguese-born residents in continental USA and Portuguese arrivals, 1850-1910

Year Portuguese residents Date Portuguese arrivals

1850
1860
1870
1880
1890
1900
1910

1,274
5,477
8,759
15,650
25,735
40,431
77,634

1840-1849
1850-1859
1860-1869
1870-1879
1880-1889
1890-1899
1900-1909

362
4,225
5,369

14,265
15,560
26,376
63,144

Source: Baganha (1990: 307).

Portuguese emigration to the USA
The first Portuguese migratory stream to the USA was
induced by the needs of the American whaling and
merchant fleets that, since the late eighteenth century,
stopped at Faial harbour in search of supplies and
crew members; it was strengthened by the establish-
ment of American mercantile houses in that same
Azorean island. After the American gold rush of the
mid-nineteenth century, a new current was estab-
lished, having as its final destination first the mining
areas and, soon after, the rural and fishing areas of
California. Information about the USA seems to have
spread very slowly to the other Azorean islands, but
from the 1870s onward all the islands were participat-
ing in a significant and growing flow. The migratory
current increased until it was halted by the US anti-
immigration legislation of the 1920s.5

As said, a sizeable permanent community in the
USA only gained form after 1870. This fact can be
confirmed by looking at the evolution of Portuguese-
born residents in continental USA and Portuguese
arrivals between 1850 and 1910.6 This evolution is
shown in Table 4.1.

Both the numbers of arrivals and the stock of the
Portuguese resident in the USA is insignificant before
1870. But between that year and 1910, the Portuguese
resident population grew at an impressive average
growth rate of 5.6 per cent per year, mainly attribut-
able to the snowballing number of arrivals. In 1910,
the 78,000 Portuguese-born residents in continental
USA represented a demographic base eight times
larger than the base registered in 1870 and 61 times
larger than that existent in 1850 (Baganha 1990: 307).

The Portuguese arriving in the USA at the turn of
the century (from 1899 to 1910) were a very homo-
geneous group. More than 90 per cent of them came

from the Azores, 68 per cent were illiterate, 88 per
cent were unskilled, they were overwhelmingly single
and between 16 and 25 years of age. Their financial
resources, at entry, were also extremely low; 88 per
cent declared themselves to be carrying less than
thirty dollars, and 46 per cent of the incoming immi-
grants stated that their passage was paid for by some-
one other than themselves.

After arrival, the Portuguese immigrants were over-
whelmingly concentrated in some very specific
communities in the states of Massachusetts and Cali-
fornia.7 This tendency for new arrivals to flock into
these two main areas of previous settlement became
even greater from the 1870s onwards. In fact, while
the Portuguese residents in these two states in 1870
accounted for 68 per cent of the total number of resi-
dents, by 1890 they represented 80 per cent, and by
1910 they corresponded to 83 per cent (Baganha
1990:28^-5).

In other words, after 1870 the Portuguese immi-
grant communities in the USA attained a sizeable base
that was able to absorb increasing numbers of new-
comers. That the flocking of new arrivals could be
done to the main areas of previous settlement would
obviously reduce the need for social interaction with
English native speakers.

On this subject we may go further, since one of the
noticeable characteristics of Portuguese immigrants in
the USA is their very restricted need to interact out-
side their own ethnic group.8 Here I review the main
findings of a previous work on Portuguese communi-
ties in the USA based on the 1910 manuscript census
of the USA (Baganha 1991a). The data contain a 10
per cent random sample of the households headed by
Portuguese-born residents in the textile city of
Taunton in Bristol county (Massachusetts) and all the
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households headed by Portuguese-born in Milpitas in
the rural region of Santa Clara county (California) —
overall 155 households, 61 for Taunton and 94 for
Milpitas.

The Portuguese came initially to Massachusetts as
crew members for the Bostonian whaling and mer-
chant fleets, but by the 1880s they were profiting, like
other 'new' immigrant groups, from the opening of
low-skill job opportunities in the textile mills of the
region.' The occupations and the economic sectors of
activity of the Portuguese male household heads in
this city were quite restricted and clearly determined
by the labour market of the receiving community. Of
the Portuguese male heads in Taunton, 91 per cent
were wage earners, and of those 79 per cent were
industrial unskilled labourers.

During the mid-nineteenth century gold rush some
of the Portuguese went to California, where they soon
became farmers. But the available land, even at low
prices, was not immediately affordable for the major-
ity of Portuguese immigrants. Still, through a process
of renting followed by buying, the Portuguese
succeeded in establishing a niche for themselves in
two branches of agriculture — market gardening and
dairy production. The Portuguese in Milpitas were
connected with market gardening. As in the previous
case, the market economy of the receiving region
determined their occupational structure; 95 per cent of
the Portuguese household heads were connected with
agricultural activities. Of these 95 per cent, 87 per
cent were either employers or self-employed.

The mean size and type of Portuguese immigrant
households in Milpitas were, relative to those in
Taunton, larger and less dominated by nuclear fami-
lies. The high proportion of households with employ-
ees and of extended family households indicates that
the Portuguese immigrant households in Milpitas
relied on both extended family members and wage-
earners to satisfy their labour demands. The fact that
all the employees in Portuguese households were
themselves Portuguese, and that a substantial number
of the extended family members were males who had
arrived after the household head, indicates that Portu-
guese employers in Milpitas relied on kinship and
informal migrant networks active at both ends of the
trajectory (in this case the Azores and California) to
supply their labour demands.9 This practice, fre-
quently referred to in immigrants' testimonies
(Mayone Dias 1982), was so common among the
Portuguese community in California that it was sin-
gled out in the Immigration Commissioners Reports
of 1911 (Document 33, 1911:490,491).

In Taunton, the high proportion of households with
boarders suggests that a significant share of Portu-
guese immigrant households in that city took in
lodgers to supplement their incomes. Contemporary
observers specifically refer to this household strategy
among the Portuguese operatives in the cotton mills of
New England (Lauck 1912: 712). Boarders in the
Taunton sample were all first-generation Portuguese,
indicating that the strategy to complement household
earnings with boarders could be achieved within the
Portuguese migrant network active in the region.

In sum, the Portuguese migrant network was active
in both areas. In California, it offered readily available
work in a setting where the spoken language was
mainly Portuguese. Networking between California
and the Azores seems to have been an effective 'infor-
mal' information system able to support a labour
market based on both sides of the Atlantic. In Massa-
chusetts, it offered logistical and cultural support,
substantially reducing the costs of displacement for
the new arrivals. Furthermore, economically, the
Portuguese who went to California performed far
better that those who chose or were directed to Massa-
chusetts. In fact, the temporal pattern of ownership
indicates that in Milpitas the Portuguese immigrants
would in time attain some kind of property, while in
Taunton only 25 per cent of each wave of newcomers
could expect to become property owners.

Contrasting the USA with Brazil
Let us begin by considering some characteristics of
Portuguese emigration to Brazil. The Brazilian Dec-
laration of Independence in 1822 was followed by an
anti-Portuguese sentiment that was vividly, and some-
times violently, expressed against the Portuguese
community. These events restrained, at least for a
while, potential migrants and even promoted a signifi-
cant number of returns. After the mid-nineteenth
century, nationalistic spirits had already calmed down
and the flow to Brazil begun to regain strength. This
new strength is said to have been eased by the
existence of migratory channels opened up in the past,
the existence of a large Portuguese community and by
the use of a common language. It was pulled by the
growing labour needs of the Brazilian economy and
by the knowledge, in Portugal, of the existence of
economic opportunities, particularly in retail trade. It
was pushed by the existence of a surplus rural popu-
lation which the slow economic growth of the country
could not absorb, by land fragmentation which liberal
reforms accelerated and by a long migratory tradition
that led, particularly, the northern mainland and the
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islander peasantry to accept emigration as a natural
strategy at a given phase of a male life cycle.

Taking into consideration the migrants' characteris-
tics and their respective insertion in the Brazilian
labour market, migration to Brazil may be divided
into three groups.

The first group is composed of adolescents and
young adults who went to join relatives or 'friends' to
work in trade activities. This group departed almost
exclusively from the northern regions of Portugal.10

The second group is relatively older, and is formed by
those that had some sort of property or skill, and could
easily find a niche in the expanding Brazilian urban
economy.'' The third group is made up of those with
no skills who enter the Brazilian unskilled labour
market. According to Martins (1956: 231) and
Evangelista (1971: 130), at the end of the nineteenth
century the first group represented between 8 and 11
per cent of the total legal flow, while the second group
accounted for a maximum of 10 per cent. Thus, the
last group corresponded to close on 80 per cent of the
flow.12

It seems reasonable to assume that, relative to the
USA, the first two groups chose the destination that
from the start maximized their skills or assets, since
their transference was not blocked by the use of an
unknown language and it was eased by the existence
of a large Portuguese community. The choice does not
seem as reasonable for the last group, not only
because unskilled wages were higher in the USA, but
also because insertion in this segment of the labour
market did not necessarily require knowledge of the
English language.

As we have seen, this is particularly true after 1870,
when the Portuguese migratory flow to the USA
became a sustained movement, backed by a growing
Portuguese immigrant community. Although accurate
and comparable figures are hard to come by, this
group, which made up at least three-quarters of the
Portuguese emigration to Brazil, seems, compared
with migrants to the USA, to have performed econ-
omically quite poorly in the receiving area. After all,
extremely high rates of mortality and subsidized
returns from Brazil, either by indigence or extreme
sickness, are repeatedly referred to in contemporary
sources, but no such descriptions were ever made
about the Portuguese immigrants in the USA.13

Why then did the unskilled emigrants not choose
the USA rather than Brazil? Passport registers are
perhaps the most useful sources for understanding the
dynamics behind the choice of direction, for detailed
information on the individual characteristics of the

emigrants departing in each direction can be collected
from them. We may observe the relative weight that
the existence of information and channels of support
play in the choice of direction, particularly if both
directions are firmly established in the region's migra-
tory streams.

In 1901, 709 Portuguese emigrants left from the
Azorean island of Terceira overseas. More or less half
of them went to Brazil and the other half to the USA.
Based on their passport registers and using a logit-
probit model, I tested whether their decision to
emigrate to the USA or Brazil was a function of their
personal characteristics (Baganha 1990).

My findings, for the topic being discussed, may be
summarized as follows. Although losing ground rela-
tive to the USA, since departures to Brazil had been
consistently decreasing since the 1880s,14 Brazil's
attraction increased with the migrant's age and skills
and with the migrant's previous personal or familial
migratory experience.

The probability of migrating to Brazil was consis-
tently higher for migrants between 26 and 40 years of
age than for migrants between 14 and 25 years of age,
and was equally consistently higher for males with
some skill or property than for labourers. The male
migrant with the highest probability (a chance higher
than 95 per cent) of coming to the USA from Terceira,
in 1901, was an unmarried labourer between 14 and
25 years of age and without previous migratory
experience. Conversely, the migrant most likely to
emigrate to Brazil (98 per cent chance) was married,
had a skill or property and had previous personal or
familial migratory experience.

What these findings suggest is that network support
was a particularly strong determinant in the early
phases of the migrant's life cycle and more so if he
was an unskilled labourer. This inference is also borne
out by the migrants' life stories published by May one
Dias (1982) and by the fact that a high percentage of
emigrants had had their passages paid for by someone
else.

Conclusion
In an area where half the migratory flow went to the
USA and the other half to Brazil, factors like age,
skills and property were found to be relevant in
explaining the choice of direction. Furthermore, since
information on Brazil and the USA was equally avail-
able to potential migrants from Terceira, it seems
reasonable to assume that the choices of direction
reflected the maximization of each emigrant's percei-
ved chances of success in the receiving society. Thus
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we may conclude that migrants with some form of
skill or property, as a rule older than the rest of the
flow, and probably with less need to rely on estab-
lished channels of support, enhanced their chances for
betterment by going to Brazil. Young, unskilled
migrants, who were unlikely to have the necessary
means to leave on their own, relied on family support
and on the migrant network active in the region to
boost their chances of success in the receiving area.
That network, in the Azores, directed them to the
USA, where, in fact, the chances for upward econ-
omic mobility seem to have been greater than in
Brazil.

