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Abstract 

 

We document and suggest a rationale for the durability of seasonal migration from Poland 

to Germany, a phenomenon persisting for more than a century. We refer to the role of the 

tradition of engaging in seasonal migration as a force that helped invigorate the process and 

contribute to its sustainability even when, to different degrees and at different times, the 

process was interrupted by a shifting political, regulatory, and legal environment. Evidence 

in support of the role of tradition is provided, among other things, by the continuation of the 

seasonal flow of migrants from once border regions - which became internal regions 

following WWII, despite the fact that since the redrawing of the German-Polish border, 

proximity is no longer a factor encouraging repeated, short-term seasonal moves. 
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1. Introduction 

Seasonal migration of Poles for work in German agriculture became a mass phenomenon by 

the end of the 19th century, and has continued to be an important component of Polish labor 

migration well into the early 21st century. In spite of its remarkable durability, this form of 

migration has usually been looked at over fairly narrow time periods. In this paper, we look at 

seasonal migration from Poland to Germany over the long run, and we seek to unravel what 

sustained this form of migration for so long. In this vein, we maintain that current-day 

seasonal migration from Poland to Germany has its roots in the distant past. 

We allude to the role of a tradition of engagement in seasonal migration. We show how 

this factor helps explain the long-term durability of seasonal migration from Poland to 

Germany, over and beyond economic considerations. Evidence in support of the role of 

tradition is provided, among other things, by the continuation of the seasonal flow of migrants 

from once border regions - which became internal regions following WWII, despite the fact 

that since the redrawing of the German-Polish border, proximity is no longer a factor 

encouraging repeated, short-term seasonal moves.  

By tradition we mean a tendency to act in a particular manner over a long period of time 

and across generations. When that which conferred an economic benefit in the past is 

increasingly emulated, a tradition is created. Acting in accordance with tradition side-steps 

frequent re-assessments and evaluationsś people act “traditionally” because their predecessors 

did. When tradition takes a strong hold, it is only slightly vulnerable, if not immune 

altogether, to events and interruptions that interfere with people acting in concert with 

tradition. For example, an intergenerational lull can quickly be reversed. In as much as 

migration becomes a way of life for individuals and communities, the term tradition, as used 

in this paper, is akin to the concept of “culture.” 
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Although in some sense networks can be perceived as a manifestation of tradition, we do 

not equate tradition with networks because each can impact on migration processes and 

outcomes differently. Whereas networks can act as purveyors of tradition, they can evolve for 

reasons that have nothing to do with tradition (Stark and Jakubek, 2013). Conversely, tradition 

can maintain the tendency to resort to and restore migration even in the absence of networks. 

In one particular context, as we show below, a combination of tradition and networks was 

more powerful in shaping migration flows than administrative interference. In another context 

we note that networks could help reinvigorate migration because they were premised on 

tradition, and that when tradition could be expressed, network-type links were poised to play a 

role in churning migration. 

The inclination to go back in time in search of an explanation for the current process of 

seasonal migration was motivated, in part, by recent studies of contemporary seasonal 

migration (Kaczmarczyk and Łukowski, 2004; Stark and Fan, 2007; KĊpiĔska, 2008). These 

studies prompted us to look at a persistent seasonal migration flow through the lens of the 

mechanisms that added sustainability to it and helped to sustain it even when it was 

interrupted, in different ways and at different times, by substantial changes in the economic, 

political, regulatory, and legal environment. (These interruptions included two World Wars 

and a multiple reshuffling of borders in the first half of the 20th century). 

Before turning to detailed reasoning, a word of caution is in order. The current paper is 

exploratory in nature, and tentative in its conclusions. We are aware of the need to sift harder 

through archives, primary data sources, statistical yearbooks, newspapers of the time, 

memoirs and the like. We are also aware of the benefits to be conferred by looking further at 

regional characteristics (ranging from population densities to agrarian structures) at the end of 

the 19th century as possible additional contributing factors affecting the participation of some 

regions but not of others in seasonal migration. Nonetheless, we are of the opinion that the 
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novel contributing factor that we have identified is sufficiently powerful to merit us 

presenting it, and enticing enough to inspire and trigger follow up research. 

As we go back in time studying migration from Poland to Germany, we are reminded that 

Poland did not exist in the 19th century or well into the 20th century, that is, not until 1918. 

As a result of three partitions (1772, 1793, 1795), the territory of Poland (the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth) was divided between the Russian Empire, the Kingdom of 

Prussia, and Habsburg Austria. Thus, when we refer to migration from Poland prior to 1918, 

we have in mind the Russian partition (the Kingdom of Poland in 1815-1914), and the 

Austrian partition. In other words, we refer to seasonal migrations that took place across state 

borders, and we do not delve into seasonal forays of Polish workers to Prussian and German 

agriculture within Germany. 

In the next three sections we allude to the persistence of the seasonal migration outflow 

over time and (across shifting) space. In section 2, we study the onset and the build up of the 

tradition of seasonal migration from Poland to Germany, concentrating on the period up to 

WWII. In section 3, we consider WWII era and its immediate aftermath. In section 4, we 

study the recent past. Final thoughts are presented in the Conclusions section. 

 

2. The onset and the building up of a tradition: a brief overview of seasonal migration 

from Poland to Germany before WWII 

2.1. Seasonal migration from Poland to Germany at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries 

A convenient starting point for studying substantial seasonal migration from Poland to 

Germany over the long stretch of time is 1885. In that year, approximately 30,000 Poles who 

were subjects of Russian Poland (the Polish Kingdom) or of Austrian Poland (Galicia), but 

who in a good many cases were long-term residents of Prussia, were deported from Prussia 

(Wajda, 1976; Łuczak, 1988; Olsson, 1996). The reason for the expulsions (though not of 
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Poles from Prussian Poland who were German subjects) was the żerman authorities’ fear that 

the mass inflow of Polish labor migrants to the eastern provinces of Germany could harm the 

Germanization process in the area. 

At the same time, due to a significant loss of population in the East and the consequent 

shortage of manual workers, the eastern provinces of Germany experienced a growing 

demand for foreign workers. The population loss was caused by two factors: overseas 

migration to the U.S., which began in the late 1860s, and internal migration to the industrial 

centers of the western provinces that started to replace overseas migration in the 1880s. The 

shortage was exacerbated by the intensification of German agriculture. By the end of the 19th 

century, with the introduction of new crops, in particular sugar beets (a very labor intensive 

crop), and the adoption of new technologies, farmers needed many workers during the 

summer but just a few during the winter. Before, workers were needed much more evenly 

throughout the year. These factors combined to create a growing demand for a foreign 

seasonal workforce (Bade, 1980; Olsson, 1996). 

In the wake of the deportations and as a consequence of politically-motivated decisions, 

until 1890 the borders of Germany were effectively closed to Polish workers from Russian 

Poland and Austrian Poland. Neither the deportations nor the closure of the borders could, 

however, suppress the demand for seasonal work or the willingness to supply it. Even when 

political voices are loud, economic needs often speak louder. In 1890, in response to protests 

by German landowners, the borders were re-opened to Polish workers, although in order “to 

satisfy the economic interests without jeopardizing security policy considerations” (Bade, 

2003: 157), and to prevent settlement, workers were ordered to return home for the winter 

season, a system of mandatory registration was enacted, and work was confined largely to 

agriculture (Wajda, 1976: 66; Łuczak, 1988: 108-112; Herbert, 1990). Notably, Poles were 

not permitted to work in the mining and steel industries of the Ruhr region. “The rationale 
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was to prevent ‘a Polonization of the west,’ which it was feared would follow the 

‘Polonization of the east’ if foreign Poles were to mingle with their Prussian brethren in the 

Polish ‘colonies’ of the Ruhr” (Bade, 1980: 369-370).
1
 

Between 1890 and 1914, seasonal migration gained considerable significance, and “the 

agricultural capacity of eastern Prussia had become directly dependent on foreign labor from 

across the eastern borders” (Bade, 1980: 369). The inviting demand helped sustain the 

“regularization” of supply. According to several accounts, by the start of WWI, the number of 

seasonal workers arriving in Germany from Russian Poland and Austrian Poland had reached 

600,000 a year (Mytkowicz, 1917; Jarzyna, 1933; Kołodziej, 1982; see also Morawska, 1989; 

Olsson, 1996; and Pietraszek, 2003). More people participated in seasonal migration to 

Germany than in overseas migration, and often the very same people migrated year after year 

(Pilch, 1984: 10). Such repetitive behavior already contains the seeds of a habit, and a habit is 

the harbinger of a tradition. Predominantly, the seasonal migrants were Poles from Russian 

Poland, but Poles and Ruthenians from Galicia were present as well. Data assembled by the 

