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WHAT IS IN A NO MAN’S LAND?
REFUGEES IN EAST-CENTRAL EUROPE IN 1938
Throughout 1938, a new type of territory rapidly formed
along the borders of East-Central European states: a no
man’s land. Smaller or larger groups of people were
forced to camp alongside roads, on fields, in dilapidated
buildings, between border posts, or in interment just
behind the border lines. Jews expelled from post“Anschluß” Austria, those escaping from Czechoslovak
borderlands after the Munich Agreement, as well as
Polish Jews deported from Germany to Poland and
Slovak Jews dumped in Hungary after the First Vienna
Award fell victim to restrictive refugee policies, ethnic categorisation of refugees, and sealed
borders. Moreover, the physical no man’s land figuratively stood for the growing tendency to
denaturalise Jewish refugees and to shift the parameters of citizenship in East-Central Europe.
Focussing on the dramatic events and the multiplication of the no man’s lands in 1938, this lecture
will offer a comparative and transnational perspective on this new phenomenon. It will explore its
geography and spatial characteristics in the context of shifting borders and eroded sovereignty and
will establish a basic typology. Based on a variety of sources, from state documents through
reports of aid organisations to testimonies, the lecture will differentiate no man’s land from other
spatial projects of refugee control, such as refugee or internment camps. Examining no man’s land
from within, it will analyse the improvised society emerging therein: its social structures and its
relations to and perceptions of the outside world. Moreover, as a space which was not supposed to
exist in the first place and with the illegal practices this entailed, the lecture will ask whether no
man’s land did not in fact erode the very borders and sovereignty which it was supposed – in the
eyes of state officials – to uphold and strengthen. The refugees’ no man’s land offers a fruitful
avenue to think about the nexus between refugees and citizenship and about refugee spaces in
1938 and beyond.
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