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INTRODUCTION

Flight and Refugees in Historical Perspective


The sight that presented itself to the members of the international commission in the refugee camps on the Greek islands and on the mainland was evidently hard to put into words:


On the humanitarian side, imagination cannot encompass the event. Only those can attempt to understand who have seen destitution, misery, disease and death in all their possible forms, and the scale of disaster is so unprecedented as to demand a new vision even from such persons.1



A reporter for Foreign Affairs made do with comparisons from the animal kingdom: “[The] refugees … maintained a fox-like existence in tents, wooden barracks, shelters of twigs, or of turf, even in caves.”2

In Germany it was too cold for these kinds of accommodations, but a report in the Neue Berliner Zeitung about the Scheunenviertel (the Berlin neighborhood that was home to Jews and other poor immigrants from Eastern Europe) depicted a situation just as desperate:


That boardinghouse is currently home to 120 Jewish refugees from the East. Many of the men arrived straight from Russian POW camps. Their ragged garments were a weird and wonderful hodgepodge of internationalist working class uniforms. In their eyes I saw millennial sorrow. There were women there too. They carried their children on their backs like bundles of dirty washing. Other children, who went scrabbling through a rickety world on crooked legs, gnawed on dry crusts.3



In Viennese emergency centers circumstances were not much better; according to contemporary reports, twenty-five refugees on average were housed in a single dwelling, eight to ten people to a room.4 The close confinement and terrible hygienic conditions were an ideal breeding ground for flees, bedbugs, and lice that, in turn, transmitted typhus, today an almost forgotten disease but one that at the time was often fatal. In addition, there were repeated outbreaks of dysentery, smallpox, tuberculosis, and influenza. Death was an ever-present companion to the homeless; in the Greek refugee camps up to 70,000 people died from malnutrition and diseases, some of them epidemic.5

The author of this moving report about the Scheunenviertel was the writer Joseph Roth, who himself was forced to take flight several times during his life. His last escape in 1933 and the reasons that made him leave Germany were so unbearable for him that he drank himself to death in his Parisian exile. The two other passages cited above also come from 1923; they recount the misery of Greeks from Asia Minor following the “exchange of populations” agreed to internationally at the conference of Lausanne. In Europe and its near neighborhood in the Middle East, a genuine “refugee crisis” was unfolding at that time, in part along the same “Mediterranean” and “Balkan route” that the refugees of 2015 would take. The scale of the mass flight nearly a hundred years ago was, however, incomparably greater. In the early 1920s, about seven million people were in flight: nearly three million fleeing the revolution and civil war in Russia, two million fleeing the Greco-Turkish war that erupted in 1919, and more than one and a half million attempting to escape various wars and local conflicts toward the end of the “long” First World War, a war that did not really come to a close in Eastern and Southeastern Europe until around 1923.

Yet these streams of refugees (metaphors invoking a force of nature became current at the time) were a mere trickle compared with the deluge that followed from National Socialism and the Second World War. In the 1940s at least thirty million people were on the run in Europe, a number that does not even include displaced forced laborers and prisoners of war. Two to three million people wandered the streets of occupied Germany in 1945, along with several hundred thousand each in Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, Finland, and the Soviet Union. Old people and children especially were often no match for the hardships they faced.

The humanitarian disasters that followed both world wars did produce at least one positive outcome, however: the international community took up the challenge of refugees. In 1921 the recently established League of Nations, in reaction to the mass flight from the Bolsheviks, appointed the well-known Norwegian naturalist and explorer Fridtjof Nansen as “High Commissioner for Russian Refugees.”6 Soon the adjective “Russian” was dropped, since Nansen also had to deal with Greece, which took in more than half a million refugees from Asia Minor within a few months of its catastrophic defeat at the hands of the Turkish army.7 After the Treaty of Lausanne, which authorized the first ethnic cleansing of two entire countries (the only exceptions being Western Thrace in Greece and Istanbul in Turkey), the number of refugees again increased dramatically.8

Later in the 1920s there was a brief pause in this history of massive refugee movements. Owing to an improved economic situation, those who had recently fled their home countries were able to strike roots in their countries of exile. Some countries, like France, even took in refugees willingly in order to compensate for their demographic losses from the war. But as early as 1933, the next mass exodus was under way, at first from Germany. Almost 60,000 people fled the National Socialists, and by the end of the decade they were followed by 370,000 more, most of them Jews. The League of Nations reacted to this new challenge in 1933 with a convention for refugees from Germany, which was followed in 1938 by a similar convention for refugees from Austria. Unlike the situation in the early 1920s, the immediate plight of the refugees was no longer the major problem; instead, it was the reluctance of countries to admit them. At the infamous Conference of Évian, all attempts at the admission and international resettlement of Jewish refugees failed. Hundreds of thousands of Jews who were no longer able to flee from Germany and German-annexed Austria in time died in German concentration camps.

After the Second World War, the international community drew far-reaching conclusions from this experience. In 1946, under the umbrella of the United Nations, the International Refugee Organization (IRO) was founded, an institution that initially attended to displaced persons (DPs) in Germany, Austria, Italy, and other countries. Four years later, after tough negotiations, the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) emerged from out of the IRO, and to date this organization has been charged with the welfare of refugee groups all over the world. The British historian Peter Gatrell records the growth of international refugee assistance and the expanded scope of the tasks it has been assigned,9 though often after serious delays, and—to this day—without adequate financial resources.

The desperate plight of refugees following both world wars forced the international community to define the term “refugee” with greater precision. This is obviously a matter of importance for this book as well, since distinguishing refugees from other groups of migrants was controversial already in the nineteenth century and remains so today.10 The concept itself is of French derivation, dating to the era of the Huguenots, and that period will in consequence receive comprehensive treatment in the book’s first chapter. It is striking that the way states and societies dealt with refugees was often more imaginative and accommodating in early modern Europe than in later periods. The same is true for the Cold War era, when the international community reacted quickly, effectively, and in a spirit of solidarity to a variety of crises (such as the Red Army’s invasion of Hungary in 1956 and the “boat people” fleeing Vietnam in the late 1970s). One cannot derive any political prescriptions for contemporary challenges from these historical observations and comparisons, but the deeper temporal dimensions of history do undoubtedly open up new horizons for those facing these issues today.

In the 1920s the League of Nations was still handling refugees on a case-by-case basis; at issue were Russians, Greeks, Armenians, and Assyrian Christians, who were viewed as “refugees” because they were stranded outside their countries of origin and did not enjoy “the legal protection of their government.”11 It was indeed fatal to be “stateless,” as Hannah Arendt later termed it, in a world of nation-states. The precarious legal status of refugees was a major problem as it excluded them from the official labor market and from social services in their countries of arrival and was an obstacle at every border crossing. The League of Nations attempted to facilitate stateless people’s onward journeys by issuing identification documents, so-called Nansen passports. This measure was, apart from the emergency assistance provided in numerous reception camps, the twentieth century’s first venture into international refugee policy and the first test for the concept of international resettlement.

The Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951 rested not on any case-by-case but on a common definition of refugees that identified political, national, racial, social, and religious persecution as grounds for fleeing a country.12 The convention was however initially confined to Europe and applicable only to those refugees who had had to leave their homeland before 1951. These geographic and temporal limitations were necessary in order to wrest approval of this UN convention from Communist countries. Alongside various sections about the humane treatment of refugees, the convention contained a prohibition against forcible return (non-refoulement): refugees were not supposed to be repatriated to their countries of origin against their will. Immediately after the Second World War, the leading Western allies, Great Britain and the United States, had violated this principle in the case of several hundred thousands of Soviet citizens fleeing the USSR, with fatal consequences. Hence, this book will also look into cases of flight that failed—and into the consequences for those affected by this failure.

The signatories to the Geneva Refugee Convention (including the numerous relief organizations that took part in drawing it up) undertook to open access to the labor market for refugees, recognize their educational degrees, and put them on an equal footing with respect to social welfare benefits.13 These stipulations evolved historically and that fact needs to be recalled because, among other reasons, they have been called into question by various European countries reacting to the massive exodus from the Near East in 2015/16. At the same time, the signatory powers to the Geneva Convention restricted refugee status to specific groups. Owing to their experience of National Socialism, and in the context of the Cold War, victims of political persecution had priority. Wars or civil wars were not mentioned as reasons for flight. Domestic refugees, who today are a majority among all displaced persons, were left out entirely. The twelve million German refugees and the more than two million Poles from the eastern regions of Poland that had been annexed to the USSR in 1945 (these being the two largest groups that lost their homelands in postwar Europe) were thus not recognized as refugees, but they are treated as such in this book.

A call for legal and social equality entails an imperative to integrate, even if the Geneva Refugee Convention does not use the term “integration.” But the convention turned “refugees” into a finite quantity: anyone naturalized in a host state would no longer be regarded as a refugee according to UN statutes. This is the point of departure for this book: integration has proven to be a better means for solving refugee crises, real and imagined, than the mostly futile attempts to build walls and fences or the resort to violent measures like the imposition of the Iron Curtain.

Is integration an appropriate telos for a historiography that deals with refugees and individual histories of flight? The Geneva Refugee Convention seems to suggest as much, since in international law (as we have seen) “refugee” status expires once a person obtains citizenship in the host country. Yet integration is no linear and irreversible process, despite what much of the sociological literature seems to suggest. (Additional details on the term “integration” and the rather new field of “integration history” will be explored in the next section.)14 As a glance at the history of refugees and other migrants shows—and flight is, in the end, only another variant of migration15—integration has frequently been accompanied by conflicts and in rare cases by reversals.

For a number of years now, there has been a growing fear in Europe that the integration of past migrants has failed. This anxiety alters attitudes toward refugees, who are increasingly perceived as a threat, and not as objects for care and compassion. Alarmism of this kind is especially prevalent in the United States, where President Trump ordered a ban on admitting refugees immediately upon assuming office. His decision received much less attention than it deserved, because the media was preoccupied with his simultaneous “Muslim Country Ban.” Nevertheless, it is the refugee ban, parts of which he was forced to rescind half a year later (although the ban was then reestablished for selected countries targeted by the original order), that may prove more damaging for international conflict resolution, especially for the UN and UNHCR. In addition to issuing restrictions on international resettlement, now fallen to levels lower than those that prevailed immediately after the terror attacks on September 11, 2001, the Trump administration has rolled back refugee rights and hindered asylum seekers from entering the United States. In Europe, right-wing politicians are demanding and, to the extent they have the power to do so, implementing similar policies.

In historical perspective, the closure of borders and suspicions against refugees are nothing new. This is also true for American history; in the 1920s and again in the 1950s era of Senator Joseph McCarthy, refugees from Russia and the Soviet Union were suspected of being crypto-communists and spies. The 300,000 displaced persons who were eventually admitted to the US in the late 1940s as the first major refugee movement ran up against deeply ingrained mistrust in 1945 and 1946. Although most of them were Holocaust survivors, it took years of political lobbying, above all by Jewish organizations, before they were granted entry visas. Humanitarian concerns prevailed only in the 1970s, as a legacy of the civil rights movement in the US and of the 68ers in Europe. Nevertheless, as Carl Bon Tempo has shown, this consensus on humanitarian principles was always shaky, and it became even less stable after 2001.16 Since 2015 it seems to be on the retreat almost everywhere in the Western world. This book aims to explore why attitudes toward refugees have changed and why the doors to their admission have alternately opened and closed, both recently and in more distant times.

Throughout European or American history, refugees have repeatedly been misused as objects of demarcation. The reason for this is quite simply that refugees usually arrive as strangers and have-nots. Flight almost always involves both a loss of property, jobs, and social standing. Since the days of Emile Durkheim and Georg Simmel, two of modern sociology’s founding fathers, we have known that strangers and the poor regularly incur prejudice and condescension. Simmel offered an explanation for this in his famous essay “The Stranger,” in which he also portrayed the alien as “the potential wanderer.”17 Simmel takes on added relevance here due to his theory of power. In contrast with Max Weber’s focus on charismatic leaders or Antonio Gramsci’s attention to structural and discursive hegemony, Simmel’s concern is the scope of action available to those confronted with power and hierarchy in state and society. Using both biographical case studies and a structural analysis of the longue durée, this book will ask how much latitude refugees had during their departure, along their flight routes, and in their countries of arrival.18

Although their own scope of action was usually very limited, refugees did bring change to the countries that received them. This was true, for example, of the “Indochina” refugees admitted to the US in the late seventies, whose resettlement signaled that “white only” immigration had ended once and for all. The admission of more than 400,000 Southeast Asians was a powerful message and a measure against racism. A limited comparison may be ventured between post-Vietnam America and (with a time delay) post-Holocaust Germany, which by 2015 was also keeping its doors open as proof that it had become a truly liberal country untainted by its National Socialist past. Whether concerns about refugees are projected in a negative or positive way, however, they have this in common: they are much more often about the host countries and societies than about the refugees themselves.

This book, by contrast, understands refugees not primarily as the objects of history, but rather as subjects and independent actors. As such, refugees should not remain nameless. To this end I have included biographical case studies, “analytical portraits” that take a look at individual refugees, some of them famous or at least familiar personages, others completely unknown. Flight, uprooting, the attempt (typically arduous) at starting over, and permanent exile abroad—all these things are better understood when viewed from a biographical perspective.


Refugees as a field of research

Modern European history is filled with refugees. This is also true of American history, for religious and political dissenters were among the founding fathers of the United States. Thomas Paine, one of them, wrote forcefully about refugees in 1776: “Every spot of the Old World is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her, Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.”19

Because of their relevance to European and American history, there are dozens of books dealing with refugees. It would be impossible to provide even a rudimentary list of that secondary literature. Suffice it that over the past decade historians, including Peter Gatrell and Daniel Cohen, have written important general works on refugees and displaced persons.20 Carl Bon Tempo, María Cristina Garcia, and Stephen R. Porter published fundamental works on refugee politics in the US.21 There is even more literature covering specific periods of mass flight, such as the interwar and postwar years, and on individual countries in Europe. (Readers less interested in these reflections on research fundamentals can skip ahead to Chapter One.)22 A common limitation of much of the older literature is that it deals mainly with the causes of flight, with the act of fleeing itself, and with the hardship and misery associated with flight, or with the policy of the receiving states, but devotes little attention to the agency of the refugees.

What happens to refugees after they flee home is mostly cut off, as if their lives had ended in the countries from which they departed or in the many refugee camps that were usually only a provisional (not their final) destination.23 This book, by contrast, will take into account the history of refugees after their arrival in their respective host countries.24 This widened focus rests on the aforementioned “analytical portraits” and on group studies of refugees (proffered here in full awareness of the problems posed by group-based approaches25), and by drawing on the insights of historical sociology and social science research (both past and present) on the integration of refugees.

Expanding the historian’s horizons to include the afterlives of refugees, the years after their arrival, does have one major drawback: it makes the topic even more unwieldy. The simplest approach to structuring this book would have been to put everything in chronological order, starting (in principle) with the biblical exodus of the Israelites out of Egypt and ending with the Syrian civil war. But simply stringing together all the major instances of flight in human history (including prehistoric and ancient examples) would be too great a task for one single book. Moreover, a purely chronological approach would implicitly confirm a simplistic understanding of history in which a single and linear flow of time—what the language of high modernity once designated as “progress”—would permeate the entire world with equal intensity. In order to avoid these traps of traditional historiography, this monograph and its individual chapters are structured topologically: first the book deals with religious refugees, then with the escape from radical nationalism and ethnic cleansing, and finally with politically motivated flight.

The oldest reason for flight in modern European history is religious intolerance. At the end of the fifteenth century, which is where most historians set the beginning of the modern era, Spain experienced the first pervasive persecution of religious minorities. It was almost impossible for individual Muslims or Jews to escape the Inquisition. Even converts, including those of the second and third generations, were targeted. While local acts of collective expulsion had taken place as early as the Middle Ages (especially in German cities), the earthly purgatory that descended on Christian Spain was especially radical and wide-ranging; and the refugee movements it sparked were correspondingly harsh. Something like half a million Muslims and Jews were forced to leave Spain, an unprecedented number measured against the population of Spain and Europe at that time. The very term “religious refugee” in today’s understanding was coined during the religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.26 They are the focus of this book’s first chapter, which includes as well later examples of religious persecutions, since differences of faith and denomination were also misused in later eras, most recently in the former Yugoslavia, in order to exclude and expel minorities.

Modern nationalism, which began to emerge in the late eighteenth century, was the cause of an increasingly rigid process of both exclusion and inclusion, and it triggered the most massive incidents of flight in history. In the twentieth century alone, around thirty million people lost their homelands in Europe owing to a radical, ethnic, and in part racist nationalism. These kinds of flight from nationalism will be treated in the second chapter of this book.27 There was a reverse side to the coin of nationalist intolerance and persecution in the form of national solidarity, which helped countries cope with massive influxes of refugees. The absorption and integration of refugees under nationalist auspices, however, came at a price: it raised the general level of nationalism, which was often the catalyst for additional conflicts and violence.

The third variety of flight is less weighty in purely quantitative terms, but to this day it continues to shape international law and perceptions about refugees in the Western world. In the course of the American and the French Revolutions, for the first time, massive numbers of people were forced into exile on ideological grounds. This history of political and ideological flight (for the sake of brevity, we shall confine ourselves to the first attribute in the following pages, although nationalism is of course also a modern ideology) shaped the entire nineteenth century. In this era, following the revolutions of 1830–31 and 1848–49, the political exile was born as a historical figure and, in several Western European countries as well as in the United States, a right to asylum was established and secured.28

In the twentieth century, three periods of political flight may be distinguished: the early interwar period, when the League of Nations and international NGOs developed enduring principles and instruments to handle large-scale humanitarian crises; the 1930s, when Western states failed to meet the challenges triggered by fascism and National Socialism; and the era of the Cold War, when refugees experienced what Daniel Gerard Cohen has called their “Golden Age.”29 This is true inasmuch as this was the period when the Geneva Refugee Convention and other crucial rules were created and implemented. Most recently, Donald Trump’s measures against the admission of refugees, the actions of likeminded presidents and prime ministers in Europe, and the disunity this has sown within the EU have ushered in bad times for refugees.

Looking back to the early postwar years, is “golden” really the right adjective? To answer that, one would in principle have to ask the refugees themselves, and this is what the analytical portraits in this book are intended to accomplish. On the one hand, there were periods over the last five hundred years when flight was relatively easy. On the other, there were times when refugees were turned away and only able to find a place where they could start life over again after arduous detours. One of the central concerns of this book is to identify those factors that determine when either favorable or unfavorable conditions tend to prevail for refugees, and to explain the causes for these vicissitudes. Ideally, there was a close geographical link between a refugee’s departure and destination, as in the case of Eastern Bloc escapees. Once they had crossed the Iron Curtain, they were admitted into Western countries immediately and for good. But most flights were not structured so advantageously, and refugees had to overcome great distances until, often after many years, they found permanent accommodations. In addition to structural factors like these, normative attitudes are also decisive for determining the kind of reception refugees were likely to receive.

As a consequence of arranging the presentation according to these three major reasons for flight, the book’s timelines run in parallel to some extent. Each of the following three chapters begins anew in terms of time and then follows its own chronology. At first glance this may be confusing, since certain periods and sometimes individual events are treated more than once. But this cannot be avoided, since specific historical watersheds, the two world wars for instance, saw every variety of flight. The advantage of this topological breakdown is that it makes it easier to understand how refugees are absorbed (or not) and under what conditions they might be able to start a new life. Questions about legal history are not the center of attention here, though one could fill many books with the details of international refugee conventions or of individual countries’ asylum laws and practices.30 Nevertheless, the most important changes in international and asylum law are a recurrent topic in all three major chapters, insofar as these changes shaped the way refugees were absorbed and integrated.

When it comes to differentiating among the major causes of flight—religious, nationalist, and political-ideological—we are dealing with ideal types in Max Weber’s sense. Various minorities were forced to leave their homeland owing to their religious denomination and their nationality. Nationalism, moreover—like religion and denomination—was always also a very political issue. The motives refugees had were likewise diverse. For example, while people from the Eastern Bloc, regarded with so much sympathy in the context of the Cold War, emigrated out of political conviction, economic hardship also played a role. As the French historian Stéphane Dufoix has pointed out, a multitude of micro-decisions and micro-constraints are at work in every kind of flight.31 Finally, there is the question as to whether this topological breakdown draws dividing lines artificially, and whether these “grand” categories are workable for the purposes of historical research and writing. It speaks for this approach that these three major causes of flight influenced both attitudes in the countries that absorbed refugees and the progress of their integration. Religious, national, and political forms of solidarity proved crucial when it came to taking in refugees and legitimizing an “open door” policy toward them.

The openness of the receiving society is also a crucial factor affecting long-term integration. This book will analyze historical integration processes in four areas. The first concerns refugees’ legal status, whether they receive equal status, rights, and citizenship in their adopted country.32 The spectrum is quite broad here, ranging from immediate legal equality—as in the case of German expellees after 1945—all the way to deliberate exclusion.

A second area of integration, one frequently examined by sociologists and taken up in this book time and again with respect to refugees, is the labor market. The issue at stake in this second and perhaps most important dimension of integration is whether refugees can find a job, to what extent that job fits their previous skills and qualifications, and whether employment facilitates upward mobility—at least for successive generations. Earlier refugees often succeeded in moving up the social ladder, sometimes even rising to form a new elite, as did the Huguenots in Prussia and as also happened with refugees from Southeastern Europe in the Turkish Republic.

Professional integration and social mobility are frequently based on geographical mobility, which is why housing, the third area, becomes so important. To what extent do refugees and other immigrants reside in mixed neighborhoods, to what extent do they live isolated, or even in camps? The issue of integration (or disintegration) in the living environment has given rise to such catchphrases as “ghettoization” and “parallel society.” And, as so often, it is a problem that goes beyond debates about refugees and pertains also to other migrants.

The fourth and final area, which is sometimes viewed as the highest stage of integration, is marriage behavior. It certainly is a strong indicator of integration when people marry across cultural, social, and racial divides. Yet, historians specializing in Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union know that even states and societies with high rates of intermarriage can fall apart. One should also warn against viewing integration too literally in terms of “stages,” since that term implies a modernist model of linear integration.

There was a time in the United States when the prevalent model was the “melting pot,” a term invented by a second-generation descendant of Eastern European Jews who had fled from pogroms in Czarist Russia (see Chapter 1.4). In recent years, many politicians in Europe also seem to have had some process like the melting pot in mind when they talked about “integration” but seemed to mean “assimilation.” Independently of how integration is envisioned (which depends on political and cultural preferences), both the term and the process are usually regarded as positive. This goes back to Durkheim, who used “integration” in a normative sense and warned against the disintegration of modern industrial societies. More recent sociologists follow a more neutral, functionalist approach, which this book shares.33

The philosopher Elizabeth Anderson has set standards in the American debates on integration, and also distinguishes it clearly from assimilation.34 Both terms have in common that they are an issue discussed more intensively when integration (or in earlier times assimilation) no longer seems to work, and when increasing frictions in society arouse the worries of social scientists and (the rare) historian who chooses to work with sociological concepts.

The closest American equivalent to European discussions about integration are debates on multiculturalism. It is impossible to differentiate all the phases and details of these debates in the inevitably slim introduction to a book like this; nevertheless, the contours of this controversy merit at least a brief mention. In the United States, the debate has become both more settled and more contentious. In the 1960s, books like Beyond the Melting Pot and The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics raised the question of whether a “salad bowl” was perhaps a more apt metaphor for America as a “nation of immigrants.”35 In 1965, the restrictive quota system of the 1920s was reformed and a widely accepted consensus favoring the concept of “ethnic pluralism” emerged. One day a consensus like this might also inspire Europe, where multiculturalism has become more of a bugbear than a stimulus to constructive intellectual and political debates. But there is ongoing controversy in the US about which version of that consensus should prevail: the right wing’s (assimilation) or the left wing’s (now known as “multiculturalism”).36 In addition, anxiety about illegal immigration (especially from Latin America) and an American future that is non-white and “majority minority” helped propel Donald Trump into power.

Historians dealing with integration must confront an additional research problem: few sources convey sufficient information about what kind of identity individuals or social groups had, and whether (or to what degree) they felt integrated into receiving societies. Therefore, this book focuses more on social behavior. Although this may contradict the “linguistic turn” and other postmodern paradigms, I think that it is often more fruitful to focus on what people did than what they said or might have thought about their “identity.” This approach seems especially conducive to moving the discussion forward to consider long-term processes like integration, which often occurs only in the second or third generation.

As far as historical sources are concerned, these four dimensions of integration—legal status, access to the labor market, everyday social contacts, and familial integration—can rarely be studied based on hard data (of the kind collected by social scientists today). The further back a period is, the harder it becomes to find precise information—about population groups, occupations, social mobility, and residential or living environments. Statistics on naturalization or marriages, by contrast, are easier to find, though here (as with other dimensions of integration) it is important to pay attention to gender differences.37 To be sure, historical research on integration processes cannot be conducted as systematically as in the social sciences, yet it is possible to reach some conclusions derived from the deeper temporal dimensions of history. The preconditions for integration vary from one period to another, starting with a given country’s type of statehood and its political system, and extending to its basic economic conditions.38

It may be of some consolation to historians studying past integration processes to learn that the data available for present-day studies of refugees are not much better. Most data are still gathered by state agencies or the subcontractors working for them. Moreover, government surveys, such as the micro-census of the German Federal Statistical Office, do not distinguish between refugees and other migrants, but record only their country of origin, evidence that the experience of flight plays at best a minor role from the perspective of government administrations. Refugees, in any event, have other worries and employ a different vocabulary; soon after they arrive sheer survival takes precedence, having a roof over one’s head, and finding an opportunity to earn money. That was not so simple, as again Joseph Roth testified: “Of course: their papers! Half a Jewish life slips by in a fruitless struggle over papers.…”39 What Roth meant by this was the residence and work permit that he, as a Galician refugee in Berlin and then later in Paris, was able to receive only after several tries. His voice and those of other refugees are heard in the final chapter of this book on experiences of flight. By narrating their own experiences in public and in writing, refugees inscribed themselves into the history of the receiving countries. Very often they presented themselves as industrious workers, skilled laborers, and carriers of modernization processes. Such success stories call for critical scrutiny, but it will be shown in various subchapters that the receiving countries almost always profit by taking in refugees. This message is even more relevant in times (past and present) when refugees are increasingly portrayed as a danger, a security risk, and (last but not least) as illegal migrants.



Flight and migration

How can we differentiate between flight and other forms of migration? It is almost self-evident that flight takes place under duress and under force or the threat of force. Two variations should be distinguished here: direct coercion, such as armed force or some other form of physical attack, and indirect coercion. In the latter case people flee because they fear violence and living conditions that threaten to become seriously worse.40 In contrast to the mostly well-organized journeys undertaken by trans-Atlantic and intra-European economic migrants, these escape routes often pose serious threats to life and limb. Many refugees find themselves spending years on an odyssey through different countries, whereas labor migrants usually have clear ideas about what countries they are going to and head directly for these destinations. In general it can be said that “push factors” play a stronger role in the case of refugees, while “pull factors,” such as the attractiveness of a (often idealized) new homeland, are more important for other migrants. The juxtaposition of “push” and “pull” is an old topos of migration research, but it is a schema that does not quite suit the history of flight because, in many cases, refugees are kept wandering from one country and even continent to another until they finally feel safe enough to start a new life. This is true, for example, of the Syrians who migrated from Turkey to the EU in 2015. Turkey was an intermediate stop; but they remained refugees, even if politicians like Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán dispute this. (It is astonishing how oblivious Orbán is to the history of his own nation and region. If one were to follow his notion of legality, then none of the 200,000 Hungarian refugees who crossed the border to Austria in 1956–57 would have had a hope of moving on to the countries of exile that later admitted them as permanent residents. The current Austrian government seems to have forgotten this as well. The international resettlement of refugees, at least in the form of an EU-wide distribution quota, is something Vienna’s recent conservative–far right ruling coalition consistently rejected. Yet it is just this kind of cross-national burden sharing that saved Austria from a major humanitarian crisis in 1956–57, 1968, and 1992.)

All in all, the difference between labor migration and flight migration (I am aware that this term sounds a bit awkward in English, but the original German distinction between Arbeitsmigration and Fluchtmigration has proven useful in scholarly debates) can be summarized quite simply: Refugees leave their homes in order to save their lives, while labor migrants do so in order to improve their living conditions. A second distinction is the prevalence or absence of violence and traumatization. There is, finally, a third difference that relates to the migrant’s homeland, which is often cut off from the refugee but still accessible to the labor migrant. Many in the latter category send home remittances and even build retirement houses in the old country, while refugees often can only dream of returning to the homes they were forced to leave due to war and destruction.

An alternative concept circulating in the research literature is that of “forced migration.” Here, however, it should be kept in mind that migration movements are seldom completely voluntary. Even labor migration is frequently a consequence of pressure and distress. When natural catastrophes trigger migration, people are also not leaving voluntarily. The same is true for environmental migration (which will be considered briefly in Chapter 4.2 on the Syrian and European “refugee crisis”). The boundaries between what is forced and what is voluntary are thus blurred, causing specialists in the history of migration, such as Leo Lucassen, to express well-founded doubts about the concept of forced migration.41

Refugees are welded together by their common experience of flight, no matter how different the details of their histories may be. Self-declared exiles tended to remain politically more active in the countries of arrival and attempted to have an impact on their countries of origin. Their ultimate goal was to overturn the political order that had compelled them to leave. Sometimes exiles labeled themselves also as émigrés, which suggests a more passive stance, and a coming to terms with the fact that the exile would be permanent.

Although there is a close linguistic identity between the two terms, it should not be taken for granted that refugees identify with their refuge. Some groups have even perceived the term “refugee” as pejorative and rejected the designation—among them the Germans who came from Eastern Europe to postwar Germany and the French who arrived in mainland France from Algeria. Moreover, collective labeling may obscure internal differences. On closer inspection (to offer just two examples), the Sudeten Germans from industrialized northern Bohemia and the Protestant agricultural workers from Masuria (formerly a part of East Prussia, today northeastern Poland) who arrived in West Germany in 1945 had just as little in common with each other as a Christian merchant from Aleppo with a Kurdish peasant from the Euphrates valley who both reached Germany, Austria, or Sweden in 2015. But by seeking refuge and being accorded the corresponding status in the countries that took them in, these groups had to grapple with that term and sometimes they chose to self-identify as refugees. Since the 1980s, when the public mood turned against immigration, and to some extent also against refugees, a number of pejorative terms emerged in the languages of every Western country. There was and still is talk of “pseudo asylum seekers” (in German Scheinasylanten), “economic refugees” (an awkward term that casts suspicion on the motives for flight), and more recently (in the US) “fake refugees.” These terms served to delegitimize refugees by imputing primarily material motives to them.

Even in earlier historical eras, the way refugees were treated depended less on their previous history and the vicissitudes of their persecution, and much more on the attitudes and political elites of the society taking them in. In any country wanting to distinguish itself from Communist dictatorships during the Cold War, Eastern European or Cuban refugees were welcome as living proof of human rights violations and of the dark or even criminal sides of Stalinism and state socialism. If flight took place in times of economic crisis, the doors were shut, both in the national discourse and along national boundaries. One thing is new, however, in our era of postmodern mass democracies. Refugees are now increasingly used to stir up the public for campaign purposes and to foment blatant nationalism. The semantic details of these public discourses are just as important as the differences between individual instances of flight and different refugee groups, which a work of history must also, of course, bear in mind.

One thing that the “guest workers” of postwar-era Germany, Austria, France, and other European countries have in common with the refugees of earlier periods is that they, like the societies that took them in, were initially expecting only to stay provisionally. The first generation of refugees in particular kept a “packed suitcase,” even though there was usually no option of return in the wake of ethnic cleansings and religious conflicts. Political refugees, by contrast, were more frequently able to return home from exile, since the great dictatorships of the twentieth century proved in the end to have unexpectedly short lifespans. In some cases former refugees rose to high positions in public office, as in the case of Willy Brandt and Bruno Kreisky, who had spent the formative years of their lives in exile, or in the case of various presidents of the Baltic states in the 1990s. Yet, unlike the situation of labor migrants, remigration back into the old (and imagined) homeland remained a rare exception; in most cases, refugees stayed put in the countries that had absorbed them. Almost always, this was to the advantage of the societies and economies of those countries.

There has been little discussion of these advantages recently. Since the autumn of 2015 debates about refugees in both the public and the media have centered almost exclusively on the ways in which societies are encumbered, overburdened, and threatened by refugees. The 1920s and the period after the Second World War, however, witnessed movements of refugees in much greater numbers relative to the size of the global population.42 This is especially applicable to Europe, which through 1947 was affected more severely by mass flight than any other continent.



Reflections on space: A larger Europe

But what do we really mean here by “Europe,” and how can we apply this geographical and political concept to history? Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Europe has increasingly been equated with the EU. Although many Europeans and non-Europeans of course do realize that the continent ends at the Ural mountains in the East, European integration within the framework of the EU has reinforced the perception of the Bosporus and the Aegean in the southeast as a fixed geographical and almost natural boundary (the vision of the Caucasus is much less clear in this regard). Each of these boundaries is, as Norman Davies pointed out in his great synthesis of European history, a political construction. He highlighted the issue of the continent’s changing visions and borders by employing the term “tidal Europe.”43 Indeed, in the east and southeast of the continent, geographic, political, and cultural borders were by no means as clear as they may appear today. A good hundred years ago, the conflicts over the European territories of the Ottoman Empire, which in 1912 still extended as far as the Adriatic and today’s Serbia, were treated as an “Oriental question.” Clearly, Westerners did not necessarily locate the Orient in the Near East, but from time to time, instead, in Southeastern Europe.44 At the same time, until the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, the Ottoman Empire was part and parcel of the European balance of powers and state system. The Republic of Turkey was founded in the context of European nation-state building following the First World War. These substantive points make a powerful case for treating the Ottoman Empire and Turkey—despite all of today’s political conflicts—as just as much a part of European history as the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union.45

Indeed, the Middle Eastern successor states of the Ottoman Empire—Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq—also have ties to Europe, not least because they came into being as a result of French and British colonial rule. Israel was founded by refugees and emigrants from Europe who after World War II wanted to establish a nation-state on the European model, which led to massive refugee flows in this part of the world. It has already happened once, barely a hundred years ago (1922–23, as a result of the Greco-Turkish War), that about a million people fled across the Aegean in a way that affected public order and values in Europe, albeit under different and far more unfavorable circumstances.

All these and any number of other contexts can be better understood if we broaden our view of European history to include neighboring regions beyond the Mediterranean and the Asian territories of the Russian Empire or Soviet Union. It is almost a banality to state that the history of Europe has always been deeply connected with the Americas and the United States, but this is particularly true for refugee movements and the development of international refugee institutions, such as the UNHCR. Expanding our perspective to the east, south, and west is justified on empirical grounds, since Novosibirsk and faraway Vladivostok, Buenos Aires, and Boston have all been shaped by people and cultures coming from Europe; Beirut was once called the “Paris of the Middle East,” and Istanbul’s population had a Christian majority well into the late nineteenth century. This opening up of European history should not be read as an attempt to play down European colonialism, but rather to better take into consideration Europe’s political, social, and cultural relations with neighboring world regions. It also helps complement global history, which usually looks at Europe by focusing on its overseas relations and colonies (subjects that also come up here, especially in Chapter 2.4, which deals with postcolonial flight and remigration). Global history and postcolonial studies have proved fruitful approaches, but they are influenced by colonial perceptions of space and an Occidentalist view of global relations.

The vision of a wider Europe and terms like “the West” (as presented here) also have their drawbacks and limits. Both can provoke accusations of “Eurocentrism.” My main reply to this kind of knockout argument is that my own perspective rests on a different, above all more eastern conception of Europe, and not exclusively on the continent’s occidental half. (What is criticized as “Eurocentrism” could often more accurately be labeled Occidentalism.) A strong focus on Europe is also inevitable, because the history of refuge and refugees has European origins. The Reconquista in Spain was the first case of an entire country purged of unwanted minorities. The trans-Atlantic caesura of 1492 needs also to be remembered in this regard. In the seventeenth century, the concept of the réfugié spread, owing of the persecution of the Huguenots. In the “long” nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire took first place as a “refugee country,” receiving about four million people from territories lost in Southeastern Europe.

Then, in the era of the “long” First World War (1912–23)—a conflict overwhelmingly fought in Europe—refugees became a global problem. Thus, well into the 1950s, it was in Europe that saw the most, and the most extensive, movements of refugees. It should be acknowledged, however, that today the vast majority of refugees have been uprooted from zones of conflict in the Global South. Hence, any book on recent or present-day refugee movements and policy challenges would require a different and wider geographic focus.46 But as regards the first half of the twentieth century and earlier periods, much can be learned by focusing on Europe.

That is also true of the idea of human rights, which was constitutive for the UN Refugee Convention of 1951 and its predecessors in the interwar period. Many key ideas about that convention and of the interwar refugee regime originated on the old continent, not because “European civilization” was superior, but because Europe was so successful in developing radical nationalism, racism, and almost destroying itself in two world wars. As a negative example of actual Eurocentrism we might point to the geographical restriction of the 1951 Geneva Convention to Europe, as if there were at that time no acute refugee problems in other parts of the world.47 In fact about thirty million people were uprooted in China during the Second World War, and in 1947, as a consequence of India’s partition, more than twelve million people lost their homeland (a catastrophe in which Europeans, and more specifically Great Britain as a colonial power, played an inglorious part). India, Pakistan, and other newly independent states, however, did not ratify the Geneva Refugee Convention, since they feared that this would put them again under the influence of the European colonial powers.

A protocol added in 1967 finally removed this birth defect of the Geneva Refugee Convention; its legal validity and radius of action were extended worldwide. This process of universalization also had its beginnings in the immediate proximity of Europe. Between 1954 and 1962 about 200,000 Algerians fled that country’s war of independence for Tunisia and Morocco, where they were looked after by the UNHCR. The globalization of the Geneva Refugee Convention was thus merely the next logical step.

More knowledge about the near neighborhood of Europe is also necessary in order that refugees from the Middle East who have arrived since 2015 can be better integrated. So long as our basic information about refugees’ countries of origin—in the case of Syria about the Alawites, Assyrians, the members of different Sunni religious persuasions, or about nationalities like the Kurds—remains seriously limited, integration will be hard, at least harder than necessary. Here, too, a historical example is relevant: When, after the Conference of Lausanne barely a hundred years ago, Asia Minor’s Christians were forcibly resettled, officials from the great powers and even people in Greece were astonished to learn that many of these Christians did not know much Greek but spoke Turkish instead. The “Karamanlides” from Anatolia were stigmatized as foreigners in Greece, which delayed their integration by decades. This drove many refugees into the arms of the Communists and contributed to the outbreak of the Greek civil war in 1945.48

This expanded view of Europe and its history is informed in particular by the geographical mobility of refugees, who even in earlier eras walked thousands of kilometers along land routes, headed across the Mediterranean along different trajectories, and even, of course, across the Atlantic. Mobility has recently been on the rise once again, thanks to new communications media. It is hard to prove or disprove that the selfies that refugees took with German chancellor Angela Merkel and sent around the world via Facebook, Whatsapp, and other social media acted all that strongly as a pull factor on the one million Syrians, Iraqis, and Afghanis who came to Europe in that year. Most of these “selfies” were, in fact, professional press photos of the German chancellor taken in a Berlin refugee home. What is unquestionable is that communication has brought the world closer together, especially between the countries of Europe and those across the Mediterranean.

Between the old and the new homeland, if that is what it will become, there lies a long and dangerous crossing. According to information from the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the most important NGO in this field, in 2015 alone 3,770 people lost their lives fleeing over the Mediterranean, and in 2016 the number of those drowned rose to over 4,500.49 The number of unreported cases surely is far higher, since many nameless victims disappear without a trace, their corpses sinking into the sea. It was different, and momentously so, in the case of the toddler Alan Kurdi. The pictures taken of this three-year-old boy, who drowned in September 2015 while crossing the Aegean, stunned the world and contributed to Austria and Germany deciding against closing their borders to refugees from the Middle East. As will be discussed in Chapter 4.2, the borders were never opened in the literal sense; they were just not closed when masses of refugees arrived in Austria in September 2015.
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Alan Kurdi drowned together with his older brother and his mother when a boat overladen with refugees capsized on the way from the Turkish coast to the Greek island of Kos. The family had entrusted themselves to smugglers because they did not have the visas needed for regulated emigration to join an aunt living in Canada. Alan’s body washed up onto the beach of the seaside resort of Bodrum on September 2, 2015. There the toddler lay like a piece of flotsam, clothed quite normally in a T-shirt, shorts, and a young child’s shoes. The body appeared unscathed, but Alan’s head was halfway under water. The photos reverberated powerfully in the media and politics: Swedish foreign minister Margot Wallström broke into tears while the television cameras were running, British prime minister David Cameron pledged to take in 20,000 refugees from Syria annually, and the Austrian and German governments announced three days later an opening of their borders to thousands of refugees who had made it through to Hungary and were stranded at the eastern train station in Budapest as well as in provisional camps. The pictures of Alan Kurdi unleashed such rage because they were not staged or—in postmodern parlance—“constructed.” A child’s innocence apparently stirs poignant responses across cultural boundaries, while grown-up refugees have all manner of possible motives imputed to them. On September 4, 2015, Alan Kurdi was buried along with his brother and his mother in his hometown of Kobane, a city in northern Syria besieged for months by ISIS.



In spite of so many deaths in the Mediterranean, movements of refugees over wide areas are easier today than in earlier eras of history, when tens and sometimes hundreds of thousands died in flight. By contrast—and this is an additional thesis of this book—the preconditions for social integration have been worsening since the 1970s.50 The reasons for this are varied but are linked above all to changes in the labor market, declining social mobility, and media developments, as well as to a vicious circle of negative attitudes and anxieties.

Are today’s anxieties about integration of refugees and other migrants justified? Here it needs to be said that Germany and other European states have managed to cope with much larger movements of refugees in their history. There can be no question that integrating the 890,000 refugees who arrived in the Federal Republic in 2015 (some 280,000 refugees were recorded for 2016) poses a major challenge. This also applies to Austria and Sweden, two countries that have taken in a similar or even greater number of refugees in relation to their overall populations. Yet in history various countries have successfully dealt with much larger numbers of refugees, and under more difficult economic and political circumstances. History also shows how to achieve the kind of solidarity that every society, and especially every democracy, needs.

Historical examples of integration will be discussed one refugee group at a time following an account of each group’s flight and admittance to a new country. It should be noted in advance that it is not feasible to discuss every group this way, and certainly not every country of destination for refugees. A comparative history of integration along these lines would have to follow very precise parameters, and it would be a large-scale project taking several years. Yet it is possible to derive a few insights from the findings concerning the historical processes of integration presented in this book. To this end, I have not limited myself to contemporary history but have deliberately gone back to include a longer period of time, since many current studies about the so-called refugee crisis are, with all due respect, rather cursory. It is open to dispute how much one can really learn from history, especially from its deeper chronological layers, but certainly enough would be gained if one were to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past.

