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Abstract

“A woman protesting the impending deportation of her
husband in the 1980s wrote a letter to the German state in
the voice of her six-month-old son, for whom the anticipated
family separation that “My entire baby existence no longer
pleases me!” Her child was growing up in a context where
politicians referred to children like themselves as “ticking
time bombs” and “invaders” as they sought to devise ways to
keep foreign children out. Historians seeking to understand
the history of child migration often have to work with
sources created by adults, creating unique challenges of
interpretation.

This talk draws on examples from the Federal Republic
of Germany to consider one challenge specific to the
child migrant: specifically, the fact that the child is often
represented both as vulnerable and as threatening. Many
sources depict children exclusively as victims of the adults
around them, while others depict them exclusively as threats
to the demographic future of the nation. The talk argues that
these two forms of depicting the child migrant are intimately
related to each other, and considers ways that historians
might use polarized sources to gain a more nuanced picture
of the reality of child migration.
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