We have seen that young unskilled migrants at the
turn of the century made up at least three-quarters of
the total migratory flow. Of these, roughly 90 per cent
went to Brazil and only 10 per cent went to the USA.
Since the latter were almost all departing from the
Azores, the most likely reason for the overwhelming
majority of young unskilled Portuguese emigrants
having taken the 'wrong' direction is that neither
information nor channels of support existed on the
Portuguese mainland to direct them to the USA. This
hypothesis is more in accordance with the existing
historical evidence than the classic argument of
political and cultural links with Brazil dating back to
the sixteenth century.

This leads us to the conclusion that once a migra-
tory flow is established, the dynamics of the migrant
network active at both ends of the trajectory are the
most powerful filters for determining the direction the
movement takes. This is because they maximize the
fit between the personal characteristics of the emi-
grant and the current demands of the labour market of
the receiving area. Or, in other words, unbroken links
are important in determining migratory movements, if
not directly their size and fluctuations, at least their
direction.

Notes
1. Between 1856 and 1915, the USA, Brazil, Canada and

Argentina received 38 million aliens, 70 per cent of whom
went to the USA (Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: 172).

2. American immigration sources registered the entry of
8,852,000 immigrants between 1820 and 1874, against
23,176,000 between 1875 and 1914 (Baganha 1990: 250-
252).

3. I am using D. Baines's (1985: 10) threshold of an emigration
rate of 4 per cent or more of a country's population in a
decade to define a high emigration area. Portuguese yearly
emigration rates by intercensal periods were: 4.2 for 1878 to
1890; 5.6 for 1891 to 1900; 6.9 for 1901 to 1911; and 7.1 for
1912 to 1920 (Baganha 1990: 217). On Portuguese sources
on emigration see Serrao (1982) and Baganha (1990) and
(1991b).

4. For a full list of factors influencing European overseas emi-
gration see Qualey (1980: 36—38); for an appraisal of these
factors see, for example, Gould (1979) and Baines (1985).

5. On Portuguese emigration to the USA see, for example,
Baganha (1990), Bannick (1917), Morison (1961), Pap
(1949), Trindade (1976) and Williams (1982).

6. This work only addresses Portuguese emigration to conti-
nental USA; the Portuguese stream to Hawaii is thus not
referred to.

7. This tendency was specifically addressed by Williams in
Higgs(1990: 145-57).

8. In fact the few surviving testimonies for this period, gathered
by Mayone Dias (1982) among Portuguese immigrants in
California, confirm what is being said. So do the scattered
interviews published by Graves (1977) and Leder (1980),
and the few biographical accounts of Andrade (1968), Oliver
(1972) and Vieira (1963).

9. As many as 91 per cent. I am using the concept of migrant
networks in a broad sense. The term here refers to both
kin/community-based and impersonal structures of infor-
mation and support. The term would encompass what
Macdonald and Macdonald (1964) called chain-migration
and impersonally organized migration, and what Tilly and
Brown (1967) called 'auspices of kinship' and 'auspices of
work'. The evidence on the Portuguese emigration of this
period strongly suggests that kin/community migrant net-
works were more relevant than impersonal structures of
information and support.

10. There is an extensive literature on this subject. See for
example Brettell (1986) and Monteiro (1985).

11. Alencastro (1988: 43) mentions that in the 1872 census of
Rio de Janeiro, three out of every four foreign craftsmen
were Portuguese.

12. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the
Portuguese were the largest foreign group connected with
manual unskilled jobs in the urban industries like textiles and
tobacco (Pescatelo 1970).

13. See, for example, Ministerio dos Negocios Externos (1874
and 1885).

14. In 1887-89 departures to Brazil represented 27 per cent of
all legal departures; in 1901-5 they accounted for 12 per
cent; and in 1912-16 for a slim 5 per cent (Baganha 1990:
363^).
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EAST EUROPEANS ON THE MOVE

EWA MORAWSKA

The region here called eastern Europe includes the
territory of the turn-of-the-century Russian empire
west of the Urals, together with Congress Poland (the
fragment of Poland partitioned in 1795 under Russian
rule) and the eastern province of the Austrian
monarchy composed of the incorporated part of
Poland called Galicia, including Bukovyna in its
south-eastern corner. Peoples inhabiting this region
who are the subject of this essay include, in order of
the magnitude of their overseas migration, Jews,
Poles, Lithuanians, Ukrainians and Carpatho-Rusyns
(groups with kindred languages and shared religions,
known then as Ruthenians or subsumed under the
generic name of Russians), ethnic Russians and
Byelorussians (during the time considered here, the
latter had not yet differentiated themselves from the
former), and Latvians.

Transatlantic migration of East Europeans started as
a trickle in the 1870s and turned into a mass move-
ment in the 1880s that continued to swell until the
outbreak of the First World War in 1914. Whereas
during the decade 1871-80 no more than 70,000
migrants from the eastern part of the European conti-
nent crossed the Atlantic, between 1881 and 1890 this
number grew to more than a quarter of a million, and
during the first decade of this century, to more than
two million. (See Nugent in this volume on contem-
poraneous migration of peoples from the adjacent
areas usually also considered as eastern Europe, i.e.
Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians). In all, more than
four million people journeyed from eastern Europe to
the Americas between 1880 and 1914. Nearly nine-
tenths of this number migrated to North America, of
whom about the same proportion went to the USA:
approximately 1.8 million Jews; between 1.1 and 1.3
million Poles; about 300,000 Lithuanians and 250,000
Ukrainians/Rusyns (Ruthenians); 100,000-150,000
ethnic Russians (with Byelorussians); and 10,000-
15,000 Latvians (Bobinska and Pilch 1975: 39-48,
84-101, 126-7; Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: I, 230-
50, II, 507-29; HEAEG 1980: 182, 202, 580-1, 639,
668, 887, 998; Kuznets 1975: 39-51).

This contribution focuses primarily on migration to
the USA, as it was the main destination of the trans-

atlantic journeys of East Europeans (particular
features of the migration to Canada are also noted).
Travels to the USA, or simply America, as the
migrants called it, were part of the intense multi-
directional movement of East Europeans within their
own region and towards central and western parts of
the continent.1

Two major factors that simultaneously mobilized
thousands of people to undertake the American jour-
ney can be distinguished. One of them operated at the
macro-structural level and had two aspects: socio-
economic and political. The socio-economic factor
was related to the emerging system of exchange of
capital, products and labour linking two sides of the
Atlantic, facilitated by improved long-distance
transport and communication (this multiple intercon-
nectedness between Europe and America has been
called the Atlantic world system). More specifically, it
involved the socio-economic consequences of the
progressive incorporation of eastern Europe, during
the last four decades preceding the First World War,
into the orbit of expanding modern capitalism on the
one hand, and, on the other, of the rapid urbanization-
industrialization of the USA (Hoerder 1985;
Morawska 1989). The political factor conducive to
mass migration involved the legal and civic status of
members of particular classes and ethno-religious/
national groups in eastern Europe, as well as the
politics of migration in both the sending and the
receiving societies.

The second mobilizing factor operated in the
immediate or micro-environments of the migrants,
and it was of socio-cultural nature. Of all the possible
destinations that turn-of-the-century East Europeans
could (and did) travel to, only America (the USA) had
a 'great legend' of unmatched riches awaiting immi-
grants. Labour migration to other places was per-
ceived as an opportunity for the family to make ends
meet or at best gain a somewhat better livelihood. But
going to America was viewed, in the opinion of W.
Thomas and F. Znaniecki (1918-20), the authors of
the classic study The Polish Peasant in Europe and
America, as a project to alter radically the migrant's
ordinary course of life, either by permanently settling
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overseas or after returning home. For members of
oppressed national or religious minorities, such as
Russian Jews, in addition to a promise of material
affluence, America symbolized a paradise of civic and
political freedom. In the remainder of this essay, we
look at each of these two mobilizing factors somewhat
more closely.

Macro-structural context of transatlantic
migration
The eastern European and American parts of the
Atlantic world system at the turn of the century can be
viewed as the sending and the receiving sides of
migration. The mechanisms linking them are the
'push' and 'pull' forces, respectively. Let us first con-
sider the sending side, eastern Europe, and the macro-
structural forces, socio-economic and political, that
pushed people out of their places of residence and
turned them into work-seeking migrants. Next, we
shall examine the corresponding 'pull' forces on the
side of the receiver, the USA, and note the differing
circumstances in Canada.

It was only in the five decades preceding the First
World War that eastern Europe began a long-term,
uneven process of accelerated urban-industrial trans-
formation and the accompanying social restructuring.
The abolition of serfdom and the alienation of estates
(in 1848 in the Austrian monarchy, including its
Polish part, and in 1861/64 in the Russian empire/
Congress Poland) produced cumulative long-term
effects on the rural economy of eastern Europe. (By
1900 the majority of the Slavic, Lithuanian and
Latvian population, the proportion ranging between
65 per cent and 80 per cent depending on the
province, were still involved in farming, whereas the
majority of Jews, with a similar regional variation,
were occupied in rural and semi-rural petty trade and
artisanry.) The main consequences of the enfranchise-
ment of the peasantry were a rapid diminution of
holdings as they were divided and redivided among
peasants' progeny and the creation of a large mass of
rural proletarians. On the one hand, the alienation of
noble estates that traditionally employed Jewish
lessees and land administrators, and, on the other, the
growth of mass industrial production in the develop-
ing cities, caused the progressive disintegration of
rural handicrafts and industries and, generally, the
diminution of work traditionally performed by Jews in
the shtetls, small towns in the countryside. This
process produced, in turn, a commercial and proto-
industrial Jewish proletariat (Berend and Ranki 1982;
Joseph 1914: 43-99).

Combined with the unprecedented demographic
growth of all groups in the region, this large-scale
proletarianization of eastern European working
classes both Christian and Jewish, sent millions of
people in search of a livelihood. By the beginning of
this century no less than one-quarter to one-third of
the total adult male population of rural and semi-rural
origins lived or worked in places different from those
of their birth. Since the developing local urban indus-
tries, dependent to a large extent on western capital
and lacking sufficient dynamism of their own, could
absorb only a fraction of the 'superfluous' workforce
generated by the socio-economic restructuring of the
region, the majority had to seek employment farther
away2 (Balch 1910: 48, 132-40; Bodnar 1985: 9-11,
31-2, 43-5; Kuznets 1975: 68-82).

Political discrimination against particular ethnic/
national groups by the institutions of the dominant
society reinforced the 'push' effects of the economic
and demographic factors. The situation of Russian
Jews, particularly during three decades of harsh anti-
Jewish legislation and popular outbursts, or pogroms,
ushered in after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II
in 1881, had been the most notorious case (that of
Slovaks in the Hungarian monarchy could also serve
as an example). The importance of the civic-political
oppression in instigating emigration of a minority
group's members is shown by a comparison of the
contemporary rates of emigration to America by
Russians and Galicians. (As Austrian subjects, the
Galician Jews were included in the Emancipation Act
of 1867, and although the Polish administrators of this
province obstructed rather than facilitated the imple-
mentation of the constitutional laws regarding Jewish
participation in public life and institutions, in Galicia
there were no pogroms or anti-Semitic public hysteria
comparable to those in Russia.) Whereas between
1899 and 1910, on average 74 of every 10,000 Jews in
Austria emigrated to America, the proportion for
Russian Jews during the same period was 125:10,000
(Joseph 1914: 56-80, 104, 112). An additional politi-
cal factor that contributed to emigration of young
Jewish and peasant men alike was military conscrip-
tion, which drew disproportionately from the lower
classes and, particularly in Russia, was popularly
viewed as a symbol of oppressive rule by an alien
power.

The oversupply of labour in eastern Europe coin-
cided with a demand for it on the other side of the
Atlantic, related to the restructuring of the rapidly
expanding American economy that had shifted to
heavy industry, construction and mass garment
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production. Each of these enterprises required large
quantities of manual workers. With the decrease in the
arrival of immigrants from western and central parts
of Europe due to industrial development there, Ameri-
can employers were eager to draw labour from the
underdeveloped and overpopulated eastern regions of
the continent.