One mistake that should most especially be avoided is the outright rejection of refugees, such as happened in the 1930s and immediately following the Second World War, a dismissal that cost hundreds of thousands of people their lives. Failed flight is therefore another recurrent theme of this book. Refusing admission to refugees had, moreover, an impact on the integration of those migrants and refugees who had arrived earlier. Outward exclusion always brought with it domestic exclusion. Hence, at issue here is more than the fate of some “outsiders” who have lost their homes as a result of war and other violent conflicts. What is at stake is the normative order of the West, whether we still respect human rights at our borders and abroad, and the answer to this question affects how those same rights are respected at home, and impacts nothing less than the social peace of our societies. A small and very homogenous country like Hungary can be ruled by an authoritarian leader bent on exclusionary nationalism and an anti-immigrant stance, apparently without major disruptions (though the Roma minority will suffer as a consequence, and so will Hungarian Jews in the long run). But if countries like Germany, France, the United Kingdom, or the United States, with their greater ethnic diversity, follow the ideological recipes of right-wing nationalism, the risks are much higher. A blatant ethno-nationalism is likely to alienate some part of their immigrant populations, causing heightened inter-ethnic and racial tensions. The physical wall that President Trump intends to erect at the Mexican border is likely to create mental walls between ethnic groups already living in the US, as well as mental barriers against the whole of the outside world. Moreover, the media’s preoccupation with covering and sometimes condemning Trump’s border wall agenda may be diverting attention from simple geographic and material facts. It would be impossible to build a wall in the Gulf of Mexico or the Pacific Ocean (as the Europeans have already found out in the Mediterranean), so, in the end, the United States (and Europe) may end up paying drastically higher costs for border protection on both land and on the sea, which could well see new waves of “boat people” arriving in makeshift watercraft. Historians should, however, refrain from advertising such dystopias. There are numerous positive examples of managing refugee movements in constructive ways. These hopeful precedents—along with the refugees’ own actions and agendas—are the central topic of this book.
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THE ROOTS OF INTOLERANCE: RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS AND RELIGIOUS REFUGEES


Narratives of flight and refugees were common as early as the Hebrew Bible. Abraham’s migration out of Canaan, the exodus of the Israelites from out of Egypt, the Babylonian exile, and numerous other episodes center on this theme. The New Testament is not far behind with its story of Mary and Joseph fleeing Herod’s henchmen and able to return to their home in the Galilee only after the king’s death.

The biblical texts already contain all the important motifs of flight and refuge: existential dangers and distress, ethnic conflicts, religious and political persecution. The reception of refugees described in the Bible is, on the one hand, underpinned by an ethical imperative to help the needy stranger. On the other, the Bible describes empty, sparsely inhabited swaths of land as the settlement places available to refugees. These conditions persist into much later history. Owing to the invasion of the Mongols in the thirteenth century, epidemics of plague, and the ravages of the Thirty Years’ War, large sections of Europe were repeatedly depopulated. Increasing the number of residents and cultivating the land by settling it were therefore among the key elements of any government’s development policy. Imagining the “New World” as a presumably empty space also played a major role in the legends European settler colonies told about the Americas. As a rule, medieval and early modern Absolutist monarchs saw refugees and other immigrants as an asset. Far from being a burden or a threat, they were a potential source of economic power. Jewish, Protestant, and other refugees were even solicited.


1.1 The Spanish Muslims and Jews

The year 1492 is commonly regarded as the dawn of modern history. It also marks a deep caesura in the history of mass flight, because it began with an unprecedented persecution and cleansing of unwanted minorities. Just as Christopher Columbus was first setting foot on American soil, the Spanish troops of the Reconquista were vanquishing the last Muslim-governed kingdom on the Iberian peninsula. Although the terms of surrender, negotiated in a treaty, guaranteed free exercise of religion to the Muslims in Grenada, the new sovereigns violated these agreements and exerted massive pressure on their conquered subjects to convert. In 1499 the hard-pressed Muslims staged a rebellion that could only be brought under control after two years of ruthless warfare. Resistance, guerilla-like fighting, and retribution proved especially fierce in the mountains of the Sierra Nevada. Whereupon the government, and especially the Inquisition, cracked down even harder on the Muslim minority, issuing instructions for collective and compulsory baptism. Thousands of Muslims fled to Morocco to avoid conversion or settled in the coastal region around Valencia, where less severe laws were initially in force.1 Emperor Charles V closed this gap in the laws and, between 1523 and 1526, extended compulsory baptism to every region of Spain. This anti-Islamic policy is attributable above all to the bigotry of the House of Castile and the Habsburgs, as well as to the Inquisition’s self-radicalization. There was, moreover, a foreign policy connection, since during those same years the Ottoman Empire conquered Hungary and expanded into the western Mediterranean as far as Algeria. Hence, throughout the sixteenth century, fear of a fifth column and an Ottoman intervention in Spain was not entirely unfounded.

Even conversion was not enough to guarantee peace for the descendants of the Spanish Moors, the so-called Moriscos. After another uprising in 1568–70 they were forced to leave the former Kingdom of Granada—all of them, without exception.2 Once again, the uprising was suppressed with extreme brutality; after the siege and surrender of the Andalusian city of Galera, Don Juan de Austria (soon to be the victor in the 1571 naval battle of Lepanto, the decisive victory of the Christian Holy League over the Ottoman fleet), had around four hundred women and children killed. King Philip II did not even allow economic considerations to get in the way of persecuting Muslims. Although their massive flight led to the collapse of an irrigation system that had been built up over centuries and to a weakening of trade and commerce, the king nonetheless proceeded with the persecution of Muslims and Moriscos. In 1609/10, his successor Philip III issued deportation decrees against all Moriscos still in Spain. We cannot know with any precision how many fled between 1492 and 1614, because their departure took place largely in stages and over several generations.3 Leonard Harvey has put the number of those driven out of the Kingdom of Granada and the numerous Muslim communities on the Valencian coast at 300,000.

As so often happens in the history of flight and expulsion, the state cracked down not just on one minority but on several of them simultaneously. Spanish Jews had no ties to any great power threatening Christian Europe, and they had never been military adversaries, but the Church viewed them as a domestic threat. Shortly before the conquest of Granada, the Inquisition staged a ritual murder trial in Andalusia in which the chief defendant, a converted Jewish merchant, confessed under torture to desecrating the host and murdering Christian children. He was burned at the stake, and the aroused masses committed pogroms in several cities. The Spanish state and clergy thereupon gave the Jews a choice between forced baptism or exile. In 1492, and then after a second great wave of persecution in 1513, around 200,000 Jews fled Spain for North Africa, Italy, the Netherlands, and especially the Ottoman Empire.4 The fate of the Portuguese Jews ran a similar course; they had to leave their homeland in 1497, because the Spanish royal house had agreed to a dynastic tie with Portugal but insisted that the marriage, between Princess Isabella and King Manuel, could take place only under the condition that all Jews were thrown out of the country.

Like the Muslims, Iberian Jews found that not even conversion to Catholicism offered them durable protection, because, according to the principle of “limpieza di sangre” (purity of blood), the religious affiliation of the converted Marranos (the name is etymologically derived from the Spanish word for “pigs” and was meant to be an insult) was often traced back several generations, much as it had been with the Moriscos. Here, in principle, the Inquisition was obeying a logic similar to that followed by radical nationalists in the late nineteenth century, who introduced ethnically and racially defined criteria of ancestry to determine membership in a nation.

Little is known of the fate of the Muslim refugees (most of whom settled in what is today Morocco and Algeria), but we know a great deal about what happened to the Sephardic Jews. The Spanish and Portuguese Jews forced out of Iberia scattered all over Europe and adjoining regions along the Mediterranean (see Map 1). Some of them, as merchants, already had ties to Genoa, Pisa, Livorno, Venice, and Amsterdam, but most accepted an invitation from the Ottoman sultan and settled in Istanbul, Salonika, Sarajevo, Izmir, and other cities of the Ottoman Empire. As in early modern Poland and Prussia, the interest of the Ottomans lay in increasing the number of their subjects after population losses incurred in the costly conquest of Constantinople and the Balkans.5 Compared with this grave concern, the new subjects’ religion was of only secondary significance, which explains why Istanbul remained a majority Christian city even after 1453.

In the Ottoman Empire, the Sephardim were allowed to continue practicing their faith and operating their own schools and courts. This was the core principle of the so-called millet.6 This system of far-reaching autonomy for groups (rather than territories) was possible because the government did not intervene as closely in the lives of its citizens as a modern state does. The Ottomans demanded only that the Sephardim—and, analogously, their Christian subjects—pay their taxes and behave loyally. The system functioned well from the fifteenth through the eighteenth centuries, but in the long run this rather radical grant of group autonomy weakened the state, because it could not be run as effectively as the Absolutist monarchies in Western and Central Europe. Russia, France, England, and the Habsburg Empire used the presence of Christian minorities (which in some regions were a majority) to claim authority as their protectors and intervene in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire.
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MAP 1. Flight routes of Sephardic Jews leaving Spain and Portugal after 1492


Moreover, the Ottoman Empire was increasingly subjected to economic and great-power competition. Owing to Europe’s overseas expansion, the center of world economy had shifted to the West and the Atlantic world, while nineteenth-century colonialism had England and France impinging on the Ottoman Empire in Egypt and Algeria, much as the Russian Empire was doing from the north. Western Europe also gained the upper hand because of administrative reforms that centralized public administration, enabled each emerging nation-state to collect taxes throughout its territory, and strengthened the economy through mercantilism. Owing not least to the devastating defeats it suffered at the hand of Russia, the Ottoman Empire tried to join in this development. But the modernization of its administration, in the Tanzimat reforms in the middle third of the nineteenth century, was only partly successful because the highest offices of state continued to be sold, and the governors of individual provinces (vilâyets) then attempted to extract as much as they could out of their subjects. The social feudal order in the countryside was no less oppressive; a small stratum of large landowners and notables confronted a mass of poor peasants.

The conservative sultan Abdülhamid II, who began his reign in 1876, reacted to this external threat and to the domestic weakness of the Ottoman Empire (a few years before it had to declare a state bankruptcy) by calling off the Western-style reforms, suspending the imperial constitution that had just been drafted, and stressing the role of Islam as a state religion. After the revolution of the Young Turks in 1908 and alongside similar developments in the Russian and German empires, a phase of nationalization or Turkification paved the way for the formation of an ethnically defined nation-state. Up to this point, the Sephardim had lived largely undisturbed and free to preserve not only their religion, but also Ladino, their language based on medieval Spanish. Yiddish, which migrating Jews brought to Poland from the Holy Roman Empire, also survived as a widely spoken language until the Holocaust.

Multilingualism and the coexistence of multiple religions are frequently touted as admirable features of Ottoman and Eastern European history, but the special status accorded different minorities also made them easy to identify and attack. This kind of vulnerability should be kept in mind when cultural diversity is celebrated (or its loss mourned) in postmodern models of society. The multicultural character of some early modern societies was premised on different groups having their social and economic niches assigned to them, on their fulfilling these prescribed roles successfully, and on the groups not mixing with each other. Religion played an essential role in isolating different faith communities and ethnic groups, since marriages between the adherents of the three great monotheistic world religions were impossible unless one of the marriage partners agreed to convert. Hence Jews remained Jews; and, analogously, Christians and Muslims kept to themselves. Only the advent of secularization and civil marriage could break the hold of these rigid differences. Moreover, the societies of the early modern states were built upon social inequality. Perhaps the current trend in today’s global metropolises is heading in this direction; it would not be the first time that history proceeds in cycles and not in the progressive manner that has shaped Western thinking since the Enlightenment.

At the same time, the case of the Sephardim helps illustrate the difference between integration and assimilation. The Jews who came from Spain were undoubtedly well integrated into the Ottoman Empire, although this was an integration that rested on the primacy of the state, its dynasty, and the ruling religion. There was a hierarchical relationship that one should not idealize, ex post facto, any more than one should romanticize the way cultures actually coexisted. Jews and Christians were exempt from military service, but also did not have the same rights as Muslims and had to pay higher taxes. If they fell too much out of favor with any sultan or governor, heads quickly rolled, and not just metaphorically. Yet the Sephardim did not have to assimilate; as late as the twentieth century, they were still clearly identifiable as a social group, especially in their stronghold of Salonika.7

This made them into obvious targets for modern nationalism and antisemitism, which existed in what became an independent Greece just as they did in other European countries. During the Second World War, the history of the northern Greek and Macedonian Jews came to an end in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. In 1943, the National Socialists deported the descendants of these Jewish refugees from Spain; some survived in hiding or in the Italian-occupied parts of Greece and Yugoslavia, and larger groups in Bulgaria and Turkey.

Early modern Poland’s stance toward Jewish refugees may be compared to that of the Ottoman Empire. When Casimir the Great (1310–70) took in the Jews who had been expelled from German cities, he had in mind enhancing his country’s economic power. He promised the Jews group autonomy, which was expanded further under the Jagiellonian dynasty in the sixteenth century. Polish Jews did not participate in political decision-making processes, such as electing the king, and they were not represented in the bodies representing the feudal estates, the pan-Polish Sejm and the regional Sejmiki. Accordingly, one may (as in the cases discussed earlier) speak of a specific kind of integration, or more precisely of an incorporation that did not include legal and political equality. Professionally, too, integration was limited, since the Jewish immigrants were only allowed to occupy or work in specific niches; and their living environments were also largely separated from those of Christian inhabitants. In the cities and especially on the land, where many Jews were employed as estate managers, major social conflicts arose. This was the source of the antisemitic stereotype of the Jews as exploiters, which was then spread to the masses by a variety of national movements.

In the nineteenth century, this early modern group autonomy proved barely sustainable as the modern state began to make new demands on its citizens, from compulsory school education through military service, all the way to an expectation of undivided loyalty. In exchange, citizens could make new demands of their state, and possibly even vote governments out of office. From these beginnings there arose the contentious question debated to this day in modern democracies: in every demos, who should belong and who should not?

A second, although disputable difference between early modern and later eras lies in the existence of sparsely populated areas. As we have seen, the Polish kings and Ottoman sultans summoned Jewish refugees into their kingdoms not least because they wanted to increase the size of the population and their economic power. Economic thinking also played an important role for subsequent rulers who welcomed refugees, including Elector Frederick William of Brandenburg and the Russian czarina Catherine the Great. A state’s national homogeneity, something that would begin to define European politics in the late nineteenth century, remained a lower priority. The early modern rulers were in the right in this assessment. Cities like Istanbul, Salonika, Warsaw, Berlin, and Königsberg, as well as rural regions profited from immigration that, in the cases mentioned, came as a by-product of flight.



1.2 The refuge of the Huguenots

Over the last three centuries, the flight of the Huguenots out of France has developed into a German and European myth. This is due above all to the potent themes that are associated with the history of the Huguenots: the sometimes fatal consequences of Absolutist power, religious intolerance and persecution, the travails of flight initially replete with deprivation but ends in eager acceptance and successful integration.8 In French and English, the term refuge, as well as the term réfugiés or refugees, goes back to the Huguenots.9

The part of their history that most intrigues the European public began in 1562, when the Huguenot Wars, which lasted for more than thirty years, erupted. These wars were not only about religious conflict, but also about competition between the centralizing power of the king and the nobility, many of whom had converted to Protestantism (as aristocrats had also done in Austria, Bohemia, Hungary, and Poland).

Like all religious wars, the Huguenot Wars were especially ruthless. The low point was the massacre of the Protestant elite on the night of Saint Bartholomew’s Day in 1572, which became the subject of numerous paintings, dramas, and operas. In 1598 the wars were provisionally settled with a compromise. The Edict of Nantes granted the Protestants quite a number of special rights, including protective zones where they could practice their religion freely, easier access to universities and government posts, and, as well, a general freedom of conscience.

The peace held only for one generation, however, and by 1620–29 there was a series of smaller wars that ended with a victory of the crown against the predominantly Protestant nobility. Louis XIV, who began his reign in 1654, wanted to continue centralizing power in the state and therefore rescinded the Edict of Nantes. The “Sun King” replaced it with the Edict of Fontainebleau, which provided for the shutdown of the Protestant churches and aimed to eliminate French Calvinism within a generation. Henceforth marriages could only be contracted by Catholic priests, and children had to be baptized Catholic.

Given the draconian nature of these measures, a massive wave of emigration was to be expected. Louis XIV, who thought in mercantile terms, worried about the economic damage the flight of the Huguenots might occasion and tried to nip the problem in the bud. The government imposed severe penalties for illegal emigration and introduced controls at the national borders with Switzerland, the Holy Roman Empire, the Netherlands, at ocean harbors, and around Paris. This effort at deterrence worked only to a limited extent, because the early modern state had no machinery of surveillance anything like that of twentieth-century dictatorships.10 Flight was nonetheless highly risky, and travel was expensive. It was not a decision that a Huguenot family could take lightly. How many children or sick and old people fell by the proverbial wayside is something far less studied than the Huguenot success stories.

In light of all these hardships of flight, conversion represented a plausible alternative. Besides, re-Catholicization was Louis XIV’s actual objective, along with the elimination of opposition from the nobility. Hence, in contrast to the situation facing the Moriscos and Marranos in Spain, conversion did not lead to any professional discrimination or subsequent persecution. Ultimately, therefore, only 170,000 Huguenots, out of a total of around 800,000, emigrated.

Measured against the size of the population, the Protestant emigration out of the Spanish Netherlands to Holland was more extensive. Almost half the residents from what had been the flourishing city of Antwerp, from Ghent, and from Bruges emigrated following re-Catholicization at the end of the sixteenth century.11 They settled in Holland, which owed much of its Golden Age to these Calvinist refugees; in Amsterdam and Leiden, for example, the population doubled. Mass flight from today’s Belgium to today’s Netherlands was favored because of their geographical and linguistic proximity, and (according to the current state of historical research) integration proceeded quickly due to the threat posed by Spain and the Counter-Reformation as well as to the economic boom.

By contrast, the Austrian Protestants, who were expelled or emigrated on their own initiative in the course of the Counter-Reformation, had longer distances to overcome. Moreover, due to the turmoil of the Thirty Years’ War, almost all trace was lost of those who had fled and emigrated out of Austria, refugees that the Viennese historian Thomas Winkelbauer has estimated at 350,000. This invites a counterfactual thought: Between 1618 and 1648 there were actually many hundreds of thousands of minority Protestants and Catholics who would have had reason to flee because of their religious beliefs. Yet they lacked, apparently, a well-founded hope of arriving in a country where their religion was practiced, and saw no prospect of a durable exile. When no refuge loomed on the horizon and the flight routes were deemed or seemed too risky, these potential refugees stayed home out of necessity. One precondition for flight is the opportunity to flee, which history does not always grant.12

The kind of risk that going into exile could entail is illustrated by the experience of the eight thousand Hutterites who left Moravia in 1621–22 and ended up in the United States more than two hundred years later. They were expelled from what is today the southeastern region of the Czech Republic because they stuck to their beliefs. Due to wartime violence and harsh living conditions en route to Transylvania, the first stop in their exile, about one third of the group lost their lives.16 This high mortality is emphasized in the fragmentary historical record. Unlike the Huguenots, the Hutterites have left only sparse testimony about their flight and absorption, in part because only a few of them were able to report on their disastrous emigration and also because, on the subsequent legs of their exodus, to Catherine the Great’s Russia and then (at the end of the nineteenth century) onward to the US, they carried only a few documents along with them.
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In order not to be caught at border controls, many family members moved abroad separately and remained scattered over months and years. The kinds of privations this entailed are known to us from a rather unique body of sources in which a mother and her eldest daughter tell the story of their flight from France, each from her own perspective.13 In 1687 and 1688, the wealthy Robillard de Champagne family emigrated to England and the Netherlands via an escape route that passed through no less than ten stations. The seventeen year-old daughter Suzanna had been sent on ahead with her three sisters and two little brothers.14 She had to take care of her siblings, who were between four and ten years old, lead them to a ship in La Rochelle, make sure they kept quiet in a dark cargo hold when the royal inspectors came by, and also pay the ship’s captain and smuggler a thousand livres to convey the six children to England. On top of that, after the seven-day crossing, the smuggler refused to bring the children (today they would be classified as “unaccompanied refugee minors”) to the harbor agreed upon. Instead, they were dropped off along another section of the coast. Here the six siblings were lucky enough to be taken in by a kind-hearted parson who cared for them until they were able to walk to their originally negotiated destination. From the perspective of the teenager Suzanne, the anxious waiting for her mother was another terrible experience.

The devout Marie Robillard (née Rochefoucauld), who had apparently pushed for her family’s emigration harder than her husband, only arrived three months later, after missing the first ship she had hoped to board for her escape to England. Moreover, she had had to leave an infant child behind in France, something she did not mention in her flight memoirs, perhaps because of the pain of this loss. The emotional deprivations of the rest of the family became manifest after it was reunited in England. According to both narratives, the one kept in a sober tone by the mother and the more emotional one maintained by the daughter, the family spent the entire first night together crying tears of joy. Even at this moment of reunion, however, there was already an indication of the conflict to come between the mother and her eldest daughter, who did not feel sufficiently appreciated for her role as involuntary head of the family (the oldest brother having traveled with the mother) and organizer of the flight.15

The family’s odyssey did not end in England. Fearing renewed persecution from the Catholic king James II (who was toppled shortly thereafter in the Glorious Revolution), the family emigrated to Holland. There the mother focused all her energy on obtaining positions for her sons at court, in the civil service, or in the army. That happened rather quickly, since French culture and language were highly prized by the European elites of the period; one ten-year-old son found a job as page at the court of the Prince of Anhalt-Dessau. A year later the father arrived. The change of regime in England brought him professional opportunities. He entered into service for William of Orange (through a contact to the court that the mother had engineered in Den Haag), assembled a regiment at his own expense for the new English king, and was then sent as an officer to Ireland. There catastrophe struck the family. Its enterprising father died suddenly from a serious illness. Grief at this loss prompted the mother to compose her memoirs of flight, which were quite dry in tone, not yet influenced by the more florid style of the later refugee genre. The eldest son was able to take over his father’s position and pursued a career in the English army.

The rest of daughter Suzanne’s life journey was less fortunate. In 1692 she was married off to a sixty-seven-year-old friend of her father from Champagne, who had lost a major part of his fortune fleeing France and died a few years after the birth of her children. The impoverished widow had to ask several times for support from the Estates of the Netherlands and later moved to Celle, in what is today Lower Saxony, where she apparently had personal contacts. Her bitterness about this social reversal and the lack of recognition from her family motivated Suzanne de la Motte Fouqué (she was the great-grandmother of the famous Romantic writer Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué) to write her memoir about her family’s flight, in which she emphasized her role as substitute mother and temporary head of the family. Although later Huguenot narratives heroizing the experience of exodus often asserted that it welded families together, this certainly did not hold for the Robillards. There were disputes about inheritance involving at least one brother and the mother, and there was probably little direct contact with the other siblings owing to the distances between their homes in various German principalities, the Netherlands, and Ireland. So widely scattered was the Robillard family.



The most important escape route taken by the Huguenots and Waldenses (another Protestant denomination) out of France and into the Holy Roman Empire led via Switzerland to Frankfurt am Main. Swiss cantons, responding to the massive onrush, put in place an allocation formula for the distribution of the refugees and established relief funds to secure food and accommodations for them. In addition, at the flight stations in Geneva, Lausanne, and other sites, so-called chambres des réfugiés and church-based relief funds were created that, as precursors of modern NGOs, collected donations in money and in kind.

Between 1685 and 1705 almost 100,000 refugees passed through Frankfurt am Main, which at the time had only about 30,000 inhabitants.17 From Frankfurt the Huguenots were moved on to small principalities nearby, and to Hessen-Kassel, Württemberg, Brandenburg-Bayreuth, Brandenburg-Ansbach, and in larger numbers to Prussia. Denominational solidarity played a decisive role here; most of the German states willing to absorb the refugees were governed by Calvinist princes. They emphasized their religious solidarity with the refugees, but above all they were hoping to strengthen their economies.

One thing the Huguenots had in their favor was that, for the most part, they belonged to a social and political elite. From out of Switzerland, Frankfurt, and Cologne, the refugees sent emissaries to various countries to collect donations and negotiate terms for their settlement. When receptivity to the refugees eventually abated in the Netherlands and England, the countries that were initially among their preferred destinations, a regular competition for Huguenot artisans and tradesmen developed among the German states mentioned above. This found expression in the granting of special privileges that included citizenship, tax abatements, even start-up loans in some states, exemption from compulsory guild membership, and, in rural Prussia, release from the feudal burdens imposed on the peasantry.18 In some cases the native population was obligated to provide assistance in absorbing the refugees, as in the principality of Brandenburg-Bayreuth, where in 1687 the ruling margrave forced the burghers of Erlangen to provide accommodations for arriving Huguenots, while his peasant subjects had to cart stones and building materials from the surrounding countryside to the Huguenot settlement in Neustadt.19 There were protests against these burdens, but eventually the indigenous populace had to give in.

One especially striking thing about these privileges and the entire process of absorption is that they can be traced back to negotiations between the rulers and the refugees. Prussia, which took in a goodly 20,000 refugees, granted them special rights such as an autonomous judiciary and their own clerical organization; they were thus incorporated as a collective into state and society. In addition, they were placed under the authority of their own public office (the Commissariat Français) and clerical organization (the French-Reformed Church). The Commissariat Français, founded in 1685 immediately after the arrival of the Huguenots, was responsible for dealing with every issue in the French Kolonien (colonies), as the French settlements were called in a German term derived from the French. In 1718 the Commissariat was dissolved and replaced by the Grand Directoire Française, whose leader, just like the former “colony ministers,” was a member of the Royal Privy Council, the government cabinet of the time. As a result, the highest representative of the Huguenots had direct access to the court and king.20 This advocacy group was better acquainted with the needs and problems of the refugees than other administrative bodies, was at the disposal of both the refugees and the government as a channel of communication, and was able to cushion conflicts with the host society’s majority, tensions that inevitably arose over the years. This was a great help, above all in economically difficult times and when there were new burdensome obligations, as in the case of war.

This special status does, however, suggest that, like the position of the Jews in early modern Poland, the Huguenots’ arrangement was nothing like what later came to be known as integration (strictly speaking); rather, it was something more like incorporation. It is a matter of controversy among historians whether the privileges of the Huguenots in Prussia and other German states promoted or inhibited integration. Susanne Lachenicht, who has written a methodologically and empirically pioneering comparative study about the most important destination countries in Europe and North America,21 inclines more toward a critical verdict. In her view, the special status of the Huguenots, their settlement in separate, frequently newly built city districts, and the autonomy of the French-Reformed Church cemented social separation. In today’s Berlin this is something any tourist can see: On the city’s Gendarmenmarkt, a major public square, there is both a German and a French cathedral, and the imposing towers of both churches are exactly the same height.

The privileging of the Huguenots and their high level of social and cultural prestige did, however, generate a kind of social integration that ran in the reverse direction. For old-established Prussian citizens it was attractive to settle in city neighborhoods dominated by the Huguenots, like Friedrichstadt in Berlin, and to marry into the families of refugees. As a result, the original islands of Huguenot settlement lost their ethnic cohesion, and gradually use of the French language diminished, first on the street and in everyday usage, later inside families. This embrace of refugees is, however, a rare exception in the history of integration processes. Refugees, like other immigrants, usually have to work their way up in order to acquire this kind of social prestige. That there was not more vehement protest against the privileging of the Huguenots had to do with the authoritarian character of Prussia and the other German states that hosted the refugees. As already mentioned, these states’ rulers even ordered that relief services be delivered and work obligations be performed for the refugees. This would not have been feasible in a democratic society, or could at best be accomplished only indirectly, using taxes and levies whose revenues could then be steered toward refugees.

In spite of this unusual framework of political, social, and cultural conditions, it took two to three generations, as a rule, for the integration of the Huguenots to be completed. Only then was more German than French spoken in Huguenot households as the number of mixed marriages rose steadily.22 Perhaps this kind of patience is something worth summoning up again today. But such a long-term perspective does not fit comfortably into the electoral cycles of Western democracies or into the narrower time horizons for political action they dictate.

In the older literature, the contribution made by the Huguenots to Prussia’s economic development is constantly emphasized. These economic success stories, however, are as much a part of the Huguenots’ self-presentation as is the myth of their rapid integration. By underscoring their contributions to the Prussian and then German fatherland, the Huguenots strengthened arguments for the retention of their privileges.23 Although their prominent political and social position was quite literally set in stone between 1780 and 1785 by the construction of the French Cathedral in Berlin,24 shortly after the building was completed the successor of the Francophile Frederick II had their privileges rescinded. In the Prussian Civil Code of 1794, all of Prussia’s citizens were put on a broadly equal legal footing. For the Huguenots this meant the loss of their special status, but at the same time their permanent integration as citizens. Prussia now finally conformed to the prevailing practice in the Netherlands, England, and the USA, where refugees were accorded equality from the start.

In all those countries, their common religion made for an important bridge. The different Protestant denominations competed with each other to be sure, but there were no high hurdles blocking joint religious services and mixed marriages. In smaller communities where the number of Huguenots was too small to offer communion in French, adjustment proceeded at a fast pace; in major cities, French-Reformed Church congregations lasted into the twentieth century. But there was no need of conversion or even forced baptism to facilitate relationships and marriages between natives and refugees or their descendants. Mixing between adherents of the great monotheistic world religions, by contrast, has always been a great deal harder; in some Muslim countries, as is well known, it is a punishable offense. This has the consequence that integration can take place at best one-sidedly—as assimilation.

The two-sided and negotiated character of the Huguenots’ acceptance and subsequent integration is also worth recalling, because Germany’s current legislation on asylum and its massive absorption of Syrian and other refugees since 2015 has nothing of the same quality. While today’s refugees, depending on their legal status, are entitled to social services provided by the German government, they are not asked with what goals they have arrived and how they want to shape their future. This absence of two-way negotiation has gone unnoticed by the media, nor are there recognized representatives of the refugees who could speak for them. That being the case, one cannot expect refugees to exhibit a particularly high degree of identification with the state that is taking them in, but perhaps more is achievable through daily communication with the Germans who are assisting them in starting a new life. Welfare state services, no matter how well-meaning, are also inevitably based on an asymmetry of power that was not exercised in the same way vis-à-vis the Huguenots. Their acceptance was additionally favored by the fact that their massive flight was drawn out over several decades. Not infrequently, therefore, they had established personal contacts abroad and could fall back on well-established networks.

An indisputable and lasting benefit conferred by the French religious refugees on the countries that absorbed them is that religious intolerance became discredited among the European public. This shift in opinion prevented additional religiously motivated instances of flight and expulsion. A good illustration comes from Silesia, a denominationally mixed region where Protestants had been subjected to enormous pressure after the Thirty Years’ War came to an end. This pressure was applied not only to Lutherans persecuted by Catholics; members of Reformed (usually Calvinist) churches living in Lutheran principalities and regions did not always have it easy either. An intervention of the Protestant protecting powers Sweden and Prussia achieved a compromise in the form of the Altranstädt Convention of 1707. This put a brake on the Counter-Reformation and enabled Protestants to continue practicing their faith in certain principalities and peace churches.

In neighboring Saxony, the birthplace of the Reformation, coexistence between denominations became a governing principle when the ruling Wettin kings converted to Catholicism at the end of the seventeenth century in order to attain the Polish crown. August the Strong could not and would not impose a change of religion on his subjects, so from then on an overwhelmingly Protestant population had to live under a ruling Catholic dynasty. Power politics, consequently, counted for more than religious loyalty, and this calculation, in addition to triggering memories of the Thirty Years’ War, was an important factor explaining why, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the era of religious wars and religiously motivated mass flight in Western and Central Europe came to an end.

In October 1731, when Leopold Firmian, the prince-archbishop of Salzburg, issued an “emigration patent” for all the Protestants in his principality, his Edict of Expulsion seemed almost anachronistic. The expulsion made Prussia’s king, Frederick William I, appear even more like the tolerant ruler he styled himself when he generously offered asylum to the “Salzburg exiles” (the Salzburger Exulanten, as they called themselves). As Mack Walker has shown in his study on the Salzburg Protestants, this mass expulsion raised a powerful media echo in the Holy Roman Empire and beyond. About 20,000 refugees (that is, almost as many as in the case of the Huguenots) moved to Prussia, where they were allotted land and admitted to the guilds in the cities; an additional 10,000 Salzburgers migrated to other German states.25

Only in remote regions and mountain valleys did scattered remnants of these persecuted religious communities stay put. Some examples are the Protestant communities on the Styrian side of the Dachstein mountain range and in Carinthia, the Bohemian Brethren in northern Czech Valteřice, and the Marranos in the Portuguese town of Belmonte who lived completely isolated from the outside world for centuries and were first rediscovered in 1917 by a Polish Jew. This kind of marginal existence was only possible, of course, to those willing to live furtively; converting to the majority or official religion was the path most frequently taken. Here we see the difference between interdenominational (usually intra-Christian) and interreligious (usually between Christians and those of other faiths) conflicts like those in early modern Spain, where in the long run not even conversion provided protection against persecution.

There were also so-called exiles in early modern Poland, in this case Catholic nobles who did not want to live under the rule of the Orthodox czar who, since the middle of the seventeenth century, had been extending his empire gradually westward. The Muscovite government had confiscated the lands of Polish aristocrats because they did not fit into the political system of Russian autocracy. So, beginning in 1667, the egzulanci started emigrating westward, more or less parallel to the movement of Poland’s borders in the same direction.26 Another group that fled from east to west somewhat earlier, between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, was the Tatars, who came from Crimea and the steppes north of the Black Sea. Smaller tribes of Tatars had sided with the Poles in several wars and for this reason suffered persecution from their fellow countrymen or, later, from the Ukrainian rebels under Bohdan Khmelnytsky. The Tatars who fled usually settled in newly founded villages, some of which exist to this day and are places where the Tatars have preserved certain culinary specialties and, to some extent, have retained their Muslim religion.27 The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth thus succeeded in fully integrating Muslims with a minimum of conflict, an achievement few European states have managed since. But this feat has apparently been forgotten. For, otherwise, Warsaw’s national-conservative Law and Justice party (the PiS, which has been the governing party since 2015) might not act as if fending off refugees from the Near East is Poland’s only option.

But let us return to the Salzburgers. Partly owing to its serious economic repercussions, this was the last religiously motivated mass expulsion in Central Europe. Thereafter the German princes recoiled from similar acts of deportation. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, a variety of tolerance edicts further relaxed interdenominational conflicts, although these edicts also curbed older privileges, such as those of the Huguenots in Prussia. Legal equality did turn the practice of privileged incorporation used in the old estates systems into integration along modern lines. Yet the kind of tolerance practiced by the Absolutist monarchs applied only conditionally to the Jews, and not at all externally, that is, to the Muslims.



1.3 The Reconquista of Southeastern Europe

When, at the end of the seventeenth century, the Habsburgs pushed the Ottomans out of Hungary after the failed siege of Vienna, this was accompanied by a massive rout. Initially the flight comprised the gigantic army, which numbered around 200,000 and had been largely vanquished. Fleeing along with the army were the civil servants who had come into the country in the wake of the soldiers, and a large share of those Hungarians who had converted to Islam during the roughly one and a half centuries of Ottoman rule. The least harsh treatment afforded the Muslims was so-called safe conduct, meaning that they could withdraw without suffering force or violent attacks; this happened, for example, in 1716 in Temesvár, one of the few instances in which the reconquest was well-documented.28 There are no exact figures on the number of refugees produced by the Habsburg Turkish wars, but it is clear that no Muslims remained behind in the conquered territories.

The only way to avoid death or expulsion into the shrinking Ottoman Empire was (re-)conversion back to Christianity. However, a political and social dynamic developed along the Habsburg military border similar to what happened in Andalusia following the Reconquista. The new rulers and the local population continued to discriminate against and persecute the New Christians well into the second generation. Therefore, most (re-)converts did finally emigrate after a delay of some decades to the Ottoman Empire.29 As a rule this entailed yet another change of religion, something that apparently troubled the Ottoman authorities in Bosnia and Serbia less than it did the Christians on the other side of the border.

Religious intolerance also affected the rest of the Reconquista in nineteenth-century Southeastern Europe. Applying the term to this part of Europe may seem unusual, since it is usually reserved for the Iberian peninsula, whereas the Balkan nations and European philhellenes promoted the concept of liberation to characterize their region’s recapture. Initially, however, the struggle against the Ottoman Empire was motivated above all by religion—as a liberation of Christians from the Turkish yoke. The adjective “Turkish” and the collectivizing noun “the Turks” lumped Southeastern European Muslims into a single aggregate independent of their ethnicity; in reality, however, depending on the region, these were predominantly Albanians, Bosniaks (Muslim residents of Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Sandžak—the term is a self-designation), or Pomaks (Bulgarian-speaking Muslims), and not ethnic Turks. A contributing factor to this collective designation, in addition to religiously motivated hatred, was a colonialist contempt for the rest of mankind that Europeans had acquired during the nineteenth century as they made contact with the Orient. The struggle was always further legitimated by historic or current atrocities committed by “the Turks” and the sultan. The result of this mixture was malicious violence against civilians, something that shaped all of the liberation movements in Southeastern Europe.

In Greece the liberation began in 1821 with an uprising in the Peloponnesus. Greek troops successfully laid siege to the city of Tripolis and followed up on their victory with an orgy of violence. The rebels killed up to 8,000 of the city’s Muslim inhabitants, and about 15,000 people fell victim to the subsequent conquest of the peninsula.30 The signal this massacre was meant to convey was clear: Muslims remaining in Greece should know what awaited them if they did not flee in time.

Western newspapers took note of the extreme violence used to expel the Turks with a certain amount of shuddering, but hardly anyone protested publicly against the massacre. On the contrary: in Lord Byron, the poet and military leader who died in 1824 at Missolunghi, philhellenes found a martyr to champion in this clash of civilizations. Their idealization of ancient (and contemporary) Greece rested at bottom on a contempt for the Ottoman culture that was to be deliberately eradicated in the “liberated territories.” Just a few years after Greece gained independence, the mosques had disappeared, as had most Ottoman cemeteries and old inscriptions on public buildings.

In Serbia the violence directed against the Muslims and their material legacies was less sweeping, even though the national mythology there was even more highly charged with Christian narratives of victimization.31 The less radical cleansing of Muslims was attributable to the compromising character of the autonomy conceded in 1817, and also to the fact that here there was no equivalent to Western philhellenism.32 The rulers of the principality of Serbia, founded in 1833, were able to control most domestic affairs on their own and needed only to come to terms with an Ottoman garrison remaining in Belgrade. This coexistence of Serbs and Turks (most of whom were ethnic southern Slavs whose forebears had converted) lasted almost thirty years. In 1862, however, disturbances broke out between Serbs and Muslims; in reaction to the escalating violence, the European great powers resolved to expand Serbian autonomy and relocate all the Muslims remaining in Serbia.33

The decision on Serbia took place in the context of another, more comprehensive ethnic and religious cleansing. Following the Russian Caucasus campaign of 1860–64, at least half a million people were forced to leave what is today the Russian Black Sea Riviera around Sochi and the northern Caucasus. That was so far the worst incident of mass flight in European history. Those affected were mostly Circassians and Abkhazians, but included also Chechens, Tatars, and members of smaller nationalities, all of the Muslim faith. The estimate of 500,000 is based on Russian sources and the number of ship passengers registered in Russian Black Sea ports. If one takes into consideration land-based flight and non-registered refugees, one arrives at an even higher figure: as many as two million people likely fled to territories that remained part of the Ottoman Empire between 1860 and 1914.34

In the Crimea, too, where the Tatars had lived largely undisturbed alongside Russian and Ukrainian settlers until the Crimean War (1853–56), there was significant pressure to migrate. From the late eighteenth century to the end of the 1860s, up to 200,000 Tatars were forced to leave the peninsula.35 Fleeing cost many people their lives, especially when it happened in the course of combat operations along shifting frontlines. Contemporary reports from the ports of arrival on the Black Sea also attest to the deaths of countless people. There around 20 percent of the new arrivals died from such epidemics as typhus, dysentery, and cholera, or from malnutrition. Behind this abstract number many concrete traumas are concealed, mental wounds that would be passed along from one generation to another in numerous families.36

The Crimean War was soon followed by the Russo-Turkish War of 1877–78, which had begun a year earlier as a regional conflict between Serbia and the Ottoman Empire. Initially, the war went favorably for Sultan Abdülhamid II, whose army vanquished a Serbian armed force backed up by many inexperienced volunteers. Then, as so often in the nineteenth century, the European great powers intervened: Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire and sandwiched it from two sides, from the southern Caucasus and eastern Anatolia and along the lower reaches of the Danube.

This war’s combat operations resulted in several waves of refugees. As early as 1876, the Ottoman authorities registered 276,000 new arrivals, then a total of 274,000 for the years 1877 and 1878.37 In light of all the turmoil (the Ottoman Empire was on the verge of collapse) and the brutal nature of the warfare, which involved numerous local massacres, the actual number of refugees was certainly much higher. In San Stefano, the Ottoman Empire was forced to sign a humiliating peace treaty, one so favorable to Russia and its allies, Serbia and Bulgaria, that Great Britain and Austria demanded a revision. Through the mediation of Bismarck the great powers met at the Congress of Berlin, where they created a new order for the Balkans based on nation-states. This plan was problematic from the start, as the region’s motley settlement structures did not fit in with the mandated order. Following the First World War, Central and Eastern Europe would confront the same insoluble challenge (more on this in Chapter Two).

In every one of the region’s nation-states internationally recognized by the settlements of 1878 (Romania, Bulgaria, Montenegro, and semi-independent Bulgaria) there were significant minorities. The Balkan states were formally obligated to tolerate them, although what mattered most to the signatory powers were the Jewish or Christian-denominational minorities, not the Muslims. The large Ottoman landowners and other elites were expropriated or expelled if they had not already fled. The remaining Muslim peasants were therefore often unemployed and without future prospects. Everyday discrimination, attacks, and open violence on the streets and in market squares intensified the pressure to migrate, so that the flood of refugees—here the metaphor is no exaggeration—did not stop even after the conclusion of the peace treaties. Until 1896, according to serious calculations, 1,015,000 Muslims from the Balkans arrived in what was left of the Ottoman Empire, adding to the aforementioned refugees from the Caucasus.38

In reaction to his empire’s devastating defeat and the challenge posed by these homeless masses, the pious Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II made religious solidarity a part of his government’s policy. He welcomed refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus as muhacir, “brothers in faith,” and thereby enhanced their status. The refugees also used the term hijrah, which in their case can be roughly translated as a religious homecoming and would later encompass more voluntary resettlement to the Ottoman Empire. The shared focus on religion was not in line with the contemporary trend in other European states to separate state and ecclesiastic powers. Nevertheless, Ottoman refugee policy can be compared with previous attempts by the Netherlands, England, and Prussia to facilitate the absorption of incoming Protestants from France, the Spanish Netherlands, and other Catholic states through appeals for religious solidarity.

As in other European states, there was also a broad administrative response. In 1860, reacting to the Russian campaign in the Caucasus and the resulting mass flight, the sultan appointed a refugee commission (the Muhacirin Komisyonu), which after 1876 grew into a sizable administrative tool planted in every province of the Ottoman Empire to manage the settlement of the refugees.39 We know about this because of an excellent dissertation by Vladimir Hamed-Troyansky, who shows how the late Ottoman Empire became a refugee state. It should be noted that the refugees received Ottoman citizenship upon arrival, if they did not already have it. This response was another refugee policy in line with a broader European pattern.