Warsaw Statistical Committee on the number of passes issued to workers from the Polish 

Kingdom in 1890-1912 (the only data we know of that provide geographical dispersion by 

sending regions) attest to the dynamics of the process in the pre-WWI period. In 1890, more 

than 17,000 passes were issued. In 1900, the number of passes reached approximately 

119,000. This number nearly doubled in 1908 to approximately 235,000 passes, and in 1912, 

it increased further to approximately 322,000 (Appendix 1, Table 1). Although the data 

exclude Polish workers from Austrian Poland, at the outset the main recipients of seasonal 

                                                 
1
 The number of Poles living in the Ruhr region (Rhineland-Westphalia) reached 475,000 in 1912, of which 

210,000 were children below the age of 14 (Murzynowska, 1972; BroĪek, 1984: 178). Their presence was due to 

an internal migration to “the west” of Poles who were living in Prussian Poland. However, these Poles were not 

relevant to the seasonal migration of other Poles for work in agriculture. In fact, their presence reinforced the 

reluctance of the German authorities to allow in more Poles. 
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work permits were migrants from Russian Poland. We need to bear in mind that the data are 

of registered outflows; it is likely that there were some non-registered workers, especially 

from the border areas - the “birth place,” as we strive to show, of seasonal migration of Polish 

workers to German agriculture. Żor example, “The director of the żerman Agency for Żarm 

Workers estimated the number of illegals in 1907 at some 20% of the number of foreigners 

with a legal permit” (Herbert, 1990: 360). 

The data available on the regions of origin of seasonal migrants reveal that from the very 

outset, seasonal migration to Germany from Russian Poland was largely confined to a subset 

of areas. Geographical proximity was an important determinant: the seasonal workers who 

came to the east of Germany, chiefly to Posen, East and West Prussia, Brandenburg, 

Mecklenburg, and Saxony (Łuczak, 1988: 112), originated, in the main, from areas bordering 

Germany. For example, as shown in Appendix 1, Table 1, in 1890, 90 per cent of all the 

(legal) seasonal workers came from two (out of the Kingdom’s ten) provinces (gubernia): 

Kalisz and Płock, both located along the border with Germany (see Appendix 2, Map 1: The 

Polish Kingdom before WWI). These two provinces continued to be the leading sending 

provinces throughout the entire pre-WWI period, although their share in the total fell as others 

“joined in.” 

Although twenty two years later (that is, by 1912), all the provinces contributed to the 

outflow of seasonal workers to Germany, nevertheless, Kalisz and Płock provinces still 

predominated, accounting for approximately half of the total. Thus, leading provinces in 1912 

were leading provinces already two decades earlier. In 1912, an additional 26 per cent of the 

seasonal workers came from Piotrków (also on the borderline with Germany), and Kielce 

provinces. It is worth adding that workers from Piotrków province, adjacent to Kalisz 

province to the south-east, “entered” the statistics in 1900, while workers from Kielce 

province, adjacent to Piotrków province (but not to Kalisz province) started to participate in 
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seasonal migration a couple of years later, and in larger numbers thereafter. For example, in 

1904 the number of seasonal workers from Kielce province was still very low, amounting to a 

mere 18, while in 1908 it reached more than 9,000 (consult also Appendix 2, Map 1: The 

Polish Kingdom before WWI). 

A further look at the spatial distribution of the sending regions, this time at the county level 

(powiat), confirms that at the turn of the 19th
 
century / beginning of the 20th century only a 

select subset of regions in Poland supplied seasonal migrants to Germany (Appendix 1, Table 

2). In 1890, out of 17,275 inhabitants of the Polish Kingdom who migrated legally for 

seasonal work in Germany (as measured by the number of passes issued to seasonal workers), 

38 per cent originated from just one county in Kalisz province: WieluĔ. In terms of the 

number of workers, other significant contributors in 1890 were Słupca, Konin, and Kalisz 

counties in Kalisz province, Mława and Rypin counties in Płock province, and Nieszawa 

county in Warszawa province, of which only Konin county, while close to the Polish-German 

border, was not directly located on the frontier. 

In 1912, the largest number of workers who arrived in Germany continued to originate 

from WieluĔ county in Kalisz province. Other counties in this province, including Sieradz and 

Turek counties, which that were not among the sending counties in 1890, also sent significant 

numbers of workers to Germany. Altogether, in 1912 seven counties of Kalisz province 

accounted for 39 per cent of the total number of seasonal migrants from Russian Poland. Also 

important in 1912 in terms of the number of workers migrating were four counties in 

Piotrków province: CzĊstochowa, Nowo-Radomsk, Łask and Piotrków, as well as Mława 

county in Płock province. While the latter county, together with other counties in Płock 

province (especially those located on the Polish-German border), was a significant contributor 

to the flow of seasonal worker as early as 1890, none of the counties of Piotrków province 

were. 
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In sum, the picture that emerges is that in 1890 seasonal migration from Russian Poland to 

Germany was confined to inhabitants of a few counties located close to the Polish-German 

border. The growing demand for seasonal workers in German agriculture was first met by 

increasing the supply from a select set, with adjoining counties joining in when the demand 

grew further. The seasonal migration did not arise out of nowhere, however. “Seasonal short- 

and middle-distance harvest migrations of Polish peasantry within the eastern European 

countryside were already commonplace during the 1860s and 1870s” (Morawska, 1989: 179). 

For instance, peasants from the county of WieluĔ in Kalisz province were already participating 

in seasonal migration to German agriculture in 1864 - the year in which peasants were granted 

property rights to the plots they tilled before as tenants, and were thus free economically to 

expend effort away from home without fear of losing control of their land - and their numbers 

were growing every year. Small numbers of workers were being recruited by the Prussian 

authorities for work in agriculture - mainly in Silesia - at the turn of the 18th and 19th 

centuries when, as a result of the second partition of Poland in 1793, for almost 15 years the 

county of WieluĔ belonged to the Kingdom of Prussia (Milczarek, 1977: 7). The other 

counties on the list of sending counties in 1890 also used to belong to the Kingdom of Prussia, 

either as a result of the second or the third partition of Poland (in 1795). Thus, in a way, 

seasonal migration on a mass scale was a continuation of the practice of peasants who, once 

granted freehold and masters of their own fate, found it economically advantageous to hire 

themselves out for agricultural work away from their place of residence. Geographical 

proximity, and other links with żermany, account for their “going west.” 

During WWI, the Polish workers in Germany were mainly forced laborers - either 

prisoners of war, or civilian workers. The latter were “recruited” in Russian Poland by a 

mixture of direct coercion and economic pressure (the worsening economic conditions in the 

occupied territories compelled people to seek work in Germany, cf. Bade, 2003: 173) when 
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the occupation of Russian Poland by Germany - an important pre-war recruitment area - 

started in October 1915. However, the first batch of workers consisted of seasonal migrants 

from Russian Poland who worked in Germany in 1914 and who, a mere few days after the 

outbreak of the war, and like all other workers from enemy countries, were confined to their 

place of work. Soon after that, Polish workers were allowed to work in German industry. 

Thus, a ban on returning replaced the compulsory pre-war return-home policy for Polish 

laborers (seasonal migration); workers were coerced to stay in Germany until the end of the 

war. (Those regulations did not however apply to workers from Austrian Poland because 

Austria-Hungary was allied with Germany.) It is plausible that it was because of the long-

standing tradition of seasonal migration that the recruitment of Polish workers from border 

areas persisted even after the outbreak of war, and at least until the treatment of Polish 

workers worsened considerably and the regulations governing the presence of foreigners in 

Germany became stricter. In other words, the tradition (prevailing practice) of seasonal 

migration may have enabled the German authorities to recruit certain categories of labor 

without the need to resort to too much force. Altogether, between August 1914 and December 

1918, approximately 1,550,000 registration cards were issued by the German Foreign 

Workers’ Agency (Deutsche Arbeiterzentrale) to Polish workers, predominantly to workers 

from Russian Poland (cited in Revue Internationale du Travail, 1922: 331). By the end of the 

war, the number of foreign Polish laborers in Germany matched approximately the 1914 level 

(Bade, 2003: 174). 

 

2.2. The inter-war period 

Immediately after WWI, Germany was not interested in hiring seasonal workers from Poland 

(the Second Polish Republic). German hostility to the 1919 Versailles Treaty in general, and 

to the loss of much of its eastern provinces of Posen, West Prussia, and Upper Silesia to the 
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newly independent Poland, in particular, strained relations between the two countries. The 

concern about “re-Polonization” of specific parts of żermany if there were an inflow of Polish 

workers - a concern that resonates with similar expressed 30 years earlier - continued to shape 

attitudes towards the employment of workers from Poland. Nor did Poland support its 

citizens’ working in żermany either (an actual ban on seasonal migration to Germany was 

imposed by Poland in 1920; Kołodziej, 1982). Nonetheless, the reluctance of the German 

government to allow German employers to hire workers from nearby Poland, and the lack of a 

formal bilateral agreement, could not dent the process of matching the demand for foreign 

workers in Germany with the supply of workers (peasants) from overpopulated, adjacent, and 

“seasonally experienced” PolandŚ workers were heading for żermany even without contracts, 

a practice tolerated, and even tacitly supported, both by German employers and the German 

authorities. The patterns of the past prevailed over the reality of the present. 