Contracting labour as a means of recruiting a
foreign workforce by overseas agents of American
employers was outlawed in 1885. But until the First
World War the US government practised an open
door immigration policy (open, we should specify, for
people with white skins). This policy constituted an
additional political factor encouraging mass immigra-
tion on the receiving side of the Atlantic world system
and, to the extent that the policy was known in the
villages and shtetls of eastern Europe, it was also a
mobilizing element on the 'push' side. Indeed, during
the last four decades preceding the outbreak of the
First World War, about one-third of the increase in the
American labour force came from immigration. By
1910, immigrants represented one-fifth of the US
workforce: two-thirds of non-farm labourers and one-
third of industrial operatives. As the nineteenth
century came to a close, southern and eastern Euro-
peans provided increasingly large proportions of
immigrants to America: from 5 per cent in the decade
1870 to 1880, to 33 per cent between 1891 and 1900.
By 1914, they made up close to 70 per cent of all
arrivals (Balch 1910: 265, 460-1; Ferenczi and
Willcox 1929: I, 418-39).

Much smaller in numbers, the migration of East
Europeans to Canada differed from that to the USA in
two important features, or, more precisely, the conse-
quences thereof: the nature of the economic 'pull' and
immigration policy on the receiving side. Regarding
the former, rather than to secure labour for industrial
production (of which it had little before the First
World War), Canada's primary need was to populate
the country's western territories and turn them into
farmlands. The latter — and related — feature was the
active involvement of the Canadian government,
through its agencies in eastern Europe, in recruiting
immigrants by offering free homesteads. And indeed,
the majority of pre-First World War East European
immigrants to Canada, most of them Galician and
Bukovynian Ukrainians, settled on the prairies of
Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta (Heydenkorn
1975; Luciuk and Hryniuk 1991).

Micro-social environment of US migration
The configuration and pressure of macro-structural

forces on the sending and the receiving sides of trans-
atlantic migration set the general opportunity frame-
work and delineated the principal directions of
population flows, but it was at the level of their
immediate surroundings that people defined purposes,
made decisions and undertook actions. It was also at
this level, through the circulation of letters and
migrants themselves between eastern Europe and
America, that the American legend was created and
sustained, drawing, magnet-like, millions of people.

Transatlantic migration from eastern European
shtetls and villages was not an individual but a
collective undertaking from the time the idea became
implanted in local minds, through organization of the
journey, to establishing residence and procuring
employment in America. The pioneer migrants were
solicited by the recruitment agents of American
employers and, after 1885, by the agents of steamship
companies in Hamburg, Antwerp and Bremen, but
after a seed-group of the krajany or landslayt, people
from the same area, formed in America, the role of
further mobilizers passed to the migrants and prospec-
tive migrants themselves.

An important element in this process was commu-
nication from the USA (over five million letters were
sent in the seven years between 1900 and 1906)
transmitting information about the 'incredible land'
where within two weeks people made as much money
as a peasant would earn working on a farm for the
whole season from June until October. In fact, around
the turn of the century, unskilled labourers in Ameri-
can industries earned $1.00 to $1.15 a day, or about
seven to ten times more than agricultural workers and
artisans in eastern Europe. To the recipients of this
information the economic calculation was obvious: it
meant, in local money, the unheard-of ability to afford
a full hectare of land out of a single year's savings, or
the price of a new brick house in nine. Photographs
that accompanied letters from America were also
impressive, showing successful emigrants in city
attire. And, of course, there were remittances — stag-
gering amounts of money in the perception of the
local people — sent in money orders and letters, and
savings brought by the returning migrants. For
instance, in the five years between 1902 and 1906,
money orders alone sent from the USA to Austria-
Hungary and Russia amounted to $70 million.
According to contemporary estimates, sums brought
back during that time by the returnees added up to an
even larger figure, and the investments in land and
new buildings paid for by the savings of these
Amerikanci made local people go 'wild with envy and
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desire'3 (Balch 1910: 56, 144-5, 471-2; Kula et al.
1986; Morawska 1989: 255-66).

Most East European peasants travelling to the USA
at the turn of the century went there as migrant
labourers, not as permanent settlers. Their stay in
America was intended to be temporary. Since the
sojourn was not to exceed a few years, just enough to
save enough money to elevate the family's socio-
economic standing in the village, the majority of
migrants were young, single men (the average propor-
tion of women ranged between 33 per cent among
Poles and about 15 per cent among Russians). In com-
parison, peasants heading to the Canadian prairies to
homestead usually intended their migration as per-
manent resettlement and travelled with their entire
families. Most of the Jews who left eastern Europe,
especially Russia, not only for economic reasons, but
also as political refugees, viewed their emigration as
permanent; the proportion of females among them
was therefore close (44 per cent) to that of men.
Although a significant proportion of peasant migrants
to the USA between 1880 and 1914 indeed returned
home — 35 per cent to 45 per cent depending on the
ethnic/national group, with men considerably more
numerous than women — a majority eventually
remained, extending their stay from one year to the
next. Among Jews, the proportion of returnees was
slightly over 20 per cent between 1880 and 1900, and
then dropped to 7 per cent (Balch 1910: 144-5; Bod-
nar 1985: 53-4; Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: II, 484,
521; Gabaccia forthcoming; Sarna 1981: 256-69).

As the numbers of East Europeans in America
increased, close-knit immigrant communities emerged
and solidified. This development was facilitated by
the immigrant groups' residential and occupational
concentration in the areas where the expanding urban-
industrial American economy needed them most. At
the same time, by attracting more and more people
from the old country through social networks of
information and assistance, the growing East Euro-
pean colonies in America contributed, in turn, to
increased concentration of immigrants in particular
regions and cities and in specific industries. And so
nearly 90 per cent of Slavs, Lithuanians and Latvians,
and 97 per cent of Jews who came between 1880 and
1914 settled in urban areas. Between 70 per cent and
75 per cent of immigrants in the former groups made
their homes in eight major urban-industrial centres in
the eastern and mid-western parts of the USA
(Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, New York, Chicago,
Detroit, Cleveland and Boston), and about 10-15 per
cent in smaller cities and towns of Pennsylvania, New

Jersey and New England. Among East European
Jews, about two-thirds settled in the north-eastern
corridor from Boston to Baltimore (80 per cent of
those in New York), and over one-quarter in the main
urban centres of the Midwest. Employment figures
(aggregate data for the USA) show similar high rates
of concentration. Over nine-tenths of East European
peasant immigrants in each group found jobs as
common labourers in five industries: iron and steel
production, coal mining, construction, slaughtering
and packing meat, and textile and garment manufac-
turing. The majority, about two-thirds, of Jewish
immigrants worked as skilled manual workers, mostly
in garment and related industries, and 20—25 per cent
were occupied in trade (HEAEG 1980: 202, 581-2,
792, 999; Kucas 1975: 28-58; Kuznets 1975: 102).

As social support networks for the prospective
migrants in the old country, and for those already on
their way to the USA, East European immigrant
communities performed several functions. They were
the source of news about current industrial conditions
and advice regarding the job market, and thus they
regulated to an extent the migratory flows from the
old country. They also provided incoming migrants
with the financial means for transportation: about two-
thirds of the East Europeans arriving in US ports
between 1908 and 1914 (by that time the arrivals
included increasing numbers of women, either wives
with children or prospective brides) declared that their
passage was arranged by immigrants already in this
country, and an even greater proportion were headed
for destinations where they were awaited by kin or
acquaintances from their home towns and villages.

Most newcomers relied on the assistance of rela-
tives and friends in securing their first lodging. In a
typical letter, Miriam Goldberg wrote from New York
to her sister's niece in Lipno in Congress Poland:
'About Nella [a cousin], let her just come to America.
... Please give her my address. I shall meet her in
Castle Garden and take her home with us until her
husband will be able to make a living for the two of
them' (Kula et al 1986: 240). Finally, it was through
their group's support networks that new arrivals
became incorporated into the US economy as workers.
By assisting newcomers in finding employment, these
group support networks functioned as micro-level
social mediators or 'fitters' between the demands of
the US economy and the migrants' human capital or
individual characteristics and skills acquired in the old
country: in the case of Jews, their proto-industrial and
commercial experience; and in the case of the
peasants, their physical strength and a stamina
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PLATE 6: Orphaned Jewish children whose mothers were killed in a Russian massacre in 1908 posed in order of
size on the roof of the detention centre at Ellis Island, New York.

sustained by a vision of a triumphant return home
with enough savings to start a better life (Bodnar
1985: 57-84).

It can be argued that these complex networks of
communication, travel, housing and employment
assistance extending between the migrants' place of
origin in eastern Europe and the USA provided an
additional link in the Atlantic world system of inter-
related parts.

Transatlantic migration after the First World War
The outbreak of the war in Europe in 1914 put an
abrupt end to the surging mass migration to America.
After the war ended, the transatlantic flow resumed,
though on a diminished scale in comparison with the
previous decade. Between 1919 and 1924 about a
quarter of a million East Europeans came to the USA,
of which Jews constituted over a half and Poles about
a quarter. Post-war immigration was largely a family
reunification movement: the (combined) average
proportion of women, children and the elderly among
the arriving immigrants exceeded the respective fig-
ures for young men. During the same period, Canada
received approximately 50,000 East Europeans. On

the one hand, post-war redrawing of the political map
of eastern Europe — specifically, the reunification of
independent Poland and the creation of the indepen-
dent nation states of Lithuania and Latvia — and on the
other, the Communist revolution in Russia, attracted
about 100,000-150,000 return immigrants from
America (the most numerous, 65 per cent of this
number, were Poles; 3—5 per cent were Jewish enthu-
siasts of the new order in Russia).

In 1924, the US Congress enacted the national
quota system that sharply reduced immigration from
eastern Europe, and the onset of the Great Depression
on both sides of the Atlantic in 1929 further dimin-
ished inflows. They resumed on a larger scale after
1945, when, in the wake of the Second World War,
several hundred thousand 'displaced persons' and war
refugees arrived in North America (Ferenczi and
Willcox 1919: I, 126-7, 473-97, 789; HEAEG 1980:
202,639,673,791,887,998).

Notes
1. Intracontinental migration of eastern Europeans actually

involved great numbers of people, in some cases exceeding
the volume of travels to America. For example, between

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511598289.004


102 The great Atlantic migration to North America

350,000 and 400,000 Russian and Polish Jews resettled in
the period discussed here in central and western Europe,
and that does not count east-west migration within the
German and Austrian empires. Seasonal labour migrations
to Germany of Polish and Ukrainian/Rusyn inhabitants of
Russian- and Austrian-dominated parts of Poland exceeded
four to five times the number of transatlantic crossings
made by these people. And, in the case of ethnic Russians,
the bulk of long-distance migration was directed to Siberia
and the Asiatic provinces of the Russian empire; the number
of travellers to America constituted a mere one-thirtieth of
that movement (Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: I, 227, 656,
774, 894; II, 512-20, 553-65; Morawska 1989: 246-55).

2. It should be emphasized, however, that rates of out-
migration from one province or even locality fluctuated
over time and varied from place to place, depending on
local demographic and economic conditions.

3. Of course, not all migrant labourers managed to accumulate
significant savings. An ethnographic study of American
returnees to a Galician village reported 37 per cent of them
as having brought back no savings at all, except for city
clothing and various American gadgets for household use
(Morawska 1989: 265). Such instances, however, even
though not uncommon (and it is not unlikely that a consid-
erable number among those who did not succeed in Amer-
ica had never returned to the old country, ashamed of their
failure), apparently did not undermine the local people's
belief in the Golden Land.
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MIGRATION FROM THE GERMAN AND AUSTRO-
HUNGARIAN EMPIRES TO NORTH AMERICA

WALTER NUGENT

Germany and Austria-Hungary, those bygone giants
that bestrode central Europe in the decades before
1919, contributed significantly to the historic mass
migration westward across the Atlantic — but in very
different ways. In 1871, when the Prussian Chancellor
Otto von Bismarck added Bavaria and other entities to
form a united German empire, North America was
already home to thousands of Germans, the first of
whom arrived in 1683. German out-migration
declined steeply after 1886. Austria-Hungary, on the
other hand, donated few people until 1880, but from
then until the 1920s, it sent a wide range of peoples,
not only German-speaking Austrians but also Bohe-
mians, Hungarians, Slovaks, Croats and others.1

Germany provided more of a farm-family migration,
Austria-Hungary more of a proletarian labour migra-
tion — though by no means all migrants fit these
descriptions. The return migration rate, male and
female ratios, and the probable initial intentions of
migrants also distinguished the two groups. Differ-
ences aside, however, the two empires each contrib-
uted roughly similar numbers — over 4.5 million
people — to the transatlantic flow, surpassed only by
Britain, Ireland and Italy.