However, the Ottoman Empire had great difficulties supporting the refugees when it came to every other aspect of integration. They needed food, firewood for cooking, and a roof over their heads, as well as arable land and pastures if they were to sustain themselves. The empire’s large landowners were not much inclined to give up any of their land, just as homeowners were reluctant to offer living space. As a result, the refugees often took by force what they needed. The situation was especially tense in the regions near the new borders, where refugees were present in especially high numbers. In Kosovo, for example, which had remained Ottoman after the 1876–77 war, 800,000 natives confronted 200,000 refugees. One organized group among the refugees even murdered the governor there, who was actually trying to mediate between the needy and the local notables.40 Chaos and hardship prevailed in the European parts of the empire, which further undermined the legitimacy of Ottoman rule. The situation was better in the Levant, where many refugees could settle on the relatively fertile areas in the west and, later, benefited from the Hejaz Railway going through several of their villages. According to Hamed-Troyansky, refugees from the Caucasus “founded three of the four largest cities in modern Jordan, including the capital city of Amman.”41 Space was also plentiful for settlements in Anatolia, but these regions were more difficult to reach, and most of them stagnated economically. The seemly unending hardships that followed on the suffering during the flight were a constant source of protest, and sometimes riots.

Especially notorious for their inclination to violence were the Circassians, although this cannot be explained by the kind of supposedly ethnic or cultural peculiarities that Pushkin, Lermontov, Tolstoy, and other Russian writers ascribed to the “wild” peoples of the Caucasus. The Circassians were doubly traumatized. Between 1860 and 1864 they had been forced to leave their Caucasian homeland and settled in different regions of the Ottoman Empire, partly in the Balkans.42 After the Congress of Berlin, many of the Circassians resettled to the Balkans had to flee a second time and were, accordingly, outraged.

Often, the arrival of refugees would launch a new spiral of violence, and not infrequently refugees would become perpetrators and persecute Greek, Bulgarian, and Armenian Christians.

Up until the outbreak of the Balkan Wars, nearly 300,000 Christians fled Macedonia and Thrace alone. There also was a series of local uprisings, some of them spontaneous, some also intended to provoke renewed Russian intervention in favor of the Ottoman Christians. This strategy worked repeatedly, as in Eastern Rumelia, a region disputed between Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire that the great powers had initially left under Ottoman rule in 1878, but which was ultimately annexed to Bulgaria (seven years later) in the wake of uprisings and disturbances.43

In light of this outside intervention and the local escalation of violence, one cannot paint the history of Southeastern Europe during the long nineteenth century in black and white, with Ottoman Muslims as the chief culprits and Southeastern European Christians as the sole victims, the view that most Western media and publics took at the time. No party in all these conflicts was without its sinister shadow side. But one finding does stand out: disputes between Christians and Muslims were waged with excessive violence and inhumanity, resulting in a volume of mass flight unprecedented in European history.

The conflicts did not, however, lead to a removal of all Muslims, as happened on the Iberian peninsula three centuries earlier. This was due in part to the fact that it was impossible, as a matter of sheer practicality, to expel all the Muslims in the Balkans in either 1878 or 1912. It is also attributable to the regional imperialism of the Southeastern European nation-states. Their push into ever more territories where the patterns of settlement were ethnically and religiously mixed, especially after the two Balkan Wars, necessitated compromises with the local population. So long as the remaining Turks, Albanians, and other Muslims did not question the hegemony of the new nation-states, they were to a degree tolerated. Once the Ottoman Empire was almost completely driven out of Europe in 1912–13 and no longer posed a threat, Serbian and Bulgarian nation-building elites began to view the Slavic-speaking Muslims as lost sheep who could be assimilated to the national majority. A common language ultimately counted for more than religious differences, at least until the Greek-Turkish War of 1919–22 and the Second World War, when inter-ethnic conflicts in Southeastern Europe intensified once again.

As a result of modern nation-building, ethno-national criteria were superimposed on older religious criteria of exclusion and inclusion from the late nineteenth century onward. Yet this development was not universal, since in the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne regulating a Greek-Turkish “population exchange” (see Chapter 2.1), religious affiliation again became the decisive criterion for determining who would be allowed to stay and who would not.

Occasioned by the wars following the breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s, a controversy erupted among historians of Southeastern Europe over whether in the nineteenth century the Balkan Muslims had really been expelled or whether their migration should rather be attributed to the religiously motivated policies of Sultan Abdulhamid II, who on various occasions urged pious Muslims to return home.44 Assessing the relative weight of push and pull factors is standard practice among historians of migration; in the case of the Southeastern European Muslims, “push” would trivialize the actions taken by the refugees’ countries of origin. The pressure to flee was immense, while the attractiveness or “pull” of Anatolia, underdeveloped and arid in comparison with Macedonia or Thrace, was small.

In the case of most massive refugee movements, moreover, there was a mechanism at work that has influenced the entire history of migration: as soon as some members of a family or village community had left their home, those left behind acquired an additional motive and—through contact with earlier emigrants—better opportunities to follow in their turn. Over the course of time, this meant that war-induced flight segued into other forms of migration, though religiously motivated and (increasingly) nationalism-driven violence and discrimination remained the primary causes of flight. In the twentieth century, finally, chain migration (the term is used here as a neutral description, not with the negative connotation of recent anti-immigration polemic) acquired a new dimension thanks to new communication technologies—telegrams, and telephone lines, and for the last one or two decades E-mail, SMS, Facebook, and other social media.



1.4 Flight from pogroms

Improving communication also played an important role in the emigration of Russian and Polish Jews, who suffered from increasingly frequent and widespread pogroms. When it comes to the history of their persecution, it is hard to distinguish clearly between religious and nationalist motives; on the whole, the former predominated, since what triggered individual pogroms was almost always a rumor about the ritual murder of a Christian child or a desecration of the host.45 This is true of the well-known pogroms in Odessa and Kishinev, and in other cities of the Russian Empire as well. Initially, most Russian Jews fled within the boundaries of their own city or country. But by 1881–82, during the first wave of pogroms, they began to arrive in neighboring states. About 25,000 refugees attempted to reach Galicia and Austria, most of them by way of the important border crossing in Brody.46 In the face of this onslaught, customs officers, passport officials, and the military sometimes lost control of the border, which was not secured as frontiers would be in the twentieth century. In the hinterland, therefore, reception camps were hurriedly constructed. Feeding the refugees was largely left in the hands of Jewish organizations that collected donations throughout the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, in the German Empire, and internationally. This tradition of refugee welfare was later adopted by non-Jewish NGOs and, especially after the First World War, saved tens of thousands of refugees from starvation. (On the support provided by Jewish NGOs, see also the analytical portrait of Manès Sperber in Chapter 2.1).

Neither the Habsburg Empire nor any other European state was willing to accept permanently the Jews who had fled Russia. Only the larger Jewish communities in the Ottoman Empire—Salonika, Istanbul, and Izmir—declared their willingness. But reaching those destinations was a long haul for Russian Jews, and the escape route to the sultanate would have landed them in an empire denigrated in Russia and elsewhere as the “sick man of Europe.” The best option was moving on to the United States, which at this time had an open immigration policy. But the American immigration authorities nevertheless paid close attention to those seeking entry into the country. Refugees had to be in good health, prove they had assets and cash, and be able to pay for their transit. Here they were helped by the aforementioned Jewish aid organizations, though ultimately about half of the refugees remained stranded in the reception camps and in the end had to return to the Russian Empire. The circumstances of this remigration (curiously there is neither a colloquial nor a scholarly term for an aborted flight) were certainly almost as devastating as the earlier pogroms, and yet we know little about them. Refugees prevented from fleeing have left behind few historical records.

News of the New World nonetheless spread via those refugees who did make it to the Americas. By the outbreak of the First World War, around 2.4 million East European Jews had left their homeland. This emigration, which can be viewed in large part as a flight from religious and ethno-national discrimination, reached a new peak following the pogroms of 1905 (the year of the first Russian Revolution), just as immigration to the United States reached its all-time high two years later. Apart from persecution and violence, however, there were also economic reasons for East European Jews to emigrate to the US.47 In what was an increasingly prosperous society based on a rising industrial economy, they could start a new life, often working their way to great prosperity; and once integrated into American society, they could take up the work of assisting other refugees.48



1.5 Victims and perpetrators: The late Ottoman Empire

The Muslim refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus, by contrast, found the Ottoman Empire to be an overwhelmingly agrarian country, poor to begin with and even more impoverished after its numerous wars. Frequently the flight routes of 1912–13 ran along much the same pathways as those traversed a century later in 2015, both across the Aegean and overland. (One of these passed through the Vardar valley in Macedonia, where we find the border town Idomeni which made headlines again in 2015–16 because of the Middle Eastern refugees trying to reach Austria and Germany who were blocked there after New Year’s.) In contrast to later periods and to the well-organized flight of the Huguenots, the refugees from Southeastern Europe found no well-organized NGOs dedicated to assisting them. There were only the previously mentioned Jewish organizations and, in the Ottoman Empire, traditional Islamic social welfare institutions such as the soup kitchens of mosques to provide rudimentary assistance.49 This hardly sufficed to counteract the general misery of the refugees who now faced new terrors in the form of rampant epidemics and the widespread deaths these caused.

Many ultimately ran aground in the big cities; at least 200,000 Southeastern European Muslims who were forced to flee in 1877–78 migrated to Istanbul. A large part of the population growth in the Ottoman capital, which went from 722,000 inhabitants in 1877 to 1.6 million at the outbreak of the First World War, can be traced back to these refugees and not, as elsewhere in Europe, to the pull-effects of industrialization.50 In the 1880s Muslims became a majority of the city’s population for the first time, and old Constantinople was transformed into a predominantly Turkish Istanbul. Though most of the refugees arrived penniless, the educated elite among them were able to attain high positions in the army and administration following the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. One of the Turks who came out of Southeastern Europe was Kemal Pasha, the founder of the Turkish Republic later known as Atatürk, though at this time he was not yet playing any central role.

Most refugees at first led a life of bitter poverty, but there was an excellent vehicle of integration available to them: nationalism. After a brief attempt to establish a balance among the nationalities of the Ottoman Empire, the Young Turks opted for ethnic nationalism—in their own state and beyond its borders (via Pan-Turkism, which was in turn inspired by Pan-Slavism). Although Russia and its neighboring Balkan states were viewed historically as the Ottoman Empire’s most dangerous opponents (excepting Bulgaria, where the sultan had concluded a peace treaty in 1913 that even included generous protection of the Muslim minority), propaganda and pent-up hate were largely directed against the empire’s weaker domestic adversaries, the Christian minorities still under Turkish rule. Religion also played a role among the ostensibly secular Young Turks, as they came overwhelmingly from Muslim (though not necessarily Turkish) families.

The Young Turks had little they could blame in any specific way on the Greeks who lived along the Aegean and in Eastern Thrace (the European panhandle west of Istanbul that remained Ottoman in 1913 and remains part of Turkey today), but the series of defeats suffered by Turkey meant there was a backlog of anxieties, hatred, and desire for revenge. As a result of the Balkan Wars, moreover, more than 400,000 refugees had entered the country.51 Especially among the educated and in an army pommelled by repeated defeats, nationalism acted as an outlet and a promise for the future. Finally there was an explanation for all the evil in the world and a vague yet attractive goal in sight, the founding of a nation-state or, in this case, the nationalization of a faltering empire. And, as with all ideologies, milieu- and group-specific mechanisms of integration took hold: in nationalist circles, once more, the voices that prevailed were those that advanced the most radical demands.

The outbreak of the First World War and Russia’s initial successes in Eastern Anatolia further intensified this mood. There were numerous Armenians fighting in the Russian army (partly as volunteers, though mostly as recruits), and when Armenian nationalists inside the Ottoman Empire demanded first autonomy and then a nation-state of their own, the Young Turkish elites made the fateful decision to deport all Armenians from Central and Eastern Anatolia. This persecution was directed also against other Christian minorities, such as the Assyrians and the Anatolian Greeks. Once again religious motives had taken hold. That the deportation of the Armenians, by foot, across the Anatolian highlands into the Syrian desert would lead to death on a massive scale was clear to those responsible for the genocide. In retrospect, it is difficult to distinguish the actual military threat posed by Russia and the Armenians (a pretext raised by the Young Turks and used to this day) from war propaganda. But at that time the Ottoman Empire was inhabited by several million people and partly governed by politicians and military officers who came from refugee families and had been traumatized themselves.55
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Talaat Pasha (1874–1921), the longtime Ottoman interior minister, was one of the Balkan Turks who became a war criminal and a mastermind of the Armenian genocide.52 During the First World War he issued the key orders and decrees deporting Anatolian Armenians to the Syrian desert, which led to the deaths of about a million people in 1915–16. Talaat’s radical, murderous nationalism was shaped by his own family history. He was born in 1874 in the Eastern Rumelian district capital of Kırcaali (Bulgarian Kardzhali).53 In this district Christian Bulgarians, Vlachs, and Roma lived alongside Turks and Pomaks. In addition to epitomizing centuries of multicultural coexistence, Kırcaali offers a prime example of the territorial conflicts and nationalist turmoil in Southeastern Europe. At the Congress of Berlin, the European great powers left Eastern Rumelia under the sovereignty of the Ottoman Empire, although it was supposed to be administered by a Christian governor. Only seven years later this compromise was broken by an uprising, and Eastern Rumelia was annexed by Bulgaria. Just two districts, including Kırcaali, remained Ottoman and, owing to their location close to the border and to the permanent danger of war, developed into hotspots of Turkish nationalism. During the First Balkan War in 1912, however, Talaat’s hometown also fell to Bulgaria. Numerous Muslims, including a large part of his family, which presumably descended from the Bektashi religious order that had been persecuted in sixteenth-century Anatolia and forcibly resettled in Southeastern Europe, had to flee Rumelia.

Talaat chose a career in the postal service, which was ideally suited to disseminating nationalist and revolutionary propaganda. By 1907 he was among the founders of the Ottoman Freedom Society (Osmanlı Hürriyet Cemiyeti) in Salonika (Selanik), a circle of Young Turk conspirators who had joined forces with exiled activists to form the Committee for Unity and Progress (İttihad ve Terakki Fırkası). The Young Turks (on this designation, see also the portrait of Giuseppe Mazzini in Chapter Three of this book) initiated the Revolution of 1908 that led to the overthrow of Sultan Abdulhamid II. All of the Young Turks were fervent Ottoman patriots and Turkish nationalists, but they could not prevent their country’s catastrophic defeat in the First Balkan War. Even the city of Edirne, where Talaat had spent most of his youth, fell to Bulgaria, forcing around 50,000 people, including some of his close relatives, to flee to Istanbul. There a cholera epidemic broke out, aggravating the suffering of the refugees. During the Second Balkan War, Turkish forces managed to recapture Edirne from Bulgaria, an important symbolic success as the city had served as the Ottoman capital before the conquest of Constantinople. Apart from Edirne, however, the Ottoman Empire did lose almost all of its European territories. For that reason the Young Turks clung even more fiercely to Anatolia, which was meant to serve as a bastion of Turkishness. During the World War, Talaat then issued the fatal orders for the deportation of the Armenians from Anatolia.54 Some of the confiscated Armenian estates and homes were awarded to refugees from the Balkans and the Caucasus. Following the defeat of the Ottoman Empire, a search warrant for Talaat was issued and he was sentenced to death in absentia for his participation in the Armenian genocide. He fled to Berlin, where he was eventually tracked down and shot on the street by an Armenian nationalist.



Members of the Young Turks’ governing elite had often experienced at firsthand (or learned from stories their parents told them) what had happened to Muslims in the Balkans and the Caucasus since 1876 (or since 1860); and, in addition, they had fresh memories of the lost Balkan War of 1912–13.56

As Erik Jan Zürcher has shown, 41 percent of the highest-ranking state officials in the Republic of Turkey came from the lost European territories of the Ottoman Empire.57 Zürcher also provides biographical evidence showing how traumas they or their families suffered shaped genocidal policy toward the Armenians. The experience of violence is easily exploited as an incitement to counter-violence.



1.6 The long legacy of religious violence

Narratives of violence and victimhood passed on from generation to generation also played a fatal role in later periods of European history. In the 1980s, it was an easy game to play for the Serbian-Orthodox clergy, Slobodan Milošević, and leaders of the Serbian minority in Croatia and Bosnia to arouse painful memories of the genocidal civil war in occupied Yugoslavia between 1941 and 1944 (see the remarks on flight and expulsion during the Second World War in Chapter 2.2) and depict Serbs as once again victims of genocide. In the 1990s violence against the Muslim Bosniaks, too, was justified by invoking the supposed threat coming from “the Turks” and Islam. Serbian propaganda used stereotypes about the enemy that went back to earlier eras. In the summer of 1980 Milošević staged a gigantic celebration commemorating the six-hundredth anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo (at the Kosovo Polje [Field of Blackbirds]) in 1389; he and other Serbian nationalists demonized Ottoman rule, and various publishers reprinted anti-Turkish hate screeds from the nineteenth century.

The examples of the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the Northern Ireland conflict in the 1980s, the Cyprus War of 1974, and the Serbian-Croatian, Serbian-Bosnian, and Polish-Ukrainian conflicts during the Second World War all demonstrate that religiously motivated violence did not end with modernity and its concomitant secularization. Religion—or, to put it more accurately, the pretext of religious arguments—continued to play an essential role in Europe’s conflicts and wars, hostilities in which violence between population groups escalated and individual perpetrators got out of control.

One can hardly maintain, then, that Western Europe learned its lesson in the Thirty Years’ War, or from the Huguenots, or that it has been a haven of religious tolerance since the Enlightenment. Efforts to paint a European identity based on tolerance are well-intentioned, but about as sound as the assertion that Europe has overcome radical nationalism because of the twentieth century’s two world wars. The violent dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s demonstrated once again the virulence of religiously charged nationalism and the tenacity of (pseudo-)religious arguments. Here we should also point out that the infamous declaration issued by the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1986—which asserted that the Serbs had always been disadvantaged in Yugoslavia, were victims of genocide (especially in Kosovo), and should finally fight back—was preceded by an analogous declaration by the Serbian-Orthodox Church. The terrible violence of the 1990s thus had clerical backing. Muslims in the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (a war to be discussed in greater detail in this book’s section on flight from nationalism) once again became the primary victims, regardless of whether they were religious or not.

Serbian aggression did, however, miss one essential war aim: Bosnia and Herzegovina were not reconverted; Muslims and Bosniaks continued to form the majority of the population. Since the Dayton Accords of 1995, the share of Bosniaks in the total population has even increased. In Southeastern Europe there are today at least sixteen million Muslims, forming a bare absolute majority in Bosnia and a large majority in Albania and Kosovo. There is also an overwhelming Muslim majority in the European parts of Turkey.58 Europe, predominantly Christian, needs to find common ground with these societies, precisely because of the threat posed by militant Islamism. To this end, it is impossible to avoid confronting European history’s interreligious and interdenominational conflicts and the massive incidences of flight associated with them.

This also applies to the eastern Mediterranean, where Christians have for several years now been subjected to persecution, just as they were at the beginning of the twentieth century. The immense exodus of Syrian and Iraqi Christians makes it abundantly clear that religious persecution is not, unfortunately, an exclusively historical phenomenon; it is also a very current evil. To be sure, these Christians are not being accepted in the EU on account of their denominational or religious identities, but rather as war refugees. And this now brings us to some concluding observations about religious and denominational forms of solidarity and paths of integration.

In order to understand the history of mass flight, one needs to think about several things at once: about the starting points and thus the causes of displacement, about the escape routes, and about the refugees’ admission into the countries and societies that were ready to help them.

The starting point was always religious intolerance, the persecution of one faith by another, but how this played out depended on whether the conflicts were interdenominational or interreligious. As early as the sixteenth century, the flight and expulsion of Protestants, especially in the Netherlands, assumed vast proportions. In the seventeenth-century conflicts between Christian denominations further escalated. The rivalry between Protestant and Catholic states and elites made religion even more of a political issue than it had been, and ultimately led to the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War.

Wars have always caused and accelerated flight on a massive scale. Yet, as the Thirty Years’ War also demonstrates, that flight depends on structures that facilitate it, on escape routes that are somewhat secure, and on accessible destinations. The flight of the Huguenots stands out because it actually took place in peacetime. This facilitated a relatively smooth organization for this emigration in spite of the French prohibition against it, and in part because the forces of “push” and “pull” dovetailed.

The other side of the coin of religious persecution is religious solidarity. Many refugees reported witnessing welcoming scenes along their escape routes and upon arrival in their host countries. Of course, some of these stories and memoirs may have been intended to arouse or strengthen this kind of solidarity between refugees and their hosts. But very often both sides invoked biblical traditions and a moral impetus. In the case of the Huguenots, the chambres des réfugiés, clerical organizations, and other forerunners of modern NGOs did much to make flight possible in the first place and then to reduce the risk to life and limb. Religious currents also reinforced what were primarily economic expectations. The governments of the receiving countries hoped, above all, that refugees would increase local production and strengthen the tax base.

In Prussia and other Calvinist German states, a common faith went a long way toward legitimating the absorption of refugees and the burdens associated with taking them in. In the case of the Huguenots and other exiles, there was a virtual assumption that these were religious refugees, even though some of them (like those Salzburgers, who came from inhospitable mountain valleys) were also impelled by economic motives. The refugees’ motives for fleeing were in fact rarely scrutinized. Religious persecution in their countries of origin provided them with a moral boost that helped justify the costs of their initial accommodations, the provision of land and other resources, the construction of their own churches, and many other investments in their permanent integration. Needless to say, the natives grumbled when they were enlisted to provide transportation, do construction work, and offer other services, but in the end they had to accept these burdens because the princely states in the Holy Roman Empire were run in an authoritarian manner.

Initially, this kind of integration as decreed from above, which strictly speaking made it more a form of incorporation, rested on a special status accorded refugees (an aspect avoided in the Netherlands and England). By the second or third generation, the newcomers usually had acquired the local language and increasingly intermingled and intermarried with the native population. This presumably model case of successful integration thus directs our attention, indirectly, to the importance of time horizons, a factor with which today’s societies may also need to reckon. Without a doubt, the Huguenots had an advantage in that they brought with them French culture and language, which at the time stood in high regard. Moreover, most Huguenots who managed to leave France belonged to an elite class and therefore enjoyed high social and cultural prestige. An out-and-out competition for refugees ensued, especially for the manufacturers and tradesmen among them. The refugees were able to negotiate the conditions of their acceptance and to attain a variety of privileges. In Prussia, these negotiations even changed the direction of subsequent integration: the native population was now adjusting as much to the Huguenots as the other way around.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, the countries that had taken in refugees experienced an economic upturn (though it was at times disappointing and disrupted by wars). By contrast, the countries from which they had fled began to notice the drawbacks to their policy. Taken together, both trends encouraged a change of mind in the direction of greater tolerance. Ultimately, too, Absolutist rulers like August the Strong in Saxony, Maria Theresa in Austria, and Frederick II in Prussia realized that it was in their interest to place power politics and economics above religion and the goal of denominational unity. Utilitarian thinking eventually prevailed over religious intolerance. Of course, much depended on the country and group in question: Jews were treated badly for a longer time in Central Europe. In 1731 the Salzburgers were sent along to and accepted by host countries like Prussia in a manner that had already become almost routine. It would take more than two centuries before the Cold War re-created such favorable circumstances for refugees.

Escaping from the cross in Spain and Southeastern Europe took place, from the very outset, under worse conditions. Spanish Muslims frequently looked back on an odyssey that lasted several generations and passed through many regions before their last remnant was expelled at the beginning of the seventeenth century. This persecution resulted in such heavy losses that the number of refugees, at around 300,000, remained lower than one might have suspected given the longtime presence of the Moors in Spain.

The Inquisition’s religious intolerance, which extended even to converts and their descendants, also led to the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and Portugal. They were fortunate in that the Ottoman Empire was experiencing a long-lasting economic boom just as they began to arrive in Istanbul, Izmir, Salonika, Sarajevo, and other cities after 1492 or 1513. In these prosperous circumstances, Jewish refugees were able quickly to establish livelihoods and fill economic niches, for instance in textile production. The Spanish Muslims who found accommodations and employment in neighboring Morocco and in Ottoman-ruled northern Africa also encountered favorable conditions. Unfortunately there are hardly any studies about the extent to which religious solidarity played a role in their acceptance. But there was at least enough land available, as well as other resources, and this is precisely why all traces of these refugees have been lost; they simply merged into the majority of their co-religionists.

The refugees escaping from the Reconquista in Southeastern Europe arrived to much worse economic conditions. Having survived massive persecution and perilous escape routes, they found themselves in an Ottoman Empire weakened to the point of collapse. As already mentioned, we need to think about three elements in tandem—departure, itinerary, and reception—if we are to understand the structure of flight. The Ottoman Empire had been in decline since the eighteenth century, owing to the systemic corruption and the arbitrariness of its public administration. The arrival of more and more refugees as a consequence of lost wars overwhelmed the government and pushed the empire even deeper into chaos. The price for this disorder was paid by the refugees. Those who were lucky enough just to survive in good health still had to face great difficulties starting over again in a new occupation. There were masses of them, and they were not members of a social or professional elite like the Huguenots and Sephardim.

Religious solidarity undoubtedly contributed to better emergency care, but this assistance did not go beyond donations and soup kitchens at mosques, which were no substitute for a functioning state. Countless refugees died from epidemics and out of sheer weakness after their arrival. This continuous traumatization placed a heavy burden on all sides. The only possible advantage in their situation was the fact that Anatolia was sparsely settled; there was enough room for new arrivals both in the highlands, suitable for livestock breeding, and in the fertile coastal regions.

Following the lost Balkan Wars, the task of absorbing Muslim refugees acquired a strategic dimension: They were deliberately settled in Eastern Thrace and along the Aegean coast in order to form a bulwark against the expansion of Greece. Anatolia was to become the home of the hard-pressed Turks. This nationalist vision did not mean, however, that religious motives and criteria played no role at all. In the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, for example, the minorities picked for resettlement were defined primarily by religion.

Denominational differences also caused or influenced the “wars within the war” fought between 1941 and 1945, and they are an important factor explaining why these conflicts acquired a genocidal dimension in Yugoslavia and eastern Poland. In fascist Croatia, there were about as many Serbs who lost their lives as were expelled to Serbia (for more on this, see Chapter 2.2). Finally, one might draw attention to the late twentieth century, to countries and regions as different as Cyprus and Northern Ireland, as well as to the wars in the former Yugoslavia, which saw societies breaking down along denominational dividing lines. Here, admittedly, religion served primarily to supercharge nationalist propaganda. Whether people were actually devout or practiced their faith was less important.

Just how subordinate a role was played by religion becomes especially apparent when we look at the reception accorded refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovina. Turkey was the only predominantly Muslim country that opened its doors to expelled Bosniaks. Yet, at rates higher than 95 percent, they preferred EU states and Switzerland as countries of refuge. This was attributable, on the one hand, to networks of refugees who already had numerous contacts in the European countries of destination owing to earlier labor migration by guest workers. But, on the other hand, a general, humanitarian kind of solidarity on the side of the receiving societies also had its impact.

When it comes to the exodus from Syria and Iraq, it is striking how those countries’ next door neighbors, Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan, have accepted many refugees, while other Islamic countries have hardly at all shared the burden. Poor countries like Egypt and Pakistan, which have a hard time just feeding their own populations, can hardly be blamed. But it remains an open question why wealthy countries like Saudi Arabia, the other Gulf states, and Iran, which use Islam as the foundation for their legal order, are not willing to express greater religious solidarity.

The same question could be addressed to the European host countries. Owing to the pervasive fear of Islamist terrorists, it has largely escaped notice that quite a number of refugees from the Near East are not Muslims at all. This oversight means that religious solidarity, for example with Syrian Christians, has largely ceased to be a vehicle for acceptance (with the notable exception of Armenia). It might be objected that greater solidarity among Christians might turn into favoritism toward them, shutting out exponents of other religions. But this need not be the case if one takes Christian ethics seriously. Promoting a solidarity based on Christian principles, instead of simply asking EU countries to accept the kind of top-down distribution quotient that Brussels attempted to issue in 2015, might have persuaded Eastern European countries, in particular Poland, to take in refugees from the Near East. To the extent that it promotes such goodwill, religion remains a factor that can facilitate the acceptance and integration of refugees. This holds true also in the United States, where since the postwar period members of local churches and other religious communities have helped resettled refugees find accommodations, schools for their children, and new jobs, as well as learn English. One should not underestimate the conflicts that could arise if such support were to become too missionary,59 but well-meant help is usually recognized as such by the people who receive it.
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THE TWO FACES OF NATIONALISM: ETHNIC CLEANSING AND NATIONAL SOLIDARITY



2.1 The rise of modern nationalism and the “long” First World War

The idea of the nation emerged in the early modern era and began to spread out as a mass movement beginning in the late eighteenth century.1 In Western Europe the French Revolution provided the initial spark, while in Eastern Europe the impulse came from the partitions of Poland, which obliterated one of the oldest states and larger nations from the map of Europe. Initially the Jacobins, like the American revolutionaries of 1776, stood for a universal definition of the nation, primarily based on political values and convictions, and not on language or culture. Refugees accordingly were welcomed to France as long as they adhered to the values of the revolution. The second, republican Constitution of June 1793 established a right of asylum, basing it on a very simple principle: “It [the French Republic] serves as a place of refuge for all who, on account of liberty, are banished from their native country. These it refuses to deliver up to tyrants.”2 Based on this paragraph (120) in the constitution, all persons who were politically persecuted could find refuge in France, the sanctuary of freedom and democracy.

This openness toward newcomers from other nations did not last. Owing to military intervention by the ancien régime, French nationalism became more exclusive. Reacting to the external threat posed during the Coalition Wars, the Jacobins mobilized the population and the army by promoting a kind of nationalism that was now linguistic and, in a rudimentary way, already ethnic. Bertrand Barère, a member of the Committee of Public Safety and thus of the government’s executive board, declared in 1794:


Federalism and superstition speak Breton; emigration and hatred of the Republic speak German; [the] counter-revolution speaks Italian and fanaticism speaks Basque.… We must smash these instruments of harm and error.… [L]eaving citizens in ignorance of the national language … is to betray the fatherland.… Among a free people language must be one and the same for everyone.…3



What stands out in this statement is the ideal of a linguistically and culturally homogenous nation. The growing xenophobia it represented had an immediate impact on the large number of political refugees from the Netherlands and Germany. In 1793, at Barère’s instigation, the Committee on Public Safety promulgated a decree deporting all those refugees collectively under suspicion of supporting the counterrevolution.4

In the German states and Eastern Europe, from the very outset, nationalism had struck a sharper tone, setting what was foreign against what was native, foe against friend. This had to do with the Napoleonic Wars and the long era of foreign imperial rule. At the end of the Wars of Liberation, the famous Prussian reformer Freiherr vom Stein advocated a radical “purge” of the French from his Rhenish homeland:


Every people that wants to be genuinely national will not place trust in foreigners so as to mingle indifferently in civic community with them.… It is our duty toward the German fatherland to purge the Rhineland of everything that has made it un-German and keeps it in this condition.5



The formula “genuinely national” and the rejection of any kind of mingling testify to an ethnic definition of the nation that would become prevalent among all Central and East European national movements in the course of the nineteenth century.

Holm Sundhaussen has pointedly summarized modern nation-state formation in the Balkans as a pattern combining the French model of a centralized and unitary state with the German model of a nation based on ancestry. Much the same may be said of East Central Europe, even if that region always had exceptions and saw attempts at forming a more supra-ethnic kind of nation-state, as in the case of interwar Czechoslovakia or (more recently) Ukraine. Each of these models, the French and the German, involved the narrowest possible conception of a state and nation—in contrast to federalism and to politically defined nations made up of citizens, as in the case of the US. Combining the two European models made for a highly conflict-ridden mixture, since the areas of settlement for nations in Central and Eastern Europe overlapped and because, over time, almost every national movement demanded a state of its own.

This demand was not compatible with the presence of national minorities, something that became apparent in Central Europe right after the Franco-German War of 1870–71. When the German Empire annexed Alsace and Lorraine, its inhabitants faced two alternatives: they could either become citizens of the German Empire or opt for France, in which case they would then have to leave their homeland. The existence of national minorities was not recognized. This was attributable, on the one hand, to the structures of modern administrative states, which invariably closed the distance between the state and individual citizens by means of compulsory education, the military draft, and an expanded bureaucracy, demanding unambiguous loyalty. On the other hand, the urge toward unambiguity was also a product of contemporary nationalism, which was growing in intensity.

Attitudes toward national minorities and relations among nations deteriorated even further under the impact of imperialism and Social Darwinism. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, relations among nations came to be interpreted as part of an eternal struggle for survival. According to the conventional biologistic and increasingly racist thinking of the time, minorities were a foreign body in the fabric of one’s own nation, inhibiting national development and posing a threat.

This was also when the term “race” came up in public discourse. It was not used not only in our present-day understanding of “race” as referring to skin color and descent, but as the stand-in also for an inflexible and unalterable conception of what constituted a “nation.” When, for example, Western observers wrote about the Bulgarian, Greek, or Albanian “race,” they implied that these were fundamentally different and potentially conflicting nations. The possible confusion between these two meanings of “race” is one of the reasons why I prefer not to utilize the term as one of the main analytical categories in this book. I am of course aware how omnipresent race is in US academic discourse, and I agree that it is important, especially in studies of societal integration. Nor should one deny the relevance of race or racism for modern nationalism.

The radical ethnic nationalism that came up in late-nineteenth-century Europe was reflected above all in the concept of “minority problems,” a term whose meaning branded minorities as the cause of troubles, whereas in fact the major cause was a too narrow concept of the modern nation-state. The fact that an international order based on nation-states did not provide peace and stability became evident first in Southeastern Europe after 1878. The reason was not “ancient hatred” of others, sometimes stereotyped as a specifically Balkan trait. (In the 1990s, this unfortunate cliché caused the West to commit serious blunders in its dealings with the war in the former Yugoslavia.6) The problem, rather, was the incompatibility between the newly founded nation-states and their national minorities. This was a structural problem, one that would catch up with Europe in its entirety after the First World War and one that remains virulent to this day. All modern European nation-states pursued a strategy of assimilation, but that approach succeeded only in relatively rich countries with a very long tradition of statehood. When assimilation failed, the nation-states in Central and Eastern Europe resorted to more brutal measures, to the suppression of minorities, and ultimately (in some cases) to their violent removal.


Flight during the First World War

Radical nationalism and Social Darwinist thinking contributed fundamentally to the outbreak of the First World War. For a very long time, historians concentrated on the mostly static warfare on the Western Front, the terrible human loss of 9.5 million fallen soldiers, and the substantial physical destruction of the war. Because of these horrors, much less attention was paid to the roughly 13 million war refugees.7 The fact that more than four fifths of them were uprooted in Eastern Europe was also a factor. Research by Peter Gatrell, Włodzimierz Borodziej, and Maciej Górny has corrected the Occidentalism of the older historiography and increased awareness of the enormous numbers of refugees and their plight.8 There were so many of them in Eastern Europe because fronts there so often shifted, and because combat was at least as ruthless as in the West. The country most affected by far was the Russian Empire, where about six million people were forced to flee in the course of the war.9 Russia was followed by France with 1.8 million refugees, Austria-Hungary with 1.5 million, the German Empire with 850,000, Belgium with 650,000, Italy with 500,000, the Ottoman Empire with at least 400,000, Greece with about 400,000, and Serbia with at least 250,000 people.10 Around one quarter of these refugees were able to return to their homes during or toward the end of the war. This was another factor contributing to the quick disappearance of the war refugees from public consciousness.

Nevertheless, the many facets of flight—impoverishment, hardship, hunger, unemployment—brought immediacy to the plight of European refugees, not only for those directly affected, but also for the societies that took them in. In the years following 1914, the notion of the refugee became established as an object of public discourse and a screen onto which other concerns were projected. Because of the pervasive hardships brought about by the war, refugees were rarely welcome. Solidarity was practiced mostly toward members of one’s own nation. Who counted as belonging to a nation was decided more than before by ethnic factors, a way of thinking that would later contribute to the outbreak of new conflicts and wars. There were, however, a few examples of international assistance. The 650,000 Belgians who fled before the German army, which had illegally occupied their neutral country, were readily admitted into France, England, and the Netherlands. This had to do with human compassion, and above all with the consideration that solidarity with the Belgians would demonstrate the moral superiority of the receiving countries over Germany.

The internationalism propagated by Socialists and Communists was prevalent among the first victims of the world war, which brought into being throughout Europe a new, radicalized nationalism. Beginning in the final third of the nineteenth century, war and nationalism were commonly twinned. There was never one without the other, and they mutually reinforced each other. But there are other reasons why we should treat the war refugees of the twentieth century within the broader context of nationalistically motivated flight as defined by international law and the statutes of the UNHCR. Refugees from both world wars and the wars in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s were victims, above all, of massive and nationalistically motivated violence. Hence, they deserve the same kind of protection and the same prospects for permanent integration as any other group of refugees.
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Among the First World War’s numerous refugees was the future psychologist and writer Manès Sperber (1906–1985). After the Second World War he became famous above all for his settling of accounts with Communism and his autobiographically tinged trilogy, Like a Tear in the Ocean. There are few twentieth-century writers who depicted the fate of refugees as movingly and in a manner so true to life as did Sperber. His family came from the small Galician town of Zabłotów, which was located along a heavily contested section of the front in the First World War. The Sperbers fled four times from the Russian army under perilous circumstances before they finally packed their suitcases on the fifth try and moved to Vienna. There the family found accommodations in a small, bug-ridden apartment in Leopoldstadt, the Jewish and refugee district, where they quickly became impoverished. Hunger was as much a part of everyday life as freezing during the winter; the parents and their three sons tried desperately to keep their heads above water with piecework, specifically by rolling cigarettes for a living. In the first volume of his memoirs, Sperber offers this succinct summary of his difficult youth: “… between 1916 and 1918, sinking from level to level, I was to find out in endless detail, that every fall can trigger a further, deeper fall, and that the abyss has no bottom.”11 Only belatedly could he begin school at the local gymnasium, where he remained an outsider and was tormented by an antisemitic teacher. He was unable to finish school, in part because of a case of tuberculosis that only healed after many years and a long stay in a sanatorium. The Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), a Jewish-American NGO that pioneered aid for refugees worldwide, paid for his convalescence.

The experience of being uprooted shaped Sperber’s political career. After a brief flirtation with Zionism and an active membership in the socialist Zionist youth group Hashomer Hatzair, he turned to Communism, hoping to find an intellectual home and friends within the movement.12 After the Palace of Justice in Vienna was burned in 1927 (following clashes between Social Democratic defenders of the Republic and a right-wing anti-democratic veterans’ group, which Sperber astutely recognized as an omen signaling the end of the Austrian Republic), he left Vienna and moved to Berlin. There he lived by lecturing and giving presentations on individual psychology, which was emerging as an important field at just that time. Sperber had received his training from Alfred Adler, one of the founders of this field. But he spent most of his time as an activist for the German Communist Party (KPD) and the Comintern. In 1931 Sperber traveled to the Soviet Union, where he found a poor and brutalized society instead of the workers’ and peasants’ paradise he expected. His experiences in Moscow led to a first estrangement from Communism and led Sperber to regard the KPD’s fight against the Social Democrats as a failed strategy that contributed to the rise of Hitler. In March 1933 SA men tracked him down to a safe house where he was hiding and arrested him. Thanks to an intervention by the Polish embassy (Sperber was a Polish citizen), he was released from jail after five and a half weeks.13 After a short stay in Prague he traveled on to Vienna, where he no longer felt at home, then moved for a time to Zagreb, where he quickly learned Serbo-Croatian and once again was able to earn a sporadic living by lecturing. From there he made his way to Paris, where he spent most of the 1930s.

Thanks to his work for exile newspapers and (with increasing frequency) for French publishing houses, Sperber managed to make ends meet, though he lived very modestly. One visitor once noted that his accommodations, a dark and confining hotel room in the Quartier Latin, were furnished with a table, a radio, and a hotplate.14 Owing to his facility for languages and his charismatic personality, Sperber made connections with the Parisian intellectual scene and befriended André Malraux, who would, a few years later, save his life. In spite of this successful professional integration, Sperber remained critical of his environment: “The radical indifference of Parisians and their decided disinclination to be drawn into the life of foreigners or let such persons into their lives guarantees every individual a personal freedom that is hardly known elsewhere. This freedom benefited the exiles, but it also allowed the poorest and the loneliest among them to perish, ‘to drown on the cobblestones out in the open, in the presence of many people, without a single passer-by as much as turning around.’ ”15

After the Hitler-Stalin Pact, Sperber renounced Communism, and in December 1939 he volunteered for the French army. Conceivably he was hoping to obtain French citizenship by serving in the Foreign Legion; his parents and two brothers escaped at the last minute to England. Following demobilization Sperber hid out for almost two years in the south of France, where his wife, a Latvian Jew, bore him a son in June 1942. Three months later, following a warning from his friend André Malraux, he entrusted himself to a smuggler who was supposed to smuggle him across the mountains into Switzerland. But the smuggler abandoned the refugee toward evening at a fork in the trail. Disoriented from exhaustion, Sperber fell asleep on the side of the trail, and at daybreak he found his way into Switzerland. After his arrival he was interned in a prison-like camp, while his wife and small son, who managed to escape two weeks later, lived in another camp for over a year.16 Sperber became ill from a duodenal ulcer and was taken in by a pastor’s family in Zurich. In 1944 the family, finally reunited, was able to move into a small house. One year later the war was over, and the Sperbers moved back to Paris.

Although the eternal refugee was now finally able to settle permanently, he never got over the loss of so many friends who died during the Second World War. His writings—such as his fictional trilogy and his three-part autobiography, less well-known but equally well worth reading—have an eloquence and vividness that recall Stefan Zweig. Understandably, both books are permeated by a profound melancholy. After the first volume of the trilogy came out, Albert Camus wrote to Sperber: “It is one of the books of this time: beautiful, dark, and necessary. I have liked above all what some of the greatest books of this time actually lack: compassion and a certain trembling of humanity, which it seems to me I would be able to recognize from hell.”17



This insight, moreover, makes it easier to understand why refugee flows did not cease with the official end of the two world wars, but actually increased. Although the weapons were officially silent as of November 1918 or May 1945, the victors of the wars thereafter attempted to broaden their territorial gains and to change population structures in their favor. Mass flight was thus no longer a result or symptom of war; it was turning into an aim of war. This first became apparent during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, when national minorities were chased out of disputed regions in order to justify subsequent territorial claims. Waves of refugees also had military side-effects: they upset resupply lines to the front, sowed chaos, undermined the moral of the enemy, and distracted the adversary from military priorities. In the 1940 Blitzkrieg against France, the Wehrmacht deliberately used refugees to achieve these purposes. Toward the end of the “long” First World War—“long” because military actions did not stop in 1918—more than a dozen nations were affected by numerous follow-up conflicts. In Eastern Europe between 1919 and 1923 there were probably even more refugees than there had been earlier, during the grueling war years.18

One of the largest groups, alongside the Russian Civil War refugees and Greeks from Asia Minor, were again East European Jews fleeing from a myriad of pogroms that caused thousands of deaths. There was also a massive post-imperial flight by members of imperial nations leaving newly founded nation-states and lost territories. The losers of the First World War in Central Europe—the German Empire, Hungary, which had been reduced to a third of its former territory, and Austria, which shrank even more—had to cope with an influx of about two million people in total.19 The Ottoman Empire was less affected, because so many Turks and Muslims had already been driven out of Southeastern Europe after 1876 and after 1912, but the Ottomans nevertheless took in around 350,000 Muslims from Greece who had been removed under the terms of the Treaty of Lausanne. Bulgaria, another loser in the war, had to cope with an influx of more than 200,000 people.