That Polish migrants went to Germany despite the lack of formal arrangements attests to 

the importance of the tradition of seasonal migration. Estimates suggest that in 1920-1923 

approximately 30,000 Polish workers a year went to Germany, and that in 1924-1926 the 

figure was approximately 40-50,000 workers (Poniatowska, 1971: 62; Janowska, 1984: 379, 

399ś see also Łuczak, 1988: 316). Although by historical standards these numbers are not 

large, they are not insignificant either. What makes the sustainability of the flow even more 

remarkable is that a good number of the German farms to which Poles migrated before 1919 

were now in Poland. 

Eventually, in 1927, an agreement was finally signed (preceded by preliminary agreements 

in January and December 1926) recognizing formally the underlying reality. The signing of 

the 1927 agreement was conditional on the gradual (between 1928 and 1931) repatriation to 

Poland of approximately 25,000 Polish workers who arrived in Germany after January 1, 

1919 and then stayed there. In addition, these workers were given priority during recruitment 
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drives for seasonal work under the agreement. As the bilateral agreement stipulated, workers 

could spend several months in Germany but were obliged to return home after the completion 

of their work assignment. Thus, as in the pre-WWI period, the bilateral agreement allowed 

Poles to work in Germany but not to settle there. However, this constraint may not have been 

too onerous because many workers had long been willing (if not optimally choosing) to 

combine residence and work in Poland with seasonal work in German agriculture. (The theory 

of seasonal migration of Stark and Fan, 2007, formalizes this linkage.)  

A legal outflow of seasonal workers to Germany under the bilateral agreement occurred 

between 1926 and 1931 and between 1937 and 1939. In 1926, approximately 44,000 workers 

went from Poland to Germany, and by 1930 the number had risen to 69,000 - 87,000 per year. 

Between 1932 and 1936, the numbers of workers were miniscule - between 400 and 1,200 a 

year. These low numbers were due to restrictions on migration imposed by Germany as a 

consequence of the world economic crisis. In 1937 the number of workers climbed to 

approximately 12,200, and in 1938 it reached approximately 64,000. The quota for 1939 was 

set at 90,000 workers. However, in the wake of growing tensions in Polish-German relations, 

the flow was curtailed by the Polish government. Yet, once again, the administrative hand 

could not halt the flow of Polish workers. In April of 1939 the German Ministry of the Interior 

issued a directive which allowed Polish workers without the necessary papers to be admitted 

into Germany through labor offices that were set up specifically for that purpose (Herbert, 

1990: 131). The clouds of a looming crisis could not cast too long a shadow: agriculture had 

to feeding people, farms needed farm hands, and seasonal work filled the gap. 

The scale of this undocumented migration is considered, not surprisingly, to have been 

lower than in the period before the introduction of the bilateral agreement, amounting to a few 

thousand workers a year. According to Landau (1966) whose account was based on a survey 

carried out in 1937 among 2,200 Polish seasonal workers in Germany and Latvia, 
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undocumented seasonal migration occurred along the entire Polish-German border. It was 

brought about because the quotas were inadequate, both for the German employers (the needs 

of German agriculture) and for the Polish suppliers. Illegal crossings were tolerated by the 

German authorities (Herbert, 1990: 54). For example, whereas the 1928 quota assigned by the 

Polish Emigration Office to the counties of OstrołĊka, Kolno, and Grajewo located in the 

north of Białystok province on the border with East Prussia was not fulfilled due to lack of 

candidates, a great many illegal migrants were at work (Wieloch, 1928). It seems that the 

tradition of engaging in seasonal migration must have played a role in sustaining 

undocumented migration from specific areas independent of the limits set by the prevailing 

legal infrastructure. To farmers and workers who enjoyed mutually beneficial, long term 

informal contacts, formal or legal procedures were not critical in forging viable links. 

As in the preceding periods, seasonal migration did not originate from all the regions of 

Poland. As can be seen in Appendix 1, Table 3, between 1926 and 1937, legal seasonal 

migrants originated mainly from four (out of 16) provinces: ŁódĨ, Kielce, PoznaĔ, and 

Kraków. Before WWI ŁódĨ, Kielce, and Kraków provinces were located along the Polish-

German border. ŁódĨ and Kielce were part of the Polish Kingdom, while Kraków province 

was part of Galicia (Austrian Poland). PoznaĔ province was part of Prussian Poland (adjacent 

to ŁódĨ province to the west). 

The distribution of the counties of origin of seasonal workers by provinces presented in 

Appendix 1, Table 4 illustrates the importance of the aforementioned four sending provinces 

in the legal flow of seasonal workers from Poland to Germany: 94 per cent of the 49,800 job 

offers for the period between January and mid-April 1928 sent by Deutsche Arbeiterzentrale 

to Poland at the end of 1927 were for workers from these provinces. Not surprisingly, the 

main reservoir of workers was WieluĔ county in ŁódĨ province: one-third of all the “job 

offers” were for workers from this county. After adding four other counties with a number of 
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seasonal workers higher than 2,000, three of which were direct neighbors of WieluĔ county, 

we obtain a cluster of five counties from which almost 60 per cent of the workers from the 

first quota in 1928 were “invited” by żerman employers. Apart from the county of WieluĔ, 

these included Sieradz and Radomsko (Nowo-Radomsk in the pre-WWI period) counties from 

ŁódĨ province, and CzĊstochowa and Włoszczowa counties from Kielce province (see 

Appendix 2, Map 2: The Second Polish Republic). An additional cluster, covering 16 per cent 

of seasonal workers, was made up of counties of Kalisz, Słupca, Konin, Koło, and Turek, as 

well as Łask and Piotrków in ŁódĨ province, traditional suppliers, as we already know, of 

seasonal migrants in the pre-WWI period, even though they were no longer located at the 

border with Germany. The main sending areas also included a small cluster of four counties 

located in PoznaĔ province but glued to WieluĔ county from the west: Odolanów, Ostrzeszów, 

KĊpno, and Ostrów. These counties accounted for approximately 9 per cent of all “job offers.” 

Seasonal migrants originated from a geographically connected set of counties, and repeatedly 

from the very same counties. 

The job offers sent from Germany were named, quasi named, or anonymous. A named 

offer was made to a migrant who had participated in seasonal work in preceding years, and 

who was known to the German employer. As stipulated by the bilateral agreement, such 

workers were given priority in the recruitment process. A quasi-named offer was made in 

conjunction with a request that the “named” worker recruit a given number of other workers. 

An anonymous offer merely specified the number of workers required. Offers of the first two 

types predominated in the requests sent to Poland by Deutsche Arbeiterzentrale. That the last 

listed the counties of origin of prospective workers is quite telling: for the season to come, the 

German farmers sought to employ either the same workers, or new workers who were brought 

on board by experienced workers, most likely from the ranks of family members, friends and 
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neighbors, and from the same sending areas. The formation of networks and the operation of 

tradition were intertwined. 

The Polish authorities sought, however, to reorient the seasonal migration flows to new 

counties and provinces in order to draft the poorest laborers for seasonal work in German 

agriculture, unlike the preceding practice of recruiting new workers through repeated seasonal 

migrants. That attempted reorientation was largely futile, however. For example, the Polish 

Emigration Office sought to reduce the numbers of migrants from ŁódĨ and Kielce provinces 

and increase the numbers of migrants from Stanisławów and Lwów provinces located in the 

south-east of Poland, that is, far away from Germany. The authorities wanted to forestall 

economic crisis in regions that traditionally sent workers to German agriculture should 

seasonal migration abruptly come to a halt, and to allow the poor agricultural south-east 

region of Poland to benefit from seasonal migration, even though people in this part of Poland 

had not participated in seasonal migration to Germany before. That interference did not 

produce the desired effect, despite the fact that the supply of labor in the south-east region of 

Poland was abundant. Evidently, formal administrative action could not overcome the 

symbiosis of the tradition of engagement in seasonal work and the developed migration 

networks, supported by geographical proximity that for a long time had combined to produce 

a robust seasonal migration stream from the Polish-German border areas. 