Migration to North America before 1815
Prior to the American Declaration of Independence in
1776, perhaps as many as 150,000 German-speakers
(Benjamin Franklin's estimate) lived in Pennsylvania,
with some thousands more in the easily reachable
Great Valley of the Appalachians in western Virginia,
in New York's Hudson Valley and in North Caro-
lina's Piedmont. Although figures are disputed, Ger-
man emigrants probably numbered between 60,000
and 80,000, with their numerous progeny making up a
similar figure by the 1770s. Beginning in 1683, when
Rhenish Mennonites led by Francis Daniel Pastorius
arrived and founded Germantown just outside of
Philadelphia, members of Anabaptist, radical Calvin-
ist and other German Protestant sects migrated to
south-eastern Pennsylvania and nearby northern Vir-
ginia (Jones 1992: 23-25). Conventional historiogra-
phy and tradition stress their desire for religious

independence. But bad harvests and intermittent local
warfare also motivated them, and the willingness of
the Pennsylvania proprietors to distribute land and
accommodate the sectarians guided the direction of
their migration (Moltmann 1983: 15-16).

Economics rather than religion produced a surge of
migration beginning in 1709 from the Palatinate and
adjacent parts of Germany. Approximately 7000
arrived in Philadelphia in 1719 alone. Some came
with enough means to establish independent farms;
others, obliged to 'redeem' their passage, began their
American lives as servants. The flow of redemptioners
and others oscillated greatly. There were years in
which hardly any Germans arrived, but in others, as
many as 6000 or 7000 (1749-52 and 1757) came,
even 22,000 in 1759. German princes raised about
30,000 troops to aid their comrade George III (Elector
of Hannover as well as King of England) in trying to
suppress the American independence struggle; of
these, at least 5000 defected or were left behind by the
retreating British, and made post-war homes in
Pennsylvania and Virginia (Jones 1992: 55—6). By the
1780s, Germans could be found from Pennsylvania to
the Cumberland Gap in extreme south-western
Virginia, the place about to become the gateway to the
trans-Appalachian west. From then until after 1815,
migration of Germans or any other group slowed to
the lowest levels in American history. Only after
1815, the end of the Napoleonic Wars, with its disrup-
tions on the European continent and in Atlantic
shipping, did German and other migration resume at
appreciable levels.

Peasants into farmers, 1815-1871
Peace returned to the Atlantic region in 1815, provid-
ing a necessary precondition to transatlantic migration
that would last without serious interruption until 1914.
Changes in economic structures in both North
America and Germany, though gradual, made migra-
tion increasingly possible. Chief among these were, in
Europe, stiffer competition to home and cottage
industry from factory production, the subdivision of
family lands to the level of 'dwarf holdings',
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Table 4.2: International migration, 1820s-70s ('000s)

1820s 1830s 1840s 1850s 1860s 1870s

From Germany, all
From Austria-Hungary, all
Germany to USA (a)
Germany to USA (b)
Austria-Hungary to USA

152

183'
21

435

671
31
952

779
40
787

8

626
111
718
556
73

Sources: For German and Austro-Hungarian out-migration, Mitchell (1976: 135) (series B8); for Austro-Hungarian out-migration,
Ferenczi and Willcox (1929: 230—1). For migration from Germany to the USA: US figures (row a), US Bureau of the Census 1975
{Historical Statistics of the United States) 1:105-6 (series C95); German figures (row b), Ferenczi and Willcox (1929: 336). For
migration from Austria-Hungary (and after 1919, the successor states of Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia), to the
USA, US Historical Statistics 1975: 1:105-6 (series C97); to Canada, Ferenczi and Willcox (1929: 364-65). Migration from
Germany to Canada from 1831 to 1924 (Canadian figures) was 223,376 (Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: 120); '1920s' means 1921-30.
'1930s' means 1931-40, etc.
Note: .'=1846-50

indicating to young Germans that home held a dismal
future for them and, more positively, the creation of a
railroad network and more regular passenger sailings
(Monckmeier 1912: 71—85). Bremen and Hamburg
began catering to emigrants in the 1830s, beginning
their epic histories as ports of embarkation (Walker
1964: 90-2). In the USA, a network of railroads and
canals also came into being, while a series of generous
federal laws together with the removal of Indians put
the Ohio and Missouri valleys within practical reach
of would-be farmers. Except for 1816-17, when an
extremely cold summer brought famine and drove
perhaps 20,000 Rhinelanders to the USA, not much
German migration took place until the 1830s — offi-
cially only a few hundred a year, especially after 1819
when the long practice of redeeming one's ship pass-
age by serving a period of indenture was outlawed by
Washington. From the mid-1830s onward for a cen-
tury, German migration to the USA never fell below
10,000 a year (see Table 4.2) and was usually much
higher (US Bureau of the Census 1975 (1) 105-6).2

In 1834 nearly 18,000 arrived, many to settle west
of St Louis, the majority on farms but some as artisans
or entrepreneurs in towns and cities. The number of
German immigrants rose to nearly 30,000 in 1840,
79,000 in 1850 and peaked at 503,000 in the three
years 1852—54, and those figures probably understate
the truth. A minority of the migrants, disproportion-
ately vocal and visible, were political liberals facing
reprisals from their efforts in the failed uprisings of
1848; some became 'Latin farmers', so-called because
their Latin was more skilful than their farming.

The great majority, however, sought, in essence, to
depart from unpromising and circumscribed peasant

life in Germany and to become independent farmers
of 100 acres or more in the American west. The potato
blight that devastated Ireland in the late 1840s also did
severe harm to the peasants of Wurttemberg, Baden,
Hesse and the Rheinpfalz; and with local authorities
often eager to assist the departure of people who
might become public charges, the emigration spread.
Yet motivations were psychological as well as
economic (Walker 1964: 67—9). People feared immis-
eration for themselves or their children. They saw
migration to the USA not as a radical move but as a
way of preserving their farm-family lives; they would
also escape rising taxes and conscription. They were,
in the main, a rural lower middle class and as such
they fitted very well into the mid-western context.
Avoiding the already settled eastern seaboard and
south (where land cost more and where slavery fore-
closed labour demand), Germans followed a short dis-
tance behind the westward-moving frontier line. In the
1830s and 1840s, they went to Indiana, Illinois and
Missouri; in the 1850s to Wisconsin, Iowa and Texas.
Those already in America tempted family members
and others with encouragement and passage money;
migration chains multiplied.

The sources from within Germany began to shift
eastward to include Thuringians, Saxons and others,
as well as the usual southern and western Germans.
About 50,000 went to the Canadian frontier, in
Ontario, during the 1850s and 1860s — a much smaller
flow than to the USA but a significant one in the
Canadian population mosaic. Even during the
American Civil War (1861-65) no fewer than 30,000
Germans arrived each year, unsettled by Germany's
own wars with Denmark and Austria, its low wages
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PLATE 7: Some of a group of 580 German emigrants on board ship destined for the USA in 1904.
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Table

The great Atlantic migration

4.3: International migration,

to North America

1880s-1940s (WO)

1880s 1890s 1900s 1910s 1920s 1930s 1940s

From Germany, all
From Austria-Hungary, all
Germany to USA (a)
Germany to USA (b)
Austria-Hungary to USA
Austria-Hungary to Canada

1342
436

1453
1237
354

527
724
505
479
593

274
2342

341
255

1597
121

91
788
144
64

902
79

564
229'
412

>341
215

121

114

32

618

227

38

Sources: As for Table 4.2
Note: ' = 1921-24.

and high food prices, and the continuing pressure on
smallholding peasants. No longer traditionally agrar-
ian, Germany was not yet fully industrial either. From
1866 to 1873, while Bismarck was unifying the
imperial state and economy, over 800,000 Germans,
many from Schleswig-Holstein and other north-
western areas, arrived in the USA.

The age of steam, 1871-1914
Steamships supplanted sailing vessels in the North
Atlantic by 1871, providing faster, safer and more
regular passenger traffic, as well as the means of
transporting many hundreds of people instead of a few
score on each voyage.3 With the rail networks'
expansion into eastern Europe and farther into the
American west, steam-powered transport made poss-
ible 'proletarian mass migration' from Europe in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Emigration from Germany to the USA continued in
greater numbers than ever, peaking in 1882 (by the
American entry figures) at 251,000. In many respects
this mass migration continued the patterns of the pre-
ceding half-century, but in the 1880s both size and
shape became quite different (see Table 4.3). Through
the 1870s, farm families continued to leave southern,
western, and central Germany for the Missouri Valley
and the Great Plains. Agricultural depression in Ger-
many in the early 1880s added many 'agrarians' from
east of the Elbe, where large estates rather than small-
holdings were the rule. Most of these 'agrarians' were
wage-workers or on short contracts; with slender
means compared with earlier German migrants, they
moved to America as city-dwelling industrial workers,
if in fact they left Germany at all (Monckmeier 1912:
91—120). After German industry started generating
thousands of jobs from the late 1880s onward,
increasing numbers of migrants from provinces east

of the Elbe (especially West Prussia, Pomerania and
Posen) went no further than Berlin, the Ruhr or other
urban-industrial locations within Germany itself
(Burgdorfer 1972: 184).

The eastward shift in the sources of German migra-
tion was paralleled by other shifts: from family groups
to individuals, and from a fairly balanced sex ratio
(around 55 per cent male) to a more male-skewed
distribution. In the great surge of the early 1880s,
workers outnumbered farmers for the first time, yet
family members still made up more than half of the
migrants. From the late 1880s on, a young working
man, travelling alone, became the typical German
emigrant. The Hamburg port statistics show that for
1880-84, farmers made up 34 per cent of migrants,
workers (with or without a stated occupation) 44 per
cent. But during 1885—89, farmers accounted for less
than 16 per cent, workers for 59 per cent (Marschalck
1984: 47). And the numbers leaving for North Amer-
ica were falling; annual German migration to the USA
never touched 100,000 after 1892, or 50,000 after
1894, except in two years after the Second World
War. (These are gross figures; the net figures, after
subtracting the repatriates who returned to Germany
or Austria-Hungary, are considerably lower.) The
German empire, its industry booming from the late
1880s onward, absorbed nearly all of its own people
who might have emigrated earlier, and many more as
well. Thus Germany became a net importer of people
(20,000 a year in 1895-1900), and its population rose
faster than that of any other country in Europe, from
36 million to 65 million between 1860 and 1910,
despite losing several million to emigration.

In the USA, meanwhile, a distinctively German-
American culture was flourishing. Cities large and
small had their German-language newspapers. New
York, Chicago, St Louis, Cincinnati, Milwaukee and
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other cities boasted 'Little Germanies' with their pub-
lications, churches, Turnvereins and other fraternal
organizations, singing groups, saloons and orchestras.
The German impact on the broader American culture
ranged from Theodore Thomas's conducting of
Beethoven, Brahms and Wagner, to the anarchist and
socialist pronouncements of Johann Most and
Friedrich Engels. Germans served in the Union army
during the Civil War and actively took part in politics
(Catholics as Democrats, Lutherans as Republicans, as
a rule) thereafter. German-America, 'Das Deutsch-
tum', came into being in the 1850s, flourished from
the 1880s to 1914, and never recovered from the
shock of war between the USA and Germany in
1917—18, followed by national prohibition of alcohol.
German migrants still arrived in the USA at a fairly
steady level of 30,000 to 40,000 between 1902 and
1914. That was a far cry, however, from earlier years,
and nothing like the massive flows from other places,
among which was Austria-Hungary.

With one major exception, migration to North
America from the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian
empire consisted modally of young men of marginal
or landless peasant status seeking high American
wages, much of which they planned to send or bring
home. They resembled the east-Elbian Germans who
migrated after 1885, when the peak of German
migration was over.

The exception was the Bohemian (Czech) group. In
most respects, language apart, they shared the charac-
teristics of the south and south-west German land-
seeking, family migration that predominated in the
1850s to 1870s. Males and females were fairly evenly
balanced among Bohemian migrants. Overall, from
1820 to 1928, their sex ratio was 54 per cent male, 46
per cent female, a balance surpassed only by the Irish,
who came to the USA in the nineteenth century in
about equal numbers of males and females. Women
were more prevalent among the Czechs than among
the Germans, English and Scots, whose sex ratio was
58 to 42 per cent (Gabaccia 1989: Table 1). A bal-
anced sex ratio usually meant that migrants travelled
in family groups rather than as individuals, and as
land-seekers rather than wage-seekers. So it was with
the Czechs, subject as they were to much the same
pressures as south-western Germans — uncertain
harvests, diminishing markets for home industry,
gradually less competitive grain prices, and the pros-
pect of smallholdings subdivided beyond the point at
which their children would have acceptable life
chances. Learning of the rich and inexpensive farm-
land west of the Missouri River opening to settlement

in the 1870s, several thousand made their way to
Nebraska, Kansas and Texas each year of that decade.
They clustered in permeable enclaves and gradually
mixed with German and English-speaking neighbours.
Willa Cather's novel, My Antonia (1918), lucidly
describes Czech-American life in pioneer Nebraska.