We know little about the integration of these post-imperial refugees; if they had relatives and contacts in their host countries, this was obviously an advantage. Compensation was only a promise received on paper (this was provided for in the Treaties of Neuilly and Lausanne, for example, which is why they fit so well into a world order of liberal nation-states); most of them had lost their property and were impoverished, but never received any compensation. The refugee communities were therefore soon rife with nationalism and its variants of revisionism and revanchism.

The images of massive suffering and dying cited in the introduction to this book mobilized international NGOs like the Carnegie Foundation, which had already documented war crimes in the Balkan Wars. Jewish aid organizations, like the Berlin-based Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden (Relief Organization of German Jews), the aforementioned JDC, and the Hebrew Sheltering and Immigrant Aid Society in New York sent food and financial aid and tried to facilitate immigration. The International and the American Red Cross, and British and American Quakers maintained numerous refugee camps. Tens of thousands of people would have died without that support, which stands as a first fine hour for international humanitarianism.



The protection and diminution of minorities after the Paris Peace Treaties

The international community reacted by attempting to use international law as a way of stopping minorities from being subjected to discrimination and persecution. According to estimates by Carole Fink, up to twenty-five million members of minority groups lived in the eastern half of Europe.20 Hence there was an irrefutable need for measures to protect them, which the victorious powers undertook to so do under the influence of the aforementioned NGOs and made into law in all of the Parisian Peace Treaties, from St. Germain to Sèvres. Fink calls this the “little Versailles” next to the “big Versailles” (the peace treaties between the former adversaries of the war).

Minority protection in the interwar period had a bad press even at the time, and to this day it hardly enjoys a good reputation. The safeguards for minorities were indeed only second-rank in terms of international law. Their legal force could not be evoked without difficulty, and in the final analysis they did little to improve everyday life for Europe’s many minorities. We can nevertheless view efforts toward minority protection as an attempt at preventing more nationalist-inspired mass flight—and in this respect it functioned passably well. A majority of national minorities remained in the areas where they had settled; this was true for Germans and Ukrainians in Poland, for Hungarians in Romania, and for numerous other population groups.

A fundamental design flaw in “little Versailles” was that the Western nation-states ruled out minority protection within their own borders, clinging to the ideal of a homogenous nation-state. Moreover, minorities subjected to discrimination could only initiate proceedings against treaty violations if they first succeeded in securing assistance from League of Nation members. They were dependent on external support, and as a rule it was the neighboring nation-state that all too willingly put itself in the limelight, as Germany did when it came to the German-speaking population in Poland.21

Other minorities, like the Jews, the Armenians, and the Ukrainians, had no nation-state of their own to advocate for their interests or serve as a refuge (although the Ukrainian Soviet Republic did attract a number of Ukrainian intellectuals from Poland in the 1920s). They fell between the cracks of the nation-state order. In concrete terms, this affected such groups as the approximately 20,000 Galician Jews who had fled to Vienna during World War I and stayed there until the end of the war, among other reasons because of the pogroms in their homeland. In 1920 the government of the Republic of Austria refused to grant Jewish refugees the right of residence and citizenship using ethno-nationalist arguments. At first the Interior Ministry pointed to the Jews’ foreign language and then, since most of them spoke German only too well, to their “race” in order to justify deporting them to Poland.

If one interprets minority protection following the First World War in the context of the nation-state order created at the time, it becomes easier to understand why these safeguards went hand in hand almost everywhere with a deliberate reduction in the numbers of national minorities. The first Paris Peace Treaty, which linked both principles in a seemingly paradoxical manner, was the Treaty of Neuilly. It dealt with Bulgaria and imposed tough sanctions on this world war loser, comparable to the provisions imposed on Germany. In addition to paying sizable reparations, Bulgaria had to accept painful territorial losses; the Bulgarian part of Thrace was lost, and thus access to the Aegean. Although this allowed Greece to annex a region with a substantial Bulgarian minority, that minority’s protection remained very limited. In the midst of all its many regulations about minority rights, the Treaty of Neuilly contains a collection of paragraphs about the “reciprocal and voluntary emigration of persons belonging to racial minorities.”22 In these passages the great powers and the two former military adversaries that were parties to this arrangement specified that Bulgarians should emigrate out of northern Greece and, in return, Greeks out of Bulgaria. The principle of voluntariness still applied, so that in the following two years only a few hundred families volunteered for emigration to “their” nation-state.

With the arrival of the Greek refugees from Asia Minor, whom Athens deliberately settled in the north of the country in order to form an ethnic bulwark there against Bulgaria, the local dynamics changed. The refugees clashed with the native population over their land and their houses, and a spiral of violence was quickly set in motion. The League of Nations dispatched an investigative commission, which in 1924 decided that emigration should in the future be obligatory for minorities.23 That of course had an impact on local practice; emigration turned more and more into forcible expulsion. Overall, 103,000 Bulgarians had to leave Greece, and 53,000 Bulgarian Greeks moved in the opposite direction toward Greece. Today these figures might seem small but, especially for Bulgaria, this influx on top of all the refugees it took in from the Ottoman Empire, Romania, and Serbia, amounted to a burden that was almost impossible to manage. In the mid-1920s, Bulgarian authorities put the number of refugees at about 200,000, most of whom lived in abject misery and were only partly integrated.24

Although one can certainly categorize these refugees as victims of nationalist persecution, they created a breeding ground for an even more radical nationalism. In the 1920s and 1930s, the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) launched suicidal terror attacks similar to those of the later Islamist group Al-Qaida. In 1934, in what was the organization’s most spectacular assassination, a Bulgarian terrorist shot to death King Alexander I of Yugoslavia and the French foreign minister in Marseille. The IMRO recruited numerous adherents and activists, above all from the ranks of embittered refugees from Serbia and Greece.25

The 1920 Treaty of Sèvres, which dealt primarily with the Ottoman Empire, contained regulations similar to those in the Treaty of Neuilly. Minorities were supposed to be “exchanged” along a new Greco-Turkish borderline in western Asia Minor. The exchange never took place, however, because one part of the Turkish elite rejected this humiliating and colonialist agreement. Since Greece also marched into Asia Minor, Kemal Pasha, later known as Atatürk, formed a new Turkish army that in 1921 achieved a decisive victory west of Ankara at the Sakarya River. The Greek troops and the Greeks from Asia Minor were then driven into the sea, and by the end of 1922 some 600,000 to 700,000 refugees were already en route to Greece.

In 1923 the Treaty of Lausanne certified this mass flight as a matter of international law and expanded the population shifts to include all of Asia Minor and Greece. It was determined that all Christians had to leave the territory of Turkey, with the exception of Istanbul and Western Thrace (which belonged to Greece according to the provisions of the Treaty of Neuilly), and all Muslims (or, as they were viewed at the time, Turks) had to leave Greece. This “exchange of minorities” was obligatory and comprehensive and led to massive population removals. In addition to the roughly 700,000 refugees of 1922, there were an additional 500,000 Greeks from Anatolia, Eastern Thrace, and the Black Sea coast, along with 350,000 Turks and other Northern Greek Muslims. Contemporaries commenting on the Treaty of Lausanne would often cite the cruelty of “the Turks,” a theme widely disseminated in the nineteenth century owing to that era’s numerous wars, uprisings, and acts of retaliation, and only confirmed by the genocide perpetrated on the Armenians.
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MAP 2. Flight and population shifts between Turkey, Greece, and Bulgaria after the Treaties of Neuilly (1919) and Lausanne (1923)


The proposed contrast between a civilized Europe and a violence-prone Orient (or Balkans) does not stand up to closer scrutiny. After 1918 there were also massive expulsions of minorities in Central Europe; characteristically, these happened after the armistice. The expulsions initially affected around 150,000 Alsatians and Lorrainers whom France, after marching back into the region, defined as Germans. In 1918–19 the French Commissions de Triage (literally “Selection Commissions”) divided the population in Alsace and Lorraine into four categories: descendants of French citizens, citizens who were products of mixed marriages with at least one parent of verifiable French ancestry, citizens from third states, and Alsatians classified as Germans. About one third of the Alsatians belonging to the fourth category were deported, while the others had to put up with serious disadvantages, for example when it came to exchanging their reichsmarks for the new currency of the franc.
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These accusations against Turkey had already begun at the Conference of Lausanne and were seriously pushed by the chief negotiator, British foreign minister Lord George Curzon (1859–1925). He is frequently quoted as stating that the comprehensive removal of minorities without exception—something the treaty prettified as an “exchange of minorities”—was “a thoroughly bad and vicious solution, for which the world will pay a heavy penalty for a hundred years to come.”26 Although he was right about that, the minutes of the negotiations clearly show that the British chair of the conference, who had already put his stamp on the Treaty of Neuilly, had himself added the “exchange of minorities” to the agenda. It was Curzon who insisted that there could be no exceptions to this population exchange and that it was obligatory. The conference chair also set aside any moral objections since, like Fridtjof Nansen, the High Commissioner for Refugees for the League of Nations, he was convinced that it was entirely possible to transplant millions of people quickly and integrate them into jobs at their new places of residence. This technocratic way of thinking shows that the flight from nationalism was not based solely on hatred, violence, and wars, but also on rational thinking and a ruthless kind of social engineering characteristic of European ultra-modernity.

Curzon developed his model of a territorial partition followed by population shifts when he was an Indian viceroy at the beginning of the twentieth century. The occasion was provided by the persistent conflicts between Hindus and Muslims in colonial India. In 1905, following the governing principle of “divide and conquer,” Curzon initiated the division of Bengal (which was basically made up of today’s Bangladesh and the Indian federal state of West Bengal) into two regions—one Hindu-dominated and the other preponderantly Muslim. Owing to protests on both sides, this partition was rescinded in 1911, yet in 1949 the border between an independent India and (East) Pakistan largely followed the line laid down by Curzon. The next “Curzon Line” that looked as if it could have been drawn on a map with a ruler was sketched in 1920 in Galicia, as part of an effort by the British foreign minister to mediate in the Polish-Soviet War. With some local deviations that line continued to serve as the new border between Poland and the Soviet Ukraine after September 1944. To be sure, one cannot make Curzon, who died in 1925, morally liable for the massive flight and expulsions that took place in India and Galicia during the second half of the 1940s. (In India there were about twelve million refugees, in Galicia more than a million.) But the populations shifts he recommended did go back to the principle of territorial partition that, apart from India, was also applied in the upper Adriatic region around Trieste as well as in the UN partition plan for Palestine.



The expulsion of 1919–20 undertaken by the French did not, however, solve the minority problem, since numerous Alsatians were not satisfied with the new government and its policy of linguistic assimilation. They founded an autonomy movement that was suppressed by Paris with police action, censorship and deportations. In turn, Alsatian refugees in the German Reich formed an influential lobby that agitated incessantly against France, supported the separatist wing of the Alsatian autonomy movement, and during the 1930s spread National Socialist ideas. After the Second World War this lobby was neutralized in the context of the Cold War; now, however, there were new lobbies of expellees within the context of the Cold War, agitating above all against Poland and Czechoslovakia.

The handling of the German minority in Alsace and Lorraine established a precedent for Central Europe. The Geneva Convention on Upper Silesia negotiated in 1922 between Germany and Poland was based on the model of a two-sided emigration (again, comparable to the Treaties of Neuilly and Sèvres). This region, the most important industrial district in East Central Europe, was partitioned, and minorities on both sides of the newly drawn border obtained a “right of choice,” meaning an opportunity to emigrate to their external nation-state. Whether one can legitimately speak of a “right” here is another question. Ultimately, this was a choice between two evils. Overall, at least 170,000 Silesians opted for Germany or Poland and emigrated.27 An unknown number had already fled from the violence and unrest (the so-called Silesian uprisings) that preceded the plebiscite in which they were asked to choose their postwar home.

Germany managed to cope reasonably well with the absorption of about one million post-imperial refugees and re-migrants, while much the same challenge overwhelmed the Southeastern European states. As mentioned earlier, up to 70,000 Greeks died from illness and conditions of scarcity on their way and after their arrival. In Bulgaria international NGOs did not have a very strong presence, so little is known about the refugees there. The regions along the coast and the major river valleys were, however, malaria-infested and not well suited to taking in more than two hundred thousand people.

While the suffering of the refugees was soon forgotten, politicians all over Europe praised the Treaty of Lausanne as a model for settling conflicts between hostile nations. From 1937 to 1947 the catchword “Lausanne” served as a reference point for almost a dozen international treaties in which massive population shifts were negotiated and regulated. A closer look at the Turkish-Greek relationship shows that conflicts were by no means successfully “solved” along Lausanne lines. In 1955 about 125,000 Greeks left Istanbul after the pogrom-like riots of the so-called Septembrianá (the Treaty of Lausanne applied a special regulation to the old capital of the Ottoman Empire and of Greek Orthodoxy). After the military putsch of 1974, the ethnically mixed island of Cyprus was partitioned, so that 210,000 people had to flee (on Cyprus, see Chapter 2.4 below).

If the Greeks of Asia Minor had had a stronger voice in the Western media and politics, perhaps this assessment of Lausanne would have turned out differently. Even years after arriving in their host countries, the refugees were still being ostracized, attacked, and chased out of the very fields they were meant to be cultivating. In 1924, in the Macedonian prefecture of Serres, there was even a small-scale pogrom. Twelve houses and a refugee settlement were destroyed, and fifty people were hospitalized. One Greek politician thereupon suggested identifying the refugees with yellow armbands.28 The professional and day-to-day integration of Greeks from Asia Minor proceeded only slowly; as late as the 1970s and 1980s, certain villages and city neighborhoods were still clearly recognizable as former refugee settlements.

This intolerable situation ultimately came to an end because many refugees traveled on from Greece to other countries, including the US, Australia, France, and countries beyond the Mediterranean. One may speak here of a secondary flight—comparable to what has been happening to the Syrians who came to Germany in 2015 from Turkey or Lebanon. In Egypt during the 1920s the Greek community grew to about 50,000. The story of this diaspora ended a generation later when Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser banished most Europeans, including the Greeks, following the Suez crisis of 1956.

This cross-generational and multi-stage flight was, as in the case of many groups of refugees, also economically motivated. The Egyptian and Australian Greeks—and the very concept of “diaspora,” after all, comes from the Greek—show that dire situations such as that of the 1920s could be solved, among other ways, by the affected parties seizing the initiative and settling in third countries on their own.

Flight migration in stages was also a common experience for refugees from the Russian Civil War. Initially they fled mostly to neighboring states (more about this in Chapter Three). But Poland, Lithuania, and parts of Romania, were unable to feed, house, or even permanently take in such numbers. Moreover, Russia’s despotic rule over Poland had ended a few years earlier, and the Polish-Soviet War of 1920 reactivated anti-Russian feelings. Since Poland’s right-wing parties put Jews and Communists into the same pigeonhole, antisemitism increased as well. Eventually, at the start of 1923, the Polish government issued a decree requiring all refugees who did not have Polish citizenship to leave the country.29 Many Russians, especially Russian Jews, tried to get to the Free City of Danzig, where there had been a shipping link to New York City since 1919. Until 1924 more than 120,000 people emigrated from Danzig to the US, 83,000 of them Jewish.

The Russian Jews who had found refuge in Romania at the beginning of the 1920s (depending on which estimate one uses, this was between 40,000 and 100,000 people) also attempted to get through to the West.30 And in this case again, territorial conflicts (including the dispute over Bessarabia) and negative experiences with Russian supremacy played a role. Romanian animosity toward Russian domination admittedly went back further than more recent ill feelings in Poland (the Russian protectorate over Romania had ended with the Crimean War), yet the strongest imperial power in Southeastern Europe was still unpopular.

Oppressive poverty and terrible living conditions in Poland, Romania, Hungary, Austria, and other eastern central and southeastern countries increased migration pressures on Germany. Berlin was on the route to North Sea harbors where, prior to 1914, most East European migrants had boarded ships for overseas destinations. On top of that, the German capital was itself a magnet for Jewish and East European migrants, and there were still the remnants of a rudimentary welfare state in Germany so that, in spite of the hyperinflation and all its social costs, living conditions were somewhat better than in Poland or Romania.

When the refugees from Russia arrived by the hundreds of thousands, however, they soon began to sense that they were unwanted.31 As a rule, government officials refused to grant them labor or residency permits, which excluded them from social welfare services. This forced the new arrivals into the shadow economy and into accepting very low paid jobs, which landed them in competition with the native lower classes. In November 1923, growing social tensions in the Scheunenviertel, the neighborhood in Berlin that was a mecca for Jews from Eastern Europe, erupted into a pogrom. Unlike pogroms in numerous Russian, Ukrainian, Polish, and Romanian cities, in Berlin the police got the violence under control, and there were no fatalities. Yet the looting and violence on the streets worked like a push factor, impelling forward migration to other countries. According to official French statistics, 72,000 Russians went to France, especially to Paris. Traces of other places where migrants eventually landed largely disappeared on the way overseas and en route to other European countries. About 100,000 Russian refugees remained in Germany, most of whom then had to pack their suitcases one more time after the National Socialists seized power.

The US, however, was largely closed to refugees after 1924. The Immigration Act enacted that year effectively sealed off, for more than two decades, what had until then been the most important destination admitting East European Jews. The quota rule issued earlier, in 1921, was already directed against immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. In Danzig there was often a backlog of Jewish refugees; several thousand people were at times housed under miserable conditions in provisional camps and tents.32 They did, however, receive support from the aforementioned Jewish aid organizations, which also helped defuse acute distress in places like Bucharest, Berlin, or Vienna.

Yet Jewish NGOs could not prevent government discrimination in most of the Eastern European states or prevent the United States from passing the Immigration Act. As a rule, Jews integrated fairly quickly, even changing their names in many cases and, in a number of instances, amassing fortunes. (The very term “Melting Pot” was in fact the invention of a Jewish writer with East European roots.) In the end, though, positive experiences with integration often counted for little. Eagerness to integrate could not blunt the sharp edge of American isolationism, the matrix of immigration policy in the interwar era. Workers feared competition from immigrants and wage dumping, and antisemitism was also on the rise on the Western side of the Atlantic.

A fundamental problem faced by Polish and Romanian Jews was that, unlike Russian Civil War refugees, they were not viewed as victims of violence and persecution on the international stage. To be sure, most East European Jews emigrated in order to improve their living situation, yet very many of them had also experienced antisemitism and violence or even witnessed pogroms. When the US nearly dropped out of contention as a destination, they increasingly turned to Argentina, Brazil, or Canada. But those countries were also closing their borders as the world economic crisis took hold. Clearly, the international process of redirecting migrants from one country to another, which had functioned in a rudimentary way thanks to the Nansen passports, was no longer in force.




2.2 The “clean sweep”: Mass flight and population removal in the 1940s

In the 1930s this breakdown was painfully experienced above all by people fleeing National Socialism. Immediately after Hitler’s seizure of power, nearly 60,000 German citizens went into exile. Initially, the principal country admitting them was neighboring France, where 25,000 refugees chose to stay. Even at this early juncture, then, the exodus from Germany exceeded in quantitative terms the sum total of refugee movements out of Italy and all the other fascist or authoritarian regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. After Mussolini’s seizure of power, not even 10,000 Italians fled Italy, and only smaller groups and opposition politicians went into exile from Poland, Hungary, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria, evidence that Italian fascists and the authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe were much less radical than the National Socialists.

Among the refugees from Germany, it was opposition politicians, journalists, and trade unionists who at first predominated. They were certainly fleeing for political reasons. But before long, German Jews had become the predominant group among the exiles. Superficially they were not any different from their fellow citizens, but they were persecuted, primarily because of National Socialism’s racial ideology. Some historians, including Norman Naimark, categorize this early phase of persecution as “ethnic cleansing,” which is why it is already being treated in this chapter.33 France, in spite of serious economic crisis, held its doors open to refugees for five years. Arrivals from abroad, however, did not receive work permits. Infringements of the law and illegal employment were severely punished, sometimes even by deportation into the refugee’s country of origin. Much like the situation facing Russians in Berlin during the 1920s, then, there were very few opportunities in France to earn a living outside of the self-organized refugee economy. The lack of work opportunities—a refusal to facilitate occupational integration that was a deliberate political act—condemned refugees to a Luftexistenz (airy existence), as Manès Sperber described it in a play on the Yiddish word luftmensch (an impractical visionary literally subsisting on air). Laconically, he expounded on the situation in Paris in the mid-1930s: “They were given to understand everywhere that the world did not need any emigrants and could barely suppress the suspicion that the defeat of those refugees had been their own fault and that they must have deserved it, too.”34 German Jews in growing numbers therefore moved on to Palestine, which became the most important country of exile for them until 1938. There, until survivors of the Holocaust started arriving from eastern Europe, the “Jeckes” (modern Hebrew slang for German Jews) constituted a major force in cultural life, especially in the “white city” of Tel Aviv.

The situation worsened after the Nuremberg Racial Laws were issued in September 1935. As a result of state-mandated discrimination and persecution, 70,000 Jews fled Germany. Following the “Kristallnacht” pogrom of November 1938, in which 400 people were killed and thousands of houses, shops, and synagogues ravaged, another 120,000 Jews emigrated.35 Over the 1930s the social profile of the refugees changed as acts of repression became increasingly brutal. Beginning in 1935, more women and children, who were especially vulnerable, fled Germany. Yet the classic countries of immigration overseas treated refugees’ visa inquiries and entry requests just as they did similar applications from other migrant groups, primarily with attention to utilitarian considerations. Families that were poor or had many children, single women, and old people had virtually no chance of being taken in.

After 1938, the expansion of the German Reich aggravated the international refugee emergency. Following the annexation of Austria and the destruction of Czechoslovakia, another 175,000 Jews headed into exile. Fresh waves of refugees had the side-effect, sought by the National Socialists, of helping to destabilize the remaining host countries and democracies. In France conflicts over refugee policy (which were linked, in turn, to the Spanish Civil War, about which more will be said in Chapter 3.2), contributed to the collapse of the leftist Popular Front government under Léon Blum.

Faced with flight on such a massive scale, the international community had to react. As early as 1933, the League of Nations, following the model of the commissioners for Russian, Greek, and Armenian refugees, appointed a High Commissioner for Refugees from Germany. This position was entrusted to James McDonald, a political scientist and diplomat from the United States whose appointment raised hopes that the US would overcome its isolationism and make a greater commitment on behalf of refugees. And yet the League of Nations gave McDonald little more than an office in Lausanne (not at the League’s home in Geneva) and no dedicated budget.36 The new commissioner was left with little choice but to beg charitable organizations for money; Jewish organizations in particular made donations to his office.

Ultimately, all efforts at coordinating the international distribution of the victims of National Socialism from one country to another failed—much as, eighty years later, the quota for refugees from Syria sought by the EU also collapsed. Only scholars, scientists, and some famous artists had a decent chance, but their admission depended on utilitarian calculations. The 212 German professors who found refuge in England, and the 143 who got to the United States promised to enhance the research climate of whatever country took them in. When McDonald called on countries to undertake a stronger effort against the causes of mass flight and adopt a more offensive stance against the Nazi regime, he got no support. In 1935 he resigned in protest, which was a logical and honorable thing to do but did little to help the refugees.37

At any rate, in 1938 at American initiative an international conference was called in the resort town of Évian-les-Bains to support Jewish refugees from Germany and recently annexed Austria. The thirty-two participating states could not, however, agree on an admissions quota. Moreover, Great Britain, which administered Palestine under a mandate from the League of Nations, limited annual immigration there to 12,000.38 The background to this restriction had to do with the violence and occasionally pogrom-like riots between Arabs and Jews in 1936 and with the failure of the Peel Commission to mediate the conflict in 1937 by partitioning Palestine and arranging population shifts modeled on Lausanne.39 But since this envisioned a resettlement of about 200,000 Arabs and only 1,250 Jews, the former resisted this vehemently and, at first, successfully.

In Europe and in North and South America, this sealing off of national borders had to do with the world economic crisis and, especially, the catastrophic status of the labor market. To this day, economic factors play an important role in the willingness to accept migrants of all kinds; in the 2015 “refugee crisis,” poorer EU states and countries with high unemployment proved less receptive to helping than Germany, Austria, and Sweden. To be sure, Switzerland and Denmark, countries that are not exactly poor, also refused to take in a substantial number of refugees. Evidently, a country’s policy toward refugees is not solely determined by its prosperity. Questions of national identity, cultural values, and the stance taken by mainstream parties toward right-wing nationalism can prove equally decisive.

In Europe in the 1930s, attitudes toward Jews were especially crucial. Through 1938, France and Czechoslovakia distanced themselves from the brutal antisemitism of the National Socialists and acted generously. Then, however, the Western powers left the last functioning democracy in Central Europe in the lurch, even though it was clear that this would again aggravate the international refugee emergency. After the Munich Agreement, around 190,000 people fled the Sudetenland, initially to the interior of Czechoslovakia and from there, to the extent this was possible, on to Western Europe. France was unable to withstand the additional onrush and decreed a halt to immigration in May 1938. This decision was also influenced by the burden of taking in refugees from the Spanish Civil War, who were crossing the border in ever larger numbers. Belgium and the Netherlands, in reaction to the panicky flight from Germany following the November pogroms, also closed their borders. In addition, more and more states deported people who were without a valid residency permit. As would happen again in the autumn of 2015, when many European countries and Germany’s leading conservative media outlets changed the vocabulary of public discussion, refugees became “illegal immigrants.”40

The traditional countries of immigration were also introducing ever stricter restrictions. In the United States, very low immigration quotas had been in force since the Immigration Act of 1924. And, although Canada did not actually fix an upper limit, after the outbreak of the world economic crisis it did deport more than 28,000 unemployed people between 1930 and 1935.41 Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, and Chile also closed their borders. Only Mexico, governed by leftist republicans, opened its doors to refugees in 1938–39.

Apart from this exception, the international community either ignored the persecution and suffering of refugees or at least did nothing to stop it. To the extent that countries of immigration were willing to take in refugees, economic criteria had priority. This utilitarianism contributed to a situation in which Jews were not accepted. A symbol of the international community’s and especially the United States’ failure was the odyssey of the St. Louis. In the spring of 1939 this passenger ship with 937 people on board spent more than a week circling the coasts of Cuba and Florida. Since no state was willing to accept the refugees (only 29 were allowed to disembark in Havana, thanks to the intervention of the captain), they had to return to Europe, where they were distributed among different countries. One fourth of them ultimately perished in the Holocaust.42

The St. Louis was sent back to Europe because the annual immigration quota for Germany and Austria had already been exhausted for refugees from these countries. The existence of that quota was, however, itself a sign that the US was at last taking some account of humanitarian concerns. In 1938 President Franklin Roosevelt ordered that the annual immigration quotas for refugees from both countries now constituting “Greater Germany” be merged so that the total now amounted to 27,370 people. This tripled the number of Jewish immigrants (which is what they still were in the eyes of officials) over the numbers allowed in four years earlier. In addition, the government removed time limits on tourist visas and eased other restrictions.
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The 254 passengers of the St. Louis who were later murdered included the members of the Dublon family from Erfurt. Brothers Erich and Wilhelm Dublon, owners of a retail shoe company and two shoe stores, managed to get hold of a ticket for themselves and their families on the St. Louis. Up until the very end they were hoping to reach the US, which friends of theirs actually managed to do, but they, like almost all the ship’s passengers, were sent back to Europe. At first the Dublons found accommodations in Belgium, where they were able to settle in rather quickly. Wilhelm Dublon’s two daughters, Lore and Eva, were already back in school by the spring of 1940 and, after some initial difficulties owing to the foreign language of instruction, made it through the school year. On weekends the family enjoyed taking off on nature outings and walks in the woods, just as they had done back home. In one of his last letters to friends living in New York, Wilhelm Dublon described the situation in Brussels in April 1940 as “quiet” and “peaceful.”43

A good month later, the Wehrmacht attacked neutral Belgium, and from then on the family had to hide. In the summer of 1942, the first member of the family was caught, the older brother Erich (age 50). He was deported to the Mechelen transit camp and from there to Auschwitz, where he died in the gas chambers. Wilhelm, his wife, and the two sixteen- and ten-year-old daughters were arrested in December 1943 and January 1944 and also taken to Auschwitz. The father, mother, and younger daughter were immediately sent to the gas chamber, while the elder daughter survived a few months longer as a forced laborer in the satellite camp of Golleschau. An entire family was extinguished. There was thus no one who could give witness to the fate of the Dublons. The family’s history was finally treated in the framework of a multi-year documentation and research project about the passengers of the St. Louis put together by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the findings of which were published in 2006 in the moving book Refuge Denied.44 The book documents the life journeys of the survivors and of the other passengers on the St. Louis who came so close to being rescued but ultimately fell into the clutches of the National Socialists. The chances of survival were tiny for refugees in the Netherlands, somewhat higher in Belgium and France, while those accepted into England were the lucky ones.

In 2017 critics of President Trump, reacting to his provisional ban on taking in refugees, published the “St. Louis Manifesto” with the following hashtag: “We remember the victims of Nazism turned away at the doorstep of America in 1939. #RefugeesWelcome.”45



Just as important was the opening of Great Britain, which granted entry to 56,000 Jewish refugees from Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia on the eve of the war. This stance, in turn, motivated private aid organizations to finance the transport and placement of 10,000 Jewish children in England.46 Latin American states now also behaved in a less restrictive manner, yet further evidence that international refugee policy can be shaped by models, good or bad.

Overall, about 270,000 German, 130,000 Austrian, and 33,000 Czechoslovakian Jews were able to reach safety before the outbreak of the Second World War.47 Poorer families in Central Europe were unable to leave because high travel costs made flight unaffordable, while Polish Jews were in an even more desperate situation. About 100,000 of them fled to territories occupied by the Red Army after the invasion of the Wehrmacht. But the Stalinist Soviet Union—as Spanish Civil War fighters and Communists from Germany, Poland, and other countries had already learned—was a murderous country of asylum. Arriving Polish Jews were mostly deported to Central Asia and Siberia, where many died from adverse living conditions either en route or after their arrival. These deported Jews at least escaped the National Socialist extermination machine. After 1945 most of the survivors, along with the other sybiracy (these were mainly members of the Polish elites, civil servants, owners of homes or estates, as well as intellectuals who stood in the way of eastern Poland’s Sovietization) returned to Poland, where the overwhelming majority were sent to the former German territories that were placed under Polish administration in the summer of 1945. In Silesia, Pomerania, and the other “recovered territories,” Polish Jews were supposed to contribute to these regions’ resettlement and Polonization. In line with the doctrine that these were originally Polish lands, this policy was called “re-Polonization,” a further example of how different governments use the prefix re- for propaganda purposes. The largest communities now lived in Wrocław (Breslau) and in Lower Silesian Rychbach (subsequently renamed Dzierżoniów), where Jewish repatriates even formed the majority for a few years.

The attempt to integrate resettlers from central Poland, exiles from eastern Poland, remigrants from Western Europe, and the Jews into a new society failed. After the Kielce pogrom in the summer of 1946, where the death toll was 42, a massive wave of emigration took place that was nothing other than an additional stage in the flight from antisemitism in Europe. Most Jews wanted to go to the United States or Palestine but often had to stay put for the time being in the DP camps of occupied Germany and Austria, which will be discussed below.

By the mid-1930s, the protections for minorities embedded in the Paris Peace Treaties of 1919–20 were widely regarded as having failed. Poland, the largest state in East Central Europe, revoked minority protections in 1934—with the compelling argument that these protections would have to be valid for all European states if they were to have any validity at all. In the Paris Peace Treaties, France, Belgium, Italy, and even Germany, as a losing signatory from the First World War, had not committed themselves to any comparable concessions because, against all evidence, they insisted that they were already homogenous nation-states. The League of Nations could therefore do little to oppose National Socialist Germany taking ever harsher measures against its minorities during the 1930s.

The Munich Agreement of 1938, which stands for the failed policy of appeasement toward Hitler, finally removed minority protection in Europe for good. England, France, Italy, and the German Reich agreed to a reorganization of Europe on a foundation of ethnic boundaries. The border regions of Czechoslovakia, preponderantly settled by the German minority, fell to the German Reich, while the four signatory powers simultaneously concluded that a new border should also be drawn in southern Slovakia—in this case, to the benefit of Hungary. This was implemented at the end of 1939 in the First Vienna Arbitration. Each minority confronted the alternative of resettlement or assimilation. Following the Munich Agreement, around 190,000 Czechs fled the Sudetenland, while 120,000 people had to leave the territories lost to Hungary. After Slovakia became independent in the spring of 1939, another 50,000 Czechs were pushed out. There were no international aid programs of any kind for the roughly 300,000 Czech refugees, who could only hope for solidarity from their own nation-state, now seriously reduced and soon completely occupied, and from their families.

Following the example of the First Vienna Arbitration, two additional agreements were concluded in 1940, first between Hungary and Romania (in the Second Vienna Arbitration or, depending on one’s interpretation, the “Vienna Diktat”), soon followed by another between Romania and Bulgaria (the Treaty of Craiova). These had to do with two long-disputed regions, Transylvania and Dobruja, and once again the “solution” was to draw an ethnic boundary and then to follow up with population shifts. Around half a million people had to leave their homeland. On paper they were “opting” for emigration, but in many places they were in reality fleeing from National Socialist riots and pogroms. The unholy tradition of the “right of option,” established in Alsace in 1871, lived on after the First World War in the Paris Peace Treaties and in the Munich Agreement. In 1941 Bulgaria occupied large parts of Macedonia and Thrace. There the majority of the Serbian and Greek population was pushed out, while the Jews were handed over to the Germans and deported to Auschwitz. The “European peace order” propagated by Hitler on the basis of ethnically homogenous nation-states was, in the end, nothing more than an unstable war order generating even more violence.51 Approximately six million people were resettled and expelled by the National Socialists and their allies in Central and Southeastern Europe (not counting forced laborers and other displaced persons).
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The desperate situation of Jewish refugees—and her personal fate—inspired Hannah Arendt in 1943 to write a now almost forgotten essay about refugees. The German-Jewish political scientist and philosopher was interned after the outbreak of the war with France in the Gurs camp as an “enemy alien.” This kind of internment had an unholy lineage going back to the First World War, when hundreds of thousands of citizens of enemy countries landed in camps and died there by the tens of thousands from malnutrition, diseases, and epidemics. During the Second World War the danger this posed to interned German and Austrian Jews resided above all in the possibility that they might fall into the hands of the National Socialists after all. Arendt laments, in the lightly cynical and often desperate tone that pervades the essay, that “contemporary history has created a new kind of human being—the kind that are put in concentration camps by their foes and in internment camps by their friends.”48 From a purely legal point of view, Arendt was actually not an “enemy alien,” since the National Socialists had taken away her German citizenship in 1937. Yet, as she noted disappointedly, the Jewish refugees from Germany, in spite of all their attempts at adapting to French society, were still regarded as “les boches.”49 After France’s defeat by Germany, most of the Jews interned in Gurs and other French camps were deported to Auschwitz. Arendt escaped this fate by breaking out of the camp and, with the help of friends, finding her way via Marseille and Lisbon to New York.

There, in her essay “We Refugees,” composed for the Jewish periodical Menorah, she worked up her experiences in France into a fundamental critique of the nation-state and international refugee policy. Arendt accurately observes that the Jews, in light of Europe’s organization by nation-state, fell between the cracks of this order, and so she asks whether the obsession with defining a people as the residents of a state with fixed borders is still sustainable. She criticizes the limited willingness of states to take in refugees in spite of the acute threat and ends the essay by observing that the community of European nations was defeated by the National Socialists because it had allowed its weakest link, the Jews, to be excluded and persecuted. Arendt refers several times to the ghettos and concentration camps in Poland; apparently, as early as 1943 she was well-informed about the National Socialist machinery of extermination, whose origins she would analyze more thoroughly in her book The Origins of Totalitarianism.

In addition, Arendt’s essay (one of her first English-language texts) pleads for more understanding for refugees. She writes: “We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our occupation, which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We lost our language, which means the naturalness of reactions, the simplicity of gestures, the unaffected expression of feelings.” In the collective we-form she laments the “rupture of our private lives” through the loss of and separation from friends and relatives. At the same time Arendt attacks the assimilation of refugees and especially of Jews: “We have become a little hysterical since newspapermen started detecting us and telling us publicly to stop being disagreeable.…”50 She pleads for refugees to become “the vanguard of their peoples” and to advocate for their interests actively and publicly. While it is not entirely clear whether she refers here to Germans or to Jews as her people, it is also noteworthy that she speaks about refugees and not about exiles—apparently she did not regard herself as an exile.

In 2016, occasioned by the so-called refugee crisis of that year, the essay was republished in Germany and provided with a good afterword that placed the text in Hannah Arendt’s broader oeuvre. In particular, her observations about fundamental human rights, the failed assimilation of the Jews, and the international order have a philosophical dimension. One may also interpret the essay, written primarily for a Jewish readership, in political terms. The joint proposal made in 2015–16 by the Christian Social Union (the Bavarian sister-party of Germany’s Christian Democratic Union) and the Austrian People’s Party (its counterpart there) to set up reception camps and hold refugees there without offering any prospect of asylum might signify a return to the practice of internment that Arendt criticizes in this essay.



When the Nazi empire collapsed in 1944, there was no integration for the diverse population groups that had been pushed back and forth across Southeastern Europe in 1940–41. As far as is known, only a portion of those affected by these population movements returned to their old homeland after the war. Hesitation to return was linked to personal experiences with violence and the fact that many did not relish returning to an existence as an exposed minority. This frequently turned departure on account of ethnic cleansings into something permanent, whereas political refugees often tried actively and persistently to exert influence on their old homeland.


Flight and expulsion during the Second World War

The expansion of the war through Germany’s attacks on Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union in the spring of 1941 (for only then and after Pearl Harbor did the assaults initiated by the Axis powers truly become a world war) had a mixed impact on the mass removal of populations. On the one hand, the Nazis and their allies halted the large-scale ethnic reshuffling of central and south-eastern Europe set in motion by the Munich Agreement. All economic and military resources were now concentrated on the war at the eastern front. On the other hand, Germany’s genocidal warfare uprooted more and more people. Frontlines were drawn and redrawn so rapidly and radically that it was hard to quantify precisely the scope of refugee movements caused by the war. Given the trajectory of the frontline, these movements at first affected Poland, and then in early 1940 the Western front, most of all. In France and Belgium alone, at least four million people were in flight.52 This was, as mentioned, part of German military strategy, since streets clogged with refugees and a general climate of chaos prevented the French army from regrouping in the hinterland.

In Eastern Europe the Wehrmacht cracked down even harder on its enemies, in Poland during the autumn of 1939, in Yugoslavia during the spring of 1941, and in the vast expanses of the Soviet Union starting in the summer of that year. Because of the simultaneous recruitment of forced laborers and last minute evacuation of Soviet industries, it is almost impossible to calculate how many people fled from the approaching war fronts. According to official Soviet figures, it was fourteen million.53 Gatrell assumes a figure of forty million civilians who became refugees in Europe as a result of the Second World War, four times the number for the First World War. Whoever could get to safety or be evacuated in time was fortunate, since the German occupation was synonymous with daily terror victimizing large numbers of civilians.

Conditions were especially bad in those parts of Eastern Europe where “wars within the war” erupted; here the Croatian-Serbian and Polish-Ukrainian conflicts especially deserve mention. The Croatian fascists (Ustaša, which translates literally as “insurgence”) took advantage of Yugoslavia’s crushing defeat at the hands of the Reich to set up a nation-state of their own, which included Bosnia and Herzegovina. Much like what Hitler envisioned for Europe, this state was meant to be ethnically and racially homogenous. It was opposed by the large Serbian minority that actually constituted a majority in many places along the former Habsburg military border with the Ottoman Empire and in the north of Bosnia. The “solution” the Ustaša regime sought for the Serbian question was to assimilate one part of this minority (regarding them, in a way, as converted Croats), expel another portion to Serbia, and kill everyone who put up resistance. Hitler gave the Ustaša regime free rein to do this under the terms of the German-Croatian agreement of June 4, 1941, which granted Croatia permission to deport its Serbian minority to occupied Serbia and be compensated by taking in Slovenes expelled from the German Reich. But the Ustaše were in no position to organize such comprehensive population shifts, so local functionaries often resorted to brute force. Especially along the Drina, the river bordering occupied Serbia, horrific scenes played out. The Serbs were strafed and driven across the river. (Ivo Andrič described the harbingers of this tragedy in his novel The Bridge on the Drina, which he wrote during the war; in the 1990s there were massacres again, often at exactly the same sites as in 1941–42.) Within a mere matter of three months the German occupation administration counted 118,000 refugees from Croatia. The numbers were staggering and the refugees arrived penniless, robbed, and traumatized, so that the overwhelmed Wehrmacht soon re-sealed the border.

The closure of the border turned the ethnic cleansing into a genocide. In order to break the resistance of the partisans, the Ustaša kept on killing more Serbians and set up concentration camps like Jasenovac, where Croatian Jews and Roma were interned and killed alongside Serbians. Serious estimates put the number of Serbs killed in the course of the war in Croatia at 334,000 overall.54 In return, Serbian Četniks (partisans loyal to the king) expelled and killed Croats and Bosnian Muslims because some of their leaders had formed an alliance with the Ustaša. The number of refugees in occupied Yugoslavia is hard to estimate because of the numerous local partisan actions, retaliatory measures, massacres, and expulsions. What we do know for certain is that several million people were uprooted or killed because, in each particular regional and local conflict, they belonged to the “wrong” nation or ethnicity.

The ideology of the Ukrainian OUN (the abbreviation stands for Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists) was similar to that of the Ustaša. The OUN wanted to reestablish the failed nation-state originally set up in 1918–19 under German dominance. Hitler, however, would not permit an independent Ukraine; as a result, leading nationalists like Stepan Bandera were even interned. Hence the OUN, unlike the Ustaša, did not have a state apparatus of its own to undertake mass expulsions or killings of minorities. Like the UPA (Ukrains’ka Povstans’ka Armija, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army), however, it did collaborate in the persecution of Jews and, after 1942–43, also went after the Polish minority. The number of Poles killed by Ukrainian partisans is estimated at around 30,000, while at least 300,000 fled in 1943–44 from Volhynia, Polesia, and Eastern Galicia, heading across what would later become the border river Bug into areas controlled by Polish partisans. There, in turn, the Ukrainian minority was persecuted, and several thousand people fled until, in a 1945 settlement analogous to the one moving Poles out of Ukraine, the “repatriation” of Ukrainians from Poland was regulated by treaty.55 The common denominator of these incidents was the ethnic (and, in the case of the National Socialists, racist) categorization of the victims.