 

3. WWII and its immediate aftermath 

As of the mid-1930, Nazi Germany faced a dilemma: to fill the growing labor shortages in the 

German economy (especially in the agricultural sector) by employing foreign workers, or to 

rely on German women. In fact, neither the option of using “racially inferior” foreign labor to 

cultivate German soil, nor that of interfering with women’s child-bearing, raising children and 

caring for their families, was in line with the National Socialist ideology. In addition, the 
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deployment of women as workers was quite unpopular. Drawing on the experience gained 

during WWI, the German authorities sought to plug the gaps in the German labor market with 

prisoners of war (POWs); a detailed plan to this effect was already in place by January 1939. 

Furthermore, it was anticipated that a sufficiently large number of workers from Poland would 

be willing to work in Germany as civilian workers. Such an expectation was not unfounded 

because, as we have already noted, large numbers of Poles elected to work in Germany even 

as late as the beginning of 1939 when, as a result of increasing pre-war tensions, the legal 

outflow was halted. 

By October 1939, some 213,000 Polish POWs were deployed as forced laborers in 

Germany, 90 per cent of them in agriculture; by January 1940, their number came close to 

300,000 (Madajczyk, 1970; Łuczak, 1979; Herbert, 1997). As for civilian workers, shortly 

after the outbreak of the war the German authorities started to set up labor offices in Poland 

and register unemployed Poles. Interestingly, labor officials (work officers) were often the 

first civilian authorities to move into Polish towns and villages in the wake of military 

occupation. Nonetheless, the number of workers willing to work in Germany remained low: 

by the end of 1939, only some 40,000 Poles were recruited, mainly from the “traditional” 

recruitment areas (Herbert, 1997: 62), although we could not determine whether this low 

numbers covers only workers from the General Government including Białystok district, but 

excluding Reichsgau Wartheland - the western part of Poland that was annexed by Nazi 

Germany at the beginning of the war, and which included PoznaĔ and ŁódĨ provinces - and 

thus also WieluĔ county, the most significant sending area. Also, seasonal workers who went 

to Germany after April 15, 1939, when Poland stopped sending workers legally, became the 

source of the first batch of forced laborers in Germany, those who had been forbidden to 

return to Poland (Łuczak, 1988: 315). Apparently, the tradition of Polish seasonal work was 
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sustained to some extent not only during the months between the ending of the legal outflow 

and the onset of the war, but also past that point in time. 

Prior to the war and even when hostilities broke out, Nazi Germany did not consider it 

necessary to resort to a large-scale deployment of foreign workers. However, it soon proved 

impossible to run the war economy without significant numbers of foreign workers. A mass 

deployment of Poles started in January 1940, acting on a directive issued by Hans Frank, the 

German governor-general in Poland. It is illuminating to cite the directiveŚ “Provision and 

transport into the Reich of at least one million agricultural and industrial workers - of these, 

some 750,000 for work in agriculture, at least 50 per cent female - in order to secure 

agricultural production in the Reich and as a replacement for industrial workers in short 

supply there” (Herbert, 1990: 133). In order to meet the supply of workers needed, quotas 

were assigned to individual districts and municipalities, with village and city mayors held 

responsible for delivering the required numbers. In addition, the familiar practice of taking up 

seasonal employment in żerman agriculture was called upon by żerman “recruiters.” Once 

again, citing an original document is quite telling. A propaganda poster from early 1940 reads 

as followsŚ “Tens of thousands of agricultural workers and laborers familiar with farm work 

can find jobs under favourable conditions in the German Reich. Even before the war, 

hundreds of thousands of Polish agrarian workers were employed in German agriculture on an 

annual basis. … Agricultural workers are allowed to transfer enough money from their 

savings to provide for the living expenses of family members back in Poland. … Provisions 

have been made for good accommodation and meals on żerman farms” (Herbert, 1997: 81). 

In a way, this was a drive aimed at institutionalizing tradition. 

The Polish population’s resistance to working in Germany grew as information became 

available about the working and living conditions there. Consequently, by the end of April 

1940, whenever the assigned quotas could not be filled in a given locality, coercive measures 
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were implemented: workers were drafted in even through man hunts in the streets of occupied 

Poland. Altogether, by the end of July 1940, some 310,000 Polish civilians were forcibly 

conscripted and brought to Germany to work there. Together with the POWs whose status 

was changed in the summer of 1940 to “civilian workers,” approximately 700,000 Poles were 

working in Germany at that time (Madajczyk, 1970; Łuczak, 1979; Herbert, 1990: 131; 

Herbert, 2001). 

The significance of Polish workers in the pool of workers conscripted for the German war 

economy diminished when workers from other countries became available as the war 

progressed. Altogether, by August 1944 approximately 7,616,000 foreign workers were 

employed in Germany (and the annexed territories). These workers included 2,750,000 forced 

laborers from the Soviet Union, whose conscription began late in the autumn of 1941 

following the invasion of the Soviet Union in June of that year, and who constituted the 

largest share. Poles, the second largest group, comprised approximately 1,688,000 workers, of 

whom 1,125,000 were employed in agriculture (Łuczak, 1979; Herbert, 1997). Moreover, 

nearly 70 per cent of the foreigners who worked in agriculture were from Poland. Thus, at 

least in some mutated form, the practice of seasonal migration of Polish workers for work in 

German agriculture persisted even during the war years. 

The level of coercion applied to the employment of Polish workers, as well as their 

working and living conditions, changed in the course of the war period. As we have already 

noted, for some time after the outbreak of the war, the practice of seasonal work in German 

agriculture was maintained. That the German rural population was friendly towards Polish 

workers was both a consequence of the tradition of relying on Polish workers to tend German 

agriculture in the peak growing season, and a force contributing to the continuation of that 

practice. At least initially, the policy of Nazi Germany towards Polish workers was 

characterized by an apparent tension between, on the one hand, acceptance and reliance on the 
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tradition of employing Polish workers for seasonal work, especially in Eastern Germany and, 

on the other hand, an effort to break with this tradition, as eating from the hands of an inferior 

race was not aligned with Nazi ideology. It is interesting to note how far the German 

authorities went in their drive to sever the hold of the tradition of seasonal migration and 

foster attitudes hostile to the practice. To that end, the authorities launched a series of 

measures aimed at impressing the German rural population that “employing a Pole before the 

war was wholly different from employing the Pole now” (Herbert, 1997: 64). These measures 

included a propaganda campaign specifying alleged atrocities committed by Poles, as well as 

a codex of decrees, issued in March 1940, that drastically worsened the working and living 

conditions of Polish civilian laborers (Madajczyk, 1970). 

Undoubtedly, the World War II years and their immediate aftermath brought a great 

upheaval in the “normal” flow of seasonal migration from Poland to Germany. The trauma of 

a cruel war and the degradation of Polish workers must have dimmed the appeal of taking up 

jobs in Germany. Presumably, for many Poles, the experience of forced labor (their own, or 

that of their families and neighbors) could have been expected to stir up feelings that 

weakened considerably the hold of the tradition of taking up jobs in German agriculture. In 

addition, the shifting of borders and the mass displacement of people in the wake of WWII 

may have eroded the German willingness to hire Polish workers (resented by the expelled 

Germans), thereby weakening the role of tradition in explaining the long-run persistence of 

seasonal migration. With a shrinking supply and a subdued demand, a market - in this case the 

“market” for seasonal work - would shrink, if not vanish, and the quantity traded would 

decline, if not be annulled. The preceding detailed account could have led us to predict that 

the daunting experience of the war years would dent the deep rooted tradition of seasonal 

migration; bad experiences would counter the power of tradition. However, as we show next, 

such was not the case.  



 19 

 

4. The power of “established” tradition: seasonal migration from Poland to Germany at 

the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries 

The migration environment in the four decades 1950s through the 1980s was shaped in large 

part by the political perceptions of the communist regime with its plethora of restrictions on 

international migration (Stola, 2001; Kaczmarczyk, 2005; Stola, 2010). Because of its 

political stance and Cold War alienation, Poland was not among the countries that regularly 

and systematically provided labor to the booming economies of West Germany and other west 

European countries. As a consequence, migration from communist Poland, and in particular 

seasonal migration to Germany, was far from a seamless reactivation of the pre-war 

migration. In many ways, the iron curtain was also an economic wall. 