For the most part, however, migrants from the Dual
Monarchy came later, sought wages rather than land,
travelled as individuals, were heavily male and
repatriated often. In all of these qualities, they more
resembled the mass Italian and Polish migration of
1880-1925, rather than the Irish, German or Scandi-
navian waves of 1845-80. Between 1899 and 1924,
ethnic Austrians formed an important segment but
were matched in numbers by Hungarians (Magyars)
and Slovaks, with Croats and Slovenes chiefly next,
followed by Ruthenians, and then Romanians and
Serbs. Again, sex ratios differed from the Germans
and Czechs: males outnumbered females among Aus-
trians and Slovaks by 65 to 35 per cent, Hungarians
by 68 to 32, Croats by 78 to 22 and Romanians by 82
to 18 per cent (Gabaccia 1989).

The social and economic consequences of these
demographic imbalances were several and, although
they were new and often frightening to the American
receiving society, they were historically commonplace
in much of Europe. Sex ratios as imbalanced as these
indicate a reluctance to form families in the host
society, strong family ties at home, and a slower rate
of social and political assimilation. Austro-Hungarian
emigrants very often planned at the outset to make
only a short-term visit, whose rational purpose was to
earn and accumulate capital to improve the lot of
oneself and one's family in the home country, rather
than to create, or recreate, a farm home in the new
land.

Labour migration had been the lot and choice of
many Europeans for hundreds of years. Railroads and
steamships simply allowed them to select more distant
targets. It cost more to go to New York than to Berlin,
for example, but the payoff was greater; with steam-
ships leaving Bremen and Hamburg two or three times
a week, the crossing took only seven days or less.
Thus the traditional practice of seasonal labour-
seeking migration could be extended to the USA,
chronically in need of workers.

Austria-Hungary thus surpassed Germany by 1895
in contributing its people to the USA and, in lesser
numbers, Canada. In the 1890s, 724,000 people left
the Dual Monarchy compared with 527,000 from
Germany; in the pre-war years of 1901 to 1914,
3,073,000 from the Dual Monarchy, 353,000 from
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Germany (to all countries) — a ratio of almost 9:1
(Ferenczi and Willcox 1929: 230-1). Rates of return
migration are somewhat uncertain. But there is no
doubt that groups differed enormously. Official
American figures for outbound migrants in 1908 (the
first year such figures were kept), compared with
inbound migrants in 1907, show return rates for
Czechs as 7.8 per cent, and Germans 15.5 per cent;
but Hungarians 48.7 per cent, Slovaks 56.1 per cent,
and Croatians and Slovenes 59.8 per cent.

Between 1876 and 1910, 83 per cent of migrants
from Austria (whatever their ethnicity) went to the
USA, 8 per cent to Canada and the rest to South
America. An even larger proportion of Magyars and
Slovaks went to the USA. Since Canada did not have
an economy demanding large numbers of wage work-
ers before the First World War, few went there.
Canada did, however, still have a frontier of farm
settlement. The great surge of people into the prairie
provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta did
not get under way until the late 1890s, and continued
until 1930. Through aggressive recruitment in Europe
by government and railroads, migrants continued to
flow into western Canada as land seekers well after
the settlement frontier in the USA had halted. Many
of these were Ukrainians, or Germans from Russia
rather than Germany proper, but still the presence of
Germans in the Canadian population rose from a
quarter of a million to over 400,000 between 1881 and
1911, including a 30 per cent rise between 1901 and
1911.

Migration after 1914
The guns of August 1914 virtually ended the mass
proletarian migration from Europe to North America.
U-boats, conscription and labour demand at home
reduced transatlantic migration to almost nothing
during the war years. When they ended, and after the
peace settlement terminated the German and Austro-
Hungarian empires as political entities, migration
resumed for about five years, from 1919 through
1924. The USA received (by official figures) about
300,000 more people from those areas.

In this five-year postscript to the pre-war migration,
females outnumbered males, children and older peo-
ple outnumbered young adults — indicating a whole-
sale reuniting of families separated by the war, as well
as a greater preference for permanent settlement in the
USA than in an uncertain central Europe. The farm
frontier still existed only in north-western Canada,
and not for long. American labour demand levelled
off, while European demand rose, reducing the

marginal benefit from migration. In 1924 the USA
began restricting immigrants according to their
national origins. The borders closed. After 1929 the
economy slid into the Great Depression, and the USA
for the first time experienced a net outflow of
migrants during the 1930s. The one significant excep-
tion was the influx of several thousand refugees from
German areas under Nazi control, an exodus of intel-
lectuals, creative artists and scientists who, despite
their dismally small numbers compared with those
annihilated, greatly enriched the cultural life of the
USA.

After 1945 a migration took place from central
Europe of 'displaced persons' and others. That story is
told elsewhere in this book.

Notes
1. This essay discusses German-speakers from the two empires,

and non-German groups in Austria-Hungary, with the
exception of Poles and Jews in either empire, who are
considered elsewhere in this volume, as is migration after
1945.

2 Migration statistics of all countries are prone to errors and
inconsistencies. For a brief discussion, see Nugent (1992:
29-30, 173 n. 12.)

3. For a more extended treatment of German and Austro-
Hungarian migration in this period, see Nugent (1992:
Chapters 8 and 9).
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A CONTINUING PRESENCE: NORTH
AMERICA'S UKRAINIANS

LUBOMYR Y. LUCIUK

After having been deleted from the maps of Europe
for many centuries, Ukraine re-emerged as an inter-
nationally recognized state in December 1991. For
several decades before that, however, there had been
those in North America who described themselves as
'Ukrainian' for census purposes, asserting a national
identity not always acknowledged as legitimate in
their host societies. Over time these North Americans
have come to be recognized as constituting one of the
largest of the east European ethnic groups found in the
New World. And, arguably, the organized Ukrainian
constituency nestled within the much larger popu-
lation of self-identified Ukrainians, has become one of
the most politically active and, sometimes, even
influential of the Slavic minorities in North America.

The importance of these North American Ukraini-
ans is often said to derive from their numbers. Yet
there has always been more than a modest amount of
confusion among outside observers, and even among
the immigrants themselves, about what precisely a
Ukrainian might be. Often paternalistic and even rac-
ist attitudes intervened. Thus, in the late 1930s, one
British analyst averred that Ukrainians were 'of arti-
ficial origin without any real claim to race distinction'
and were 'in fact a collection of magnificent crossbred
scallywags whose development was due more to
political than ethnological causes'. Such ill-disposed
notions about who the Ukrainians might be prejudiced
official Anglo-American perspectives generally on the
'Ukrainian Question' in Europe, from the inter-war
period to the recent past, and influenced the way in
which Ukrainians were treated and numbered in the
emigration. Suffice to note that describing oneself as a
Ukrainian while living in North America has not
always been a wise pairing of choices.

Certainly, census materials collected earlier in this
century consistently under-reported the number of
persons emigrating from Ukrainian lands in eastern
Europe to North America. There was also consider-
able official confusion in appreciating, much less
recording, the difference between the various Slavic
immigrants' nationalities (i.e. their ethnic identity)

and their varying citizenships. This uncertainty was
coupled with a widespread indifference about identi-
fying precisely the national origins of the in-migrating
masses. Very often a general regional categorization
or quite imprecise nationality statistics were deemed
sufficient for meeting the receiving country's require-
ments. Workers, farmers and miners were sought
throughout central and eastern Europe from the late
1870s on, then brought to North America to open up
the Canadian prairie frontier, labour in the mines and
timber camps of the US north-east, and meet the
expanding needs of industry for unskilled and semi-
skilled labourers. Provided that an immigrant passed a
basic medical examination, had sufficient resources to
get established and was from an acceptable 'racial'
group, he or she was admitted. As single, healthy
young men were preferred, the sex and age profiles of
the earliest Slavic immigrant populations were corres-
pondingly distorted.

The authorities also did not pay much attention to
whether an immigrant was a Ukrainian, a Slovak, a
Russian or a Pole because before, during and for a
long time after the end of the First World War, the
nuances of nationality were considered less relevant
than what was thought to be a self-evident truth,
namely that these various immigrants would, by the
second generation if not sooner, be reforged in the
'melting pot' of the New World, emerging as loyal
Americans or British subjects. It was generally
believed, and taught, that this was what these immi-
grants themselves wanted, which also explained why
they had left their homelands.

These problems with official census figures, and
host society attitudes, were often exacerbated by the
low level of national consciousness of many immi-
grants themselves. At the turn of the century, and up
until the early 1920s, perhaps beyond, most of those
coming from Ukraine were confused about how best
to describe themselves. Some did so by regional
origin, calling themselves Galicians, Bukovynians or
Carpatho-Rusyns, in reference to the three geographi-
cal regions of western Ukraine from which the
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majority emigrated. Others identified by religious
affiliation. Western Ukraine's inhabitants were pre-
dominantly Uniate or Ukrainian Greek Catholic by
confession. However, a significant minority, from
Volhynia and Bukovyna especially, belonged to
various Orthodox churches. And, later, independent
Ukrainian Greek Orthodox churches were also formed
in Canada and the USA. Many others simply allowed
themselves to be identified with reference to the
citizenship inscribed on the passports issued them by
the states from which they emigrated, or fled. This
meant that many Ukrainians were logged as 'Austro-
Hungarians' or 'Russians' before the First World
War, as 'Poles' or 'Nansen refugees' during the inter-
war period and as 'Polish-Ukrainians', 'Soviet citi-
zens' or 'stateless persons' in the aftermath of the
Second World War. As a result it is doubtful whether
anyone will ever be able to determine how many
Ukrainians there were, or are, in North America.

Nevertheless, the numbers are said to matter. After
the results of the 1981 Canada Census were released,
for example, it was commonly asserted that Ukraini-
ans formed the fifth largest ethnic group in Canada,
preceded by the British, French, Germans and Italians.
And, by 1991, over one million Canadians of
Ukrainian heritage were being gleaned from the
national census, representing approximately 2.6 per
cent of the total Canadian population. In 1990, the US
census reported 740,803 persons of Ukrainian
'ancestry', a small increase from the 1980 figure.
Earlier, however, another student of the American-
Ukrainian experience had suggested there were as
many as 1.5 million Americans of Ukrainian descent.
And one informed estimate records 650,000 additional
Americans of Carpatho-Rusyn heritage, a group
American Ukrainians have argued should be included
with the Ukrainian total. In sum, it could be said that
there are as many as 2.5 million persons in North
America whose roots can be traced back to contem-
porary Ukraine. This represents a significant popula-
tion when it is recalled that Ukrainians in Ukraine
represent approximately 38 million of the 52 million
citizens of that country, with nearly 11 million more
Ukrainians in the other successor states of the former
Soviet Union, among them just over 8 million in the
Russian Federation. Another 760,000 Ukrainians live
in the contiguous states of eastern Europe, particularly
Poland, with 93,000 in western Europe, some 35,000
in Australia and New Zealand and possibly as many
as 416,000 in South America, primarily in Brazil and
Argentina. Therefore, of a world total of some 52
million Ukrainians approximately 14.6 million, or 28

per cent, are found in the diaspora. And of that global
emigration approximately 17 per cent are North
Americans.