If things had gone the way the National Socialists wanted, these population shifts, which were intended to be permanent, would have been on an even greater scale. According to the “master plan for the East” (the Generalplan Ost), ten million Poles were to be evacuated from the annexed territories, a scheme analogous to that planned for Slovenians from so-called Lower Styria. These megalomaniacal plans were deferred in the summer of 1941 when the war against the Soviet Union took priority. Nevertheless, at least 365,000 Poles and about 30,000 Slovenes were forcibly expelled from their homes, and even more were taken away to do forced labor.56

The expulsion from the Warthegau (the German-occupied part of Poland annexed by the Reich) into the mercilessly exploited Generalgouvernement (German-occupied central Poland) was among the worst experiences of flight in the history of the Second World War, for there was no longer any kind of functioning state. Refugees were simply driven across the border or thrown out of the train at arbitrarily determined sites. The general level of distress in the Generalgouvernement was so great that local municipalities were unable to provide these refugees with food and living space. Somehow they struggled along, hunger was part of their everyday life, and often they had to move into the homes and apartments of deported Jews.57 Even worse was the situation of the 110,000 people who in the winter of 1942–43 were driven out of the southeastern Polish city Zamość, which, like the Ukrainian town of Zhytomyr, became a laboratory for the Germanization of Eastern Europe. Overnight the entire Polish population was removed and replaced with German re-settlers, including the family of Germany’s federal president Horst Köhler (in office 2004–10), who was born in 1942 not far from Zamość. In the summer and fall of 1944, close to a million people were deported as a punishment for the Warsaw Uprising. Overall in Poland, the Germans uprooted at least two million people, and deported three million Poles as forced laborers. Millions of Russians, Ukrainians, and Serbs, the latter especially despised by Hitler, suffered a similar fate.

The National Socialist expulsions and deportations prejudiced the fate of German minorities in Eastern Europe. The public in Great Britain and the United States was outraged at the violent Germanization of Poland. In 1941 the influential journal Foreign Affairs called for all the population shifts initiated by Hitler to be rescinded. German minorities were regarded as a fifth column of National Socialism and a threat to any future peace. In 1942 the Czechoslovakian president Edvard Beneš, in exile in London, was able to influence the revocation of the Munich Agreement. By way of compromise, Beneš offered to cede some small territories, and to assimilate one million Germans who would remain in Czechoslovakia.

In 1944–45 the Allies agreed that ethnic boundaries should be drawn in all of East Central Europe and national minorities dissolved. Winston Churchill got to the heart of the matter in a 1944 speech to the House of Commons when he proclaimed: “There will be no mixture of populations to cause endless trouble.… A clean sweep will be made.”58 This maxim applied not only to Germans, but also to Poles, Ukrainians, Hungarians, and Italians—in principle, to all national minorities. Here Churchill and Stalin made arguments that, on the one hand, were technocratic (modern means of transportation made it easy to resettle millions of people) and, on the other hand, simply alluded to the incipient fait accompli of mass flight already under way.

The Red Army’s advance did indeed trigger a mass exodus. More than one million Finns, Estonians, Latvians, Lithuanians, Poles, Hungarians, and Romanians, some of whom had already lived through the terror of the Soviet occupation in 1939–41, set out toward the West. In some cases there was an overlap between spontaneous flight and organized evacuation, as in the case of the Karelian Finns. In East Prussia and other regions, by contrast, the National Socialists acted with complete impunity; up to the last minute they exhorted fellow Germans to hold out, and they shot alleged traitors, all of which worsened the conditions of flight. As a result, up to half a million Germans froze along the treks westward during the winter of 1944–45, drowned in attempts to cross the frozen Baltic Sea, or died from epidemics and malnourishment. Nevertheless, the conservative postwar government in West Germany laid all the blame for the so-called expulsion victims on the Red Army, Poland, and Czechoslovakia.59



Flight and population removal after the end of the Second World War

At the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, the chaotic conditions facing refugees in Germany were amplified by the Allies. In line with Stalin’s demands, the victorious powers shifted Germany’s eastern border substantially farther to the west than had originally been planned. By drawing the border at the Lausitzer Neisse river (instead of the Glatzer Neisse farther to the east) and west of the Stettin Lagoon, the territories of Upper Silesia, Lower Silesia (only Görlitz remained in Germany), East Brandenburg, and most of Pomerania fell to Poland. It was clear that a Poland shifted westward by two to three hundred kilometers would not be able to exist with the German population present there. This minority would have constituted more than a quarter of the total population, and Poland already had had a bad experience with German revisionism in the interwar period. Czechoslovakia, similarly, was given free rein in dealing with its German minority.

In the spring of 1945, Poland and Czechoslovakia were already attempting to put in place a fait accompli. The Polish army chased more than a million people out of the regions that were close to the German border at the Oder and Neisse rivers. Czechoslovakia acted in a similar manner in the former Sudetenland; about 800,000 people were driven out in order to establish “facts on the ground” for a future peace conference and postwar order. In addition to wartime refugees, all these people were also traveling the roads of occupied Germany in the summer of 1945. By virtue of their geographical location, the regions most affected were the Soviet Occupation Zone (which later became the GDR), Schleswig-Holstein and Bavaria (both in Western-occupied Germany), and Austria. Several million people had to be provided with makeshift accommodations and food. Together with those bombed out, evacuees, and displaced persons, they formed an army of the homeless and the hungry (see Map 3 for the mass flight from Eastern Europe).

As in 2015, Austria, though primarily a transit country, also became a final destination for refugees. In 1945–46 about one million “German-speaking refugees” (as they were called in order to distinguish them from DPs and other groups) came to Austria from postwar Romania, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia.60 The government under Chancellor Karl Renner, who had been born in Moravia himself and had supported the “Anschluss” annexing Austria to Germany, now accused the Sudeten Germans of having been a fifth column. Renner resorted to a classic “solution” for refugee policy: Austria simply sent the arrivals on with the argument that they were really Germans. The government also claimed that Austria was overwhelmed and, indeed, a victim of both the war and the National Socialists. After July 1945, the Potsdam Agreement furnished a legal pretext for getting rid of the refugees. Austria was not among the countries covered by the provisions for the removal of all Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, but it argued that it was acting in the spirit of the agreement by sending the refugees on to occupied Germany. The de-Germanization of Austria also encompassed other Germans who had settled there during the Nazi period.

Throughout the postwar period, German refugee organizations accused Czechoslovakia of brutality against the Sudeten Germans, especially because of the June 1945 death march from Brno, where up to 2,000 people died en route to the Austrian border, most from exhaustion. No one, however, counted the casualties after the refugee treks had arrived in Austria, where they were housed in camps and improvised accommodations before being driven on to American-occupied Bavaria. Eventually the “de-Germanization” of Austria was halted on American orders. It came to an end in September 1946, when the American army closed the Bavarian border to refugees arriving from Austria.61

The Austrian attitude adopted toward displaced persons was equally dismissive. The government in Vienna and the local authorities readily took the position that the DPs were a problem for the Allies, absolving Austrian officials of all responsibility. Through the repatriation of Soviet citizens and former forced laborers, Austria got rid of a majority of the DPs stranded there. At the beginning of 1947, there were nevertheless still almost 150,000 “foreign-language refugees” housed in camps. (“Foreign-language refugees” is how they were described in the official statistics, a legacy of the old ethnic-racial distinction between these refugees and “Volksdeutschen” that would later play an important role in questions of naturalization and legal integration.) The DPs were given only sporadic and scanty provisions, in order to forestall any requests they might make to stay. Moreover, they had no regular work permits, were viewed with suspicion by local neighbors, and were not infrequently subjected to verbal abuse. Ultimately the problem of the DPs was solved at an international level. In 1948 the US passed the Displaced Persons Act, as a result of which 329,000 DPs were allowed to immigrate. At the same time, the establishment of Israel ended the British quotas previously in place, along with the UK’s de facto blockade of mass emigration to Palestine. (More details on the DPs and the roots of a more humanitarian refugee policy in the postwar period will follow in Chapter 3.3.) The history of the DPs in Austria and in occupied Germany does show, however, what happens to refugees when they arrive in countries where there is no solidarity based on common nationality or religious denomination.

In the spring and summer of 1945 the situation in Germany had gotten so out of control that the Allies attempted to defuse the chaos surrounding refugees at the international level. In July and August the “Big Three” met in Potsdam, where they agreed on the territorial division of the occupation zones and the main features of their administration. In Paragraph XIII of the accord agreed upon in Potsdam, the Allies stipulated the “transfer” of Germans out of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary and added that it should be carried out in an “orderly and humane manner.” In the German literature on expellees, this accord is portrayed as a major violation of human rights. It was, of course, but in the years immediately following the war Germans could not count on much compassion. Stalin saw the expulsion as a just punishment for their having started the war, and both he and Churchill agreed that the high number of war casualties would have left plenty of room for Germans arriving from the East.
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Among the several thousand Jewish displaced persons and refugees in occupied postwar Germany was a fourteen year-old girl named Ruth Klüger.62 Along with her mother, she had survived concentration camps in Theresienstadt, Auschwitz, and Gross-Rosen before, finding a favorable moment to escape during one of the death marches in Lower Silesia, she ran away from her German guards. In the general chaos, Klüger, her mother, and another Jewish child mingled incognito with the German refugees; one might also summarize her experience as an instance of the suffering of one group enabling the survival of another. Klüger experienced this flight as liberation: “On those roads of eastern Germany we three were full of good humor: we were elated and in love with existence. It was a subjective state of mind and doesn’t decrease the staggering number of victims by a single digit. Yes, we laughed a lot, for humor thrives on danger, for whatever reason.… One reason for our well-being was, without a doubt, that soon we were no longer starving.”63 On the long road from Silesia to Bavaria there were a few critical moments when the three women were almost recognized as Jews and might have been arrested again. But on one of the many stations of their flight, Klüger’s mother succeeded in getting forged identity papers for herself and the two girls. As German refugees, the three were cared for by the National Socialist People’s Welfare organization and evacuated to Straubing in Lower Bavaria, where Ruth Klüger experienced again a “dizzy sense of happiness, the very opposite of what the genuine German refugees experienced. For they had lost everything, that is, all their property, while we hoped to have gained everything, that is, the rest of our lives.”64 As it turned out, however, her father and her brother had lost their lives in a concentration camp.

After being liberated by the Americans in Straubing, the Klügers (who were natives of Vienna) were additionally fortunate in that the city commander from the American Army was of Jewish descent and found work for the mother. As a result, they did not have to live in a DP camp and could move about freely. Klüger used the opportunity to obtain a Notabitur (an “emergency” secondary school-leaving and university entrance certificate instituted in wartime) at a gymnasium in Straubing, then matriculated to the Philosophical-Theological College in Regensburg and was able, after a waiting period of two and a half years and a “jumble of requirements and quotas,” to obtain an entry visa to the United States. There she studied at New York’s Hunter College (where she was given credit for her courses at Regensburg, something that reminds us more generally how important it is for job certifications and educational degrees to be recognized) and in Berkeley. After initially working as a librarian, Klüger rose to become a well-known German studies professor. The concentration camp survivor, who characterized her profession as “lacking character … for someone like me,” published numerous textbooks and essays, chiefly in English. Yet she remained enthralled by her native language: Both Weiter leben: eine Jugend (1993—the English edition entitled Still Alive: A Holocaust Childhood Remembered was published in 2001), her award-winning chronicle of surviving National Socialism, and her memoir Unterwegs verloren: Erinnerungen (2008) were written in German.



The Potsdam agreement, however, was simultaneously an attempt to channel the waves of refugees and to pause for at least a short breather on the matter of absorption; hence the talk of an “orderly” transfer. But this attempt did not succeed, since violence in the Kaliningrad region, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia took on a dynamic all its own, slipping out of the hands of the central governments. In the spring and summer of 1945, local military garrisons, national committees, and security organs often went “wild,” expelling the remaining Germans by brutal means. Sometimes material interests were at stake, in particular the question as to who could appropriate the nicest German house or the farm with the best land.

Early in 1946, the United States and Great Britain, acting as occupation powers, arranged with Poland and Czechoslovakia to take over scheduling the refugee trains traveling to the two Western allies’ occupation zones. There, in the meantime, the authorities had constructed a system of reception camps providing preliminary medical care; arrivals were then moved on to makeshift quarters and, so far as possible, into permanent accommodations. Thanks to these efforts, approximately five million Germans “transferred” through 1948 arrived under what were, as a rule, more favorable circumstances. The refugees profited from the organizational capacity of the German bureaucracy, which only recently had been just as efficient organizing the displacement of millions, enslaving them for forced labor, and deporting them to concentration camps.

The initial chaos surrounding refugees in Germany and Austria and, above all, strategic considerations prevented this scenario from being repeated in Hungary. In principle, the German Reich’s last ally in 1945 had to expect a similar collective punishment for those now stranded as ethnic minorities outside its shrunken borders; thus, for example, the Beneš Decrees in Czechoslovakia were directed as much against its Hungarian as its German minority. In Romania prospects for the Hungarian minority were just as dismal; hence, in 1944 the greater part of that minority fled from the Red Army and from the Romanians, who had changed sides just in time in the last year of the war. About 70,000 Hungarians also fled Vojvodina (now a Serbian province in Yugoslavia), not least out of fear of reprisals for crimes committed during the occupation. Budapest was overrun with refugees, even more of them than after the First World War, and the same was true for cities near Hungary’s borders in the east and south.

In the midst of this acute emergency in the Danube region, Stalin ordered Hungarian refugees from Transylvania, who numbered about 400,000, to return to Romania. The logic behind this directive was the view that Romania, like Yugoslavia, was a multi-ethnic state.65 Accordingly, the kind of ethnic cleansing that took place in Poland and Czechoslovakia should not be needed there. During the first few years after the war, party comrades of Hungarian and Jewish descent played a major role in the Communist Party of Romania, which had always been weak owing to the country’s numerous historical conflicts with Russia and the bloodletting of the Stalinist purges. Analogously, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia also opened up to the country’s non-Slavic peoples. In principle, Communist propaganda about the unity and fraternity of the nations included the Albanians in Kosovo, the Hungarians in Vojvodina, and the Italians in the upper Adriatic, on condition (needless to add) that all these groups behaved with absolute loyalty toward the regime. In the spring of 1946, a few hundred Communist workers from the Italian industrial city of Monfalcone even emigrated to Rijeka, taking over the homes of Italians who had recently fled that Croatian city, in order to assist in building socialism there.

Czechoslovakia also had to moderate its resettlement plans and, after the bilateral agreements of 1946, evacuated only a number of Hungarians equal to the number of Slovaks repatriated from Hungary (where there were a number of Slovak villages and settlements that were almost all dissolved after the Second World War). As a result, a large Hungarian minority was preserved in southern Slovakia. By contrast, the future Slovak capital Bratislava was profoundly transformed: until 1945, the city also known as Pressburg or Pozsony had been overwhelmingly German and Hungarian. Hungary and Yugoslavia concluded a similar bilateral agreement, though all it really did was confirm what had transpired in the flight of 1944.

The reciprocity of resettlements formulated in the postwar accords was never fully implemented. As happened also following the 1919 Treaty of Neuilly, the victors of World War II and their allies had the greater share of power, so were able to expel more people than the losers, and they did so. Nevertheless, the bilateral agreements limited the size of the populations that could be shifted from one country to the other. This signified, in principle, a return to the practices implemented after the First World War in the Treaty of Neuilly. Starting around 1948, the resettlement of national minorities in East Central Europe and Southeastern Europe came to a standstill.

The exception was Poland because, in spite of all its efforts in the struggle against National Socialism, it was treated like a loser of the Second World War. During the conferences with the Allies at Teheran and Yalta, the Soviet Union steadfastly insisted on retaining the eastern Polish territories that Stalin had annexed following the Hitler-Stalin Pact. Since the Red Army had reconquered eastern Galicia, Volhynia, Polesia, and the Vilna province in 1944, the Western powers could do little to oppose this. Soviet expansion left the Polish population in the eastern territories in an untenable situation. Already during the first Soviet occupation of 1939–41, they had become acquainted with every variety of Stalinist terror, from arbitrary police actions and deportations to Central Asia, to mass shootings by the NKVD. Among the Poles in L’viv, Vilna, Grodno, and many other urban centers, therefore, the prevailing mood when the Red Army marched in once again was apocalyptic, especially as more and more people fleeing Ukrainian partisans streamed into the cities.

When the Lublin Committee, the Polish government appointed by Stalin in 1944, concluded so-called repatriation agreements with the three Soviet Republics bordering Poland, the fate of the Poles in the eastern territories was sealed. (That this downgraded Poland to the status of a Soviet republic must have set off alarm bells among the Western powers, but they did not react.) The agreements contained provisions stipulating that these eastern Poles were to be “repatriated” into postwar Poland, voluntarily in formal terms, but de facto under direct or indirect compulsion.66 In 1944–46, according to official information, 1,517,000 Poles left the eastern territories annexed by the Soviet Union. Taking into account those who had already fled and the forced laborers who were unable to return to their old homelands after the end of the war, the actual figure came to more than two million.

As a reciprocal measure, 482,000 Ukrainians and 36,000 Belarusians were “repatriated” into the Soviet Union from Poland. As in the case of the aforementioned peace treaties between Hungary and its neighbors, this was a bilateral scheme that greatly reduced national minorities on both sides of the border. According to the agreements, those repatriated were allowed to bring household goods and furniture (and the peasants even a few cattle) on the transport trains. More important for the subsequent integration of the eastern Poles was the allocation to them of former German property, arbitrary though the process proved to be.

One should not be deceived by these treaties’ seemingly legal and constitutionally correct-sounding provisions or by their euphemistic terminology. There can be no talk of any “repatriation” in either direction, since those affected were not returning to their homelands but rather being robbed of them. What is more, many of the “repatriates” already had several stages of flight behind them, especially if they were from regions that had been contested by more than one group of nationalist partisans. In the cities that fell to the Soviet Union, the Soviet authorities arbitrarily refused to allot food ration cards and confiscated homes as needed. On the streets, insecurity was the rule. Gang crime was rampant, and there was constant fear of arrests by the NKVD. Repatriation, like all instances of flight, entailed an almost total loss of property. At most, those affected were able to save the few personal belongings they could fit in a few suitcases. Gone were their homes, their land, and (critically) also their jobs, which would prove a major hurdle for later integration in Poland.

In Dalmatia, Istria, and the hinterland of Trieste, there was yet another massive refugee movement. Between 1945 and 1947, nearly 300,000 Italians fled Yugoslav retribution against fascists. The Italians were under a cloud of collective suspicion (and indeed the Upper Adriatic really had been a hotbed of fascism before the war). In the first postwar years, Yugoslavia persecuted former fascists, but also many other opponents and bystanders, employing such Stalinist practices as show trials and penal camps.67

In principle, the redrawing of boundaries in the upper Adriatic region—which forced Italy in 1947 to cede Istria, the hinterland of Trieste, and a portion of Friuli—corresponded to the old principle of cuius regio, eius religio. The rulers of each region determined both its ideological orientation and the social order, including their ethno-national dimensions. The mass migration that took place across the new borders in the upper Adriatic region was inherent to the logic of this partition, which once again had been proposed by Great Britain.68 The West, in this case Italy under the leadership of its long-serving prime minister Alcide De Gasperi, took in these refugees with a grand gesture because they were persecuted compatriots (here, again, national solidarity came into effect) and because they already fit into emerging Cold War patterns. Voting with one’s feet was a way of calling into question the moral and political authority of the Communists: on one side of the border was the good, democratic West, and on the other side the evil, dictatorial East. That helped, much as it did in the Federal Republic of Germany, with the absorption and integration of refugees, but it did nothing to prevent the association of Dalmatian and Friulian Italians (the Associazione Nazionale Venezia Giulia Dalmazia, abbreviated as ANVGD) from drifting ever further to the right over the postwar period.

In the slipstream of the refugees from the upper Adriatic, Italy also took in 300,000 to 400,000 compatriots who were returning from the country’s lost colonies in North Africa.69 For Libya, in particular, the fascists had cherished ambitious plans: to construct an Italian colony on the other side of the Mediterranean, similar to French Algeria. These dreams ended in 1943 with the defeat of the Axis powers in Libya and Tunisia. The subsequent flight of most of the North African Italians also marked the beginning of the postcolonial remigration to Europe that would eventually include several million people (a subject to be treated in greater deal in Chapter 3.4).70
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MAP 3. Flight and population shifts in postwar Europe

The absorption of twelve million refugees into occupied postwar Germany demonstrated just how far political solidarity could reach. In principle, this was a mandated absorption, since Germany’s state and local authorities had no other choice than to follow the orders of the occupying powers and accommodate the refugees. In the fall of 1945, the governments of the German states of Saxony and Hamburg refused to take in any more refugees and began deporting them to neighboring states (mostly to Brandenburg from out of Saxony, and to Schleswig-Holstein from out of Hamburg). Some county administrations acted in a similar manner, pushing refugees out. The Soviet and British authorities eventually ordered the accommodation of refugees according to pre-set quotas.71 What is striking is that there was hardly any open civilian resistance to this bureaucratic distribution of such masses of people. Needless to say, indigenous residents complained about the additional burden, but no riots or unrest ensued, as had happened in Greece in the mid-1920s or in postwar Poland. Was there a higher degree of co-national solidarity in Germany, and was this perhaps one of the many legacies of National Socialism? It is difficult to answer such questions, because no opinion surveys screening attitudes towards refugees were carried out in the tumultuous postwar years. (They were routine by 2015.) Nevertheless, we can gather some information based on people’s actions, what they did or did not do. The main conclusion is that co-national or co-ethnic solidarity was not a given. It had to be created. Two factors hastened the integration of these particular refugees: there were no communication barriers as they spoke the language of their countries of arrival, and they already had citizenship, which facilitated legal claims and the starting of a new life.



Integration in early postwar Europe

There has always been a danger that talking about “the refugees” as a collective group neglects their internal differences. As the German case shows, postwar lives differed vastly, depending on the refugees’ region of origin and the timing of their flight and arrival in their host country. Those who fled on their own initiative as the Red Army approached were relatively better off. (Marion Dönhoff, the longtime editor of the liberal German weekly Die Zeit, might be Germany’s best known example; she rode on her own horse more than one thousand kilometers from East Prussia to the West. However, only the thin upper crust of society, to which Countess Dönhoff belonged, owned saddle horses who could carry them on the long journey westward.) Others were crushed by the unleashed dogs of war or, to put it more precisely, under the treads of Soviet tanks. Those who were not expelled until 1946 had the advantage that transports to Germany were now better organized than before, though on the other hand they would now arrive in a country already filled with refugees. The seasons also had a major influence. In summer the sun made people, often transported in open railway cars, uncomfortable; in the harsh winter of 1947, even more people froze in the trains, not only Germans from Poland, but also Poles who were repatriated from Western Europe.

It is just as hard to find a common denominator for all the many attempts at integration, for each such effort was different, depending again on the refugees’ region of origin and where they were absorbed. In Poland, a host territory was available for expellees from the eastern parts of Poland annexed by the Soviet Union, but in the eastern territories that were formerly German expellees had to compete with re-settlers from central Poland who had frequently arrived immediately after the end of the war on their own initiative (with energy to match) and, above all, earlier. The “wild West,” as Silesia, eastern Brandenburg, and Pomerania were sometimes called in 1945/46, was shaped by harsh struggles over houses, farms, and daily meals. Some re-settlers came chiefly to plunder, which was called by the originally Yiddish term szaber. Polish Communists believed that nationalism would serve as social putty, and they did succeed in drawing some former National Democrats to their side (Endecja was the Polish term for them—there are a number of continuities between the thinking of these National Democrats and that of today’s right-wing nationalist PiS, the Law and Justice party, under the leadership of Jarosław Kaczyński.) They were unable, however, to prevent the new society from fracturing into the three aforementioned groups: re-settlers from central Poland, repatriates from eastern Poland, and so-called autochthones who, as former citizens of the German Reich, clung to the lowest rung of the pecking order.

The German refugees who in the young Federal Republic quickly renamed themselves “expellees” so as to underscore their permanent presence and status as victims (notwithstanding the Nazi past of many of the functionaries among them), as well as to reinforce their compensation claims, lived in a relatively well-ordered country. The Sudeten Germans were the best organized politically, a legacy of their prehistory as a national minority in Czechoslovakia. They had, moreover, left a prosperous industrial country and were therefore above average in education and professional training. By contrast, many rural workers from Pomerania or East Prussia, who had not seen much of the greater world outside their local farms, often felt completely lost in industrialized West Germany. They did not quite grasp where it was that they had washed up; which was indeed often a matter of pure accident. In 1952 legislation on compensation for their losses was passed in the form of an Equalization of Burdens Law, the Lastenausgleichsgesetz—whose very name conveys a recognition of the fact that the expellees (and those with bombed-out homes and properties) had endured more suffering than most in consequence of Germany’s lost war. And perhaps it was this psychological dimension that was for them most helpful. The law foresaw the provision of substantial social welfare services (which most victims of National Socialism could only dream of): startup loans, study grants for children, and compensation for lost property, pecuniary losses, and losses of political capital that would ease the transition to a new life, at least for the younger generation. In the GDR, which competed with the Federal Republic over the excellence of their respective social welfare policies, re-settlers—they could not call themselves “expellees” on ideological grounds, and “refugees” was also unacceptable because that would have sounded too derogatory and might suggest to the SED (East Germany’s ruling party) that theirs was a temporary residence—also benefited from a variety of special services.72

The research literature is split over whether integration proceeded rapidly or whether the expellees remained disadvantaged into the next generation, as the sociologist Paul Lüttinger asserted in a 1986 essay about the “myth of rapid integration.”73 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, when the victim discourse surrounding expulsion reached a new peak (not least because many 68ers in Germany were dealing self-critically with their earlier aversion to this subject), there was an emphasis on the disdain, social exclusion, and discrimination experienced by expellees. Books like Andreas Kossert’s Kalte Heimat (Cold Homeland) were representative of this genre.74 In the immediate postwar period, however, the main concern was reconstruction, not only of the entire country, but also of each person’s own livelihood, and in this regard the expellees did not come off at all badly. Most of them achieved social advancement during the era known as West Germany’s Economic Miracle, at least as measured against the poverty of the 1930s. Only the older generation, especially the farmers, did badly.

The data on professional integration tend toward this conclusion. In 1959, when the sociologist Eugen Lemberg and the economist Friedrich Edding presented their multi-volume documentation about the “incorporation” of the expellees into the Federal Republic,75 the number of unemployed among them had been reduced to one fourth of what it had been in 1950 (though it was down only by half during the winter, an indication of how dependent this group was on the construction trades and on low-skill jobs). The employment rate among the expellees now began to approach that of the native population—at 63 percent for men, a value that today’s Syrian refugees are likely to achieve in two decades at the earliest. (Coincidentally, however, it is exactly the same as today’s employment figure for men with a Turkish migrant background.76) Many expellees went into public service, especially as teachers. The state also played an important role in professional integration, not only by awarding jobs but also, and even more fundamentally, by recognizing the expellees’ educational and occupational credentials.

Yet the expellees themselves also could take a large share of credit for their rapid “incorporation.” (The German word for this—Eingliederung—might be worth a semantic study all its own; this term for integration, the root of which means “limb” or “body part,” like the Latin “corpus” in the English-language equivalent, only makes sense if one views society as a huge organism; any number of studies from the postwar period were shaped by this kind of collectivist and ethno-national thinking.) When necessary, they took on jobs for which they were overqualified, and they were extremely mobile geographically. Here previous experience turned to their advantage. About half of the 1950s expellees had already been through dislocation, having left the original site where they had been absorbed in West Germany (owing to bomb damage in the major cities, these were predominantly villages, small and medium-sized towns) before now being relocated again within the Federal Republic. In the GDR and in Poland rates of geographical mobility were even higher, due in part to the failure of their land reforms, to collectivization (which started earlier in Poland than in the GDR but was then interrupted in 1956), and to Stalinist industrial policy. The dynamism of these societies cannot be replicated today—nor is it something that should be idealized, since there were many dark sides to postwar reconstruction. Its privations exacted a great toll from the expellees.

While relocation to big cities more or less fit in with that era’s melting pot paradigm, so-called refugee industries present an independent development. At first they arose rather accidentally; owing to the housing shortage, refugees in 1945–46 were frequently accommodated in military barracks or in former camps and shanty towns near factories that had been relocated to the countryside because of the bombing. After the forced laborers exploited by the Nazis were repatriated, these industrial facilities often stood empty. Both the authorities and arriving refugees recognized their potential, and a deliberate effort was made to install factories, businesses, and specific occupational groups at these sites. Well-known examples are the municipality of Neugablonz near Kaufbeuren in southwestern Bavaria, where the jewelry industry of the northern Bohemian town of Gablonz was revived, Stephanskirchen near Rosenheim in Upper Bavaria with its textile industry, and the towns of Geretsried, Traunreut, and Waldkraiburg. The establishment of these “expellee cities” gave a boost to Bavaria’s industrialization, and similar efforts were made in Lower Saxony and other primarily rural German Länder; one may, to an extent, compare this combination of refugee and development policy with the settlement of the Huguenots and their manufactories in Prussia. Sometimes there is even a geographical link, as in the case of the Franconian town of Bubenreuth, five kilometers from Erlangen-Neustadt, which had been built for the Huguenots. There, in 1949, violin-makers from Schönbach in the Bohemian region of the Egerland settled, increasing the population of Bubenreuth by 1,600. The town from which they came, by contrast, was never able to recover from its population losses; by 1950 only 2,200 people, half the number of its inhabitants before the war, lived in the municipality now known by its Czech name Luby.

At first the administrations of the Länder in the Soviet Occupation Zone also encouraged refugees to set up new industrial sites. Glass blowers from the aforementioned Gablonz settled in Lusatia, and cutlers in Brandenburg. But these firms had great difficulty obtaining essential raw materials, and from the outset the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) took an ambivalent attitude toward private enterprise. Moreover, for fear of revanchist tendencies, the SED wanted to avoid concentrating refugee groups from specific regions. As a result, nothing came of these attempts, and the enterprises folded soon after the establishment of the GDR. Attempts to establish refugee industry settlements in Austria didn’t work either. There the government recognized the economic potential of the Gablonz glass industry and in January 1946 contemplated a settlement in Upper Austria, but in the end moving the refugees on to Bavaria took priority.77 In West Germany the era of new and expanding industrial firms founded by expellees came to an end in the 1960s. Owing to structural changes in the economy and competition from East Asia, many of their companies, which were usually labor- and not capital-intensive (the refugees’ capital having largely been lost in fleeing Eastern Europe), had to cease production. Nevertheless, businesses founded by expellees had employed 235,000 people by the end of the 1950s, and firms relocated from the GDR to the Federal Republic had created a similar number of jobs.78 This was an important contribution to the early phase of integration, and a heartening one that raised the spirits of the refugees.

A peculiarity of integration among the German expellees of the postwar period—especially when compared with the Huguenots—was their marriage behavior. Although in the 1950s refugees were not exactly the best marriage prospects from a financial perspective, the number of their “mixed marriages” with natives significantly exceeded the figure for their endogenous marriages, and by the mid-1950s, 63 percent of the marriages made by expellees were exogenous. To put it another way, around 24 percent of all West German marriages in 1955 were mixed,79 and this was also true of Catholics and Lutherans, whose marriage patterns had been markedly rigid, with few members out-marrying. This can only be explained by how thoroughly “on the move” German society was at the time. Individual inclinations apparently counted more than time-honored social barriers and conventions. That the war had created many widows looking for new partners also played a part. One might object, especially with a view toward the much lower level of family integration in the case of “guest workers” and later refugee groups arriving in Germany, that this peculiarity of the 1950s depended on the couples’ sense of belonging now to a common nation. But this feeling of membership in a community should not simply be assumed, for it is equally apparent that many native West Germans were eager to leave their former denominational and social milieus behind.

In any event, the children of these marriages (between 1950 and 1957 alone there were more than 750,000 “mixed marriages”) were no longer members of one group or the other, and their grandchildren certainly were not. This unusually rapid and extensive family integration explains why there are so many Germans today who have an “expellee granny.” In terms of figures, this applies to at least 40 percent of the second generation born after 1945.
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Although West German expellee associations always attracted just a small fraction of refugees as members, they successfully claimed to represent the entire community’s interests. Erika Steinbach, a member of parliament for Germany’s Christian Democratic Party (CDU), chaired the Federation of Expellees (the Bund der Vertriebenen, BdV) from 1998 to 2014. A closer look at her biography calls to mind Donald Trump´s neologism of the “fake refugee,” although we may assume the American president would find her politics attractive. Steinbach was born in 1943 in the small Polish town of Rumia, which fell to Poland under the Versailles Treaty and was occupied by the Wehrmacht in 1939. Among the occupying soldiers was Steinbach’s father, a sergeant who actually came from Hanau in Hesse. Her mother was from Bremen and also had first settled in the Reichsgau of Danzig-West Prussia in the course of the occupation. In spite of this clearly West German origin, Steinbach was able to claim that she was an expellee under the 1953 Federal Expellees Act. That law gives virtually everyone born as a German in one the eastern territories lost by the German Reich (or in one of the areas where there was a German minority) expellee status.

Steinbach at first became a member of the expellee association for West Prussia (one of twenty regionally based associations of refugees [Landsmannschaften]), where she took on the role of a nationalist hardliner. She then used her position as head of the BdV to continue building up her profile on the right wing of the CDU. In 1991, right after she joined the Bundestag, she led a group of thirteen CDU/CSU deputies who voted against a definitive recognition of united Germany’s border with Poland along the Oder-Neisse River. In taking this stand, she argued that “one cannot vote for a treaty that cuts off a part of our homeland.” However, Rumia (Rahmel in German) had already been “cut off” in 1919 and not for the first time in 1945.80 Steinbach’s statement picked up on the fateful rhetoric of interwar revisionism that had contributed so much to the rise of Adolf Hitler. Helmut Kohl chose to ignore the nationalist right wing of his party, since his priority was obtaining approval from the Second World War’s four victorious powers for unification with East Germany. The USSR, France, Great Britain, and especially the United States made it clear in the Two-Plus-Four talks that Germany’s pending unification was conditional upon a definitive recognition of Poland´s western border. In 1998, not least owing to her tough stance against Poland, Steinbach was elected chair of the BdV. Soon thereafter she established the foundation “Center against Expulsions,” which since 2000 has been pushing to set up a memorial of the same name. It was initially meant to be a memorial for German “victims of expulsion” only. Later the foundation tried to include other expulsions among the exhibits it organized in Berlin. This was a pretext for drawing an equivalency between the German expellees and the victims of the Armenian genocide and even the Holocaust.

The activities of the foundation and the reparations demands of the Preussische Treuhand (Prussian Claims Society, formally a firm but mainly run by functionaries of the BdV and individual Landsmannschaften), sparked a major crisis in German-Polish relations after the EU enlargement of 2004. In Germany, too, the tone and content of Steinbach’s demands met with disapproval. In 2005 the German Bishops’ Conference criticized the recent “demon of settling accounts,” whereupon Steinbach accused this Catholic organization’s chair, Cardinal Lehmann, of “outrageous remarks and lies.” (She had already left the Lutheran Church because of ideological differences.) Steinbach then managed to convince the first Grand Coalition government led by Chancellor Angela Merkel (2005–2009) to decide in favor of establishing a “Memorial and Documentation Center for Flight and Expulsion” under the aegis of the BdV in Berlin.81 There were repeated squabbles surrounding this center, which was to be housed in the very center of Berlin, until the 2016 appointment of a new director, not tied to the BdV, who steered the project onto calmer waters.

Merkel’s concessions to Steinbach did not pay off politically. At the beginning of 2017 the rebellious member of parliament left the CDU and its parliamentary caucus in protest against the chancellor’s refugee policy. In her resignation note withdrawing from the party, Steinbach linked the Middle East refugees, whom she designated as migrants, with terrorism and claimed that their mass admission amounted to opening the floodgates to asylum fraud.82 This lack of empathy may perhaps be explained by her own biography, since Steinbach was a professional expellee, and hardly an actual one.



Conflicts like those surrounding Erika Steinbach, the longtime president of the Federation of Expellees (BdV) in Germany, highlight how troublesome the political integration of the expellees’ lobbying organizations has been. In the early postwar years their involvement in government work was advantageous to the consolidation of West German democracy. On this basis the expellees’ lobby succeeded in getting the Equalization of Burdens law passed, which had a favorable impact, in turn, on the professional integration of expellees and, by way of scholarships, on their educational opportunities. But gaining political recognition did not lead the lobby to adopt a constructive attitude toward Ostpolitik (West Germany’s policy of détente with the Eastern Bloc) in the 1970s or toward the process of European unification after 1989.83 Why this was so is explained by the profound traumatization numerous expellees experienced and by the self-radicalization that took place in the organizations representing them.




2.3 The case of Palestine


The refugee state Israel

While the Iron Curtain sealed the borders between East and West, the Pax Sovietica had the same effect on Eastern Europe. In 1948 a decade of mass flight and population removal came to an end. Yet if we look at Europe within a wider framework, that end was really a beginning. On the other side of the Mediterranean, a tragic history of displacements was just getting under way. In the British Mandate of Palestine, which required a significant troop commitment but generated little revenue (in India it was just the other way around), the Arab-Jewish conflict had been smoldering since the riots and pogroms of 1936. Although the Peel Commission’s partition plan had been shelved in 1937, it remained an option.84 Moreover, deadly terrorist attacks by the Jewish underground were demoralizing both the government in London and the army units stationed in Palestine. Britain therefore decided, as it had done before in India, to withdraw its army and leave management of the conflict to the newly created UN.

That this conflict was from the beginning configured bilaterally can also be attributed to colonial rule. “The Arabs,” as the British classed them, were in fact a very diverse population, consisting of Muslims, Christians, smaller groups like the Druze, an educated urban middle class, peasants, and Bedouins. In the Jewish population there were Sephardic and some Oriental Jews, who soon came to be dominated by the Ashkenazim, recent immigrants from Central and Eastern Europe. In spite of these differences, the British government chose to define the population of Palestine according to linguistic criteria. There would be Jews and Arabs. This bilateral setup followed the imperial strategy of divide et impera (which also guided British policy in India, where colonial rulers grouped the population according to religion and pitted Hindus against Muslims). That the British colonial power dealt so differently with these two regions had less to do with previously existing ethnic differences than with European notions of society and nationhood. In 1947 a bare majority in the United Nations proposed partitioning Palestine into three regions: 1) an almost purely Arab region that would include the West Bank, a few adjoining municipalities in what would later be taken by Israel, parts of the Galilee, and Gaza; 2) a Jewish state on the coastal strip along the Mediterranean and in the Negev; and 3) a Jerusalem under international supervision. The different territories were connected only at a few junctures, so that military control over these links by Jewish or Palestinian armed forces would determine the distribution of power in Palestine and over each partial state.
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MAP 4. UN partition plan for Palestine (1947) and refugee movements related to the Israeli War of Independence (1948/49)

Upon the announcement of the partition plan, a wave of violence broke out, much like the one that erupted in India in 1947, and this ultimately segued into a civil war between Arabs and Jews. In the first phase of the war about 100,000 Arabs who had the necessary financial resources and lived in heavily contested places fled. By the summer of 1948 the number of refugees had risen to about 360,000 (see Map 4).85 In the autumn and winter, their numbers doubled yet again. Initially this was related to the guerilla tactics of the Arab Liberation Army (ALA), which gave the Israeli army a rationale for expelling the civilian population as well; this was later superseded by the deliberate seizure of land. David Ben-Gurion, the Polish-born founder of Israel, had already declared, before the outbreak of the war, that only a state with a clear Jewish majority was viable. (The current prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, seems to have a different opinion. In April 2019 he promised the annexation of the West Bank. If that were to happen under current conditions, it would turn the Israeli democracy into an ethnocracy.86) Ties to Europe also influenced the course of the war. At a critical moment the Jewish underground army received modern weapons from Czechoslovakia. There was an ideological background to this support in that the Eastern Bloc initially regarded the establishment of the Jewish state as an anti-colonial project, which it was in light of the conflict with Great Britain. But soon thereafter Stalin turned against Zionism and began to persecute Jews at home in the Soviet Union.

Idealizing a homogenous nation-state; employing a technical vocabulary that included terms like “partition,” “transfer,” and “population exchange”; harboring a collective suspicion of minorities; and a good portion of contempt for other people—these attitudes were consonant with those then current in Europe. From an Arab perspective, the mass immigration of European Jews amounted to a seizure of land by a colonizing power; indeed Jewish settlement in Palestine does share characteristics with other European settler colonies, such as Algeria. The chief difference was that the Jewish settlers had not arrived because of economic motives and as members of an expanding colonialist nation-state, but mainly as victims of persecution and as refugees. After the Holocaust, the foundation of a Jewish national state gained additional legitimacy and urgency.

The conflict over Palestine is therefore not conceivable solely as an Arab-Jewish or Near Eastern problem. European ideas and actors impacted the conflict in a variety of ways: because of the European legacy of colonial rule, the idea of a homogenous nation-state, movements of refugees, and especially because of the British army, which (as before in India) did little to counter the escalation of violence in Palestine. As the colonial masters withdrew, however, they did provide logistical support for the “transfer” (this term already appeared in the Peel Commission’s 1937 recommendations) of Arabs and Jews with ships and trucks.87 This brand of humanitarianism did perhaps save some lives, even as it simultaneously accelerated the expulsion of the Arabs.

The neighboring Arab states’ assault on the tiny new state of Israel in May 1948 seemed to confirm Ben-Gurion’s fears about the Palestinians as a fifth column of the enemy. Special units of the Israeli army expanded their ethnic cleansing efforts from the coastal region to Galilee, and began implementing them systematically, from village to village and neighborhood to neighborhood. The military’s orders were clear: “In case of resistance, the armed forces must be wiped out and the population expelled outside the borders of the state.”88 Responsibility for the policy was assumed by a “Transfer Committee” in the Israeli government, which stipulated that none of the refugees were to return. There were, however, local exceptions, especially for Christian Palestinians, the Druze, and certain clans that had taken Israel’s side. When the war ended in 1948 with a wholesale victory for the Israeli army, about 700,000 to 800,000 Palestinians were in flight. Compared to population shifts in India or Eastern Europe this was not a large number. But one has to consider this figure relative to the total population, for at the time only about 650,000 Jews were living in Israel. Moreover, this inflow of Arab refugees was a burden that was hard to manage for Israel’s agrarian neighboring states. In Jordan after 1948, roughly every second inhabitant was a refugee, and in the Gaza Strip, which was annexed to Egypt after the ceasefire of 1949, 75,000 natives faced 200,000 refugees.

The Arab states retaliated in their own way. After 1948 and then in several waves following the Suez crisis of 1956 and the Six-Day War of 1967, around 800,000 Oriental Jews were expelled from the countries of the Near East and North Africa.89 These refugees were fortunate, however, to have Israel as an exit option: a state resolutely defining itself as the homeland for all Jews everywhere, and therefore willing to accept and integrate them. In contrast to Jewish DPs, who often had to hold out in camps for years, the classic factors of “push” and “pull” used in migration research here interlocked. It was also helpful that not all Oriental Jews were expelled at one fell swoop, as happened with the Palestinians in 1948–49, but were instead driven out over a period of more than twenty years. To this extent the catchword “refugee state” has a double meaning in the case of Israel: on the one hand, it was a place where refugees from Europe, the Mediterranean, and the Near East were settled; on the other hand, it was a state that caused mass flight.