International mobility from Poland did not come to a halt, however, and Germany, both 

West and East, was a dominant destination. One of the few formal migration channels - 

especially in the first two decades of the communist regime - was permanent migration to 

West and East Germany of Aussiedler - people claiming German origin. Except for a few 

years of relaxation, the outflow of Aussiedler was however restricted, and usually confined to 

the reunion of close family members. However, with the passage of time, this opportunity was 

exploited not only by “real” Aussiedler but also economic migrants. In addition, with the 

gradual liberalization of travel abroad by the end of the 1960s, Poles were not only 

increasingly using this opportunity as such, but were also increasingly taking up illegal jobs 

while abroad, and many of them opted to stay in the West for longer. Some of them worked 

legally in East Germany or in Czechoslovakia on the basis of various bilateral agreements 

signed by Poland with other socialist countries (Glorius, 2008; Stola, 2010). Inefficiencies in 

the centrally-planned economy and underdeveloped trade between the countries of the 

socialist bloc reinforced the will to leave (Stola, 2001), despite the fact that legal employment 
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of Poles in the West was closely regulated by the State. Furthermore, the introduction of 

martial law in Poland in 1981 “produced” large numbers of political refugees as well as 

regular migrants who, as they happened to be abroad in December 1981, declined to return to 

Poland (Stola, 2010). 

Overall, during 1950-1989, approximately 1.1 million people left Poland permanently, of 

whom approximately 250,000 did so in the 1980s. In addition, in the 1980s about 800,000 

people, 90 per cent of whom went abroad under the pretext of tourism, family, or business 

travel, had not returned to Poland by December 31, 1989, the year in which there was a 

regime change and the opening up of the country started. To these numbers we need to add 

millions of short-term trips. For example, in 1981-1989 there were approximately 9 million 

such visits to “capitalist countries,” more than 80 per cent of which lasted no more than 60 

days (Sakson, 2002). One of the most important destinations for both permanent and short-

term visits by Polish migrants was Germany, both West and East (Sakson, 2002). Even if only 

a small fraction of the short-term visitors from Poland were in search of informal work in 

German agriculture, the absolute numbers would still be substantial. 

Legal migration to Germany resumed in 1990, when Poland and Germany signed a number 

of bilateral agreements. Under a December 1990 agreement, Poles were allowed to take up 

seasonal jobs in Germany for up to three months a year, to be arranged by the labor offices of 

the two countries. The agreement included provisions for the employment in Germany of 

border workers (living not more than 50 km away from the border), and of Polish students 

during their summer holidays. Similar agreements were signed in January 1990 (covering 

posted workers - workers employed by Polish employers who were sent to work in another 

country, as was often the case in the construction sector) and in June 1990 (guest-workers). 
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Thus, unlike in the interwar period, seasonal workers were not the only foreign workers 

gaining legal access to the German labor market.
2
 

Both Poland and Germany expected to benefit from the December 1990 agreement: 

Poland, because seasonal work abroad could help alleviate the pain of rapidly growing 

unemployment at home (officially non-existent before 1989); and Germany because foreign 

workers could take up jobs in sectors of the economy that, because of relatively low wages 

and low prestige, were not attractive to native workers. Although seasonal employment was 

not restricted to particular sectors of the German economy, more than 90 per cent of all the 

seasonal workers from Poland took up jobs in German agriculture.
3
 Agriculture was inviting 

to Polish migrants looking for short-term jobs because there was strong demand and 

correspondingly assured employment and good pay for foreign workers in that sector. This 

work climate has existed especially since the 1970s, as German women increasingly took up 

regular, full-time jobs, and young Germans increasingly prolonged their studies as the returns 

to education in Germany have risen. Poles - the traditional suppliers of seasonal work - were 

able to adjust to the increasing demand quite easily. 

By the end of the 20th century, seasonal migration from Poland to Germany had quickly 

become the dominant form of migration from Poland, with the number of workers growing 

year by year. In fact, this was one of the very few opportunities for Poles to take up legal jobs 

in the EU before the “old” EU countries had began, on 1 May 2004, to open their labor 

markets to nationals of the new accession countries. The number of seasonal workers 

increased from approximately 70,000 in 1991 to almost 290,000 by 2004. In this period, 

Polish workers comprised between 86 and 92 per cent of all foreign seasonal workers in 

                                                 
2
 For details on different forms of legal employment of Poles in Germany in the 1990s see Okólski, 2004. 

3
 In 1993, labor unions of construction workers protested against the employment of foreigners in the 

construction sector. Since then, construction has been off limits to seasonal workers. 
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Germany (KĊpiĔska, 2008). Thus, whatever lull existed in communist times, it did not quell 

the propensity for seasonal migration once such an engagement was fully permitted. 

Despite formal procedures involving local labor offices in Poland, in 1991 - the first full 

year of the “life” of the bilateral agreement - more than 90 per cent of all job offers sent from 

Germany to Poland were already named offers, that is, offers made to specific workers (whose 

names and addresses were known to the German employers); and this share remained stable 

over subsequent years. That employers already knew the names of their would-be employees 

implies that informal relations between employers and workers forged before the agreement 

was signed contributed to the persistence of this form of migration. As in the interwar period, 

the bilateral agreement placed pre-existing seasonal flows in a formal framework, albeit the 

“contents” existed well before the “framework.” In spite of the restrictions placed by 

communist Poland on international mobility, the flows between Poland and Germany could 

not be stopped, and the participants in the flows (Aussiedler, asylum seekers, economic 

migrants, contract workers) must have constituted valuable contacts who could help find 

short-term jobs if these were to become available, and sought. People who for a variety of 

reasons were in Germany as a result of WWII and decided not to return to communist Poland 

could, too, serve in this capacity. Often, having a contact in Germany (an address) was 

sufficient to obtain a passport and/or a visa, and to enable people to look for jobs on their 

own. In other words, various, if limited, migration flows during the communist period helped 

maintain cross-economies links even in a hostile political environment. Those links, in turn, 

helped establish contacts between German employers and Polish workers. The side-by-side 

existence of formal contracts and informal recruitment procedures drawing largely on family 

members and friends added to the sustainability, persistence, and smoothness of the flow 

throughout the 1990s and the early 21st century (KĊpiĔska, 2008). 
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As in the past, seasonal migrants came from a subset of regions. As seen in Appendix 1, 

Table 5, in 1991 (the start of the bilateral agreement), 54 per cent of all workers (out of 

approximately 69,000) originated from 12 (out of 49) provinces (“voivodships”). The 

distribution of the leading sending regions at the beginning of the 1990s illustrates quite 

remarkably the role of long-term tradition in generating seasonal migration outflows. Unlike 

in the preceding periods, geographical proximity between the supplying regions of Poland and 

the areas of demand in Germany ceased to play a major role, all the more so as it was mostly 

the western parts of Germany that had a thirst for agricultural workers. We notice, for 

example, that the provinces Konin and Kielce were among the leading sending regions in 

1991. In 1991, these two provinces were located in the central part of Poland (see Appendix 2, 

Map 3: 1998 Poland by its 49 provinces). However, and as already intimated, before WWI 

these regions were on (or relatively close to) the Polish-German border, and constituted the 

most important reservoir of seasonal labor for German agriculture, both at the turn of the 19th 

and 20th centuries (as part of Russian Poland), and in the inter-war period (as part of the 

Second Polish Republic). 

Konin and Kielce provinces continued to send considerable numbers of workers throughout 

the 1990s and early 21st century. In fact, the ribbon of adjacent provinces linking Konin and 

Kielce provinces - what in Appendix 1, Table 6 we term “Central Poland” - constituted one of 

the three most important sending regions for seasonal migrants at the turn of the 20th and 21st 

centuries, accounting in 2002 for approximately one-fifth of the total, with Kielce and Konin 

provinces ranking first and third on the list of all sending provinces. 

The names of all the provinces of “Central Poland” ring a bell. In the preceding sections 

we “met” not only Konin and Kielce, but also CzĊstochowa, Kalisz, Piotrków, and Sieradz 

provinces. However, because the borders not only of Poland itself but also of its provinces 

have changed many times in the course of the past century, we obtain a clearer picture by 
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looking at the distribution of the sending areas by counties. Data are available for the period 

1998-2000. It turns out that in terms of the number of seasonal migrants, the most important 

counties of “Central Poland” included (in descending order)Ś Konin (urban and rural parts), 

Kielce (urban and rural parts), Starachowice (formerly Wierzbnik), Koło, Busko, Słupca, 

WieluĔ, CzĊstochowa, and KoĔskie. These eleven counties accounted for 55 per cent of all 

seasonal workers from the six provinces (and of approximately 43 counties) of “Central 

Poland.” It is worth recalling that at the end of 19th century, Konin, Słupca, and WieluĔ 

counties belonged to Kalisz province where, in 1890, at the very beginning of the seasonal 

migration process, 70 per cent of the seasonal workers to Germany originated. 