How accurate such statistics may or may not be in
terms of portraying the contemporary or future
integrity of an organized Ukrainian minority in North
America is an issue that will be returned to below.
What is undeniable is that these North American
Ukrainians have, especially in Canada in recent years,
demonstrated an improved capability for securing
considerable public funding from provincial, state and
national governments for purposes which, however
laudable, have essentially been of direct importance to
their own particular group rather than having wider
societal relevance. While the Ukrainians of North
America are far from being unique in developing an
ability to utilize general resources for their particular
aims, they have been more remarkably successful than
most other minorities, particularly in Canada. A wide
variety of Ukrainian cultural, social and educational
programmes receive some measure of public support.
For example a research institute specializing in
Ukrainian studies was established in 1976 at the
University of Alberta, in Edmonton, and a chair of
Ukrainian studies was endowed at the University of
Toronto in 1980. Even multi-million dollar undertak-
ings, like the publication of a five-volume, English-
language Encyclopedia of Ukraine, have been made
possible, in part, through the generosity of the Cana-
dian public purse. Not surprisingly, Canada's Ukrai-
nians are widely considered to be quite successful as
an ethnic group, even if, among themselves, some
would claim their numbers warrant an even greater
'share' of the modest resources Ottawa assigns to
funding multiculturalism, a federal policy which was
itself secured, in large part, by Ukrainian-Canadian
lobbying in 1967.

Some segments within the 'community of com-
munities' which North America's Ukrainians consti-
tute have also become quite effective in articulating
what their members perceive and publicly proclaim
are the 'Ukrainian community's interests'. Uniting
around causes deemed to require an especial com-
mitment of resources and effort, these Canadians and
Americans have established issue-oriented Ukrainian
organizations which, whether ephemeral or more
permanent, have taken on matters they deem urgent.
Even if the causes they put forward are not always
supported by others who are counted, officially, as
being members of the Ukrainian population, some of
these groups have nevertheless been quite successful
at their self-appointed tasks. In part this is because
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PLATE 8: Ukrainians detained in the Castle Mountain concentration camp,
near Banff, Alberta, during the First World War.

they have implied, rather disingenuously, that they
actually represent a monolithic bloc of North Ameri-
can Ukrainians numbering in the millions. That myth
has generally been accepted, or at least not challenged
openly, by the wider society.

These new Ukrainian organizations have also
tended to contest the authority of the more established
and generally conservative bodies (for example, the
Ukrainian Canadian Congress or the Ukrainian Con-
gress Committee of America), which once affected to
represent Ukrainian interests throughout North
America or even those of Ukraine in the international
arena (for example, the World Congress of Free
Ukrainians). Thus, in Canada, groups like the Cana-
dian Ukrainian Immigrant Aid Society, which began
providing aid and counsel to Ukrainians in 1973, has
since assisted in the sponsorship of over 7500 immi-
grants. A Civil Liberties Commission, active from
1985 to 1988, effectively countered what many

Ukrainians, especially those political refugees and
displaced persons who came after the Second World
War, rightly perceived as a Soviet-inspired disinfor-
mation campaign about the record of Ukrainian
nationalism during that war, a controversial issue
which arose during the hearings of a commission of
inquiry on war criminals headed by Mr Justice Jules
Deschenes. Meanwhile, other regionally based acti-
vists, largely indifferent to the 'war criminal' issue,
which primarily engaged post-war Ukrainians settled
in central Canada, struggled to develop a comprehen-
sive blueprint for revitalizing what they believed was
the community's traditional hearth in the Canadian
west, doing so by forming groups like the Ukrainian
Canadian Community Development Committee-
Prairie Region. At present, a Ukrainian Canadian
Civil Liberties Association continues to lobby the
government of Canada in order to secure an
acknowledgement and redress for the unwarranted and
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unjust internment of Ukrainian Canadians as 'enemy
aliens' during the First World War. And in the USA
there are bodies like the Washington Group,
established in 1984 for the purpose of informing the
public and government about issues of concern to
Ukrainian Americans. All these kinds of issue-
oriented groups, of which the aforementioned rep-
resent only a small sample, have further diversified
what had previously already been described as an
'over-organized' Ukrainian population. Some have
critiqued these developments as representing a 'frag-
mentation of the community' while others have
welcomed the trend, asserting that this diversity is
indicative of the Ukrainian group's continued vitality.

Most issue-oriented Ukrainian groups attempt to be
active at the national or international levels. Concur-
rently, community-based groups remain very relevant,
particularly in locally oriented cultural, social and
religious endeavours (for example, there were eighty-
eight Ukrainian folk dance ensembles, schools and
clubs active in the province of Alberta in the early
1990s, servicing some 3700 students). Even so, it
seems likely, if not inevitable, that it will be the issue-
oriented groups which, within the next few decades,
will assume the mantle of representing an organized
Ukrainian presence in North America. Previously
established organizations, several of which once
numbered in the thousands of members, disposed of
considerable real estate, published their own Ukrain-
ian-language newspapers and supported national
networks of women's, youth and veterans' affiliates
(such as the Ukrainian National Federation, the
Ukrainian Labour and Farmer Temple Association,
the Ukrainian Self Reliance League, the Canadian
League for the Liberation of Ukraine) may cling
persistently to a mirage of relevance well into the next
century, but the evidence suggests that organizations
based on a particular political ideology or religious
belief, period of immigration or regional background,
have become almost irrelevant. Their place will be
taken by groups that eschew the narrow partisan poli-
tics and regional and religious prejudices spawned in
the homeland, and instead draw a voluntary member-
ship from various generations, immigrations, religious
confessions and political affiliations, as necessary and
feasible. Almost by definition, these groups will be
smaller, more professional and more transitory than
the Ukrainian organizations of old.

This is partly happening because, as a consequence
of several factors, the number of persons claiming to
be single-origin Ukrainians has continued to decline
throughout North America. For example, mortality

will inevitably strip away that 14 per cent of Canada's
Ukrainians who are today found in the 55+ age
cohort. This will not only precipitate fundamental
changes in the demographic characteristics of the
overall Canadian Ukrainian population but it will have
a major impact in those urban centres (for example,
Toronto and Montreal) where this population is
clustered. The effects of their passing will be
especially noticeable with respect to language reten-
tion and the number of persons involved with the two
traditional churches — the Ukrainian Catholic and the
Ukrainian Orthodox. Historically, language use and
mother tongue statistics have been regarded as impor-
tant measures of the vitality of an ethno-cultural
population and the traditional churches have served as
a bar against assimilatory pressure by providing an
important institutional structure around which group
activities have coalesced. Today less than 50 per cent
of those describing themselves as Ukrainians in
Canada belong to either denomination, a situation
paralleled in the USA. And, between 1961 and 1981,
the number of Canadians who identified Ukrainian as
a mother tongue fell sharply, a negative change of 19
per cent. As long as intermarriage rates remain high,
levels of language retention will continue to decline.
In the USA the number of persons who declared that
they spoke Ukrainian at home decreased by 22 per
cent between 1980 and 1990. Only 96,568, or
approximately 13 per cent of the total American group
claiming Ukrainian ancestry, speak Ukrainian.
Ukrainian language use in North America seems fated
to all but disappear.

The assimilation of almost all members of the
second and subsequent generations, the progeny of the
first wave of Ukrainian pioneer settlers and emigrants
to North America, is continuing apace, the result of
urbanization, intermarriage and upward social
mobility. Today over 90 per cent of Ukrainian
Canadians were born in Canada. The younger gener-
ations have essentially abandoned 'the virtual
Canadian Ukraine' which once existed in the ethnic
bloc settlements of the Canadian west. Even if most
Canadians of Ukrainian heritage still live in the three
prairie provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan and
Alberta, they have gravitated to the larger cities of
that region, like Edmonton, Winnipeg and Saskatoon,
or moved to other metropolitan centres like Toronto
or Vancouver. In Canada's larger cities, persons who
might otherwise have remained part of a distinctly
Ukrainian Canadian population are unlikely to find
the same level of institutional completeness that once
characterized the Ukrainian cultural landscape, built
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up over decades on the prairies. They probably will
not remain particularly bound to a heritage, or be
involved with issues considered particularly Ukrain-
ian, although this does not necessarily mean they will
abandon their cultural heritage entirely. A similar
trend, already evident in the 1970s, has taken place in
the USA, with the dispersal of American Ukrainians
from the north-eastern states of New York, Pennsyl-
vania,%New Jersey, Illinois, Ohio and Michigan, where
they had concentrated historically, to other states like
Idaho, Tennessee, Arkansas, North Carolina, Oregon
and New Mexico, where no significant numbers of
American Ukrainians previously existed. With no
established community to welcome them in these new
locales, most of these internal migrants will gradually
abandon whatever measure of affinity they may have
had for their Ukrainian ancestry. It will simply have
ceased to have much utility in their daily lives, or
those of their children.

Finally, the lack of any significant immigration to
North America from Ukraine from the 1950s to the
present — a situation unlikely to change in the foresee-
able future — has not allowed for any replenishment of
the Ukrainian population. Those economic immigrants
and refugees who did arrive in Canada or the USA
during the late 1970s, 1980s and early 1990s settled
primarily in cities like Toronto or New York,
effecting conditions locally, sometimes even pro-
foundly. But the small numbers involved will have no
overall demographic relevance in terms of sustaining
the Ukrainian presence in North America.

Most revealing about the nature of the transforma-
tions taking place within North America's Ukrainian
population is how the number of single-origin Ukrai-
nians compares with the number claiming a multiple-
origin ancestry. In Canada, between 1981 and 1991,
the number of single-origin Ukrainians decreased by
122,970 people, representing approximately 13 per
cent of the total Ukrainian Canadian population. In the
same period the number of Canadians of multiple
origins who included a Ukrainian ancestor increased
by 422,290, or approximately 35 per cent. A similar
pattern was evident in the USA where, in 1990, less
than 50 per cent of those reporting Ukrainian
'ancestry' were of single-origin. Increasingly, North
Americans are asserting that their heritage is plural-
istic rather than particularistic.

Linguistic capability or an affiliation with one of
the traditional Ukrainian churches are certainly not

essential in order to identify oneself as a Ukrainian in
North American society, or to become involved in'the
community'. A critical mass of Canadians and Ameri-
cans who identify themselves as having some Ukrain-
ian heritage or ancestry already exists in North
America. And that pool is likely to remain, even if
there is no immigration from Ukraine in the near
future to replenish it. Instead of being a hinterland
population, however, whatever organized Ukrainian
constituency continues to exist will increasingly be
found in the cities of the North American heartland.
Its members will persist in maintaining an abiding
interest in the fate of their ancestral homeland,
Ukraine, and continue to organize themselves around
that basic value orientation. They will also attempt to
mobilize others from within the larger pool of persons
of Ukrainian descent, whenever they feel that might
be required to meet exigencies dictated by domestic or
international developments. Whether they will be
successful in this, and to what degree, will be deter-
mined largely by how capable they prove to be in
creating a belief among those other North Americans
who share some Ukrainian ancestry that, collectively,
the group's historical experience in the New World
and in the 'old country' necessitates their remaining
bound together. The impact of the existence of an
internationally recognized state known as Ukraine still
needs to be assessed.

Perhaps paradoxically therefore, it is probable that
there will always be Ukrainians in North America. For
as long as there are so many others — be they Franco-
Manitobans, Jewish Americans, Afro-Americans,
Acadians or native North Americans, to name but a
few — who insist on organizing themselves around a
shared sense of the past and the empowerment of
group rights, as opposed to promoting a belief in the
rights and responsibilities of individuals as equal
citizens, there will always be a place, and perhaps
even a need, for an organized Ukrainian presence in
North America.

Two undeniable facts have been confronted.
Ukraine exists again and persons describing them-
selves as Ukrainian have lived in North America for
over 100 years. What the fate of Ukraine will be
remains uncertain. But, given the emergent nature of
ethnicity in North America, it is apparent that
Ukrainians will continue to be found there regardless
of the present, or future, geopolitical realities of
Europe.
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THE ITALIAN DIASPORA, 1876-1976

RUDOLPH J. VECOLI

A distinctive quality of Italy's emigration is that it
persisted over such an extended period of time.
Although beginning later than that of other west Euro-
pean countries, the exodus continued with consider-
able volume until the 1970s. Over the course of a
century, some 26 million persons departed, giving
Italy the dubious honour of having registered a larger
number of emigrants than any other country. Migra-
tion statistics are notoriously imprecise and this is
certainly true of the official Italian statistics which
began to be collected systematically in 1876 (Rosoli
1978). Definitions of emigrant changed from time to
time and, of course, the substantial clandestine emi-
gration went unrecorded. Sums will, therefore, be
rounded off to avoid the impression of a greater
degree of exactitude than the sources warrant.