The Oriental Jews settled in places where refugees looking for shelter are often stranded, in the abandoned houses of other refugees. As Yfaat Weiss shows in a sensitive portrayal of the traditionally Arab neighborhood of Wadi Salib in Haifa, similar stories could be written about Jaffa (today a suburb of Tel Aviv), Tiberias, and other cities.90 The former Arab neighborhoods with their winding alleys and mostly small houses were not prime real estate in newly founded Israel, certainly not compared with the bright Bauhaus-influenced districts newly built in the 1920s and 1930s.

Researchers studying the integration of refugees in Germany mostly focused on questions of social and cultural cohesion.91 In Israel this was not the main issue. At the top of the social pyramid were the Zionists whose origins lay in Europe and who had already immigrated before the Second World War and formed the elite in government and the economy. Ranked just behind them were the Ashkenazim who arrived later, many having survived the Holocaust and endured internment in DP camps. Next were the Sephardim from Southeastern Europe and Asia Minor, followed in last place by the Oriental Jews. In an unpleasant way, the latter reminded all the others, who still regarded themselves as European, where it was in the world that Eretz Israel was located.92 Centuries of living side by side with Arabs in the Ottoman Empire and its successor states, in Morocco and in Iran, had shaped the customs of the Oriental Jews, who struck the Ashkenazim as alien and, judged by the paradigm of civilization they had brought with them from Europe, backward.93 These sharp contrasts have continued to shape Israel to this day, socially and politically.

The Israeli state, however, has made every effort to minimize the differences between its citizens. At the ideological level this happened through Zionism, which the Eastern Bloc countries demonized as right-wing nationalism after the state of Israel was established (an entire book could be written about the left-wing antisemitism underlying this stance), even though Israeli’s founding nationalism was actually rather more socialist in character, as the kibbutz movement made apparent. In accordance with Israel’s self-image as the homeland for all Jews, new arrivals were immediately granted citizenship, even though that was not necessarily in line with Jewish law in its orthodox interpretation. Traditionally, Judaism is defined matrilineally, and yet arrivals with a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother became citizens on an equal footing.94 (This pairing of a non-Jewish wife with a Jewish husband was common among post-Soviet Jews, and it was also far from rare in the immediate postwar period, because more men than women had survived the Holocaust.)

Integration was advanced through the allocation of real estate and land that became available owing to the flight and expulsion of the Palestinians. This had obvious benefits for labor market integration, for it provided a source of livelihood. There was in fact a kind of work requirement for arrivals. Unemployment in the two decades after Israel’s founding was not an issue, just as it was not in Europe. Furthermore, the state provided good instruction in modern Hebrew as a way of bridging cultural divides, and all arrivals had to pass a civics education course.

Israel, then, was the epitome of a refugee state; this is true even if one views the dedicated Zionists of the interwar period as voluntary migrants (and there are, as already mentioned, weighty arguments against this view). By 1951 refugees and expellees from Europe, the Near East, and the Maghreb formed a majority of the population. In spite of the diverse backgrounds and traditions of the arrivals, a society emerged that had a pronounced national consciousness and a common will to defend the state and its territory to the utmost. The threat from abroad certainly contributed to this determination, since Israel had to wage three wars in 1948, 1967, and 1973, and in each of them it was not mere victory or defeat but the state’s very existence that was at stake. A greater problem of integration than the aforementioned class differences or the marginalization of the Oriental Jews lay in the different ways Judaism as a religion had been interpreted. To this day the ultra-Orthodox enjoy a special status. They are not required to serve in the army, and are largely free to opt out of the labor market. How great a challenge this will pose over the long run, and at what cost, remains to be seen.

The success or failure of integration remains an open question as well for the Arab minority that was allowed to remain in 1948, and whose share of the population has since doubled to about a fifth of the Israeli total. The 1.6 million Arab Israelis of today can elect political representatives to a democratically constituted parliament and they do enjoy, in spite of their social and economic marginalization, a much higher standard of living than the population of all the neighboring states. That does not automatically turn them into loyal citizens of the state, however, even though there are no demonstrations of joy among Israeli Arabs, as there are in the Gaza Strip, when a terrorist manages every now and then to murder a Jew.



The refusal to integrate the Palestinians

In 1948–49 more than 80 percent of the Arabs in Israel had either been expelled or had fled on their own initiative.95 Before 1948, presumably, few Arab inhabitants of Palestine would have been able to draw the Mandate territory on a map, and he or she would not necessarily have identified with a nation going by this name. Far away from the homeland, however, a Palestinian national consciousness spread and solidified. This was made possible by the very experience of flight and expulsion, and by the politics of the states that took in the Palestinian refugees.

Owing to its geographic location, Jordan was the country most affected; almost 80 percent of the refugees ended up there. They made up about half the nation’s population, and significantly more in the relatively fertile West Bank. After the war of 1948 this region fell to Jordan, for whom the establishment of the Jewish state came in handy inasmuch as Jordan also profited from the partition of Palestine. Using both Arab and Jewish sources, the Israeli historian Avi Shlaim has meticulously assessed this community of interest between the Hashemite dynasty and the Israeli government.96

Owing to the massive number of refugees, integration was an imperative in Jordan. King Abdullah therefore conferred Jordanian citizenship collectively on Palestinian refugees in 1949, something that no other host country has done. This legal integration included work permits, passports, access to schools, and equality in other areas. Professional and social integration progressed less rapidly, since the Palestinians were mostly housed in camps, some of which still exist today. The basic problem was Jordan’s low level of economic development. Settling refugees in rural areas was not possible on a large scale as land suitable for farming and grazing was in short supply. Over time, therefore, many camps turned into permanent settlements if the refugees did not immediately move to the outskirts of the major cities where they could find employment.

The legal inclusion of the Palestinians went hand in hand with a strict suppression of their Palestinian identity. In 1950 King Abdullah even decreed a ban on using the word “Palestinian” in official documents; this recalls the censorship of the terms “refugee” and “expellees” in the GDR, and is analogous to restrictions on usage in other Eastern Bloc states.97 The Jordanian monarchy was not, however, an all-encompassing dictatorship, and aspirations for political emancipation could only be held in check for a limited time. The 1960s were the great era of anticolonial, Marxist-oriented liberation movements. Keeping in step with the times, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was founded in Cairo in 1964. The organization had an especially large number of adherents in Jordan and acted increasingly like a state within a state. It called for armed struggle against Israel and the annihilation of the Zionist state.

A more constructive approach to refugees was pursued by the Arab League in 1965 with the Casablanca Protocol, which urged its member states to grant the Palestinians free access to their labor markets and freedom of settlement. This happened fully sixteen years after the war of 1948, and without the establishment of the PLO and the self-organization of the refugees it would probably have taken even longer. Unfortunately, only in Syria did the agreement bring any concrete improvement; Lebanon and Egypt did not adhere to their own resolutions, whose implementation had been left open by the Protocol. Two years later Israel’s neighboring states opted for military force again. Egypt placed several army divisions at the border on the Sinai peninsula and blocked access to the Red Sea, Syria marched onto the Golan Heights and shelled nearby kibbutzim from the hills, while Jordan hesitated to participate in these military operations. Israel, however, had anticipated the looming invasion by undertaking a preventive strike. Within six days (hence the war’s name), in June 1967, the Egyptian, Syrian, and Jordanian armies were soundly defeated. This ended the dream of return for Palestinian refugees. And beyond that disappointment it added an additional 300,000 people expelled as a result of the war.

His defeat in the Six-Day War in large part relieved Abdullah’s successor Hussein of his refugee problem, since Israel now occupied the West Bank. The military defeat, however, weakened the legitimacy of the monarchy and shifted the attention of the Palestinians to their situation in Jordan. In September 1970, the PLO attempted a coup, brought refugee camps and several cities under its control, and even undertook an assassination attempt on the king. The effort to transform Jordan into a Palestinian-dominated state failed, however. Hussein proclaimed martial law, suppressed the rebellion, and the PLO leadership was expelled along with around five thousand fighters.

After the revolt, King Hussein became even more determined to establish a social balance, though unavoidably limited by his country’s poverty. One long-term consequence was that Jordan abandoned attempts to win back the West Bank. Hussein renounced this claim in 1988 when, in the aftermath of the first intifada, he abandoned Jordanian territorial demands in favor of a future Palestinian state. This was simultaneously linked to stronger protection of the border in the Jordan Valley. In the Washington Declaration of 1994, finally, the king recognized the existence of Israel. This recognition and the renunciation of the West Bank rested on Hussein’s astute insight that Jordan, as the region’s poorest state, had enough problems with the refugees already living there. His son and successor Abdullah II continued this policy and married a woman of Palestinian origin—an important symbolic act of integration. For Hamas and other radical groups, the monarchy’s policy of peacefully settling differences at home and abroad constituted a betrayal, but so far Jordan has proved stable in spite (or perhaps because) of the wars in neighboring Syria and Iraq.

Jordanian policy toward the Palestinians may be contrasted with the refusal to integrate that characterized Lebanon, the second most important host country. The roughly 100,000 refugees who arrived in 1948 (in the meantime, vigorous population growth has raised their numbers to over 400,000) were not given citizenship in the decades to follow, nor were they granted any freedom of settlement, general work permits, or access to public schools.98 For many years they could leave Lebanon only at the risk of being prevented from returning. In principle Lebanese refugee camps functioned like reservations, where Palestinians were held until they could return to their old homeland, no matter how long that might take. At the same time, like Syria and Egypt, Lebanon’s government pointed the finger of guilt at its archenemy Israel, which it would have preferred to wipe off the map.

What explains this refusal to integrate? Here the history of Lebanon is of fundamental interest, because it makes plain the fact that integration can only function if there is a political and social aim behind it. The relevant question “Whither integration?” is also of central importance for today’s Western societies. In purely economic terms, preconditions for integrating the Palestinians were favorable in 1948, since Lebanon was relatively prosperous; until the outbreak of the civil war in 1974, it was regarded as the “Switzerland of the Near East.”99 Moreover, the regions from which the refugees came (most were from the Galilee and Haifa) were geographically so close to Lebanon that there were very few differences between the Arab dialects and culture on the two sides of the border.

As a state, however, Lebanon did not function like Switzerland. Its political structure was (and still is) based on a complicated system of proportional representation and consociational power-sharing between different religious and ethnic groups.100 According to the “National Pact” of 1943, Christian Maronites picked the president, Sunnis the premier, Shiites the parliamentary president, and the smaller group of Druze a few cabinet ministers. Parliamentary seats were also distributed according to proportional allotment based on religious and denominational criteria. (Here there are parallels to the late Habsburg Empire, which used similar methods in an effort to accommodate conflicting national claims; for example, by using regional compromises known as Ausgleich.) In the first three postwar decades this guaranteed a Christian majority in Parliament, although other kinds of coalitions were often formed.
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Since refugee status among Palestinians is inheritable, Jordanian Queen Rania also counts as a refugee. The queen, frequently celebrated in the tabloid press of the West, was born in 1970 in Kuwait as Rania Faisal Yasin; her parents came from the West Bank, which they had to leave after the Six-Day War.101 The father settled in Kuwait as a physician. His income allowed him to send his daughter to the New English School there, and then to the American University in Cairo. She could not study at a state university, because Egypt at the time excluded Palestinians from subjects like medicine, economics, political science, and journalism and, on top of that, demanded large tuition fees.102 After the First Gulf War the Yasin family and 150,000 other Palestinians were expelled from Kuwait and went to the Jordanian capital Amman. There Rania, who obtained a business administration degree in 1991, worked in finance and marketing. Soon thereafter she became acquainted with Prince Abdullah, and in 1993 the couple married. In 1999 Abdullah ascended to the Jordanian throne upon the death of King Hussein.

At home and abroad, Queen Rania made a name for herself through her engagement on behalf of schools and hospitals, and, since the start of the civil war in Syria, through her advocacy for refugees. In the United States she became known above all through her children’s book The Sandwich Swap, which she published in 2010 with two women as co-author and illustrator. The book deals with the conflict between two girls from different backgrounds, one of whom likes peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, while the other (whose parents come from the Near East) prefers hummus and pita. The food fight and the whole multicultural story have a happy ending, but that was not true of the attempt to translate the book into Hebrew. According to the Israeli newspaper Haaretz, Queen Rania rejected all offers from Israel to publish The Sandwich Swap there.103

In 2016 she visited a refugee camp on the Greek island of Lesbos and subsequently declared: “Refugees are not numbers. They are human beings like you and I, except they have seen unspeakable horror and have experienced unthinkable tragedy and hardship. They risked everything, their families, their possessions just to make it to safety. We need to bring humanity and compassion back into the narrative, because this crisis is about people not borders and barriers. It’s about human dignity not deals.”104 She was apparently referring to the agreement between the EU and Turkey to repatriate and take in refugees (more on this in Chapter 4.2).



This consociational system of power-sharing, which also applied to the executive branch, served in addition as the vehicle for distributing government expenditures; hence the resulting allocation of funds maintained a clientelistic power structure. There was in Lebanon, therefore, no nation-state of citizens into which the Palestinians could have been integrated. Apart from the preferential treatment accorded to Christians, which went back to French colonial rule (France had unwillingly conceded independence to Lebanon in 1943), the fundamental problem of proportional representation and the consociational system was that it rested on the assumption that the population distribution and percentages would remain stable. As soon as the balance changed—through higher birthrates (highest for Lebanese Muslims), different migration patterns (Christians went abroad more frequently), or exogenous shocks (such as the flight of Palestinians into Lebanon)—the system got out of joint. By 1975 conflict surrounding the consociational system of power-sharing led to the Lebanese civil war, which only ended in 1989 with a compromise based on denominational parity.

The Palestinians who had fled to Lebanon suffered in particular from the civil war, and in a certain way they had also triggered it. This, in turn, was related to the denial of integration, although one group of refugees was exempted from this refusal: The Christian-dominated Lebanese government, in accordance with the logic of the consociational system, had seen to it that refugees were accommodated separately in different camps based on their religion. But in the 1950s up to 30,000 Christian Palestinians, who made up a good 20 percent of the refugees, were awarded citizenship. This increased the number of Lebanese Christians and, in line with the demographic formula for forming governments in Beirut, their power. The Sunnis, by contrast, showed greater indifference toward their co-religionists from Palestine.105

Pan-Arabism did not function as a vehicle of integration, either, although this ideology was deliberately promoted by Egypt and Syria. In 1958 both countries even joined together in an explicitly Pan-Arab confederation (the United Arab Republic, which held together until 1961). This placed the Palestinians in the worst situation imaginable: because of their nationality they had been forced to flee their homeland, and yet—with the exception of Jordan—they never really arrived in another society. (To make the point in terms that are even more general, there was no national inclusion following upon their national exclusion. Their neighbors, the Jews, could have told them something about this based on their own history, but until the 1990s the relationship between these two military adversaries consisted of total speechlessness.)

Life without any prospects, poverty in the refugee camps, and the wealth gap between the refugees and natives were so unbearable that the Palestinians in Lebanon became even more radicalized than they had been in Jordan. The PLO again formed a state within a state and used the Lebanese refugee camps as a launching pad for guerilla actions and international terror attacks. Israel retaliated with massive bombings and a nearly two-decades-long occupation of southern Lebanese territory. In the end, it was possible to settle this bilateral conflict, although once again the resolution came at the expense of the Palestinians, who still had not become Lebanese citizens and were now forced to accept a variety of legal restrictions. To this day the Palestinians show up in the national and international statistics on Lebanon as a refugee population, even though they have been residing there for two or three generations, longer than the Syrians who began arriving in 2011.106

Egypt, one of the chief actors in the lost wars of 1948 and 1967, behaved similarly and, to this day, refuses to naturalize Palestinian refugees or grant them equal rights. At the same time, President Sadat disposed of a large part of his integration problem with the Camp David Accords in 1979, by leaving the formerly Egyptian Gaza Strip and its Palestinian population to Israel.107 A good ten years after the peace settlement, the situation of the Palestinians remaining in Egypt worsened again, during the Gulf War of 1990–91, because they sided with Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, who promised to overturn the entire Near Eastern order and attack Israel. The United States, along with Saudi Arabia, intervened in favor of Kuwait, and Saddam lost the war. The Palestinians paid a hefty prize for the foreign policy of PLO head Yasser Arafat—who could have remained neutral. Kuwait expelled around 150,000 Palestinians workers, while another 250,000 who had fled from the Iraqi army were not allowed to return when the war ended.

The renewed and, this time, intra-Arab wave of expulsions following the Gulf War, together with the failure of the first intifada, contributed to Arafat’s move away from violence. He engaged in the Oslo peace negotiations, which were also intended to find a definitive solution for the refugees. It was on this very point, however, that peace ultimately failed. Arafat insisted stubbornly on a “right of return” (to Israel, of course, not Kuwait), a notion that the Palestinians, owing to the daily misery and discrimination they experienced in their host countries, had been carrying around like a fetish.108 Perhaps he needed to insist on the right of return in order to avoid violent conflicts between the increasingly fractious Palestinian militias.

At the beginning of the new century, Israel took a step in the direction of a two-state solution provided for in the Oslo Agreement. In 2005 the army withdrew unilaterally from the Gaza Strip, and Jewish settlers were forced to repatriate. This move was probably unavoidable as protection for the settlers’ lives, since the Islamist Hamas, which had been gaining in influence since the 1990s, would not have tolerated a Jewish minority. The rest of this story reaches into the present; instead of using this opportunity for peaceful nation-building, Hamas repeatedly fired rockets into Israel from the Gaza Strip. Several times, in acts of retaliation and deterrence, Israel attacked the Gaza Strip and occupied parts of it. In this territory no bigger than 360 square kilometers (139 square miles) there now lived around 1.75 million people, instead of its original 75,000 inhabitants plus the 200,000 refugees who had arrived in 1948, almost all of them dependent on international assistance and food deliveries.

This leads us to the last important actor shaping refugee policy in the Near East, the UN or the international community. Because the partition plan for Palestine was drafted in the autumn of 1947 within a United Nations framework, the UN has felt responsible for the Palestinian refugees. In the tradition of the interwar period, at the end of 1949 a special agency was created for them, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). As the long name indicates, this agency was meant to provide the Palestinians with the bare necessities and help them gain employment.

Originally there were large-scale plans to integrate the refugees through development projects, but later the agency’s tasks were reduced to health and education assistance. Nonetheless, to this day UNRWA is the most personnel-intensive subdivision of the UN. It employs more than 28,000 people, many of them teachers. A major part of the Palestinian school system is maintained this way, and not without some small measure of success, since Palestinians are regarded in the Arab world as above-average in education attainment. Yet all these activities come at a price: the Palestinians are dependent on international donors. Since 1949 the US has been the largest sponsor, recently contributing about a fourth of UNRWA’s budget. Without this support, the situation of the Palestinians would be even worse than it is, yet this external support also facilitated the refugees’ host countries shirking their duties and the associated costs (which President Trump now uses as a pretext to reduce US funding for UNRWA).

Moreover, the social services provided by UNRWA affirm the Palestinians’ refugee status, which is based on the notion that refugee status is inheritable. The world is now watching the fourth generation since the Nakba (the Arabic term for the catastrophe of 1948) grow up, but the UN still defines the recipients of its funds and services as refugees. One special passage in UNRWA documents even applies this status to Palestinians who have already received citizenship from host countries. The UN agency thus contributes to perpetuating a condition that, according to the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951, should be temporary.

UNRWA, however, was not integrated into the UNHCR, established two years later. Initially, this was advantageous to the Palestinians, since they had their own refugee organization (UNRWA) responsible for them and better equipped financially than the UNHCR. Later this turned into a disadvantage, for it meant that the UNHCR was unable to exert any pressure on states hosting Palestinians to respect at least elementary refugee and human rights. Moreover, the regionalization of refugee welfare for the Palestinians ruled out any solution that might have enabled Palestinian refugees to move on to other countries, the kind of forwarding that has done much toward defusing and solving the problems of displaced persons in a variety of other postwar situations. For as many as 700,000 Palestinians, an international resettlement action could certainly have been managed. But it was blocked because, on the one hand, the Arab League states behaved with little solidarity for such a long time. And, on the other hand, because the expellees themselves wanted to remain close to their old homeland and insisted strictly on their right of return (a demand that rests on very shaky grounds in international law).109 Invariably, a one-sided sense of victimhood is politically unproductive for refugees, and in the case of the Palestinians it was also abused to justify violence. In the end, the bare figures speak clearest when it comes to the failure of international and Arab refugee policy: today, owing to population growth, UNRWA is no longer responsible for 652,000 refugees, the number when the agency was founded, but for more than five million.

This exponential increase in the size of the problem shows that internationalism cannot substitute for nation-states as actors in refugee policy. The tragic history of the Palestinians also proves that a challenge as formidable as the legal, occupational, and everyday integration of a large refugee population can succeed only if host states make this a priority of the first order.



The turn to human rights

All the same, the hardship refugees faced in Europe and its adjoining regions toward the end of the 1940s did, to some degree, change the thinking about how to deal with flight on a massive scale. This rethinking began as early as 1946, in part because the problem was overtaxing the occupying powers. The Allies began to doubt whether forcible population shifts were really achieving their desired aim of stabilizing nation-states and protecting international peace. If the refugees were not to starve, the occupying powers would have to organize at least some basic care—a daily ration of food, clothing, accommodation and heating in the winter. All this was costly. In addition, it now dawned on the United States and Great Britain that political risks were involved. What would happen if the impoverished masses of refugees were to create unrest and back the Communists? As the scenario of the Greek civil war showed, this concern was not unfounded.

The governments in the Eastern Bloc, on the other hand, had a simple remedy available to them: the Communists confiscated the land belonging to big landowners and awarded their houses, apartments, businesses, and farms to those in need. In the West, where there was a commitment to fundamental democratic rights and the rule of law, which included protections for private property, confiscation in this manner was not possible. Other measures had to be taken to accommodate refugees and enable them to start a new life.

Moreover, there started to emerge, albeit hesitatingly, a moral disassociation from radical nationalism and the ethnic cleansing it unleashed. The West rediscovered human rights, the same rights that had been largely ignored in the reorganization of Europe at Yalta and Potsdam. This shift in opinion was initiated toward the end of 1945 by British and American journalists and intellectuals reporting from occupied postwar Germany. They denounced the mass misery and inhumane treatment of refugees in Poland and Czechoslovakia.110 In the summer of 1946, the American secretary of state James F. Byrnes added his voice to theirs. With an eye toward the still pending peace treaty, he even called into question the postwar borders recently negotiated. The latter challenge was intended mostly as a warning to Poland and Czechoslovakia, but it was clear that American and British occupation authorities no longer wanted to remain silent while refugees were arriving from the East ragged, starving, and sick. This had less to do with compassion for the Germans, however, than with the difficulties of coping with this mass misery. In cooperation with German state and local authorities, the occupiers had to organize emergency medical care, laboriously nurse the refugees back to health, clothe them again, and put a roof over their heads.

In the gathering “Cold War,” a term that Winston Churchill and the American columnist Walter Lippman brought into general use in 1946, human rights became an essential point of reference because they exposed a flagrant weakness in both the Soviet Union and its client states, the so-called people’s democracies. More important, however, than any moral reservations about mass expulsions were the pragmatic considerations already mentioned, practical reasons that convinced even Stalin to spare Hungary (as he had not done for Germany) and stem the waves of refugees inundating the Danube region. De facto, the minor peace treaties concluded between Hungary and its neighbors in 1946–47 (see the discussion about them in the earlier section 2.2) also curtailed this population removal.

This move away from large-scale ethnic cleansing was also a salient feature of the conflict over Palestine. This may be discerned above all from what was not said in public. While Stalin, Polish Workers Party General Secretary Gomułka, and even democratic politicians like Czechoslovakian president Edvard Beneš were explicit in 1945 that they favored expelling national minorities, and that the personal suffering of those affected counted for nothing with them, the relevant discussions and resolutions of the Israeli government took place behind closed doors. Apparently, in 1948, the young state’s leading elite did not want to say openly how they were thinking of proceeding against minorities. In South Asia, too, the page was turning. As of 1948, the founders of India and Pakistan started to dam the tide of refugees, moving away from the idea of homogenous nation-states and acting energetically against violent nationalists.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights that was added to the UN Charter in December 1948 confirmed this humanitarian turn, though of course the document was no longer of any help to refugees of years gone by. The Genocide Convention, adopted almost simultaneously by the UN General Assembly, pointed in a similar direction and was meant to prevent a repetition of the Nazi persecution and the extermination of Europe’s Jews.111 It was, admittedly, not until the 1990s and the war in the former Yugoslavia that the Genocide Convention was used to protect refugees. But, in principle, the UN had already formulated the concept of genocide so broadly in 1948 that the international community could well have acted earlier against those responsible for causing mass flight. In the course of the postwar period, after all, the Holocaust became a benchmark for measuring all other crimes against humanity, and an admonition that it should never happen again. This required distancing oneself, at least verbally, from National Socialist persecution. The mass removal of populations and mass flight were, thus, not acceptable any more.

The passage of the UN Refugee Convention, along with the almost simultaneous establishment of the UNHCR, were drawn-out affairs compared with negotiations over accords. The delay had to do with the lines of conflict created by the Cold War and the skeptical attitude of the Eastern Bloc countries. Stalin and his allies refused to concede any kind of privileged status and special rights abroad to its citizens fleeing Communism, since they viewed these refugees as traitors and in fact persecuted them. In 1951, just after the start of the Korean War, a compromise was reached, although with the restrictions previously mentioned. The UN Refugee Convention was to remain valid for a limited period only and would apply only to Europe. It would exceed the scope of this book to cover the subsequent development of international refugee law, but the supplementary Protocol of 1967 deserves another mention. In principle, it expanded the UNHCR’s radius of action to the entire world. This cannot be counted as a universal success for the UN or UNHCR, however, since to this day numerous states (especially in the Arab world) have not ratified the convention. Moreover, the UNHCR can only provide emergency assistance; there are no funds for more far-reaching measures supporting integration.

As the case of Syria since 2011 shows, even less has been done in the way of flight prevention. Russia in particular has boycotted almost all the measures proposed in the UN Security Council, with the result that only those ceasefires were permitted that served the Syrian regime under Bashar al-Assad. At the same time, the bombing war has been so brutal that the civilian population in the battle zones has hardly any choice but to run away. In spite of its role as a warring party, however, Russia is not taking in any refugees, but is leaving this to Syria’s neighboring states and the EU, where Putin is simultaneously supporting right-wing populist parties that agitate against the absorption of refugees. If this irresponsibility catches on, we can expect terrible times to dawn again for refugees.112 For there will always be more refugees (perhaps soon from Ukraine) and ever fewer states ready to take them in.

As the more detailed analysis of politically motivated flight in Chapter Three will show, the turn toward human rights in the late 1940s depended on very specific circumstances. Perhaps the so-called refugee crisis and the worldwide advance of right-wing nationalism is now bringing this era to an end.




2.4 Postcolonial flight and remigration

As the situation in Europe gradually calmed after 1948, the decolonization of Africa and Asia produced new waves of refugees. This was particularly true in the Mediterranean region, especially for Algeria and Palestine. Only a few months after the French defeat in the Indochina war, a war of independence broke out in Algeria. Inspired by Ho Chi Minh’s success in Vietnam, the Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) waged war using guerilla tactics and deliberate terrorist attacks. The French army reacted by sending more than half a million soldiers to Algeria, shelling villages and urban neighborhoods in which rebels were suspected to be lurking, and with daily acts of repression. About 200,000 Algerians fled to the neighboring countries of Morocco and Tunisia, and another two million people fled to safer ground inside Algeria. While at first the war had tended to affect Muslim Algerians and out-of-the-way regions, over time the battles shifted more and more toward the coasts and the cities where Europeans, or people who defined themselves as such, lived. After eight years of war involving heavy losses and a coup attempt by right-wing officers, France inevitably realized that even this colony, which had a special status because it had been settled by the French and incorporated into the motherland, could no longer be held. In 1962 Paris accepted Algeria’s independence, and more than 800,000 people were subsequently transported across the Mediterranean to France.113

To characterize this action the French government used the term “repatriation” (rapatriement). This allowed France to gloss over its military and political defeat, and it was also intended to facilitate the refugees’ fresh start in their putative fatherland. It is no coincidence that there are similarities with the terminology here and that used in postwar Poland, where the euphemistic term repatriacja also served to make the loss of contested regions in the East palatable to the people. Algeria was not a colony like France’s other overseas and sub-Saharan African territories. Administratively, the three Algerian départements were just as much a part of France as Alsace, Roussillon, and other borderlands. So, strictly speaking, the term “repatriation” was mendacious, because the patria of the pieds-noirs lay on the other side of the Mediterranean.
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In view of all the terrible news for refugees over the past several years, the choice of Antonio Guterres as the new UN General Secretary was at least something of a positive sign. With this election in 2017, a former director of the UNHCR, the agency this Portuguese diplomat had run between 2005 and 2015, rose to become head of the United Nations. One may assume that this former Socialist prime minister of Portugal would advocate strongly for the interests of refugees. In the following profile we depart from the other analytical portraits in these insets, all of which highlight individual actors, because nothing embodies international refugee policy so much as this organization, the UNHCR. Its establishment in December 1950, just five months after the start of the Korean War, was close to a political miracle. It only happened because the tasks assigned to the UNHCR were at the time restricted to relieving suffering that resulted from mass flight during the Second World War, which preceded the organization’s establishment, and caring for the remaining displaced persons. That is why the Soviet Union, after a long period of resistance, agreed to the founding of the UNHCR, even though it was clear that the grounds for persecution enumerated in the Refugee Convention could be utilized for making charges aimed against the Eastern Bloc. When it came to discrimination and persecution on racist grounds, however, neither the US nor the European colonial powers of that time could boast of clean hands, so the Convention provided for a kind of equilibrium between East and West at the level of human rights.

The UNHCR was confronted with its first major task just a few years later, in 1956, when it oversaw provisions for refugees from Hungary and arranged for their international resettlement. It also acted successfully as a mediator between West and East by, for example, managing the repatriation of minors who had spontaneously fled Hungary during the failed uprising.114 The activities of the UNHCR were initially limited to Europe, thus adding a spatial limitation to the temporal restriction on its activities. Both the Palestinians and the refugees from the Korean War were supervised by independent UN sub-organizations, the UNRWA in the Middle East and the UNKRA in Korea. This was within the tradition of the interwar era, when the League of Nations appointed a special high commissioner dedicated to each of the major refugee groups.

In 1957 the UNHCR, which was headquartered in Geneva, expanded its radius of action across the Mediterranean when the Tunisian government asked for help in caring for refugees from the Algerian War. According to the supplementary protocol of 1967, the UNHCR’s reach included refugees worldwide. But, owing to scarce resources, only emergency care could be financed. There was no funding for measures aimed at permanent integration measures as originally envisioned. In any event, the Western countries who were the UNHCR’s major donors were pursuing different aims; starting in the mid-1970s, they became increasingly concerned with stopping transcontinental movements of refugees.115

Since the end of the East-West conflict, the UNHCR has been increasingly concerned with war victims, as between 1992 and 1995 in Bosnia and Herzegovina. On a global scale, it has emphasized repatriation much more than it did during the Cold War. That is a legitimate and important goal, since refugees usually do wish to return to their old homelands; at least, that is what most of them want during their first years living abroad. But international policy makers should be aware that the very idea of repatriation depends on the notion that there is a “patria,” which might not be the case after ethnic cleansing and the ravages of war. Sending refugees back to their former homelands also necessitates higher investment in former conflict zones.

In the last several decades, the UNHCR has increasingly taken care of “internally displaced persons” (IDPs for short), even though there are still no regulations for their protection beyond a general compliance with human rights. This, however, is the fault of the UN’s member states, which have failed to grant the UNHCR more power to intervene within states. The UNHCR has, at the same time, neglected traditional areas of responsibility, such as investing in the permanent integration of refugees in the countries where they are exiled.116 It should not be forgotten that the Geneva Refugee Convention contains a farsighted solution for reducing the global number of refugees: As soon as they are granted citizenship in the countries admitting them, they cease to be counted as refugees. This changes the status of refugee from permanent to ephemeral.



Nonetheless, the state used this term to express its special sense of responsibility for the refugees arriving in l’Hexagone (metropolitan France). This had a positive influence on the course of the refugees’ flight. The transports by ship across the Mediterranean were well organized, as were subsequent phases like the refugees’ arrival in Marseille, their transfer to other locations, and their integration into France. Yet, as in other cases where a majority of the population senses that the terminology employed by the state is not entirely correct, a counter-discourse arose. This manifested itself not least in the unflattering label “pieds-noirs,” which alludes to the arrivals’ African home continent, their physique, and their feet.117 In political terms, above all, the pieds-noirs had anything but an easy time. They were collectively under suspicion of having a right-wing radical and colonialist disposition, owing, among other reasons, to the coup attempt by the OAS, the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète. Similarly, Polish repatriates in the People’s Republic of Poland were stuck with a reputation as reactionary die-hards still lamenting the loss of interwar Poland and the feudal order in the Kresy (the eastern territories in Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine that were once part of the early modern Polish commonwealth), as well as of cultural centers like Lwów (Lemberg in German, Ukrainian L’viv).

There is hardly any controversy today about how to evaluate the Algerian War in political terms; it was about colonial rule and an ensuing war of liberation. Yet the exodus of the Algerian French (all in all, more than a million people left the country) exhibited features of ethno-nationalist cleansing. While the FLN was officially secular, it also invoked Islam. Christians and Jews, including even Sephardim who had once fled Spain, were regarded as French and therefore as enemies. This exclusion and the attendant inclusion of different ethnic groups matched the pattern of nation-state formation in Europe, where in specific countries denominational criteria were also important for determining who could be a member of the nation and who not.

In general, European empires and colonial powers produced ethnically oriented national movements. This happened for a simple reason rooted in anti-imperialist and anti-colonial national movements. The oppressed nations were anxious not only to distinguish themselves from the ruling dynasty (and its elite) to which they were opposed, but also from “foreign domination” understood more broadly. In each case, accordingly, the issue was liberation from “the” Russians, “the” Turks, “the” Germans, and in Algeria from “the” French. Nevertheless, “colonial” and “imperial” are terms that cannot be used interchangeably as some continental European empires, the Habsburg monarchy for example, were imperial formations, but not colonialist ones. Colonialism rested on a differentiation among population groups that the authorities defined by racist criteria; this did not exist either in the Habsburg Empire, the Russian Empire, or vis-à-vis the Poles in the German Kaiserreich. This does not mean that the nationalism of non-colonial imperial nations was free of racism: the Germans did look down on the Poles as much as the Russians did on the inhabitants of Central Asia. But there was never, for example, any ban on mixed marriages as there was in colonial Africa or Asia.

The ethno-nationalist cleansing of Algeria did not conform entirely to the continental European pattern, since the FLN cracked down especially hard on the so-called Harkis, the roughly 180,000-strong Algerian auxiliary troops of the French army. This dimension of the conflict more closely resembled a civil war than an anticolonial liberation struggle. Persecution of the Harkis and, accordingly, their motive for flight was based on political retaliation, not on nationalism. Once the war had ended, the Muslim soldiers serving the French fell between the cracks no matter where they were. In Algeria they were exposed to revenge by the FLN, and in France no one wanted them because there they were regarded as Algerians. Ultimately, about 90,000 Harkis (as many as 150,000 when family members were included) managed to get to France, often helped by former army comrades. The Harkis quite clearly presented a case of flight on account of immediate danger to life and limb, and they were accordingly regarded as “refugees” by the French authorities (in some respects comparable to the Afghani translators and other staff who assisted the NATO mission in Afghanistan, and were left with nothing in 2014 after most of the Western troops were withdrawn).118 The motives and experiences of the Algerian French were different from those of the Harkis and depended on the time and place of their departure. A small share of them had been directly exposed to the war and already had several stages of flight behind them, while the larger share left Algeria after independence because there were hardly any prospects for their future in an independent Algeria. This push factor also was at work in cases of decolonization where no brutal war was involved as in Algeria.

France launched comprehensive aid programs for the refugees from Algeria. On their arrival they received immediate assistance for travel costs and relocation inside France, special support in searching for employment, and help with retraining and in their first year on the job; in addition, there were housing construction programs with special quotas for the “repatriés.”119 All this does not of course mean that the local population welcomed the pieds-noirs. Often they felt abandoned and rejected, much like the German refugees who arrived from Eastern Europe in the early postwar years.120 An additional measure, which could be compared to West Germany’s equalization of burdens for expellees, was the set of restitution payments for land left behind, funds the Algerian French could use to replace their lost agricultural property. Overall, between 1962 and 1970, the French state spent more than 16 billion francs for these integration programs, a gigantic sum at the time (in today’s purchasing power it corresponds to around 17 billion euros, a sum one must also measure against the scope of public spending at the time.)121 The pieds-noirs were thus, like the postwar German expellees (or the Salzburg Protestants and Huguenots a good two centuries earlier), “privileged refugees.” These large government expenditures paid off. From an economic perspective, the French from Algeria integrated rapidly. As early as their first generation, there was no longer any appreciable lag behind the native population, although neither the children of the refugees nor the “Metropolitan” French should be seen, of course, as a single homogeneous entity.

Equally beneficial was the economic upswing of the first three postwar decades. Although a total of two million people came to France from its lost colonies,122 they were absorbed by the labor market in much the same way as guest workers from Spain and Portugal. Immigrants from the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa, however, usually had to make do with simple jobs, in trade, on factory assembly lines, or as workers in construction, with women frequently working as cleaning ladies.

These jobs, with the exception of the industrial ones, were badly paid and highly susceptible to fluctuations in the business cycle. This meant that the inexorable rise of unemployment, in the aftermath of the first oil crisis and during the 1980s, hit postcolonial immigrants especially hard, for they, in contrast to the pieds-noirs, did not receive any special support from the state. The same was true for the guest workers in Germany who, in contrast to the expellees, did not receive integration assistance. Instead, they were offered financial assistance in 1983’s remigration program to help them leave the country. To this day, many of the problems in the French banlieues and in some troubled neighborhoods in Berlin, Hamburg, Duisburg, and other major German cities go back to the formation of a new kind of class society based heavily on one’s country of origin. Owing to high unemployment and a lack of prospects for the second and third generations, this can correctly be characterized as social disintegration.

In an article for the journal Annales a good ten years ago—that is, well before the great financial crisis of 2008–9—the sociologist Dominique Schnapper postulated a phenomenon she called “downward assimilation” to describe the trajectory of French immigrants from the Maghreb and sub-Saharan Africa.123 Concretely, this means a marginal existence in society without opportunities for regular employment. Incomes, accordingly, are low, which also means that it is hard to find a wife and start a family. Injured male pride and a lack of economic prospects become breeding grounds for radical Islamists. It is from this milieu (and not from the circles of actual refugees fleeing Syria and Iraq) that the terrorists came who perpetrated the murderous attacks of 2015 and 2016 in France.

When it comes to the pieds-noirs, there are fewer social problems than political ones. To this day, the municipalities and regions in which the refugees from Algeria settled are among the strongholds of the Front National, for in spite of elaborate integration programs, many pieds-noirs remain embittered over the loss of their homeland.124 From the outset, they held it against President de Gaulle and his party, the Gaullists, that France had been defeated in the Algerian war of independence, and so with the establishment of the Front National in 1972, conservative Gaullists found themselves facing political competition from the radical right. Although the party’s founder, Jean-Marie Le Pen, is not a French Algerian, he served in the Algerian War of Independence and thus exuded personal credibility to the pieds-noirs. Today these two milieus—the radical nationalist and petty bourgeois Front National voters, on the one hand, and the postcolonial-influenced banlieues, on the other—are proving either impossible or extremely difficult to integrate into mainstream French society.

Great Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, and later Portugal also experienced mass flight and remigration from their colonies.125 Demographers estimate the number of “white” returnees from the former British colonies at 380,000 to 500,000 people, with an additional 1.3 to 1.7 million non-white immigrants also emigrating to the United Kingdom. The Netherlands had to absorb 312,500 returning immigrants from Indonesia, 106,000 of them as “evacuees” in 1946–49, the other two thirds following independence. Among the returning immigrants there were also 12,500 Moluccans who had served in the Dutch army.126 Great Britain and the Netherlands had the advantage that postcolonial remigration extended over a long period of time, easing the absorption of the arrivals. Belgium, by contrast, had to rush to evacuate its citizens because of the sudden reversal in the Congolese war of independence. Within two and a half weeks, the Belgian government flew 25,000 people out of the Congo in an airlift; overall, 38,000 Belgians abandoned the country that would later become Zaire.127

While the Belgians, like the Algerian French before them, were clearly fleeing a war, the inhabitants of other European colonies in Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean tended to emigrate in response to a lack of future prospects. Characterizing all these migratory flows as “remigration” (an overgeneralization much like the concept of repatriation) is inaccurate as it conceals the fact that many citizens of the colonial powers had lived overseas for quite a few decades, or even over several generations, and often felt more at home in the colonies than in their putative motherland. In spite of all the things that distinguished the colonizers from the colonized, a common everyday life and a unique culture had developed overseas. This culture had an impact on literature in particular, as in the gloomy colonial novels of Joseph Conrad (originally Józef Korzeniowski), who had such a sharp eye for cultural and social conflicts in part because he came from a small town in eastern Poland shaped by its multicultural mix. In the Netherlands there emerged an entire literary genre, Indische letteren, that garnered new and well-deserved attention (at the latest) with the turn of the millennium in the wake of Postcolonial Studies’ emergence.

Even more powerfully affected by its overseas territories was tiny Portugal, to which more than 600,000 people immigrated after its belated farewell to colonialism between 1974 and 1976. Considering that the country had a total population of nine million, this remigration, mainly of refugees fleeing the wars in Angola and Mozambique, came as a far greater challenge to Portugal than the comparable flights to France or the Netherlands.128 In addition, the so-called retornados arrived just at the moment when the postwar boom in Europe was coming to an end, which cast an additional cloud over their prospects for professional integration. One country frequently overlooked in the context of decolonization after 1945 is Italy, probably because it had already lost its colonies during the Second World War. Barely 400,000 people arrived in Italy from today’s Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, and especially from Libya, a country that, like Algeria, was intended as a Mediterranean settler colony.

In concluding this excursus on postcolonial migration, it needs to be stressed once again that in many cases this particular variety of migration involved fleeing wars of liberation and civil wars.129 In addition to Algeria, we could consider other former African and Asian colonies in greater depth, recognizing that one needs to differentiate among different phases and stages of escalation in each given conflict. (This is obviously a subject that could fill an entire book on its own.) Since decolonization and postcolonial nation-building frequently went hand in hand with ethno-national exclusion, it was often race or nationality that decided who had to flee and who could stay. These criteria simultaneously determined who could flee based on whether the “motherland” was ready to take them in. Recognition (or continuity) of citizenship, with all the social rights this entailed, was mostly denied to members of colonized nations. In this matter of inclusion and exclusion based on ethnic and racist criteria, European colonialism experienced a final climax whose consequences have left their mark to this day.