Because the areas in Poland that supplied new seasonal migrants included areas from 

which seasonal workers had come in the past, it is plausible that at least to some extent 

tradition played a role in rekindling the flows. While geographical proximity ceased, tradition 

did not. Poverty and unemployment were not specific to these areas, nor was it the case that 

these areas had an edge in participating in seasonal migration because of an acquired specialty 

in performing agriculture-related tasks. Between 1939 and 1989, the occupational structure of 

the countryside which provided seasonal migrants changed markedly, with almost no peasants 

in the pre-WWII sense of the word. Yet, in spite of all these factors and considerations, the 

traditional sources of supply did not dry up. The picture that emerges is that source 

communities that took part in seasonal migration over long periods of time in the past were 

“stubborn” contributors to seasonal migration in more recent times. The decisions made by 

past seasonal migrants affect the environment in which individuals make their seasonal 

migration choices today; beneficial decisions within families and favorable experience within 

communities could have influenced generations to come. Consequently, members of a 

community from which migration occurred before may have found it quite “natural” to 

engage in seasonal migration. 
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The presence of the other two regions (“Southwest Poland” and “Southeast Poland”) 

among the lead sending regions of seasonal workers to Germany in the 1990s and at the 

beginning of the 21st century also suggests that in shaping the seasonal migration flows, 

tradition has gone hand in hand with the operation of networks. As already noted, these 

networks were developed over the five decades after WWII, and helped in establishing 

contacts between German farmers and Polish workers, and thus in the (re-)creation of the 

seasonal migration infrastructure. For example, several provinces located in the southwest part 

of Poland that had belonged to Germany prior to WWII (Wrocław, Jelenia Góra, Opole, and 

Wałbrzych) or prior to WWI (Katowice) were major suppliers of Aussiedler in the period after 

WWII (especially the provinces of Katowice and Opole) (Gawryszewski, 2005; Stola, 2010). 

In addition, as the spatial distribution reveals, from the beginning of the 1990s, seasonal 

migrants originated from big cities located in four remaining provinces, namely Warszawa, 

PoznaĔ, Kraków, and GdaĔsk. Presumably, this was a continuation of the tendency of big 

cities to dominate the migration outflow from Poland in the 1980s (Sakson, 2002). It is 

noteworthy that the inhabitants of these provinces nearly disappeared from the seasonal 

migration scene in the course of the subsequent decade; they were not traditional actors in or 

beneficiaries of seasonal migration, only joining in under the particular conditions of the 

1980s. In the absence of a tradition of seasonal migration, such spells of migration can well 

become passing phenomena. 

 

5. Concluding reflections 

For more than a century, Polish workers have provided a source of seasonal labor for German 

agriculture. Although, as we have seen, after WWII the outflow of seasonal workers from 

Poland to żermany was interrupted for decades, a subdued “Polish tradition” percolatedś 

tradition played a sustaining and distinct role. It is one thing to expect an individual to 
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accumulate expertise after doing something repeatedly over his or her own lifetime; it is 

another to observe a sequence of generations displaying intergenerational “specialization.” 

That generation after generation people in specific areas in Poland have resorted to seasonal 

migration to Germany suggests that this has become a way of life, an acquired way of making 

ends meet, a tradition. 

The shifting and dismantling of borders provide natural tests for assessing the role of 

tradition in sustaining seasonal migration. Although by historical yardsticks a period of a mere 

few years is not substantial, experience since May 1, 2004 provides a supporting clue. To 

recap, the accession of Poland to the EU was accompanied by a lifting of the barriers to labor 

mobility between Poland and a subset of the “old” źU member countries, namely the United 

Kingdom, Ireland, and Sweden. This elimination of labor restrictions provides a natural 

experiment for assessing the role of tradition in perpetuating Poland-to-Germany seasonal 

migration in a drastically changed environment. While Poles responded to the said lifting of 

borders with large-scale migration to the United Kingdom and Ireland, and although - as 

shown by data collected by the German Federal Employment Agency (ZAV) - the number of 

Polish seasonal workers in Germany has been declining steadily since 2004 (workers, the 

peak year in this regard in the 1992-2005 period, with 287,000 migrants), approximately 

174,000 Polish seasonal workers still took up seasonal work in Germany in 2010 (a mere 

10,000 less than in 2009).
4
 The 2011 elimination of employment borders constitutes yet 

another revealing experiment, with all the constraints on labor mobility between Poland and 

Germany lifted. If the insights gained from our account of the role of tradition in sustaining 

seasonal migration are any guide to what the future holds, then seasonal migration from 

                                                 
4
 The decline could however be partly a statistical artefact. As a result of extending the duration of stay in 

Germany for Polish seasonal workers from three to four months in 2005 and to six months in 2009, workers were 

able to stay longer, thereby reducing the number of seasonal trips needed to build up a given aggregate duration. 
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Poland to Germany will persist well beyond 2011, even when the underlying environment 

again changes substantially. However, because the collection of data on seasonal workers 

from Poland has ceased altogether, we are unable to support this conjecture with concrete 

evidence. 

We believe that paying closer attention to how family and community traditions evolve, 

and why they survive the vagaries of time, is likely to add to our understanding of historical 

records in general and economic history in particular, as well as to enhancing our ability to 

predict the shape of things to come. 

 

 



 28 

Acknowledgements 

 

Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the European Social Science History 

Conference, Lisbon, February 2008, at the Economic History Association Meetings, Tucson, 

September 2009, and at the Conference “Polsko-niemieckie doĞwiadczenia migracyjne. 

PrzeszłoĞć i teraĨniejszoĞć” (“Deutsch-polnische Migrationserfahrungen. Vergangenheit und 

żegenwart”), Kraków, December 2010. We are indebted to discussants and participants in 

these Conferences and Meetings, to several referees, and to Max Kaase, Jacek Kochanowicz, 

Lars Olsson, Dariusz Stola, and Marie-Theres von Schickfus for searching questions and 

enlightening comments that led to several revisions of the paper. The support of Georgetown 

University Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service in Qatar is gratefully acknowledged. 

 

 



 29 

References 

Bade, K. J. (1980). German Emigration to the United States and Continental Immigration to 

Germany in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries. Central European 

History, 13(4), 348-377. 

Bade, K. J. (2003). Migration in European History. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

BroĪek, A. (1984). Ruchy migracyjne z ziem polskich pod panowaniem pruskim w latach 

1850-1918 [Migration Flows from the Polish Lands under the Prussian Rule in 1850-

1918]. In A. Pilch (Ed.), Emigracja z ziem polskich w czasach nowoĪytnych i 

najnowszych (XVIII-XX w.) [Emigration from the Polish Lands in Modern and 

Contemporary Times (18th-20th centuries)] (pp. 141-196). Warszawa: PAN. 

Gawryszewski, A. (2005). LudnoĞć Polski w XX wieku [The Population of Poland in the 20th 

Century] . Warszawa: Instytut Geografii i Przestrzennego Zagospodarowania PAN. 

Glorius, B. (2008). La migration pendulaire de la main-d’œuvre entre la Pologne et 

l’Allemagne [Circular Migration of Labor between Poland and Germany]. Etudes 

Rurales, 182(2), 139-152.  

Herbert, U. (1990). A History of Foreign Labor in Germany: 1880-1980. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press. 

Herbert, U. (1997). Hitler’s Foreign Workers: Enforced Foreign Labor in Germany under the 

Third Reich. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Herbert, U. (2001). Geschichte der Ausländerpolitik in Deutschland. Saisonarbeiter, 

Zwangsarbeiter, Gastarbeiter, Flüchtlinge [The History of Immigration Policy in 

Germany. Seasonal Workers, Forced Laborers, Guest Workers, Refugees]. München: 

Verlag C.H. Beck. 

Janowska, H. (1984). Emigracja z Polski w latach 1918-1939 [Emigration from Poland in 

1918-1939]. In A. Pilch (Ed.), Emigracja z ziem polskich w czasach nowoĪytnych i 



 30 

najnowszych (XVIII-XX w.) [Emigration from the Polish Lands in Modern and 

Contemporary Times (18th-20th centuries)] (pp. 326-450). Warszawa: PWN. 

Jarzyna, A. (1933). Polityka emigracyjna [Emigration Policy]. Lwów: Dom KsiąĪki Polskiej. 

Kaczmarczyk, P. (2005). Migracje zarobkowe w dobie przemian [Labor Migration in the Era 

of Change]. Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego. 

Kaczmarczyk, P., & Łukowski, W. (Eds.) (2004). Polscy pracownicy na rynku Unii 

Europejskiej [Polish Workers in the European Union Market]. Warszawa: 

Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar. 

KĊpiĔska, E. (2008). Migracje sezonowe z Polski do Niemiec. Mechanizmy rekrutacji, rola 

rodziny i zróĪnicowanie według płci [Seasonal Migration from Poland to Germany: 

The Mechanisms of Recruitment, the Role of the Family, and Gender Differences]. 

Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego. 

Kołodziej, ź. (1982). WychodĨstwo zarobkowe z Polski 1918-1939: studia nad polityką 

emigracyjną II Rzeczypospolitej [Labor Migration from Poland 1918-1939: Studies on 

Emigration Policy of the Second Polish Republic]. WarszawaŚ KsiąĪka i Wiedza. 

