Fares versus Faith: determinants influencing the transoceanic Jewish passenger business, 1880-1924

Approximately 30 million people crossed the Atlantic as part of the growing internationalisation of labour markets throughout the era of the Great Migration, as estimated by economic historians and demographers.  Of these a small, but often very visible, proportion were Jewish.  The arrival of such so-called ethnic aliens created a great variety of reactions, whether they came as refugees, economic migrants or sojourners.  Evidence from contemporary newspapers, popular journals, and even parliamentary debates often displayed an alarmist response to the perceived deluge of aliens and alien culture.  And yet the business of transoceanic shipping, of which the passenger trade was crucial, brought great economic benefit and prestige to Britain, Germany, Denmark, Holland, and France – the countries where the alien “problem” often generated popular backlash against Jewish, Slavic and other racial groups.

This paper will consider the trade in transoceanic Jewish passengers from Europe to New York between 1899 and 1914.  Based on unpublished sources, it will statistically profile the trade via each port and then each shipping line to demonstrate the significance of the Jewish passenger business.  Having presented the statistical evidence underpinning the paper, I will consider whether economic or non-economic determinants had a greater influence on the volatile business of shipping Jewish labour.  Based upon the applicant’s PhD thesis (examined in 2006) and extensive research on primary and second sources in Europe, North America, and South Africa, it seeks to clarify the significance of economic considerations upon one facet of the transoceanic passenger market.  Thus the centrality of the Jewish market to capacity utilisation strategies deployed by individual ports and steamship companies throughout the era becomes very apparent.  As we shall see, the Jewish transmigrant, often used to exemplify popular anti-alienism, was an important part of a much wider business that provided greater economic benefits to maritime commerce.
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