At the same time, the absorption of postcolonial refugees in Europe illustrates what national solidarity (always, of course, a politically willed, “constructed” solidarity) is capable of achieving: Each government treated its “repatriates,” “returned migrants,” and “homecomers” from overseas as compatriots. Here, the biologically tinted concept of mother- or fatherland proved quite helpful. Even if attitudes inside the host society were not so unambiguous, integration usually proceeded quite smoothly. This was attributable to the fact that the refugees and immigrants from the colonies, with the exception of Italy and Portugal, arrived during the trente glorieuses, the three decades of the great postwar boom. Europe’s willingness to integrate is also worth mentioning here because of the number of arrivals; at four to five million they vastly exceeded all subsequent refugee waves, including those of 2015.130

However, adding to the non-white refugees, there soon followed a great many migrant workers, for European colonialism continued to cast a long shadow. These groups found it much harder to find a place in their host societies. This was true also for those groups who had to flee because they were colonized people who had served their colonizers, like the Harkis, Moluccans (who, analogously to the Harkis in French Algeria, had served in the Dutch colonial army in Indonesia), and the Sikhs (many of whom had been in service to the British in India). They shared the experiences of being excluded along with other African, Asian, and Caribbean migrants who made it to Europe in the wake of decolonization.


The late case of Cyprus

The Cyprus conflict, which triggered the next massive flight to Europe following the Algerian War, also had its roots in colonialism. In 1960, when Great Britain granted independence to the island, which the UK had until then governed as a colony, Greek Cypriots thought it almost self-evident that they would continue to play political and economic roles in the future. Then, in 1963, President Makarios dismissed the representatives of the Turkish minority from his government and terminated the previous power-sharing arrangement. A serious outbreak of unrest resulted, which could only be contained through international mediation. The UN formed its own blue helmet troop, the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP), to uphold the fragile peace between the two nationalities.

This peace was over and done with, however, as early as 1974, when a group of Greek Cypriots came to power in a coup and sought annexation to Greece, then also ruled by a military junta.131 In Turkey, which at this time had a democratic government, the coup reignited the old enmity with Greece, a hostility that had not really ended with the Treaty of Lausanne. The Turkish army invaded the Mediterranean island to protect the Turkish Cypriots and occupied a large area, today’s Northern Cyprus. This escalation of the conflict set off two refugee waves: about 165,000 Greek Cypriots fled to the southern part of the island; in a countermove, 45,000 Turkish Cypriots went north. At this point the UN intervened again, stationing blue helmets along the military frontlines to keep the parties separate. In 1975 the Security Council negotiated an accord that called for a population exchange whereby the minorities remaining on both sides could take their belongings and resettle on the side of the island where each was in the majority.132

In Cyprus, then, the model of ethno-nationalist partition developed by Great Britain was being applied once again. Unlike earlier agreements (Neuilly and Lausanne after the First World War, and the peace treaties of 1946–47 following the Second World War), the accord on the Cypriot population transfer merely validated the movement of refugees that was already under way and did not generate any new population shifts. Nevertheless, the case of Cyprus confirms every kind of basic reservation that has been advanced against these kinds of “solutions.” In spite of various mediation efforts, the island remains divided to this day. Since the Cypriot Greeks and Turks have now been living for two generations in nationally and religiously homogenized parts of the island’s territory, it is questionable whether they could accustom themselves to a culturally, denominationally, and politically re-pluralized society should Cyprus ever be reunified.

Moreover, it is unclear how the return of refugees could be achieved. Owing to the inheritability of refugee status (there are parallels between this situation and that of UNRWA and the Palestinians discussed earlier) and to population growth, the refugee population on Cyprus has since grown to more than 260,000. Inheritability not only entrenches the ethno-nationalist way of thinking that is among the major causes of mass flight in modern European history. It also perpetuates a one-sided victimhood status for refugees, which would be a powerful obstacle to any attempt at reunifying the island.

After 1974 Europe and its neighboring regions enjoyed a lengthy pause where the flight from nationalism was concerned. This coincided with a long period of peace (apart from the civil war in Lebanon, which barely affected Europe, since at that time the vast majority of refugees from that conflict either stayed in that country or fled to Syria), with the EC’s coming to terms with almost all its minority problems (with the exception of the situations in Basque country and Northern Ireland), and with the belief (then widespread in both East and West, and actually quite sympathetic, though unfortunately false) that nationalism was a thing of the past.




2.5 Ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia


The wars of Yugoslav succession

As the Iron Curtain and Berlin Wall came down in the autumn of 1989, no one could imagine that two years later the continent would again become the scene of nationalistically inspired wars and waves of refugees. To be sure, there was an early intimation of this in the summer of 1989 in a remote and therefore little noticed part of the continent: in June the Bulgarian government suddenly opened its border with Turkey, and within three months more than 300,000 members of the Turkish minority fled; these were ethnic Turks whom state and party leader Todor Živkov had been harassing since the mid-1980s with a campaign of Bulgarianization, forced name changes, and a ban on circumcision.133 Anti-Turkish nationalism and the opening of the border served as a safety valve to distract from the misery wrought by the dysfunctional planned economy and state socialism. This massive flight was certainly the consequence of flagrant human rights violations; yet the West, following the principles of the Cold War, had no wish to intervene in the domestic affairs of individual Eastern Bloc countries, so that Živkov’s nationalistic Communist regime remained undisturbed.

This nonintervention did not escape the notice of Slobodan Milošević, then the head of the Serbian Communist Party. In June 1989, at almost the same time as the exodus of the Bulgarian Turks, he stoked the flames of pan-Serbian nationalism with his infamous speech delivered in the Field of Blackbirds (the Kosovo Polje, site of a fourteenth-century battle between Serbian and Ottoman armies). In front of a huge grandstand laid out like an altar, Milošević celebrated the national unity and heroism of the Serbs. Because of a recent coup-like takeover of regional party leaderships in Kosovo, Vojvodina, and Montenegro, the speech intensified Slovenian and Croatian fears of a new Serbian claim to leadership and recentralization. (Tito had given Yugoslavia a very decentralized structure in his 1974 constitutional reform.) It was this power conflict, economic decline, and controversial economic reforms that led to the collapse of Communist Yugoslavia.

That it collapsed violently was due to discord over the territorial order and to traumatic memories of the Second World War, which Milošević revived for his own purposes.134 Slovenia, Croatia, and (after some delay) Bosnia and Herzegovina sought independence on the basis of the republic’s existing borders. In opposition to this, Milošević and the representatives of Serbian minorities in Croatia and Bosnia that allied with him demanded ethnically defined borders amounting to a Greater Serbia. In the spring of 1991, in anticipation of the referendum on independence in Croatia, there were already several local outbreaks of violence that resulted in dozens of deaths. After Slovenia declared itself independent, the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), which was quickly transformed into a primarily Serbian army, intervened there militarily. The JNA soon retreated after encountering surprisingly strong resistance.

In Croatia, by contrast, Milošević and his allies put their bets on violence and outright war. Paramilitary units composed of dedicated nationalists and common criminals played a key role in the warfare, above all the “Tigers,” under the leadership of the warlord “Arkan” (Željko Ražnatović). The JNA and the paramilitary units devised an effective division of military labor: first the official army bombarded the disputed territories with artillery, then the Arkan Tigers and similar units moved in. Frequently, and in full public view, they killed the local Croat leaders, as well as advocates for a multicultural Yugoslavia. Among the victims were also very many Serbs; which means that one cannot reduce this war (any more than the later war for Bosnia) to an ethno-national conflict.

This display of violence served to intimidate the non-Serbian population to such an extent that many would take to their heels on their own. Within three months, Serbian militias following this strategy had occupied a third of Croatia, and about 200,000 people fled the contested territories. Battles were especially fierce for Vukovar, which Serbian artillery largely razed to the ground. There the “Tigers” (the official name of the irregular soldiers was the Serb Volunteer Guard) even marched through hospitals executing supposed enemies.135 In view of this escalation of violence, the UN Security Council, following several unsuccessful tries, negotiated an armistice at the beginning of 1992. Thereafter the situation calmed a bit because the lines of demarcation inside Croatia were secured by the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR). The stationing of almost 15,000 blue helmets, however, came at the price of ratifying the Serbian conquests de facto and of giving refugees no hope for returning home. (It has been much the same since 2014 in Eastern Ukraine, though the units stationed there are from the OSCE.)

The ease with which Croatian territory was occupied encouraged Serbian minority leaders to proceed in similar fashion in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In March 1992, even before the referendum on independence there, the JNA and paramilitary groups struck in the east and north of the republic, and within a few months they had conquered almost all the territories where Serbs constituted a substantial minority. The Bosnian Serb nationalists around Radovan Karadžić justified this deliberate escalation of violence by arguing that they wanted to protect the Serbs from a genocide like that of the Second World War. Since some witnesses to the earlier genocide were still alive, this propaganda fell on fertile ground.

In the first few months of the war, the Bosnian Serb army (Vojske Republike Srpske, VRS), which had hived itself off from the JNA in May 1992, already had conquered such strategically important territories as the corridor surrounding the northern Bosnian city of Brčko and the area around Prijedor, where the majority of residents were Croats and Bosniaks. As in Croatia, the military action was accompanied by massive ethnic cleansing, an expression that entered the vocabulary of the international community and media at this time. In the course of the war’s first few years, almost two million people fled the wide network of frontlines in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This flight was not the worst fate that could have befallen them, given shootings, local massacres, and the concentration camps the Serbian forces had started operating.

The spring of 1993 brought a “war within the war” that saw the official Army of the Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (ArBiH) and the Bosnian-Croatian army (the “Croatian Defense Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina” or HVO) contesting control over territories in central Bosnia and the area around Mostar. Apart from these conflicts over power and territory, strains occasioned by mass flight contributed to the escalation. The Bosnians driven out of eastern and northern Bosnia had to be housed somewhere, and in many places this shattered the local balance between the nationalities and led to new outbreaks of violence. Indirectly, the Croatian-Bosnian conflict strengthened the Serbian side. In the spring of 1993 two thirds of Bosnia and Herzegovina were controlled by the army of the self-proclaimed Republika Srpska, and around 2.2 million people, half the prewar population, was in flight.136

As with almost all instances of flight attributable to civil wars, the majority of war victims fled at first to other locations inside their own country. Bosnian refugees clustered above all in urban centers like the besieged city of Sarajevo, around the industrial city of Tuzla in central Bosnia, and in enclaves like Bihać in the northwest and Srebrenica in the northeast, where the Bosnian army put up resistance to the VRS for a long time and even mustered an effective counteroffensive in the autumn and winter of 1992–93. In the spring of 1993 the UN declared a total of six cities and their environs “United Nations Safe Areas” in order to provide better protection for their inhabitants and the refugees who were stranded there. Fleeing to the EU therefore subsided, which was the intent of the UN’s move. Yet Bosnians continued to be expelled from the Republika Srpska, or else made their own escape attempts, fleeing the daily discrimination and abuse they were facing there.137 Here the distinction between preventive and retroactive flight was fluid.



Limited humanitarianism: The refugee intake in the EU

Even as early as the first few months of the war in Croatia, refugees were already arriving in the EU and heading toward Austria. At first most of them found shelter with relatives and friends, but they still had to register with the authorities. By the end of 1991, Austria already had a tally of more than 11,000 Croatian refugees; the following year, it was the Federal Republic of Germany that became the most popular destination. There, over the course of the war, 350,000 refugees were taken in from the former Yugoslavia. In relation to the overall number of refugees from Croatia, Bosnia, and Herzegovina, Germany’s share was approximately one seventh, far fewer than people often imagine today. Yet at the time this influx was perceived by the German public as a burden. In relation to their overall populations, Austria and Sweden were taking in more war victims, at 90,000 and 120,000 each, and this was also true of Denmark, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.138

The choice of these destinations can only partly be explained by their geographic location. Croatians and Bosnians were for the most part trying to reach those countries where relatives and friends were already living because they had arrived earlier as guest workers. Their flight, in other words, was shaped by older networks of migrants. As will be shown in greater detail in Chapter Three on political flight, this is a common pattern: labor migration and flight migration readily spill over into each other—in both directions. To this extent, the moral distinction between “good” refugees and profit-oriented “economic refugees” that was used at the beginning of the 1990s to legitimate restrictions on the right to asylum is dubious from a historical perspective. But at the same time, discourses like this can serve as a gauge indicating whether good times or bad times prevail for refugees in different host countries.

The flight from Yugoslavia marked a decisive turning point for international refugee policy. In the first four decades since the passing of the Geneva Refugee Convention, wars and civil wars were not recognized as grounds for fear of persecution and subsequent flight. Refugee and asylum policy in the West is still very much shaped by the Cold War (this context will be treated in greater detail in Chapter Three on politically motivated flight). That means that refugees tended to have the best chance for gaining asylum and permanent absorption if they could demonstrate danger to life and limb on political grounds. Radical ethno-nationalism, as discussed at the beginning of this chapter, ranks among the most formative political ideologies of European modernity, but despite that status, it took more than a year after the outbreak of the war in Croatia before the international community and the EU summoned up the will to condemn Great Serbian nationalism. This hesitation had a historical background (the right lessons are not always drawn from history), since Serbia had been on the side of France and Great Britain in two world wars. The complete destruction of the city of Vukovar in eastern Croatia, the artillery bombardment of Dubrovnik, and the siege of Sarajevo with its high toll of victims combined to sway public and political opinion over the course of 1992; the West could no longer dismiss the conflict as a mere civil war. In the meantime, the Serbian military had largely decided the war in its favor. Milošević and his allies lost the media war over the former Yugoslavia, however, due in part to the pictures coming out of the concentration camps in Omarska, Keraterm, and Trnopolje of emaciated inmates who recalled those liberated in 1945 from German concentration camps, and to the pitiful condition of the refugees. The media also reported in meticulous detail on the atrocities committed by the VRS and paramilitary units.139

While it was overwhelmingly men who were interned in the concentration camps, the story of what happened to a number of women slowly came to light during the summer. Especially in northern and eastern Bosnia, paramilitary units and the VRS operated more than a dozen bordellos in which Bosnian women were often detained and raped. In October 1992, the UN began systematically documenting the mass rapes, and after the end of the war some of the perpetrators received sentences from the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY).140 Still unpunished are the far more numerous individual cases in which soldiers molested women, often within sight and hearing of their relatives, in order to humiliate the women’s families and the nation the soldiers were fighting.

It is encouraging that the revelation of mass rape and forced prostitution in Bosnia and Herzegovina led to the punishment of at least some perpetrators, another positive outcome. Ever since this subject came under increased scrutiny, there has been renewed discussion of earlier cases coincident with flight and expulsion. In the Federal Republic of Germany this attention centers on the women who had found themselves in areas conquered by the Red Army in 1945.141 For a long time, discussing their rapes had been taboo, even though postwar West German research on expellees always emphasized the victim status of the refugees and noted that there was a higher proportion of women among them. The American historian Norman Naimark, above all, deserves credit for adopting a gender perspective and drawing attention to the persecution and abuse of female refugees.142

The brutality of Serbian warfare did have the effect that those expelled from Bosnia and Herzegovina met with solidarity abroad, even though the general political and economic context for such solidarity was unfavorable. At the end of 1992 the Federal Republic of Germany slid into a recession after its brief unification boom, and unemployment was also on the rise in Austria, Sweden, the Netherlands, and other European countries. Nevertheless, most EU states and Switzerland granted asylum collectively, dispensing with the usual case-by-case assessment, to those arriving from Bosnia and Herzegovina and seeking protection.

This gesture of generosity, however, was linked to a time limit on admissions. After the reason for flight expired—meaning once the war had ended—the refugees were supposed to return home. Social welfare benefits were also cut back significantly in 1993 and turned into in-kind benefits so as to remove any material incentive to flee to Germany. Yet the “social welfare tourism” (Sozialtourismus) that has recently been the subject of much polemical discussion (in 2013 the term received the “Non-Word of the Year” award annually bestowed by a panel of German linguists) played no role at all. A look at the escape routes out of war regions shows that refugees primarily go to countries they are capable of reaching and where they have personal contacts.

The Federal Republic was especially resolute in implementing its announced policy of repatriating refugees once the war in the Balkans had ended. After the Dayton Accords, the vast majority of the 350,000 war refugees had to leave Germany. In Austria, by contrast, more than 80 percent of the arrivals from Bosnia and Herzegovina received a permanent residence permit, and in Sweden the number was even higher.143 There is a clear correlation between these figures and the situation in the relevant labor markets. Through 2012 Austria enjoyed the lowest unemployment rate of any EU country, so that most refugees there had already found a job and were still needed at work. In Sweden, too, though the country experienced a deep crisis at the beginning of the 1990s, unemployment never reached German levels.

The Bosnians paid a price for their entry into the labor market in that they had to accept jobs well below the level of their occupational skills. Doctors were turned into nurses, engineers into auto mechanics, and skilled working women into cleaning ladies. Here again, it is worth taking a closer look at Austria, where there were far more refugees in relation to the overall population than in Germany, and where the proportion of those arrivals allowed to stay was also comparatively high. There is a problem in the official statistics here, as in most other Western countries, in that the data are differentiated according to country of origin, but there is no distinction between the refugees of the 1990s and the guest workers who came earlier.144

From the Austrian statistics it emerges that the refugees, much like the guest workers, were compelled to accept menial jobs as laborers and in the service sector. This can be gathered indirectly from the findings of a study conducted soon after the intake of the refugees, which showed that 55 percent of the Bosnians living in Austria were employed below their skill level, a significantly higher share than for any other group of migrants.145 The only explanation for the gap between them and the Turks, Serbs, Croatians, and migrants from other states has to be that the refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovina had been “de-skilled.” It also gives food for thought to consider that, as of 2013, half of all immigrants still were not working at jobs in line with their educational attainment.146 The lower one’s entry level into the labor market, the harder it is to climb to a higher rung.

This is a double loss: for the host countries, who are dependent on well-trained immigrants, and for the refugees, who often have to work low-paying jobs that are too physically exerting for them. There is also a gender component here in that women are more frequently affected by de-skilling than are men. And this downward mobility obviously entails disadvantages for the next generation as well. The Austrian statistics show that the parents of refugees were more likely to have completed secondary or university education than did their children who had grown up in Austria. This certainly is not the fault of the parents, since refugees almost always aspire to see their children enjoying a better life than theirs.147 And this again raises the question of what direction integration is taking, whether toward the middle of society or toward the margins or even the lower end of the social hierarchy. In spite of these deficits, the labor market integration of Bosnian refugees has been a major success in all countries of admission, except Germany, which chose to repatriate the vast majority of the Bosnians after the war had ended.148

The idea of repatriation, which conditioned the way refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina were taken in more than it did any previous group, is older than the Geneva Refugee Convention. In principle, repatriation accords with the interests of most refugees, at least at the beginning of their stay abroad, since most want to return home. This wish, however, rests on a recollection of what the old homeland was like before war broke out, when it had not yet been overrun by violence and destruction. As many returnees to Bosnia could not help but notice, that was a homeland that no longer existed. Ethnic cleansings had profoundly changed or destroyed local communities, and frequently the houses and apartments left behind were either no longer inhabitable or were occupied by different families. For the most part, therefore, former owners sold the properties restituted by the terms of the Dayton Accords and moved to regions where their own nationality was dominant.149 In spite of the costly programs of return and restitution financed by the UN and EU, therefore, only about 500,000 international and domestic refugees returned to their hometowns.

To this extent, the “repatriation” of refugees (taking the term literally) proved to be a fiction. Refugees may have been returned to their country of origin, but it was rather rare for them to settle in their own home places. The fiction that they did so was constructed above all with a view toward the public in Germany and other host countries. The Federal Republic could present itself as generous and humanitarian when it came to supporting refugees at the start of the war and then, by repatriating basically unwelcome guests, preserve the illusion that it was still not a country of immigration. The heaviest price for this was paid by refugee children, who were uprooted from their schools and local surroundings in Germany and then had to integrate for a second time back in their old homeland.150

Humanitarianism also needs to be evaluated critically with a view toward its impact on the war itself. The West and the UN supplied “safe havens” in the Balkans with food, medicine, and clothing, and thus saved many human lives. The airlift to relieve the besieged city of Sarajevo was the most costly international relief program in Europe since the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration’s activities following the Second World War. And yet this intervention left a bitter aftertaste, since pleas issued by the government in Sarajevo that the weapons embargo be lifted were not heard. Had they been heeded, this might have prevented the genocide committed against the defenseless and unarmed civilian population of Srebrenica. Another consequence of the embargo was that the Bosnian Serb army was able to bombard Sarajevo and the other besieged cities for more than three years with impunity. The victimization of the Bosnians and, linked to that, their self-victimization in politics and the media, ultimately made for a convenient excuse. They allowed the West to conceal how, in spite of all the lip service it paid to a multinational and democratic Bosnia, it had supported the government in Sarajevo only halfheartedly. The government, in turn, used the victimhood narrative, which it has been deliberately disseminating to this day, in order to advance Bosnian nation-building.

The Dayton Accords did not bring either the wars of the Yugoslavian successor states or the mass refugee waves to an end (see Map 5).151 Peace came about not least because the fortunes of war shifted in the summer of 1995—to the detriment of the Serbs, above all in Croatia. In August 1995 the Croatian army marched into Krajina and liberated the Serbian-occupied territories with lightning speed in “Operation Storm.” This could happen because the Croatian Serbs, like the VRS, had to defend overextended frontlines and because their army, as measured by the size of the occupied territory, lacked sufficient manpower. Many potential recruits had fled to Serbia or abroad. The appeal of Serbian nationalism turned out not to be as great as many in the West maintained. The Croatian-Serbian army’s military collapse, fear of retaliation, and the initially brutal action of the Croatian army, which fired on civilians and set numerous houses on fire, triggered the greatest mass flight in the former Yugoslavia since the summer of 1993. Some 180,000 Serbs fled hastily out of Croatian Krajina and into other occupied territories. The exodus continued after the battles were over, though now mostly in the form of auto convoys and with buses. Apparently, the remaining Serbs could not imagine existing as a minority in Croatia.

This scenario was repeated in Bosnia when the suburbs of Sarajevo and a number of other local districts were placed under the control of the central government in accordance with the Dayton Accords. About 50,000 Bosnian Serbs thereupon packed their belongings and emigrated to the Serbian-ruled part of the country. This exodus may be characterized as ethnic “self-cleansing.” The nationalist leadership of the Republika Srpska deliberately promoted the exodus in 1996 by urging Serbs (via print media, leaflets, and radio) to leave and by making arrangements for them to do so. From the perspective of migration history, the relationship of “push” to “pull” factors reversed in the case of these movements of refugees; the nationalist summons to return home (pull) played a more important role than the pressure of persecution (push). At any rate, the close entanglement between flight and absorption made it possible for Serbian refugees to take a large proportion of their household goods along with them. Unlike almost all other twentieth-century refugees, they did not arrive at their destinations completely impoverished and traumatized. All the same, leaving their homeland entailed a loss of jobs and social status.
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MAP 5. Movements of refugees as a result of the collapse of Yugoslavia


The West appeared to be unmoved by the mass flight of the Serbs. There were only a few protests against the persecution and murder of Serbian civilians in Croatian Krajina (even at the International Court of Justice in The Hague, these war crimes and crimes against humanity remained unpunished), and there was no attempt to stop the exodus from Sarajevo. This had to do with diminished empathy for the nation that, in the view of many, had started the war to begin with. It also reflected the fact that the refugee waves of 1995 did not reach the EU. The Serbian refugees, numbering around 250,000, were absorbed by Yugoslavia and, to a lesser extent, by the Republika Srpska in Bosnia. Milošević steered some of the inbound refugees toward Kosovo, so as to increase the Serbian share of the population there, but most moved to Belgrade or to Vojvodina, the more prosperous parts of Serbia.

The role that mental and geographic distances can play is also illustrated by the second great center of conflict in the 1990s, the Caucasus. There, between 1988 and 1993, a total of about 1.5 million people were expelled from their homes, including 340,000 Armenians who had fled from pogroms in Baku and other Azerbaijani cities in the late Soviet Union. Between 800,000 and a million people fled the autonomous Republic of Nagorno-Karabakh, which had seceded from Azerbaijan (and from adjoining territories), while 230,000 Georgians had to leave the renegade province of Abkhazia.152 This mass flight left the West and Europe largely untouched, since these refugees, like the Serbs of 1995, did not get as far as the EU. Much like Eastern Ukraine today, Nagorno-Karabakh is regarded as a conflict in suspension, though one that could become acute at any moment, as demonstrated by the fights that suddenly flared up in 2016. Today, owing to heightened mobility, refugees from the Caucasus would certainly head in the direction of the EU, and among the Chechens this has already been happening since the late 1990s. Yet, ultimately, the conflict surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh has eluded control by the West. The region’s chief supplier of weapons and supreme regional power is, as in eastern Ukraine, the Russian Federation.




2.6 The (ir)responsibility to protect


The Kosovo crisis

The Dayton Accords of 1995 regulated the postwar order in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but not in Kosovo, where the collapse of Yugoslavia had, in many respects, begun. This was due to Milošević being alloted a place at the negotiating table; although he did have to bury his vision of a Greater Serbia, he still was needed as a partner to the accord. Milošević misunderstood this to mean that he would again have a free hand to mistreat minorities in the dominion he ruled. The state he was governing continued to go by the old name “Yugoslavia”; but it was mere presumption to call it by that name.

The prospect of permanent and even more intense discrimination changed the nature of resistance for the Albanians in Kosovo. Led by the writer Ibrahim Rugova, they had pursued a strategy of nonviolent resistance through 1996, demanding only that their regional autonomy, abolished in 1989, be reinstated. This restraint reflected their fear of the kind of escalation that happened in nearby Bosnia. Yet soon after Dayton, the UÇK (Kosovo Liberation Army) carried out attacks on police stations and other government offices. The Serbian security forces reacted with ever stronger repression, which only provoked more counter-violence.153 In 1998, when a deployment of paramilitary units (including, once again, the “Arkan Tigers”) was added to this volatile mix, the situation escalated further. In this first phase of the Kosovo conflict, approximately 300,000 people fled, 30,000 of them abroad.

The West, however, did not want a repetition of the Bosnian scenario. US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, who had herself grown up as a Czechoslovakian refugee, warned against “appeasement.” Initially the West imposed economic sanctions on Milošević´s Yugoslavia, followed in 1999 by an ultimatum for negotiations on the status of Kosovo. When the negotiations collapsed early in 1999, NATO started an air war, bombing Belgrade and other Serbian cities as well as critical infrastructure. In Kosovo itself, the situation again worsened as about 600,000 people—one third of the Albanian population—now found themselves in flight. Thanks to aerial support and weapons deliveries from abroad, the UÇK gained the military upper hand and, faced with impending defeat and bombardment, Milošević gave in and accepted de facto secession.

The Kosovo conflict, especially the action taken by NATO, has divided world opinion to this day. At the time, advocates of intervention made their case by invoking the massive human rights violations committed by the Milošević regime, the violent action taken against the Albanians who accounted for the vast majority of the population in Kosovo, and the mass flight this brutality set in motion. Influential Western politicians, among them Madeleine Albright, brought forward historical arguments, including analogies to National Socialism that culminated in comparisons between Milošević and Hitler.154 Specific events also played a role, like the Račak massacre, although it could not be clearly proven who should answer for the roughly forty Albanians killed there or where exactly it was that they lost their lives. There was also a lot of media commotion over the never-verified “Horseshoe Plan” whereby Serbia sought to drive the Albanian minority out of Kosovo in a pincer movement.

Regardless of how one evaluates this reporting and these specific events, they distract us from the central question: Should foreign states intervene militarily in order to prevent mass flight from nationalist persecution? Those in favor of intervention formulated some wording to express what they deemed a “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P), according to which the international community has a responsibility and even a duty to protect civilians from the worst kinds of human rights violations and ethnic cleansing.155 After what happened in the former Yugoslavia, this sounded like a fine idea in the late 1990s: flight would be prevented by nipping it in the bud and not just curbed only once entire peoples had already hit the road.

Opponents of such interventionism countered by pointing out that national sovereignty is the foundation of the international order and world peace. According to this perspective, the attack on Yugoslavia set a dangerous precedent contrary to international law, since the UN Security Council had not given its approval. Furthermore, the critics explained, the UÇK was responsible for the escalation, because its terror attacks had provoked the Serbian security forces and ultimately NATO’s intervention. And, indeed, since the nineteenth century the repertoire of radical-nationalist tactics in Southeastern Europe included the deliberate use of attacks in order to escalate violence and provoke intervention by the great powers.

From a historical perspective, the Kosovo conflict may be situated schematically along two time axes, one retrospective and the other prospective, or to put this in simpler terms: either as the endpoint of a past development or the point of departure for something yet to come. Taking the second perspective unavoidably draws one’s attention forward to the Iraq War of 2003, since this intervention was also defended with arguments about human rights and did not have UN Security Council approval. From this point of view, the Kosovo conflict was not a further stage in the historical development of Western human rights and refugee policy, but rather the point of departure for a misguided interventionism. In view of the chaos that erupted in Iraq after the invasion of the coalition led by the US and of the mass flight that Mesopotamia has experienced since then, the verdict of contemporary history seems clear.

This also applies to Kosovo, since the interventionists’ intended policy of flight prevention, while ultimately effective on behalf of the 600,000 Albanians who fled and were soon able to return to their homes, did not work for the roughly 250,000 Serbs, Roma, and members of other minorities who had to abandon their homeland after NATO’s intervention. Here there was a mixture—similar to what we saw in 1995 in Croatia and Sarajevo—of ethnic cleansing and Serbian “self-cleansing.” After the multinational Kosovo Force (KFOR), led by NATO and supported by neutral states, was sent in, things calmed down. Yet even KFOR could not prevent country-wide riots and pogroms in 2004, when Albanian nationalists killed nineteen people, drove out over 4,000 Serbs who had remained behind, and set thirty monasteries and churches on fire.156 The ongoing violence against minorities, the problems encountered in building a Kosovar state, and the experience of rampant corruption and criminality perhaps make an even stronger case against intervention (ex post) than did the reservations already articulated at the time (ex ante) in terms of international law.

This finding is disheartening, especially as regards the history of flight from nationalism, a lengthy history replete with victims. For in Syria since 2011 we have seen what can happen when the West does not intervene. The civil war in Syria (see Chapter 4.2) has led to ethno-national segregation and the flight of more than ten million people. Also, in the former Yugoslavia, after 1993, the perpetrators of ethnic cleansing were brought before the International Criminal Court in The Hague, on the strength of resolutions passed by the UN Security Council. In Syria (and in Iraq), the perpetrators have so far been able to act largely unchecked, with corresponding consequences for the civilian population. To this extent, unfortunately, it is to be expected that the history of flight from nationalism will also need to be updated in the future.




Summary

Throughout the nineteenth century in Europe, nationalist mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion were superimposed on older, religious lines of demarcation. Then, in the twentieth century, modern nationalism led to an unprecedented rise in the numbers of refugees. Nationalistically motivated expulsions first devastated southeastern and then, after the Munich Agreement, Central and Eastern Europe. In Europe and its near neighborhood, about thirty million people were forced to leave their homelands permanently because of their nationality ethnicity. This variant of persecution and flight was thus by far the most common. It is linked to wars, for only in the context of war could major population groups be put to rout. Yet the flight from nationalism usually reached its apex after the end of each war. Hence we have to pose the question yet again as to what aims the states and politicians participating in each of the relevant peace accords and postwar orders were seeking to achieve.

In the age of nation-states, international politics followed a logic we would today regard as repulsive: until the middle of the twentieth century, mass population shifts were viewed as a legitimate means of stabilizing nation-states and promoting international peace. The permissive and sometimes supportive stance of the international community, in combination with the radicalization of nationalism, triggered a spatial and social escalation of population removal. The first schemes for an “exchange of minorities” affected only disputed regions, were meant to be voluntary (at least on paper), and covered only about a third of each respective minority. But after the Treaty of Lausanne, which also led to a more stringent implementation under the Treaty of Neuilly, entire states became ethnically homogenized. There were no longer any exceptions, and minorities were removed as completely as possible. In spite of the refugees’ suffering, “Lausanne” became a model for the “solution” of minority problems. By the end of the 1930s, Great Britain referred to “Lausanne” on several occasions, as did Hitler in his vision of a “new Europe” based on ethnic borders and ethnically homogenized nation-states. The main difference between the Western and the German interpretation of Lausanne was the murderous racism of the Nazis, which inspired fascist Croatia and Romania to stage their own partial genocides.

When the fortunes of war changed, the fate of the German minorities in Eastern Europe was sealed. As early as 1941, Western public opinion and governments agreed that the Nazi resettlement of ethnic Germans in occupied Poland had to be undone. Moreover, by 1942 there was already an Allied consensus that Czechoslovakia could not and would not want to live with a sizable German minority. Hence, the “clean sweep” proclaimed by Winston Churchill at the end of 1944 made common sense by contemporary standards. Apart from the Germans, the peoples affected were—in descending order—Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, Italians, Finns, Hungarian, Bulgarians, Romanians, Slovaks, Estonians, Latvians, Czechs, Belarusians, and Lithuanians, as well as a variety of smaller ethnic and national groups. In the decade between 1938 and 1948, half a continent was on foot. Since many men were drafted into the armed service, women and children were obviously predominant among these roughly twenty million people who lost their homelands forever in postwar Europe.

Because of the difficulties involved in managing such masses of refugees and the well-founded fear that they were creating a breeding ground for Communism, the Western powers began to distance themselves from large-scale ethnic cleansing after 1946. They also grew more sensitive to political refugees from Eastern Europe (for this, see Chapter 3.3). Stalin, who certainly had no moral scruples, reversed course for pragmatic reasons as well. He intervened to prevent the larger Danube region from falling into the same kind of chaos as had prevailed in occupied Germany. Nevertheless, this curtailment of ethnic cleansing was motivated mostly by pragmatic, not humanitarian, considerations. Although the Universal Declaration of Human Rights passed in 1948 was in tacit contradiction to all the postwar treaties stipulating the removal of national minorities, postwar refugees could not base any legal claims on a UN declaration. The only immediate impact of the growing awareness of human rights was that the governments of newly independent Israel, India, and Pakistan did not openly advertise mass scale population removal as a “solution” to their domestic problems and as a way to create a lasting peace. Nevertheless, mass flight was still a predictable result of war, communal violence, and nationalist expansion.

Because of the suffering it inflicts on its victims, “ethnic cleansing” has been viewed as a serious human rights violation since the beginning of the 1990s—therein lies a deeper reading of this irritating term. “Ethnic cleansing” was prosecuted as such before the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in The Hague (ICTY). In handing out sentences for genocide, however, the judges held back from equating the two crimes. Ultimately, the deliberate killing of around eight thousand Bosnian men fit for military service in Srebrenica was the only act punished as genocide, not so for “ethnic cleansing” and many other crimes against humanity. This restrictive jurisdiction on genocide is controversial, but it does distinguish the crime of ethnic cleansing from genocide defined as the deliberate and mass killing of persecuted minorities.

Ethnic cleansing, in contrast to genocide, rests on the idea that the minority in question has a home (though somewhere else) and that there is a country that can be regarded as the destination to which they can be transferred. The formula “Heim ins Reich” (“back home to the Empire”) invented by Hitler got to the heart of this as early as 1938, and Czech officials shouted the slogan mockingly at the Sudeten Germans as they chased them across the border to “their” nation-state in 1945. The existence of an unwanted people’s external nation-state at least meant that there was an entity that should feel responsible for these people. It was the reverse of the situation faced by refugees from the Russian Revolution, by the huge number of Jews who were fleeing an increasingly violent antisemitism, and by the Syrians of today who have managed to make it as far as Europe. For all their suffering and misery, most victims of ethnic cleansing had an apparatus of government administration to which they could turn in the countries of arrival. They were uprooted and impoverished, but not entirely defenseless at the moment of their absorption. This was reflected in contemporary writings and recollections; in spite of miserable living conditions in occupied Germany’s reception camps, for example, the Sudeten Germans taunted with “Heim ins Reich” were initially delighted to have left what they perceived as hell and to now be in Saxony or Bavaria.

Whatever the theoretical value of this distinction, in practical, everyday reality national solidarity often did not extend very far. Arrivals were assaulted with insults, frequently housed for years on end in camps and barracks, chased from the fields, and made to stand at the very end of the job queue. Yet most had command of the host country’s language, received (or retained) that country’s citizenship (which is why, according to the Geneva Refugee Convention and its forerunners, they were not usually registered as refugees), and also benefited from social welfare services, to the extent these were available.

There is no reason whatsoever to idealize the national solidarity practiced by the host states, since it was expressed in a wide range to their refugee policies. They extended, if one looks (for example) at the period after the Second World War, from legal equality and welfare state privileges being granted quickly, as in the case of the German expellees, all the way to deliberate ostracizing, which is how Palestinians were treated in most of the states neighboring Israel (with the exception of Jordan). The point here is that refugees’ room for maneuver is fundamentally restricted. What matters most in every one of these cases is the attitude of the host society and its political elite. The quantity and quality of the solidarity that ensues from shared nationality is not predetermined; it is instead a construct to which different sides contribute: the “expelling states,” the refugees, and the host countries and societies. Which side contributed more or less depended on a hierarchy of power that was different and remained variable in each given case.

Although it was modern nation-states that first produced national minorities, and thus the “minority problems” that accompanied them, there was a plus side in that national solidarity helped defuse a number of “refugee crises.” The integration of refugees proceeded most rapidly when different groups arrived over a short timespan. One example of this is what happened in the early Federal Republic, when millions of expellees, GDR refugees, and ethnic emigrants from Eastern Europe arrived in the first decade after World War II. The binding element here was postwar reconstruction (which also helped paper over social and political conflicts within the Eastern Bloc), something that consisted not only in the rebuilding of the country as a whole, but also the reconstruction of families and individual livelihoods, both private and professional. Israel, another “refugee state,” also formed a melting pot made up of very different groups, though one should not downplay the social and cultural differences that distinguished European Ashkenazim, Sephardim, and the long-marginalized Oriental Jews from one another. In both these cases, moreover, refugees were lucky that a long-lasting economic boom began soon after their arrival, an upswing abetted by the influx of a new reservoir of labor.

The situation was much worse for refugees who were persecuted because of their nationality or race but did not have a state of their own. For centuries this applied to the Jews, and to this day it has resulted in disadvantages for the Roma in a number of European countries, as well as for the members of other stateless nations like the Palestinians and the Kurds. Because the international order is based on nation-states, these nations have fallen between the cracks; they are ostracized and expelled from their countries of origin but do not have a destination in any country that can advocate for them and serve as their refuge.

Since the late nineteenth century, Jewish minorities compensated for lacking a state of their own by founding civic organizations that were active across borders. Jewish NGOs were among the first and most important actors providing refugee welfare services, and they were also decisive in getting the Paris Peace Treaties to implement rudimentary minority protection. But these efforts helped Jewish minorities and refugees in the interwar era only to a limited extent; they continued to suffer discrimination and persecution. In the period following the Second World War the problem for Jewish DPs was resolved only when the State of Israel was founded in 1948 and they could emigrate there. The price for this solution, however, was the Israeli War of Independence and the mass expulsion of the Palestinians. The refusal of most of the states adjoining Israel to integrate the Palestinians and the inheritability of their refugee status according to the statutes of UNRWA have exacerbated this refugee problem.

There are also unsolved problems left over from mass flight in Europe. Within the EU, Cyprus ranks first in this regard. In spite of several attempts to mediate between representatives of the Greek and Turkish Cypriots, a rapprochement, or even a revocation of the island’s division accompanied by a return of refugees, still seems a long way off. At least no armed encounter menaces Cyprus today; the conflict really is frozen (in contrast to most conflicts designated as such). In Bosnia and Herzegovina one cannot be so sure of this. There the leadership of the Republika Srpska, one of the two entities in the federal state of Bosnia and Herzegovina, has crippled joint government since 1995 by issuing a variety of vetoes in the state executive and by boycotting administrative work and the parliament. This political blockade weakens the rule of law and economic policy in the federation, and it has undermined its every effort at gaining EU membership.

There is a perilous trouble spot lurking inside the way the history of the Bosnian war has been processed. The governing SDA party (the abbreviation stands for Stranka demokratske akcij [Party of Democratic Action]) is formally secular but de facto Muslim-dominated. It persistently underscores the victim status of the Bosnians and, only recently, brought Serbia once again before the International Criminal Court in The Hague on charges of genocide (appealing a negative ICC verdict from 2007), which the Bosnian Serbs persistently reject. This stubborn stalemate between the two nationalities may strengthen identification with one’s own nation and each group’s regional government (Bosnia and Herzegovina is a federated entity), yet it prevents the divided country from growing together as one.

What is more, the integration of returned refugees will only be able to make progress when an economic upswing finally sets in. And given how dysfunctional the state is, an economic upturn is not readily foreseeable. Since 1995 Bosnia-Herzegovina has been steadily falling behind economically, until it is today the poorest of the six former Yugoslavian republics. With an unemployment rate of nearly 28 percent, it has a GDP of 5,500 dollars per capita (only Kosovo was even poorer). Even more worrisome is the fact that imports are almost double the volume of exports; this makes Bosnia (like the Palestinian Authority) extremely dependent on outside donors and on remittances from co-nationals living abroad. This oppressive poverty of a major part of the population leads to new flight, though now mostly for economic reasons.

As European unification moved forward after the turn of the millennium, it was hoped that Europe would no longer experience war and the mass flight that ensues from war. When Russia annexed Crimea and intervened in Eastern Ukraine, these hopes were dashed. Anyone in the Donbas who openly proclaims allegiance to Ukraine or speaks Ukrainian on the street puts himself at risk. For that reason, and because of the misery that accompanies every war, at least 1.5 million Ukrainians have fled since 2014, about two thirds of them to other parts of Ukraine and another third to Russia.157 The conflict surrounding Eastern Ukraine is still confined to this region, and most refugees from the Donbas and Crimea have found accommodations in Kyiv and other Ukrainian cities. Should the Russian president decide on a renewed round of escalation, however, and expand the war to other parts of Ukraine, the EU will have to adapt to waves of refugees, just as it did in the 1990s.

It is also in this context that one must warn against the current political renaissance of nationalism. At the beginning of the twentieth century, no one could have imagined the abyss into which radical nationalists would plunge Europe or the problems that movements of refugees would bring in tow. These lessons of history should not be forgotten, and this has been one of my reasons for writing this book.
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POLITICAL REFUGEES AND THE EMERGENCE OF AN INTERNATIONAL REFUGEE POLICY



3.1 The making of the modern refugee in the “long” nineteenth century

The series of revolutions that took place beginning in 1776 reminds us that it makes no sense to treat Europe as a closed territorial unit. To understand European history properly requires a wider framework that takes in the transAtlantic world. Indeed, the history of political flight began on the American side of the Atlantic, with the American Revolution. In terms of sheer numbers, political ideologies are less relevant as a cause of mass flight than ethnic cleansing. But it is political refugees who have shaped overall perceptions of refugees in the Western world and in international law. Hence they require special attention.

Historiography has always been dominated by the winners of wars, revolutions, and other major conflicts. Less is known about the losers, who tend to be forgotten by history. This is also true of the British Loyalists who succumbed in the War of Independence. Somewhere between 300,000 and 400,000 people in North America took the side of the British, who had also brought in tens of thousands of mercenaries, mostly from German states like Hesse, to fight the insurgents. Most of the Loyalists wanted to stay and were allowed to do so.