Labor Statistics. (1926-1939). Statystyka Pracy. WarszawaŚ żłówny Urząd Statystyczny 

Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej (Central Statistical Office of the Republic of Poland). 

Landau, L. (1966). WychodĨstwo sezonowe na ŁotwĊ i do Niemiec w 1937 roku. Na podstawie 

ankiety Instytutu Gospodarstwa Społecznego [Seasonal Emigration to Latvia and 

Germany in 1937. Based on a Survey of the Institute of Social Economy]. Warszawa: 

KsiąĪka i Wiedza. 

Łuczak, C. (1979). Polityka ludnoĞciowa i ekonomiczna hitlerowskich Niemiec w okupowanej 

Polsce [Population and Economic Policy of Nazi Germany in Occupied Poland]. 

PoznaĔŚ Wydawnictwo PoznaĔskie. 



 31 

Łuczak, C. (1988). Od Bismarcka do Hitlera: polsko-niemieckie stosunki gospodarcze [From 

Bismarck to Hitler: Polish-German Economic Relations]. PoznaĔŚ Wydawnictwo 

PoznaĔskie. 

Madajczyk, C. (1970). Polityka Trzeciej Rzeszy w okupowanej Polsce [Third Reich Policy in 

Occupied Poland]. Warszawa: PWN. 

Milczarek, J. (1977). źmigracja zarobkowa z WieluĔskiego (1918-1939) [Labour Emigration 

from WieluĔ (1918-1939)]. Łódzkie Studia Etnograficzne, 19, 5-30. 

Morawska, E. (1989). Labor Migrations of Poles in the Atlantic World Economy, 1880-1914. 

Comparative Studies in Society and History, 31(2), 237-272. 

Murzynowska, K. (1972). Polskie wychodĨstwo zarobkowe w zagłĊbiu Ruhry w latach 1880-

1914 [Polish Labor Emigration in the Ruhr Region in 1880-1914]. WrocławŚ Zakład 

Narodowy im. OssoliĔskich.  

Mytkowicz, A. (1917). Powstanie i rozwój emigracji sezonowej [The Emergence and 

Development of Seasonal Emigration]. Kraków: Instytut Ekonomiczny N.K.N. 

Okólski, M. (2004). Seasonal labour migration in the light of the German-Polish bilateral 

agreement. In: Migration for Employment. Bilateral Agreements at a Crossroads (pp. 

203-214). Paris: OECD. 

Olsson, L. (1996). Labor Migration as a Prelude to World War I. International Migration 

Review, 30(4), 875-900. 

Pietraszek, E. (2003). Zwischen Geldverdienen und Aufstieg. Polnische Arbeitsmigranten in 

Deutschland von 1870 bis 1939 [Between Moneymaking and Ascendancy. Polish 

Migrant Workers in Germany, 1870 to 1939]. In K. Roth (Ed.), Vom Wandergesellen 

zum Green Card Spezialisten. Interkulturelle Aspekte der Arbeitsmigration im 

östlichen Mitteleuropa [From the Traveling Journeyman to the Green Card Specialist. 



 32 

Intercultural Aspects of Labour Migration in Central and Eastern Europe] (pp. 107-

133). Münster: Waxmann. 

Pilch, A. (Ed.) (1984). Emigracja z ziem polskich w czasach nowoĪytnych i najnowszych 

(XVIII-XX w.) [Emigration from the Polish Lands in Modern and Contemporary Times 

(18th-20th centuries)]. Warszawa: PWN. 

Poniatowska, A. (1971). Polskie wychodĨstwo sezonowe na Pomorzu Zachodnim: 1918-1939 

[Polish Seasonal Migration in Western Pomerania: 1918-1939]. PoznaĔŚ 

Wydawnictwo PoznaĔskie. 

Revue Internationale du Travail. (1922). Vol. V, No 11. Geneve: Bureau International du 

Travail. 

Sakson, B. (2002). Wpływ „niewidzialnych” migracji zagranicznych lat osiemdziesiątych na 

struktury demograficzne Polski [The Impact of Unrecorded International Migration in 

the Eighties on the Demographic Structure of Poland]. WarszawaŚ Szkoła żłówna 

Handlowa. 

Stark, O., & Fan, C. S. (2007). The Analytics of Seasonal Migration. Economics Letters, 

94(2), 304-312. 

Stark, O., & Jakubek, M. (2013). Migration Networks as a Response to Financial Constraints: 

Onset, and Endogenous Dynamics. Journal of Development Economics, 101, 1-7. 

Statistical Yearbook of the Polish Kingdom. Year 1915. (1916). Rocznik Statystyczny 

Królestwa Polskiego. Rok 1915. Warszawa: Gebethner i Wolff. 

Stola, D. (2001). MiĊdzynarodowa mobilnoĞć zarobkowa w PRL [International Labor 

Mobility in the Polish People’s Republic]. In ź. JaĨwiĔska & M. Okólski (Eds.), 

Ludzie na huĞtawce. Migracje miĊdzy peryferiami Polski i Zachodu [People on the 

Swing. Migration from Polish Peripheries to Peripheries of the West] (pp. 62-100). 

Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe Scholar. 



 33 

Stola, D. (2010). Kraj bez wyjĞcia? Migracje z Polski 1949-1989 [A Country with No Exit? 

International Migrations from Poland 1949-1989]. Warszawa: IPN. 

Wajda, K. (1976). Wymiana siły roboczej miĊdzy ziemiami polskimi a Niemcami w drugiej 

połowie XIX i na początku XX wieku [The Exchange of Labor between Polish 

Territories and Germany in the Second Half of the 19th and in the Beginning of the 

20th Centuries]. In C. BobiĔska (Ed.), Mechanizmy polskich migracji zarobkowych 

[The Mechanisms of Polish Labor Migration] (pp. 59-67). WarszawaŚ KsiąĪka i 

Wiedza. 

Wieloch, S. (1928). Polska emigracja w Prusach Wschodnich [Polish Emigration in East 

Prussia]. Kwartalnik Naukowego Instytutu Emigracyjnego, 4, 817-832. 

Works of Warsaw Statistical Committee 1904. Trudy Warszawskowo Statisticzeskowo 

Komiteta, Vol. XIX. Warszawa. 

Works of Warsaw Statistical Committee 1910. Trudy Warszawskowo Statisticzeskowo 

Komiteta, Vol. XXXIX, No 1. Warszawa. 



 34 

Appendix 1. Tables 

 

 
Table 1. Legal seasonal workers from Russian Poland to Germany in 1890, 1900, 1908, and 1912, by 

province 

Provinces (Gubernia) 
1890 1900 1908 1912 1890 1900 1908 1912 

Absolute numbers As percent of the total 

Russian Poland 17,275 119,184 235,074 322,350 100 100 100 100 

         

Kalisz (kaliska) 12,100 55,836 105,614 125,331 70 47 45 39 

Płock (płocka) 3,395 24,793 32,551 37,113 20 21 14 12 

Warszawa (warszawska) 1,610 6,582 13,369 18,538 9 6 6 6 

ŁomĪa (łomĪyĔska) 140 17,564 14,834 16,326 . 15 6 5 

Suwałki (suwalska) 30 3,043 3,140 3,094 . . . . 

Piotrków (piotrkowska) - 10,986 35,689 51,029 - 9 15 16 

Siedlce (siedlecka) - 215 666 3,137 - . . . 

Lublin (lubelska) - 172 9,537 15,807 - . . 5 

Radom (radomska) - - 10,540 21,337 - - . 7 

Kielce (kielecka) - 3 9,134 30,638 - . . 10 

(-) Non-existent. 

(.) Less than 5% of the total. 