Italian migration was not a homogeneous phenom-
enon that can be analysed in terms of unitary causes,
characteristics or itineraries. What was particular (but
by no means unique) about the Italian diaspora was its
variation over time in terms of types of migrations,
modalities, volume, intensity, sources and destinations
(Sori 1979). Since such characteristics varied
significantly in various parts of Italy, this analysis will
make reference to regions grouped into three geo-
graphical areas: the north (Piedmont, Liguria, Lom-
bardy, Friuli (formerly Venezia Giulia) and Veneto);
the centre (Tuscany, Emilia-Romagna, Latium, the
Marches, Umbria); and the south or Mezzogiorno
(Campania, Abruzzi-Molise, Apulia, Lucania (for-
merly Basilicata), Calabria, Sicily and Sardinia) (see
Map 1). Contrary to common belief, of the total emi-
gration, only some 40 per cent originated in the south,
while 20 per cent departed from the centre and 40 per
cent from the north. A rank ordering of regions by
number of emigrants gives the place of honour to the
Veneto (over 3 million), followed by Campania (more
than 2.7 million), Sicily (2.5 million), Lombardy (2.3
million), Piedmont and Friuli (2.2 million each), and
Calabria (2 million). Seven (out of a total of seven-
teen) regions accounted for some two-thirds of the
total emigration (about 17 million).

Historians generally agree on the following periodi-
zation of Italian emigration. First, the classic period,

1876—1914, during which over half the total emigra-
tion took place; second, the period of low emigration,
1915—1945; and third, the period of renewed migra-
tion, 1946-1976, which accounted for 25 per cent of
the total.1 Of the 26 million emigrants between 1876
and 1976, some 52 per cent migrated to European
countries (13.5 million), 44 per cent to the Americas
(6 million to North America, 90 per cent of these to
the USA, and 5 million to South America), 2 per cent
to Africa and 1.5 per cent to Oceania, mainly Australia
(Assante 1978; Rosoli 1978).

Another basic fact about the Italian emigration was
the high rate of return migration; statistics are particu-
larly imprecise or lacking for this phenomenon, but in
the period 1905—76, more than 8.5 million remigrated
(this figure does not include the high return migration
from European countries prior to 1921). An estimate
that at least half of all emigrants returned after shorter
or longer sojourns abroad appears reasonable (Briani
1970; Cerase 1975).

A profile of the emigration in terms of age, gender
and occupation reveals that three-quarters of the emi-
grants were male, 80 per cent of working age
(between 15 and 45); 35 per cent had been engaged in
agriculture; another 40 per cent were common labour-
ers; and 25 per cent artisans (Martellone 1979). The
number of persons in the professional and business
categories was minuscule. Of course the mix of emi-
grants by gender, age and occupation changed over
time and according to destination, but it is safe to
conclude that the Italian emigration was above all
proletarian and temporary.

The population of Italy was not sedentary prior to
the late nineteenth century. There were considerable
migrations during the ancien regime. Merchants, sail-
ors, artists, musicians and artisans, particularly from
Liguria and Tuscany, moved about freely at least from
the twelfth century on, voyaging, sojourning, estab-
lishing permanent colonies, not only within the
peninsula and the islands, but throughout the Medi-
terranean basin and indeed northern Europe (Pizzo-
russo and Sanfilippo 1990). While not a mass
migration, neither was this limited to a tiny elite; these
forerunners, seeking markets, custom and work,
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established the itineraries, the mental maps and the
permanent colonies for the many who were to follow.

Other centuries-old migration traditions functioned
to link particular mountain villages — Braudel (1972:
51) called such communities 'a reservoir of men for
other people's use' — in the Apennines with particular
markets for specialized skills and wares throughout
Italy and Europe (Castronovo 1986).

Stone cutters, masons, mosaicists, stucco workers
and labourers left Alpine villages annually to build
and ornament churches, fortifications, public build-
ings, dams and bridges in Austria-Hungary, Germany
and Switzerland, and as far away as the Ottoman
empire. Silk workers emigrated from Genoa to other
Italian cities and to Lyon, where they established the
silk industry of that city. Not as well regarded but
equally economic migrants were the girovaghi (itiner-
ants) who practised trades peculiar to their home
towns: figurinai (statuette vendors), street musicians,
tumblers, jugglers, pedlars, vendors, chimney sweeps
and animal trainers from the hill towns of Lucca,
Basilicata and Abruzzi who pursued their livelihoods
on the streets of Paris, London and Vienna (Zucchi
1992).

Less dramatic, but involving greater numbers, were
the seasonal migrations of agricultural workers from
the mountain zones to work in the wheat fields of
Apulia, the rice paddies of Lombardy, the olive
groves of Sicily. Raised from childhood to a migra-
tory existence, the earnings of these itinerants
supplemented their families' meagre returns from sub-
sistence agriculture. These temporary migrations were
not disruptive or uprooting; rather they were essential
to the economic survival of families and communities
in such harsh environments. Specialized and seasonal
migrations such as these continued well into the
twentieth century, ending only with the ultimate aban-
donment of these mountain communities. While Italy
was still a 'geographical expression', migration was
already a way of life for many of its inhabitants. As
the harp players from Viggiano sang: L 'arpa al collo
— son viggianese — tutto il mondo e mio paese (harp on
my shoulder, from Viggiano I come. All the world is
my home) (Foerster 1919: 102).

During the first period of Italian emigration history
(1876-1915), 14 million (over 50 per cent of the total)
emigrated within four decades (Rosoli 1978). Of
these, 44 per cent headed for European destinations
and 56 per cent for destinations outside Europe.
During the years 1876-1900, of a total of 5.2 million
emigrants some 50 per cent went to the Americas —
Brazil, Argentina and the USA each received about

800,000 Italians during this quarter century. The first
fifteen years of the twentieth century marked the high
point of the emigration with almost 9 million emi-
grants, more than a third of the total for the entire
century; of these 9 million, 60 per cent went abroad,
almost all to the Americas. The USA now was the
major attraction with some 3.5 million arrivals, while
Argentina lagged behind with 1 million. The rate of
repatriation during these years from both North and
South America was in the range of 50 per cent.

While the magnitude of this emigration was
unprecedented, it initially followed the traditional
forms of migration, but with constantly engaging
larger numbers and dispersal to more far flung desti-
nations. The Napoleonic regime, by introducing
administrative reforms and liberal ideas, had under-
mined surviving feudal rigidities and prepared the
way for greater mobility. Meanwhile, compulsory
military service and new public works projects requir-
ing large numbers of workers stimulated internal
movements among the regions of Italy. Improved
systems of communication and transport — railroads,
canals, steamship lines and newspapers — facilitated
intra- and inter-continental migrations. The wandering
trades, for example the figurinai of Barga, the organ
players of Lucca and harp players from Viggiano,
now appeared in St Petersburg, New York and Buenos
Aires. Ligurians continued to be the pathbreakers in
the initial phases of post-unification emigration; fruit
pedlars from Chiavari, for example, pursued retail and
wholesale commerce in the cities of North America.
By the 1860s, thousands, including political exiles of
the Risorgimento, but particularly enterprising
merchants, artisans and sailors, made their way to
Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Uruguay and the USA
(Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli 1987).

If there was continuity, what distinguished this
period of emigration (1876—1915) was a rising torrent
which eventually broke out of the river beds of estab-
lished itineraries of traditional migrations, carrying
along with it vast numbers of settled contadini
(peasants) and artigiani (artisans). This exodus was
the result of certain fundamental changes taking place
in Italian society and economy. Put simply, the expan-
sion of capitalism, nurtured by the economic policies
of the new kingdom of Italy, resulted in a sharply
rising migration from the 1870s on (Sereni 1947). A
late and immature form of capitalism which affected
the various economic sectors and regions of Italy in
different ways caused what Clough and Levi (1956)
have termed 'uneven development'. Another under-
lying factor was the growth of Italy's population from
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27.5 million in 1871 to 40.5 million in 1931, a 50 per
cent increase despite the heavy emigration of those
sixty years. Increased population generated demo-
graphic pressures on a too slowly modernizing econ-
omy. According to Ercole Sori's (1979) analysis,
while capitalist innovations disrupted traditional
forms of production and property relations, 'modern-
ization' lagged behind. The industrial sector grew too
slowly to absorb a growing underemployed agricul-
tural proletariat, assailed by deep poverty, pellagra
and malaria, and reduced to pauperism, vagabondage
and brigandage. The agricultural crisis of the 1880s,
precipitated by the fall in the price of grain on the
world market due to burgeoning American and
Ukrainian wheat production, spelled disaster for both
the small landowner and the bracciante (agricultural
labourer). Larger families, parcelization of land-
holdings, displacement of cottage industry by factory
production and burdensome taxes all exacerbated the
peasants' plight.

During the last decades of the nineteenth century,
emigration took on marked regional characteristics.
Relatively small numbers left from the central
regions, while from the north, particularly from the
Veneto, Friuli and Piedmont, the emigration took on
vast proportions, continuing in part along its trans-
Alpine paths, but significantly launching hundreds of
thousands to South America, especially of Veneti to
Brazil. Meanwhile, the Mezzogiorno, foremost the
region of Campania, registered high rates of depar-
tures, for the most part to the USA.

The massive emigration to Brazil from north-
eastern Italy, from the Alpine and pre-Alpine zones
and the Po Valley and river delta, which Emilio
Franzina (1976) described as an expulsion, repre-
sented the stark face of this new emigration — a
desperate flight from hunger. Seasonal migrations no
longer sustained the fragile peasant economy; abroga-
tion of communal rights to pasturage and woodlands,
drainage of wetlands and the harsh terms of land con-
tracts produced a rebelliousness expressed in banditry,
peasant uprisings and emigration. Increasing numbers
of men left for the mines and mills of Germany and
France or for railroad construction in the Balkans,
while women were employed as domestics and wet
nurses in bourgeois families. Their purpose was to
acquire land with their savings. However, the
emigration to Brazil, which grew to great proportions
in the 1880s, was composed of entire families
recruited with promises of land from the Brazilian
government.

A similar scenario was evolving simultaneously in

the Mezzogiorno, particularly Campania, Calabria and
Sicily, where economic deprivation and political
reaction joined together to drive hundreds of thous-
ands abroad, particularly to the USA (Barbagallo
1973). Unification had in various ways affected the
southern regions adversely; worsening economic
conditions and loss of political autonomy in the south
resulted in a civil war between the army of the king-
dom of Italy and the so-called brigands, a war which
lasted many years and took many lives. By the 1870s,
lower grain prices, starvation wages and high taxes
had begun to expel small landowners and agricultural
labourers, especially from the hill towns of Campania
and Calabria; these were the pathfinders for the larger
numbers who were to follow them to the cities of
North America in the 1880s and 1890s (Capecelatro
and Carlo 1973; Cerase 1975).

Sicily remained largely inert until the 1890s
(Martellone 1979; Renda 1977). The island had not
had the traditional forms of migration which charac-
terized much of the mainland. The social and political
tensions generated by the agricultural crisis exploded
in ihefasci uprisings of 1893 and 1894 (Renda 1977).
Put down with draconian measures by the Crispi gov-
ernment, the repression inspired a massive exodus,
termed a silenziosa rivoluzione by Gioacchino Volpe
(1949: 228), of small proprietors, artisans and labour-
ers. This resulted in a permanent emigration of fami-
lies, with the Sicilians drawn predominantly to the
higher wages of the USA. The Sicilian emigration,
which had only amounted to a quarter of a million
between 1876 and 1900, increased to well over a mil-
lion in the first fifteen years of this century, assuming
first place among the regions of Italy.

These population expulsions to overseas destina-
tions around the turn of the century signified the
emergence of a new phase of Italian emigration his-
tory. Despite the increasing attraction of the Ameri-
cas, the movements to northern Europe, particularly
France, Germany and Switzerland, continued to
account for a significant component in the total Italian
emigration; during the period 1901—15, the 3.5 million
Italian emigrants within Europe equalled the number
that chose to go to North America. The migrations to
European cities, temporary and male in character,
were largely composed of sojourning building
craftsmen and girovaghi. But an expanding segment
was absorbed into the industrial proletariat of the glass
and textile factories and the steel mills and coal mines
of France, Germany and Belgium (Bezza 1983).