Source: Authors’ calculations. The data for 1890, 1900, and 1908 were published by the Russian 

authorities in Works of Warsaw Statistical Committee (Trudy Warszawskowo Statisticzeskowo 

Komiteta), 1904, 1910. The data for 1912 come from the 1915 Statistical Yearbook of the Polish 

Kingdom. Year 1915 (Rocznik Statystyczny Królestwa Polskiego. Rok 1915), published in 1916. 
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Table 2. Legal seasonal workers from Russian Poland to Germany in 1890, 1900, 1908, and 1912 by 

selected counties (the 22 leading counties (out of 84 counties) in terms of the number of seasonal 

workers) 

Counties (Powiat) 1890 1900 1908 1912 

Total: Russian Poland 17,275 119,184 235,074 322,350 

(As percent of the total) (98) (86) (86) (81) 

Kalisz province (8)*     

WieluĔ 6,590 18,951 34,588 39,468 

Słupca 2,550 13,239 17,247 18,986 

Konin 1,790 6,295 13,138 15,999 

Kalisz 715 7,647 16,419 14,671 

Koło 455 4,993 8,151 11,162 

Sieradz - 3,322 8,513 13,328 

Turek - 1,389 6,230 10,503 

Płock province (8)     

Mława 1,970 9,001 10,930 11,072 

Rypin 858 2,534 3,542 4,941 

Przasnysz 300 6,479 7,862 7,469 

Lipno 142 3,004 5,111 5,975 

Warszawa province (12)     

Nieszawa 1,460 5,127 7,819 7,537 

ŁomĪa province (7)     

Kolno 140 9,046 4,898 3,786 

OstrołĊka - 3,055 4,816 5,521 

Piotrków province (8)     

CzĊstochowa - 5,290 13,442 16,102 

Łask - 1,515 5,390 9,554 

Nowo-Radomsk - 1,367 8,787 13,404 

Piotrków - 407 5,467 8,657 

Lublin province (10)     

Biłgoraj - 2 4,931 7,798 

Kielce province (7)     

PiĔczów - 3 1,299 5,956 

Stopnica - - 2,483 6,182 

Kielce - - 1,801 7,371 

* The number of the counties in a province is given in brackets. 

Source: Authors’ calculations. The data for 1890, 1900, and 1908 were published by the Russian 
authorities in Works of Warsaw Statistical Committee (Trudy Warszawskowo Statisticzeskowo 

Komiteta), 1904, 1910. The data for 1912 come from the 1915 Statistical Yearbook of the Polish 

Kingdom. Year 1915 (Rocznik Statystyczny Królestwa Polskiego. Rok 1915), published in 1916. 
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Table 3. Legal seasonal workers from the Second Polish Republic to Germany in 1926, 1928, 1930, 

and 1937 by the four (out of 16) leading provinces in terms of the number of workers 

Provinces 

(Województwa) 

1926 1928 1930 1937 1926 1928 1930 1937 

Absolute numbers As percent of the total 

ŁódĨ (łódzkie) 29,372 42,873 39,569 4,594 67 50 51 38 

Kielce (kieleckie) 9,664 18,937 15,481 2,309 22 22 20 19 

PoznaĔ (poznaĔskie) 1,324 9,409 7,861 576 3 11 10 5 

Kraków (krakowskie) 1,177 4,233 6,403 3,042 3 5 8 25 
         

Total of 4 provinces 41,537 75,452 69,314 10,521 95 88 89 87 
         

Total of 16 provinces 43,706 85,375 77,540 12,159 100 100 100 100 

SourceŚ Authors’ calculations, Labor Statistics 1926-1939. 
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Table 4. The demand (first part of the quota for 1928) for seasonal workers from the Second Polish 

Republic between January 1 and April 15, 1928, by the four (out of 16) leading provinces in terms of 

the number of workers, and by counties (all counties in a given province that were listed by the 

Germans) 

Provinces & counties (powiat) 
1928  

(Jan 1 - April 15) 
 

Provinces & counties (powiat) 
1928  

(Jan 1 - April 15) 

Total of 16 provinces 49,800    

     

ŁódĨ province 31,000  PoznaĔ province 5,800 

WieluĔ 15,000  Odolanów 1,200 

Radomsko* 3,500  Ostrzeszów 1,100 

Sieradz 2,500  KĊpno 1,000 

Konin 1,600  Ostrów 1,000 

Kalisz 1,500  Nowy TomyĞl 400 

Koło 1,200  Wolsztyn 400 

Piotrków 1,000  Czarnków 200 

Słupca 1,000  Rawicz 150 

Łask 1,000  Pleszew 100 

Turek 600  MiĊdzychód 100 

   ĝrem 100 

   Krotoszyn 50 

     

Kielce province 9,500  Kraków province 2,700 

CzĊstochowa 6,000  Bochnia 500 

Włoszczowa 2,000  Brzesko 500 

Kielce 1,000  Chrzanów 500 

KoĔskie 500  Wadowice 500 

   MyĞlenice 300 

   ĩywiec 300 

   Dąbrowa  100 

* Formerly Nowo-Radomsk. 

SourceŚ Authors’ calculations, Archiwum Akt Nowych, Amb. RP w Berlinie [The Central Archive of 

Modern Records, The Embassy of Poland in Berlin], a letter from Deutsche Arbeiterzentrale [German 

Żoreign Workers’ Agency] to the Embassy of Poland in Berlin, dated December 29, 1927, 1648, pp. 5-

9.  
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Table 5. Legal seasonal workers from Poland to Germany in 1991, 1994, 1998, and 2002*: top three 

sending regions; all the provinces within these regions 

Provinces (Województwa) 
1991 1994 1998 2002 1991 1994 1998 2002 

Absolute numbers As percent of the total 

Southwest Poland 

(Lower and Upper Silesia) 
(20,341) (37,388) (48,827) (63,390) (29.7) (28.1) (24.2) (22.4) 

Wrocław 5,366 9,152 11,402 14,185 7.8 6.9 5.7 5.0 

Katowice 4,083 6,255 6,999 8,104 6.0 4.7 3.5 2.9 

Jelenia Góra 3,564 6,895 8,788 11,902 5.2 5.2 4.4 4.2 

Opole 3,231 5,921 7,463 11,223 4.7 4.5 3.7 4.0 

Wałbrzych 2,263 5,146 7,952 9,641 3.3 3.9 3.9 3.4 

Legnica 1,834 4,019 6,223 8,335 2.7 3.0 3.1 2.9 
         

Central Poland (10,438) (21,764) (35,988) (53,827) (15.2) (16.4) (17.8) (19.0) 

Konin 3,137 6,356 9,460 13,762 4.6 4.8 4.7 4.9 

Kielce 2,610 6,537 12,334 20,635 3.8 4.9 6.1 7.3 

CzĊstochowa 1,883 2,283 2,896 2,755 2.7 1.7 1.4 1.0 

Kalisz 1,696 3,855 6,343 8,031 2.5 2.9 3.1 2.8 

Piotrków 620 1,409 2,626 4,158 0.9 1.1 1.3 1.5 

Sieradz 492 1,324 2,329 4,486 0.7 1.0 1.2 1.6 
         

Southeast Poland (9,691) (19,964) (35,161) (53,444) (14.1) (15.0) (17.4) (18.9) 

Bielsko-Biała 2,391 3,508 4,292 2,812 3.5 2.6 2.1 1.0 

Kraków 2,324 2,957 3,478 7,941 3.4 2.2 1.7 2.8 

Nowy Sącz 1,044 2,586 4,451 6,384 1.5 1.9 2.2 2.3 

Tarnów 1,026 2,655 4,769 4,878 1.5 2.0 2.4 1.7 

ZamoĞć 770 2,360 5,493 10,430 1.1 1.8 2.7 3.7 

Rzeszów 641 1,955 3,282 7,159 0.9 1.5 1.6 2.5 

Tarnobrzeg 606 1,783 4,916 4,395 0.9 1.3 2.4 1.6 

Krosno 460 1,221 2,269 4,253 0.7 0.9 1.1 1.5 

PrzemyĞl 429 939 2211 5,192 0.6 0.7 1.1 1.8 
         

Total of 21 provinces 40,470 79,116 119,976 170,661 59.1 59.5 59.5 60.3 
         

Total of 49 provinces 68,516 132,894 201,681 282,826 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

* The 2002 data were collected for 49 provinces, even though as of 1999, in the wake of 

administrative reform, the number of provinces was reduced to 16. 

SourceŚ Authors’ calculations, National Labor Office of Poland, unpublished data on the numbers of 
job offers sent by żermany to Poland, cited in KĊpiĔska 2008. 
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Appendix 2. Maps 

 

 

Map 1. The Polish Kingdom before WWI (1907) by provinces and counties 

 

Legend:  

Gubernia - province; Siedziba Guberni - capital cities of provincesś Siedziba władz powiatu - capital cities of counties. 

Królestwo Pruskie - Prussia; Cesarstwo Rosyjskie - Russian Empire; Cesarstwo Austriackie - Austro-Hungarian Empire.  

Source: Drawing of Qqerim. 
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Map 2. The Second Polish Republic by provinces and counties (1930) 

 

Legend:  

Województwa - provinces; Miasta wojewódzkie - capital cities of provinces; Miasta powiatowe - capital cities of counties. 

Niemcy - Germany; Wolne Miasto żdaĔsk - Free City Danzig; Litwa - Lithuania; ZSRR - Soviet Union; Rumunia - 

Romaniaś Czechosłowacja - Czechoslovakiaś WĊgry - Hungary.  

Source: Drawing of Qqerim. 
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Map 3. 1998 Poland by its 49 provinces  

 

SourceŚ Authors’ drawing. 