Contemporary commentators characterized the
European migrations as an asset because of their
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temporary, skilled and northern character, while the
overseas migrations were denigrated as a national
liability because they were thought to be a permanent
exodus of untutored southern peasants (Manzotti
1969). The former was praised since it did not result
in a loss of Italian blood and did honour to the Italian
name; the latter was deplored since it deprived Italy of
the labour of its children and brought disgrace to la
patria because the cafoni (bumpkins) were organ
grinders, rag pickers and strikebreakers. Such
stereotypes reflecting regional and class prejudices
had little validity. Increasingly, the overseas and the
European migrations partook of the same character:
temporary movements of rural males to industrial
jobs. As has been noted, one of the striking character-
istics of the overseas migration was its high rate of
return migration, some 2 million during the decade
1905—15. The tone of the debates regarding overseas
emigration became much more positive once the
cornucopia of emigrant remittances commenced to
pour its golden stream into the national coffers. In the
years immediately prior to the First World War,
remittances accounted for a full 25 per cent of Italy's
balance of payments (Balletta 1972).

One of the factors shaping the peculiar contours of
Italian emigration in the twentieth century had begun
to manifest itself by the time of the First World War.
Increasing mechanization, use of fertilizers, irrigation
and crop rotation resulted in improved agricultural
productivity in the north and central regions, making
possible less onerous conditions for the peasantry who
continued on the land. At the same time rapid growth
in the industrial triangle of Genoa—Milan—Turin began
to absorb surplus rural labour, first from the adjacent
hinterland and then from more distant parts of the
northern regions. While industrialization undermined
a peasant economy based on proto-industrialism,
many former agricultural workers now became
factory hands. Rural—urban migration was accom-
panied by rural—rural migration as peasants moved
from the highlands to the lowlands. These economic
changes also produced a curious phenomenon,
especially in the district around Biella in Piedmont, in
which emigration and immigration occurred simul-
taneously as in-migrants from yet more marginal
zones came in to take the places of those who were
departing (Ramella 1991).

If this gradual modernization of the north and
central regions did not in itself eliminate emigration, it
did transform it from a desperate flight from hunger to
a calculated decision based on differential wage
standards in the international labour market. Events,

however, followed a different course in the Mezzo-
giorno. Gaetano Salvemini (1963) identified the emi-
gration in the early 1900s as an integral component of
la questione meridionale (the southern question). But
it remained the Gordian knot that defied all efforts at
solution by Italian economists and statesmen. Its
essential character was the persisting economic diver-
ence between the southern regions and the rest of
Italy, a divergence expressed in lower levels of liter-
acy and cultural development as well as higher rates
of poverty. La miseria was thought to be the unalter-
able condition that drove the southern peasantry to
emigrate en masse. But emigration itself was seen by
some economists, such as Pasquale Villari (1909), as
the solution to la questione meridionale: by reducing
surplus population and thus improving agricultural
wages and terms of agrarian contracts, it would
provide incentives to the landowning class to invest in
agricultural improvements. Such an optimistic fore-
cast, however, was not borne out by subsequent
developments.

Franceso Cerase (1975: 53-104) has argued
persuasively that this chronic malaise of the Mezzo-
giorno has been due to what he calls its 'precarious
economy'. The agriculture of the south was dependent
on one or two crops and was dominated by large
landowners who tolerated the existence of small
marginal peasant properties. Small landowners eking
out a marginal existence provided a reserve labour
force for the large estates, keeping wages depressed.
Meanwhile industrial activity remained at an artisanal
level subordinate to agriculture. In sum, a dominant
class of landowners with aristocratic pretensions
defended its privileged position, investing its capital
in land or government securities rather than agricul-
tural improvements or industry. Southern agriculture
remained wedded to archaic forms of land tenure,
crops and techniques, resulting in low productivity
and exploitation of the peasantry. In this backward-
ness lay the root cause of southern poverty and mass
emigration.

Nor did mass emigration, characterized by a high
rate of return migration and a large volume of remit-
tances, serve as the redeeming force for the Mezzo-
giorno as some economists had predicted it would.
Rather, again to cite Cerase (1975: 119), because of
the obsessive 'myth of the small independent peasant
property', land-hungry remigrants invested hard-
earned savings in small parcels of often marginal land
at inflated prices. Ironically emigration served to
perpetuate the very archaic and abusive status quo
which was its basic cause. After several generations of
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emigration, la questione meridionale remained
unsolved; the economic discrepancy between the
north and centre and the south actually increased over
the course of the century. The progressive rationaliz-
ation and mechanization of agriculture and industry
which dampened the emigration from the north and
centre did not take place in the south.

In the context of intensifying social upheavals in
late nineteenth-century Italy, certain commentators
saw emigration as an alternative to peasant revolt.
Historians agree on interpreting the mass exodus as an
expression of rebellion against oppression. Among
Italian scholars, one school of thought has emphasized
that, rather than a mindless flight from miseria,
migration represented a conscious rejection by a
segment of the peasantry of the new social order
which condemned them to political and economic
subordination. At the time conservatives and liberals
alike viewed the increasing influence of socialism
among workers and peasants with alarm and agreed
that emigration provided an essential safety value for
popular discontent. As Gioacchino Volpe (1949: 230)
put it: 'The proletarians had found a new means to
free themselves from the hard yoke of the padroni
which did not take the form of the sterile revolt of
preceding centuries or of brigandage.'

Cycles of protest, repression and emigration were in
fact a recurring feature of Italian history in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From the
1870s on, popular uprisings followed by bloody gov-
ernmental suppression triggered an exodus shortly
thereafter; such it was with the peasant protests in the
Po Valley in the 1880s, the Sicilian fasci of the 1890s
and the socialist resistance to fascism in the 1920s
(Del Carria 1970). The distinction between political
emigrants and labour emigrants which had dominated
earlier writings was first questioned by Ernesto
Ragionieri (1962) in a ground-breaking article. Rather
than being limited to a leadership elite, Ragionieri
observed that emigres fleeing from the carabinieri
were often also peasants or workers seeking employ-
ment. In fact, the bulk of the fuorusciti (political
exiles) were indistinguishable from the other emi-
grants. The larger theme to which Ragionieri (1962:
669) called attention was how mass emigration had
given a character of 'proletarian internationalism to
the Italian labour movement'. Through emigration
Italian workers came into contact with and partici-
pated in more advanced labour movements in Europe
and the Americas, resulting in the transfer of working-
class ideologies and experiences (Bezza 1983).

A related historiographical debate has to do with the

mentality of the emigrants in terms of their degree of
class consciousness and militancy. Some thirty years
ago, John S. MacDonald (1964) forwarded a provoca-
tive thesis that there was no direct correlation between
intensity of emigration and degree of poverty. The
prime indicator of the propensity for emigration was
not miseria itself, but rather the pattern of landholding
in a particular area and the social ethos resulting. To
summarize, MacDonald found that in those areas
where great estates prevailed, worked by large num-
bers of sharefarmers and braccianti, for example the
wheat-growing areas of Apulia and Sicily, rates of
emigration tended to be low, whereas in those areas
where there was a fractionalization in the form of
minute peasant holdings, for example Campania and
Calabria, the rates were high. Forms of collective
resistance (peasants' leagues, strikes) characterized
the areas of large estates, while there was relatively
little class-based protest where small peasant
proprietorships prevailed. From this MacDonald con-
cluded that a social ethos of solidarity characteristic of
the landless proletariat led them to stay and engage in
the class struggle; contrariwise, the small proprietors'
individualistic (or familistic) ethos led them to seek a
solution through emigration. While other studies have
tended to corroborate the MacDonald thesis, it has
been criticized for failing to take into account the
sequel to failed revolts such as the Sicilian fasci.
When popular uprisings were crushed, the will to fight
appears to have been broken and an exodus ensued. In
a study of Sicilian emigration, however, Donna R.
Gabaccia (1988) has contended that militancy and
migration were not mutually exclusive responses on
the part of the peasantry, but rather could be con-
temporaneous and interrelated modes of resistance.

The second period of Italian emigration history
(1915-45) — decades of war, migration restriction,
fascism and economic depression — registered a sharp
decline to less than 100,000 emigrants a year in the
1930s (Ciuffoletti and Degl'Innocenti 1978; Sori
1979). Of the total of some 4.5 million emigrants
during this thirty-year interval, over a third went to
France, the leading country of immigration in the
inter-war years, while only a million headed for the
USA and many fewer to South America. The great
overseas exodus had come to an end, at least
temporarily.

The First World War effectively blockaded migra-
tions both within Europe and overseas. However, with
peace came a rapid resumption of emigration, particu-
larly to the USA. The enactment of immigration
restriction measures by the USA (the law of 1924
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established an annual quota for Italy of 3845), Argen-
tina and Brazil reduced the overseas movement dras-
tically. Rebuffed by such policies, Mussolini reversed
his initially pro-emigration policy to one that pro-
posed to direct Italy's surplus population to the new
Roman empire. Despite strict controls on external
migrations imposed in the late 1920s, a sizeable emi-
gration to France took place, in part composed of anti-
fascists, in part of small landowners and labourers
seeking work, for example from Emilia-Romagna to
Paris. However, in this instance, as in previous ones, it
is not possible to divide emigrants into neat political
and economic categories. Many of the anti-fascist
refugees were artisans, factory workers and peasants
of a leftist persuasion from the north and centre who
were fleeing the fascists. In France, Belgium and to a
lesser extent the USA, as Ragionieri (1962: 663) put
it, the 'fuorusciti were in large part workers who
constituted an effective brake on the Fascist policy of
controlling the Italian emigrants'.

In the third period of Italian emigration history,
1946—76, a strong resurgence of external migration
encompassing some 7.5 million was paralleled by a
massive internal migration (Rosoli 1978). The demo-
graphic and economic disequilibriums, summed up in
la questione meridionale, which had bedevilled the
country since unification, continued to defy solution.
After almost a century, the sad scenes of departures,
economic and social subordination and ethnic dis-
crimination were being re-enacted by the grandchil-
dren of the first emigrants. Based on reactivated chain
migrations and the family reunification provision of
American immigration policy, the USA maintained its
position as the preferred overseas destination, but only
slightly over Argentina, while new countries that had
not figured prominently in the earlier periods —
Canada, Australia and Venezuela — now attracted
large numbers of Italians. Less than a third of the
emigrants (some 2.5 million), however, embarked on
transoceanic journeys and their number sharply
declined after 1960. The proximity of high-paying
employment in Europe, as well immigration barriers,
caused overseas destinations to become less of a
magnet for Italian labour.

During these three decades, over two-thirds of the
emigrants headed for jobs in Switzerland, Germany,
France and Benelux, in that order. Labour shortages
created by the economic boom caused these countries
to recruit workers in the Balkans, Turkey and Italy.
But indicative of their status as gasterarbeiter, over
3.5 million of the 5 million Italians returned home
from European countries. The recession of the 1970s

brought the external migrations from Italy to an end;
since 1973 there have been more repatriates than emi-
grants. In fact, as Italian migrants were discharged
and sometimes paid bonuses to leave, a large scale
return migration from the European countries took
place, creating problems of absorption and readjust-
ment (Agnoletti 1974).

The 'economic miracle' which transformed Italy
into a leading economic power in the 1960s and 1970s
provided alternatives at home to job-seeking migrants.
As dynamic industrial growth expanded beyond the
Genoa—Milan—Turin triangle throughout the north and
centre, young people abandoned the countryside and
the hill towns, resulting in a depopulation of rural
Italy. Emigrants from the Mezzogiorno increasingly
preferred northern Italy's industrial centres to other
destinations. In 1967, per capita income in the north
was twice as high as in the south. By the 1970s,
Milan, Turin and other cities had entire districts
populated by the meridionali (southerners), living
under the most adverse conditions, working at jobs
northerners disdained and subject to racial prejudice.
The southerners became internal emigrants in their
own country.

Although the recession of the 1970s also curbed
internal migrations within Italy, the economic expan-
sion of the north and centre appeared finally to have
created a labour market adequate to absorb the bulk of
the country's labour force. The southern question had
not been solved, but contained, as the south continued
to live largely on government subsidies from Rome
and remittances. The stresses and strains of uneven
economic development of the various portions of Italy
remained a problem: witness the emergence of move-
ments in the north for greater regional autonomy and
even secession. But for the time being, one could say
the epoch of the Italian diaspora had come to an end.

Note
1. For a comprehensive and critical review of the historiog-

raphy of Italian migration, see Pizzorusso and Sanfilippo
(1990) and Franzina (1989).
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