Yet, as Maya Jasanoff has shown in her remarkable book on the Loyalists, around 60,000 were either forced to leave their homes in the original thirteen states or chose to do so. These refugees had a variety of motivations for fleeing, including political convictions, fear of retribution, and a desire to escape the violence that accompanied the American Revolution. In many places it was fought like a civil war, which had the impact of an additional push factor. African Americans had their own motives. Having gained their freedom in return for service in the British army, they feared being re-enslaved by the war’s victors.1

Most refugees at first emigrated to nearby states and territories like Canada and Florida. Many went back to the British Isles, while some migrated to the Caribbean islands. Around 2,000 African Americans even migrated, by way of Nova Scotia, as far away as West Africa, where they founded a new colony, symbolically named Freetown.

The British Empire was successful in settling the refugees from its former colonies because it perceived them as its citizens. It also offered quite generous compensation for lost property and land. This meant that the empire reproduced old class structures and did not treat all refugees as equals. Nevertheless, these measures taken by the government in London greatly reduced its colonial refugees’ grievances, at least on a material level. As one may gather from Jasanoff’s biographical sketches, the integration of the American refugees worked out quite well. The British Empire, she claims, also profited by developing a new, more liberal spirit as it absorbed the Loyalists.

The French Revolution produced about twice as many refugees as the American Revolution. The main reason was the Jacobins’ Reign of Terror. The execution of King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette in 1793, and the subsequent suppression of the opposition in Paris and the Vendée raised awareness of what could happen if one did not flee the country. Between 100,000 and 150,000 French people therefore went into exile. Some members of the high aristocracy and representatives of the ancien régime who were in exposed positions had already left the country in the years preceding the Terror. In order to leave, they needed above all to overcome two obstacles: One was the ring of passport inspection posts surrounding Paris that the Jacobins had put in place. (There was some unintended continuity here with a practice dating back to Louis XIV and the era of Huguenot mass flight.) A second set of hurdles was posed by France’s external borders. The revolutionary government wanted to know who was fleeing abroad because they suspected, not incorrectly, that the opponents of the revolution would be gathering abroad to form a counterrevolutionary alliance. A third problem was a lack of receptivity in the neighboring countries, where the French were often suspected of being supporters of the revolution.2

As a rule, the only refugees accepted in the states of the Holy Roman Empire adjoining France were those who could prove that they could pay for their own livelihood. For about half of them this was not a great problem, since as members of the nobility, the upper-middle class, and the clergy, they had sufficient funds at their disposal. The nobility made up 16.8 percent of the refugees, far larger a share of the exile population than of the population back in France; 11.1 percent were upper-middle class; and the clergy comprised 25 percent, most of whom where priests and monks, so that men predominated overall. The equally numerous peasants, artisans, and workers, classes of refugees who more frequently came from regions near the border, scratched out a living at a subsistence level and lived in constant danger of being sent home impoverished.

The reason for this was a lack of political solidarity. The European elites were horrified at the execution of the royal couple and at the Jacobins’ Reign of Terror, but this did not result in any broad, socially embedded counter-movement. A bit of political history may explain why: counterrevolutionary conservatism only developed as an ideology and party movement in the course of the nineteenth century, and even then solidarity and internationalism were hallmarks of liberals and the left, not of the right. An additional reason was apprehension lest there be spies and revolutionaries among the refugees. Fear of infiltration by enemy forces became a recurrent feature of attitudes toward political refugees during later waves of exile, as demonstrated by reactions to refugees from the Russian Revolution, or by the hunt for Communists (real or imagined) masterminded by Senator Joseph McCarthy during the 1950s in the US, which was temporarily closed to outsiders. Today’s deliberate fusion of debates on refugees with fear of Islamist terrorism is in line with this baleful tradition. Yet we know of several recent cases from Germany (and elsewhere) in which refugees reported terrorists to the police and thereby prevented violent assaults. (In October 2016 an Islamist bomb-maker living in the eastern German city of Chemnitz, where he was registered as a refugee, was able to evade the police until two fellow Syrians in Leipzig turned him over to the authorities.3) Back in the late eighteenth century, in the societies of Europe’s early modern anciens régimes, it was the aristocratic elites who tended to be more open to receiving their persecuted peers. Moreover, at all the European royal courts and governments there was a demand for experienced civil servants, scientists, and military officials, so that quite a few refugees were able to find good positions. Some families enjoyed rapidly rising careers, among them the Ficquelmonts and Mensdorff-Pouillys, who were elevated to earldom by the Habsburgs. As the example of the latter family shows, however, this ascent was predicated on a major effort at assimilation. The Pouilly family adopted the German-sounding name Mensdorf (at the time still written with only one f) and, when their two sons were recruited into the Austrian army, called attention to the family’s origins in Lorraine (parts of which came under French rule only in 1766) while concealing their French connections.4 Whether this was absolutely necessary is another question. After all, in the Age of Enlightenment all things French continued to enjoy a dominant cultural status in Europe (see Chapter 1.2 for more on this). Hence there was great demand for French language teachers, translators, tailors, and jewelers, as well as for fencing and dance instructors.

The largest diaspora, around 25,000 French refugees, formed in London, which could be reached more quickly by ship from most of France than Germany, a destination requiring a long overland journey. Active counterrevolutionaries assembled at the Rhine in Koblenz, where they plotted a military intervention. But they had to flee again after French forces conquered the city in 1794. For many refugees, France’s expansion into neighboring countries resulted in an exile in several stages; some fugitives were even driven as far as Galicia in the very east of the Habsburg Empire or to the Russian Empire. At first the refugees expected that their flight would be temporary and behaved accordingly. The former elites of the Absolutist state especially pinned their hopes on an invasion by the European great powers, but their armies of mercenaries were crumbling before the French Revolutionary forces already as early as the War of the First Coalition (1793–97). Thereafter many of the less affluent exiles returned, as inconspicuously as possible, to their old homes, taking advantage of the 1795 demise of the Jacobin Terror. An additional incentive to return was provided in 1802 when Napoleon proclaimed an amnesty for refugees of the revolution. On the whole, then, the first mass flight in European history that was politically or ideologically motivated remained a mere episode.

This outcome is notable inasmuch as it is distinctly different from the fate of the Huguenots. Only rarely did religious refugees return to France, even though there might have been several opportunities to do so, as in 1787 when Louis XVI revised the discriminatory Edict of Fontainebleau. To be sure, the change in generations needs to be kept in mind: by this time, the third or fourth generation of Huguenots had already grown up outside France. Moreover, religious refugees and victims of ethnic cleansing typically perceived their flight and expulsion as definitive, even though there might have been opportunities to resettle in their old homeland. What weighed against their return were apparently such factors as their experiences in the “old country” as members of a persecuted minority, the traumas induced by flight, and the awareness that they would once again be regarded as outsiders should they choose to return. Conversely, one can view the decision to opt for a permanent new home abroad as an indicator of how well these refugees integrated into the societies that took them in. Successful integration and a close mental and emotional attachment to one’s country of origin need not, however, be mutually exclusive. Political exiles in particular often performed a balancing act between their two homes, trying to provoke changes in the old homeland even as they integrated into their new environment.

A second grave trouble spot in late eighteenth-century Europe was Poland. In 1791 the Polish parliament (the Sejm) adopted Europe’s first constitution—ex oriente lux! In contrast to what happened in France, this constitution was not the product of a revolution, but rested instead on a gradual accretion of civil liberties guaranteed by the Sejm and the estates. In principle, this progression from group to universal rights is comparable to the trajectory of early modern England. The May Constitution, along with Poland’s attempt to modernize through Enlightenment reforms, induced Czarina Catherine II to intervene militarily. Unlike revolutionary France, Poland was quickly vanquished, not least because it was surrounded by three conservative great powers. In the ensuing Second Partition of 1793, Poland lost extensive territories in the country’s east and north, and the constitution was rescinded. Tadeusz Kościuszko, a commander in the previous Polish-Russian war, rose up against this. The uprising he led—the Revolution in Europe’s east, as it were—failed. As a result, Poland was, in 1795, partitioned once and for all among its neighbors Russia, Prussia, and Austria. With this violation of international law—until then no large European state had been dissolved in this manner—the long history of Polish exile began.

While Poland was under Napoleonic rule, the country briefly hoped that it might be reestablished as a state, and roughly 100,000 Polish soldiers served in Napoleon´s Grande Armée. But after Napoleon’s catastrophic defeat in the Russian campaign, the Russian army marched back into Poland and, in 1815, the Congress of Vienna decided to partition Poland once more. The largest part of the country fell to the czar, who became the king of Poland as well. The great powers assured that the so-called Congress Poland would have autonomy within the Russian Empire (in principle this is comparable to the outcome of the Yalta Conference 130 years later, although socialist Poland did become a formally sovereign state). This autonomy did not last long, for in November 1830 an uprising erupted that occasioned the largest political movement of refugees to date in the nineteenth century.


The Grande Émigration of 1831

The uprising was poorly prepared. The social foundations were lacking for a revolution like the ones that took place in France or Belgium. Polish national consciousness and political awareness had not penetrated far into the peasantry, which made up the mass of the population. This meant that the insurgent army’s mobilization was faltering and ultimately had to admit defeat before the superior power of Russia. Much like what happened between 1789 and 1794, this failed Polish uprising had ideological links to revolutionary movements in other parts of Europe. In July 1830, an alliance of the upper middle class, artisans, and workers overthrew the reactionary Bourbons who had returned to the French throne after the Congress of Vienna. This was followed in August and September by a revolution and independence in Belgium. There was also unrest in a number of mid-sized German states, among them Saxony, Bavaria, Baden, and Württemberg. There the monarchs reacted to protests by conceding more rights to the citizenry. In France the newly installed “Citizen King” Louis-Philippe, who was elected by the parliament, even swore allegiance to the constitution. The liberal revolutions and upheavals of 1830–31 thus planted a number of constitutional monarchies. In the end, this was a smart compromise, even if it left many social problems unsolved.
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The life of Tadeusz Kościuszko (1746–1817) stands both for the global dimension of the revolutionary era at the end of the eighteenth century and as the archetype of the activist political exile. Kościuszko came from a landowning family in Polesia (today a part of Belarus); in the stratum of minor nobleman to which he belonged, the szlachta, Polish national consciousness was especially pronounced.5 In 1769, thanks to a fellowship from an aristocratic Polish family, he was able to start studying at the French military academy in Paris. There he also got to know the dark side of the ancien régime. Kościuszko was unable to find a position in Poland’s downsized army after the First Partition of 1772, so three years later he left for America, where he engineered the building of fortresses during the War of Independence, successfully secured the border with Canada, and won several battles. For his services he was promoted to brigadier general in 1783 and awarded a 500-acre estate. Kościuszko could have settled into a quiet life in the United States, but instead he returned to Poland. There he caused a stir when, in the spirit of American abolitionism, he cut the corvée obligations of his serfs in half. In 1789 Kościuszko was made general in the Polish army and again won several battles in the Polish-Russian War of 1792. These victories, however, did not prevent Poland’s defeat.

The revolutionary National Assembly in Paris awarded him French citizenship for his services on behalf of liberty. Subsequently, in Paris, Rome, and Dresden, Kościuszko planned yet another uprising—this time against Russian domination. In 1794, the intended revolution foundered again at the hands of on the Russian army and an alliance of the three conservative partitioning powers. Following this defeat, the Polish revolutionary survived two years of hard prison time in St. Petersburg, before Czar Paul pardoned him following the death of Catherine the Great. Kościuszko then went back to the United States, made over his landed estate to Thomas Jefferson—in a will that also stipulated freeing all of Jefferson’s slaves—and returned with his American fortune to Europe. In 1798 in Paris he took part in the formation of a Polish legion, but then after a personal meeting with Bonaparte he distanced himself from Napoleon, whom he accurately described as the “gravedigger of the revolution.” Consequently, Kościuszko spurned the offer to assume an elevated position in the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, the Polish state created in 1807 by the grace of Napoleon, and went into exile in Switzerland. In 1815 he took part in the negotiations at the Congress of Vienna, where Czar Alexander sought his approval for the establishment of a semi-autonomous Poland under Russian rule. Kościuszko rejected this plan, returned to exile, and died two years later.



In Poland things moved in the opposite direction. Russia and its allies Prussia and Austria teamed up to intensify political repression. Czar Nicholas I, who governed with an iron hand after the Decembrist revolt of 1825 (an unsuccessful uprising of liberal nobles), took drastic and ruthless measures. He had 54,000 Polish rebels deported to Siberia, often along with their families, and confiscated countless landed estates. In addition, the czar canceled the autonomy of Congress Poland and installed the supreme commander of the Russia army, General Ivan Paskevich, as Polish viceroy. He presided as military dictator over a brutal regime that promoted Russification. The occupiers closed the University of Warsaw, Russian became the official language and the language of instruction at all secondary schools, and leading administrative positions were filled with Russians. Prussia reacted to the uprising in much the same way; in the Grand Duchy of Posen and West Prussia, a systematic Germanization got under way.

Poland’s military defeat and the excessively harsh actions taken by the partition powers triggered a mass flight. In contrast to what had happened in the late eighteenth century, when Polish republicans got lost in the turmoil of the Coalition Wars, the Grande Émigration became a permanent point of reference for the European public. This was attributable to the international dimension of the upheavals of 1830–31. The uprising in Poland was, as already mentioned, the only revolution of that period that was violently suppressed and failed completely. International solidarity, correspondingly, was considerable.

The first station in the flight of about 6,000 Polish refugees (they were predominantly soldiers from the rebel army) was, in most cases, Saxony. In 1831 that kingdom’s liberal bourgeoisie was able to push through its demands, so that on September 4, the king issued a constitution and transformed Saxony into a constitutional monarchy. Only a few days later a rebellious Warsaw surrendered to the Russian army. The Grande Émigration this set off thus happened at a propitious moment for the Polish refugees. The bourgeoisie in Central and Western Europe was highly politicized; and Saxony, moreover, had close ties to Poland because of their shared history in the Polish-Saxon Union of 1697–1763. The refugees were therefore received with great sympathy, especially in Dresden and Leipzig, even though it was no easy matter to accommodate several thousand war veterans. Aid committees and charitable collections pitched in to find lodging and provide food for the defeated rebels.

Only a few Poles were able to remain in Saxony, however, because Prussia would not have tolerated the formation there of a politically active diaspora. Much the same was true for the other states in the German Confederation, where the Austrian chancellor Prince Metternich had created a centralized system of police and spies via the repressive Carlsbad Decrees of 1818 (a response to two political murders). Yet, precisely because of the suppression and persecution of the German opposition, the Polish freedom fighters were everywhere welcomed cordially, sometimes even enthusiastically. New words were coined to express this enthusiasm. There were Polenvereine (associations supporting Poles), Polenlieder (songs for Poland), and there was Polenschwärmerei (a form of infatuation that might be translated as “Polish fever”).6

France and Belgium reacted to the punitive suppression of the uprising by granting generous terms of asylum to the refugees.7 These included open-ended residency permits and protection against deportation (a precursor to the Geneva Refugee Convention’s principle of non-refoulement) and even financial assistance to secure a living. The “brothers from the north” received an annual subsidy to their income in amounts that depended on their profession or previous social position—it ranged from 270 francs (for simple soldiers and artisans) to 3,000 francs (for former ministers and generals with families).8 This generosity rested on two foundations: on the fact that the number of refugees was manageable and could easily be accommodated in Paris, which had three quarters of a million inhabitants at the time, and on political solidarity. Some among the new French elites had firsthand experience of political persecution themselves, gained under the Bourbon restoration. Furthermore, among the liberal bourgeoisie in the period between the Congress of Vienna and the revolutions of 1848, there had developed an internationalism similar to the kind later encouraged by Marxists in the Socialist International.

This internationalism also shaped the 1832 Hambach Festival organized by the German opposition in southwestern Germany. The festival was the first mass meeting of the German national movement, yet on display at that event’s procession, alongside numerous flags showing the German national colors black, red, and gold, were Polish, French, Greek, and Serbian flags.9 The Grande Émigration from Poland continued to have an impact. And at that time the Serbian Revolution also aroused much public interest in German-speaking countries, most notably for the founder of modern historical scholarship, Leopold von Ranke.10 The dominant conservative powers Austria and Prussia found in the Hambach Festival, and especially in an 1833 assault by revolutionary students on the Frankfurter Wache (the police guard station in Frankfurt that was also the site of the German Confederation’s treasury), a pretext for launching a broad-based campaign of suppression. Student fraternities (hotbeds of nationalist and liberal ideas in Germany at the time) were banned, censorship was reinforced, and warrants were issued for the arrests of numerous people.

A “Black Book” listed the names of more than 1,800 opposition figures who were “wanted,” including 259 people who had fled abroad. This book is a valuable source for the history of political flight, because it gives precise details about the occupation, age, and gender of the refugees. Two thirds were academics, half of these students and therefore young, while women constituted (as is usually the case among politically motivated refugees) only a small minority.11 On the whole, therefore, this was a social elite, well equipped to start life over in whichever country took them in.

The political refugees from the era prior to the revolutions of 1848 were not, however, thinking about permanent exile. Instead, they lived in hope of influencing political developments back home. Initially, therefore, they continued pursuing their political activities in Switzerland and France, the two countries that were their most common destinations. Prussia and Austria put pressure on tiny Switzerland, above all, to prohibit any opposition activity. This pressure was passed on to the refugees by the Swiss authorities, who even threatened the exiles with expulsion if they continued to be politically active. France acted in a less restrictive manner, although after 1837 it did cut support payments. This had an impact, above all, on the Spaniards who had fled the earliest of the Carlist Wars, a dynastic and political conflict between adherents of absolutism and a constitutional monarchy.

In addition, more and more members of the opposition were arriving from Piedmont, where King Carlo Alberto, installed in 1831, reigned in a close alliance with Austria and persecuted the opposition just as severely as Metternich did in the German Confederation. Since at this time the Veneto, Lombardy, Parma, and Tuscany were under Habsburg rule, the long arm of reaction extended far. Parisian officials counted 624 Italian exiles along with 5,150 Polish and 580 Spanish refugees.12 In Marseille, close to what was then the border with Piedmont, even more Italians had found sojourn.

The watchful Austrian and Prussian authorities astutely noted that, although the flight of opposition figures abroad weakened political resistance at home, its center of gravity was merely shifting. Prussia therefore turned to persecuting the Polish opposition in a new and perfidious way: by banishing them into overseas exile. In November 1833 the government put 650 Poles in Stettin onto a ship that was supposed to sail to the United States. The banished even received a lump payment of forty dollars—no trivial amount at the time—so that they could permanently settle overseas.13 The exiles, however, mutinied during the crossing, because they wanted to stay in Europe and continue there the struggle to liberate their fatherland. They disembarked in England and France and organized a small army with the aim of rushing to the assistance of democrats who had risked an uprising in Frankfurt am Main earlier that year. When the Polish freedom fighters learned that the assault on the Frankfurter Wache had failed, they went to Switzerland in order to take part in an attempted invasion of Piedmont (see the account of this incident in the portrait of Mazzini). This led to massive diplomatic complications and protests by the neighboring states. Like Mazzini, the rebellious Poles were deported to England. The English right of asylum was the most liberal in Europe, although the state did not provide any kind of material support. This meant that poverty and hunger were problems, but there was no ban on political activity in Switzerland or (later) in France.
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Among the 1,500 Italians who fled to France in 1831, Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–1872) stood out both politically and intellectually. As a law student in Genoa, Mazzini organized conspiratorial meetings in a secret lodge, while at the same time publicly demanding a democratic Italian nation-state. Denounced by an informer, he sat out three months of imprisonment in the winter of 1830–31; then, following his release, fled to Marseille. There he founded his first exile organization, “La Giovine Italia,” which became the model for numerous similar associations, including “Young Germany, “Young France,” and “Young Switzerland.” The “Young Czechs” (a left-liberal and decidedly national party that played an important role in Bohemia starting in the 1870s) and the “Young Turks” (a revolutionary movement of the late Ottoman Empire, see Chapter 1.5) also harked back to this model. The common aim of these organizations was to found national movements and nation-states. In Swiss exile in 1834, Mazzini expanded his ideas to a pan-European level. Italians, Germans, and Poles banded together fraternally in “Young Europe,” an association committed to a federation of European nations and republics. Mazzini thus became a visionary thinker on behalf of a united Europe.14

The charismatic intellectual’s attempts to launch a revolution in his homeland were less successful. The volunteer forces that marched into Piedmont from France and Switzerland failed miserably, and some close friends of Mazzini were sentenced to death and executed.15 The ill-considered action taken by Mazzini’s insurrectionist allies meant that his position in Switzerland was no longer tenable. The king of Piedmont demanded the extradition of Mazzini, who had been sentenced to death in absentia. But the Piedmont monarch was opposed by the citizens of the Grenchen, a municipality in the canton of Solothurn where Mazzini had found refuge. They organized a signature campaign and tried to hide Mazzini. Tracked down by the police, the democratic revolutionary was forced to leave Switzerland within twenty-four hours and fled to London.

In order to fend off impoverishment in England, Mazzini composed numerous additional writings and matured as a political thinker and philosopher. In 1848 he took advantage of the revolution in Lombardy to return to Italy, initially to Milan and then, after the invasion of the Austrian army, to Rome, where he lead the revolutionary triumvirate early in 1849. Any further development of the Republic of Rome was inhibited, however, by the French army, which intervened in favor of the Papal States. Mazzini had to flee to London again, but ten years later he inspired Garibaldi and his “Expedition of the Thousand,” which finally brought about Italy’s long-awaited unification. In London Mazzini continued trying to build an effective democratic exile organization, and in 1864 helped found the first International Workingmen’s Association.

Alongside his activities as a dedicated republican, Mazzini’s scholarly treatises on literature and music are notable. In these works he calls for the creation of a “European music” fusing together diverse national styles.16 His way of classifying European culture was admittedly based on national stereotypes, but Mazzini was also a great European in his capacity as a philologist, historian, and political philosopher.





The “Forty-Eighters”

Metternich’s harsh actions and police state he staffed with informers charged with spying on the liberal opposition in the end only provoked more resistance. When a series of bad harvests in the mid-1840s coincided with the overthrow of France’s “citizen king” in 1848, the proverbial “revolutionary spark” rapidly spread from Paris to central and southern Europe. Only the Russian and Ottoman empires remained calm, for the most part, which had to do with their remoteness, but also with the lack of organized opposition there. The revolutions of 1848–49 had a different quality from those of 1830–31, because they did not stop at a bourgeois uprising; workers, at the latest in a second phase, also got involved. This wider cast of actors, however, had the negative effect of splitting the opposition into liberals and democrats. The Prussian, Austrian, and other governments exploited this division, playing on the bourgeoisie’s fear of a proletarian revolution. France even experienced a kind of counterrevolution: Napoleon III, a nephew of the emperor, saw his chance when a power vacuum ensued, and in 1848 enthroned himself as president and then, four years later, as emperor, following in the footsteps of his far more famous and successful uncle.

In Prussia and the Habsburg Empire, which at the time included the Italian territories mentioned above, the rulers banked on ruthless force to break the revolution. In 1848 the Austrian government sent its armies to Milan and to Prague, and finally ordered them to invade Austria’s own capital, where numerous revolutionaries were executed, including Robert Blum, a delegate to the National Assembly in Frankfurt who, as such, really should have enjoyed immunity. The trail of blood ran onward to Lemberg, where the army and the Polish National Guard bombarded the city with artillery fire. In 1849 the Habsburgs allied with Russia in order to suffocate the last fires of revolution in Hungary.

The excessive use of the military and police created a spiral of violence that constitutes the second major difference between 1848 and the uprisings of 1830–31, when Poland had been the only country where there was a protracted deployment of armed force. Now the revolutionaries were defending themselves by force of arms and raising their own armies and national guards. Government repression provided another motive for flight; numerous 1848–49 revolutionary activists were now threatened with summary court-martial and the death penalty. Conversely, this meant that the host countries were confronted with refugees who in some circumstances had committed crimes, ranging from plunder to politically motivated assaults.

The third qualitative difference between the revolutions, which for reasons of space can only be briefly addressed here, was their increasingly national orientation. Italians, Hungarians, Poles, Romanians, and others went to the barricades not only in the name of liberty, but also on behalf of their respective nations. This is why the revolutions of 1848–49 are occasionally referred to as the “Springtime of the Peoples,” a factor that the multinational empires correctly viewed as an existential threat.17 The suppression of the opposition therefore had an anti-nationalist thrust, so that here nationalist and more universal motives for flight were fused.

It never came to a countrywide revolution in Poland, because the opposition in the largest, Russian-ruled part of the partitioned nation was still exhausted from the uprising of 1830–31, and the Czarist police had the situation under control. In Austrian-governed Galicia, however, the Polish National Guard occupied the provincial capital in Lemberg, while in Prussian-administered Posen there was an uprising under the leadership of the Parisian émigré Ludwik Mierosławski. In 1847 he had been sentenced to death in Berlin as ringleader of an attempted uprising, but in the midst of the turmoil surrounding the revolution in Prussia, he was able to escape from prison (see the concluding chapter of this book on these kinds of existential experiences). The failure of Polish independence efforts was politically predetermined, because the Frankfurt National Assembly backed Prussia’s territorial claims and supported its rule over the Grand Duchy of Posen and West Prussia. In doing so the National Assembly was adhering to the misconception that it could bring about the unification of Germany on the basis of Poland’s continual partition. This turning away from the ideals of pre-1848 liberalism, like the liberals’ alliance with the German crown, was one of the ways in which the German revolution of that year went astray. The Prussian military quickly moved to suppress the uprising in Posen, and Mierosławski fled to Italy, where he fought in the front rows of the Sicilian revolution. After that failed, he rose to become the supreme commander of the revolutionary army in Baden, which was also defeated in 1849. Mierosławski fled with his remaining soldiers to Switzerland; and once again, this professional revolutionary managed to save his skin at the last moment.

In the end, none of the revolutions of 1848–49 was successful—at least not if one uses advances in the cause of human rights and democratic participation as the measure of success. All of the constitutions that had been negotiated were eventually quashed (with the exception of the Kingdom of Piedmont’s), while Prussia and Austria in particular imposed and implemented hundreds of death sentences. Abroad in the West, however, these repressive measures aroused just as much sympathy, outrage, and ultimately solidarity as Russia’s actions against Poland had evoked in 1831.

This wave of persecution was the actual hour of birth for the “Forty-Eighters,” whose very name betokens their elevated political status. Not until 1968 has a single generational cohort succeeded in establishing itself so prominently in the discourse of the European public (and also, from that time forward, in the trans-Atlantic public). The political presence of the Forty-Eighters exceeded by far the actual number of refugees from these revolutions. When the last embers of the revolution were finally suffocated with the surrender of the Hungarian army in August 1849, another five thousand freedom fighters fled. At first they moved into the neighboring Ottoman Empire, whereupon Vienna and St. Petersburg exerted strong pressure on that regime to extradite them. The reform-oriented Sultan Abdülmecid I, however, did not give in to these demands, invoking Western European asylum laws.

The new refugees brought new energy to an already existing Polish diaspora that, as of 1842 under the leadership of Count Adam Czartoryjski, had founded the town of Polonezköy (the name translates to “Polish Village”) on the Asian side of the Bosporus. Several refugees, including General Józef Bem—the winner of more than a few military laurels (in 1831 for the November Uprising in Poland, in 1848 for the defense of Lemberg and Vienna, and then in 1849 in the Hungarian army)—thanked the Ottomans for asylum by converting to Islam. Bem became Murad Pasha and was able to launch a career in the Ottoman army, though he died only a year later during a military campaign in Syria.

Most Hungarian and Polish revolutionaries, however, eventually emigrated to France and Great Britain. Today the Orbán government in Budapest views refugees coming from third countries as “illegal immigrants”; following this legal interpretation, most of the revolutionary refugees from 1848–49 and Hungarian national heroes like Lajos Kossuth would also have qualified as illegals. Overall, the number of permanent exiles in Western Europe was limited to between 12,000 and 15,000 people.18

The most important country of exile was initially, as it was also in the case of the German Forty-Eighters, France. There the government again paid refugees an allowance toward living expenses. Political complications prevented a German Grande Émigration, however. Refugees from Germany (who had already fled in 1848) and French republicans took part in the May 1849 revolution in Baden and smaller upheavals in the Palatinate. This interference from across the Rhine provoked strong protests; the government of Baden imprisoned several French revolutionaries; it apparently had some leverage against the French government. France then got its citizens released by undertaking to change its refugee policy.19 The German revolutionaries (at this time there were barely a thousand of them) were interned in two large camps far from the border. (What Hannah Arendt later experienced, as depicted in Chapter 2.2, was really not so new.) When Baden issued a partial amnesty in favor of the insurrectionists, France advised them to return to their old homeland. In order to encourage remigration, the government cut the support payments on which the interned refugees, for lack of work opportunities, were dependent.

This growing rejection of political refugees was related to the authoritarian course adopted under the rule of Napoleon III. More and more, refugees were attacked as troublemakers. Foreign Minister Alexis de Tocqueville accused the refugees of simply looking for an opportunity to “strike the final blow against the European order and in particular against the current social order in France.”20 In the United States Tocqueville is known above all for his admiration of the American Revolution and of the Americans’ public spirit. For these he is readily quoted to this day, while his remarks about democratic refugees seem to have been forgotten. After Napoleon’s coup d’état of 1851, attitudes hardened, and the situation of the Forty-Eighters became completely untenable. A number of the 1831 emigrants even felt compelled to move on. Joining these refugees were more than 1,500 French opposition figures, who first fled to Belgium and then on, for the most part, to England.21

It is hard to say what kind of impact this turn against exiles, a reversal in domestic politics that ran contrary to France’s almost sixty-year tradition as a country of exile (in the 1820s even the reactionary Bourbons had admitted a few hundred political refugees), had on the integration of those Poles who remained in French exile. As late as the third and fourth generations, according to researcher Jerzy Borejsza, they kept their Polish identity and language and aspired to return to Poland.22 This may have applied to a few tradition-minded families, but it was usually only the hard core of this (or any other) diaspora that remained devoted to its homeland’s nationalism. Keeping the second or third generation emigrants committed was much harder, and usually only a fantasy cherished by radical nationalists. Owing to industrialization, France at this time was an immigration country that absorbed most refugees as it did the much larger number of economic migrants.

Since France was closing its doors, there was a greater surge of refugees heading to Switzerland. After the defeat of the revolution in Baden in the summer of 1849, an entire army of more than ten thousand soldiers sought refuge in Switzerland. Initially there was great sympathy for the revolutionaries; much as they had done for the Huguenot refugees, Swiss citizens founded aid committees and collected donations. Only half a year later the attitude toward the refugees turned hostile: they had to be fed and housed and were increasingly competing for jobs with the native Swiss.23 Individual cantons were no match for the onslaught and shuffled the refugees to and fro until the government in Bern, in accord with the new constitution of 1848, finally assumed responsibility. The Swiss federal government appointed a refugee commissioner with far-reaching powers and distributed the refugees according to a fixed formula. (The European Union obviously lacked this kind of central government in 2015; whether such a policy should be implemented is another question.) Even as this internal Swiss distribution was getting under way, the powerful neighbor to its north was already pressuring Switzerland to stop accommodating refugees near the border. The minimal distance according to a government decree had to be eight hours on foot, which corresponded to a good thirty-eight kilometers; political activity was deemed undesirable and could result in immediate deportation.

The main goal of the Swiss federal government and the refugee commissioner it had appointed was to reduce the number of refugees, whether by way of remigration or by moving them on to third countries. To this end Switzerland, like France, even funded refugees’ trips to England or overseas.24 Through this combination of financial incentives and political pressure, the number of refugees by the end of 1850 sank to about 2,000 and a year later to only 500 people. Before leaving, to be sure, the refugees had to sign a statement that they were leaving Switzerland voluntarily. Nevertheless, the political leaders of the revolution, threatened by immediate danger to life and limb, were treated more generously. Richard Wagner, for example, for whom there was an arrest warrant because of his participation in the Dresden May Uprising of 1849, was able to remain longer in Switzerland. In cases like his, private connections mattered; Wagner was supported by the wealthy Wesendonck family. He had in fact developed a romantic relationship with his hostess, which apparently inspired him to compose Tristan und Isolde. It could be said, therefore, that the flight to Switzerland proved productive even for the arts.

In view of the redirection of refugees from France and Switzerland, England and the US moved to center stage as countries of exile, becoming even more important than before as places of refuge. Both countries, as a matter of principle, refused to deport refugees who had committed political offences and crimes. Refugees were not required to report to the authorities and were free to practice their professions. This liberal refugee policy was coupled, however, with a social welfare policy that was just as laissez-faire. In contrast to France or Switzerland in 1831 and 1849–49, refugees in the Anglo-American countries received no social welfare benefits. For the new arrivals in the expensive world metropolis that was London, this often spelled rapid destitution. Karl Marx is a prominent example since, unlike Mazzini, he was not especially successful as a journalist. The manufacturer’s son Friedrich Engels, however, supported him financially, which enabled Marx to continue writing.

The refugees were grateful for their reception but at the same time complained of the indifference of the Londoners.25 Even prominent Forty-Eighters like Gustav Struve and Karl Heinzen left England for the US because they saw no way to earn a living in London. Finally, by the end of the 1850s, the British government was actively supporting emigration to the US in order to defuse social tensions in London and rid the country of refugees regarded as political troublemakers. In 1858, however, when the French government sent a list containing names of its own citizens along with opposition figures from Italy who struck the authorities in Paris as too subversive to be harbored in nearby England, London coolly explained that nobody could be forced to emigrate to the US against their will.

In spite of widespread distrust of radical revolutionaries and their agitation, the British government was permissive when it came to refugees’ efforts to assemble. Thus, in addition to a variety of refugees’ organizations that formed in London, there was also the Comité central démocratique européen, whose first manifesto the tireless Giuseppe Mazzini composed. Its list of members reads like a “who’s who” of the refugee scene at that time. In addition to Mazzini, it included Arnold Ruge; Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, an opponent of Napoleon III; Lajos Kossuth, the Hungarian defense minister in 1849; Ion Brătianu, a leading Romanian politician; and the journalist Wojciech Darasz, who had to leave France like other exiled Polish activists.26 All of the refugee organizations, however, suffered from internal conflicts that went back to their political fragmentation into groups of liberals, democrats, and radicals. The greatest challenge in exile, though, was daily survival. Poverty, misery, and illnesses like tuberculosis were rampant among the refugees; Wojciech Darasz died of TB soon after the founding of the committee.

Until then, political refugees from Europe had tended to view exile in North America rather skeptically because they feared that it would take them too far from the action where they could no longer influence the course of events in their old homeland. (This attitude was rarer among exiles who had fled religious or nationalist persecution—see Chapters 1 and 2 of this book—who tended not to succumb to such illusory hopes.) This was also the thinking of the reactionary governments in Berlin and Vienna; Prussia and Austria tried to scotch Polish opposition by banning it to North America. They did not always succeed; two hundred Poles who had been forcibly shipped to Trieste in 1849 mutinied on the way there (cf. a similar case of Prussian Poles from 1833, discussed in Chapter 3.1) and finally landed in French Algeria.27 France’s transformation from a republic to a monarchy entailed a similar change of climate vis-à-vis refugees. Napoleon III did not want to have a democratic international in his country, and at the beginning of the 1850s the increasingly authoritarian emperor began sending ships full of opposition activists overseas.

With the advent of steamship travel, however, the US moved closer to Europe, economically and politically. (The first steamships crossed the Atlantic in 1838.) This lent new relevance to the founding myth of the US as a sanctuary of freedom, and the same was true for its attitude toward political refugees, which Thomas Paine had captured in his polemical treatise from 1776, Common Sense:


Every spot of the Old World is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her, Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.28



In line with this maxim, which by 1848 had lost none of its topicality, the US remained fundamentally a country that welcomed refugees from Europe.

This opening, however, rested (political convictions aside) on America’s self-image as an immigration country. Because the Forty-Eighters were highly educated, they were particularly sought after as immigrants. In the 1850s, moreover, there was still a lot of good agricultural land available for settlers, and on the east coast and along the Great Lakes, industrialization was taking off and along with this came a huge demand for both skilled and unskilled labor. These opportunities drew about 80,000 to 100,000 Germans, who emigrated in the wake of the political refugees. They frequently shared the political convictions of the Forty-Eighters; hence they were often perceived as such by the American public.29

The number of genuine revolutionary refugees was much smaller. Probably there were at most a few thousand people who moved to the United States for reasons that were primarily political, and almost all of them were Germans.30 The Italian, Hungarian, and Polish Forty-Eighters preferred European countries of exile, including the Ottoman Empire. Trans-Atlantic labor migration from these countries was in its early stages as refugees from East-Central and Southern Europe had not yet developed adequate networks in the US that they could rely on, and they saw the New World as much too distant from their old homeland.

In the US the German Forty-Eighters earned such a lasting reputation not least because some of them, in the course of their lives as Americans, rose as high as the Polish military hero Kościuszko had nearly a century earlier during the War of Independence. The American Civil War helped numerous refugees to a military career, sometimes taking them from simple soldier to high officer. Friedrich Hecker, the radical democrat from Baden after whom the “Hecker Uprising” of 1848 was named, made it as far as colonel, and the former war minister of Baden’s revolutionary government, Franz Sigel, advanced as far as brigadier general. The latter played a key role in the Civil War by recruiting emigrants, and some regiments from the armies of northern states were predominantly German. Civilian career advancement was no less impressive: Lorenz Brentano, who in May 1849 headed the revolutionary government in Baden, became a congressman and later American consul in Dresden. Carl Schurz, another revolutionary, rose to become secretary of the interior responsible for all federal public lands. The list could be extended to include business leaders, but focusing on only the most famous figures would be misleading. It is more important that the vast majority of refugees integrated; and most succeeded in doing so by the first or second generation.

The absorption and social rise of political refugees from Europe fortified the founding image of the US as a sanctuary of freedom and opened the way for those migrants who came to America out of more material motives. At the same time, it relativized the strict distinction between political refugees and labor migrants, which is implicitly inscribed in the Geneva Refugee Convention and shapes public debates about flight and asylum to this day. As in later periods, the reasons for flight and the motives for migration coalesced. What was decisive was the attitude of the host societies. The fundamentally positive attitude toward refugees in the US helped labor migrants from Central and Eastern Europe obtain a social bonus.

This, in turn, affected later refugees, such as the Russian and Polish Jews who arrived at the end of the nineteenth century. Owing to the hegemony of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants and traditional Christian antisemitism, American society was admittedly less open to them. Yet it was certainly recognized that emigration was just about the only way to escape the pogroms. By contrast, Chinese labor migrants were strictly banned from entering the US by the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act. Apart from the moral support that refugee groups were sometimes accorded, depending on their ethnic or national background and political orientation, refugees received no government services of any kind. Special integration programs were initiated 120 years later, at the end of the 1970s (more on this later in Chapter 3.5). Whether government services would have accelerated integration in the nineteenth century is another question. Refugees integrate most easily when they do not confront a fully entrenched social order and a majority population but can instead start their new life in a mobile and fluid immigration society.

In one respect, however, the highly politicized refugees from Europe were in for a disappointment: the US, in spite of its democratic self-image, rejected intervening in the domestic affairs of other countries on behalf of the persecuted and oppressed. The first cracks in this splendid isolation only appeared on the eve of the First World War. Numerous civic aid organizations then took the lead, and American NGOs became increasingly active in Europe, advocating for refugees. At first this usually happened in the context of solidarity with ethno-nationalists; for example when Jewish organizations supported persecuted Jews back in the old country. There were also some NGOs that based their missions on universalistic convictions about human rights, such as the Carnegie Foundation during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, when it documented numerous war crimes and the suffering of refugees, thus drawing the attention of the world public to their fate. In addition, the Quakers supported and operated numerous refugee camps in the period following both world wars.

The protections for minorities written into the Paris Peace Treaties31 acted indirectly to prevent additional instances of massive flight from East-Central and Southeast Europe. US, Jewish, and humanitarian NGOs also made major contributions to improving the status of minority populations in the Paris accords. As shown in Chapter Two, movements of refugees among national minorities had largely come to a standstill by the mid-1920s. This was largely a consequence of the political and economic stabilization of Europe, that is, to weaker push factors, but also to diminished receptivity among the countries that were traditional destinations for refugees.

The growing distrust of refugees was symptomatic of the political polarization of Europe. Among those who had been politically persecuted in 1830–31 and 1848–49, the dominant groups were bourgeois or, to some extent (as in Poland and Hungary), aristocratic liberals. But in the late nineteenth century, the profile of international exile—whether in Switzerland, Paris, London, or New York—began increasingly to include socialists, anarchists, syndicalists, and other radicals. Some of them did not shy away from violence and would commit spectacular assassinations, such as the one that took the life of the Austrian empress Elisabeth in Geneva in 1898. Attitudes toward political refugees and exiles, accordingly, became much less welcoming, as anxiety mounted that migration might bring with it political dangers.

These fears recurred in later periods, for example after the First World War, when refugees from the Russian Revolution began arriving and, more recently, over refugees from the Middle East. Although many Syrian and Iraqi refugees were in fact fleeing the terror of the so-called Islamist State, they have been associated with that terror ever since the assaults in Paris, Brussels, Nice, London, Manchester, Stockholm, and Berlin.

In the United States, it is the president himself who pushes this line. Immediately after assuming office, Donald Trump declared a 120-day moratorium on taking in refugees. Although he partially rescinded this measure half a year later in response to a court order, the freeze remains in force for refugees from Syria and other zones of conflict in the Middle East.32 Sanctions of this kind, targeting certain countries, were not even imposed during the waves of assassinations around the turn of the nineteenth century and during the 1930s, when exiles from Southeastern Europe committed a number of spectacular and suicidal terror attacks.

A policy of excluding refugees and other migrants ultimately rests on the construct of an ethnically defined nation. In Europe nation-building built on exclusion and ethnic homogenization has a long and disastrous history. In the US it contravenes the country’s more than two-century-old self-image as a bastion of freedom and a sanctuary for refugees. For this reason, too, it is worthwhile lingering on the history of the Forty-Eighters, even if they have attained a rather mythical status. The unusual aspect of this myth is that it has repeatedly wandered back and forth from one shore of the Atlantic to the other and thus has never been entirely forgotten on either side of the ocean. The Forty-Eighters are a matter of trans-Atlantic interest, much like the revolutions of the late eighteenth century.

Political refugees of the long nineteenth century stand out in the history of that era also because of their extra-political accomplishments. Frederic Chopin, Adam Mickiewicz (the Polish national poet), and Richard Wagner achieved world renown as artists in exile, and they were followed in the twentieth century by Marc Chagall, Igor Stravinsky, Pablo Picasso, Czesław Miłosz, and many other painters, musicians, and writers. Culture and their host countries would be poorer without them. This applies to political history as well, a field in which refugees often exerted great influence, as they did on the trade union movement and radicalism in the US.




3.2 The Russian Civil War and the nascent international refugee regime

The Russian Revolution gave rise to the first politically motivated mass flight that affected the entire world. At first the waves of refugees affected the vast Russian Empire itself. Already during the First World War, as we have seen, an estimated six million people were fleeing, although this flight was not politically motivated only, but also a response to other varieties of forced migration, such as evacuations and deportations ordered by the Czarist military. The defeats of 1916 and 1917, when Russia lost Poland, the Baltics, and parts of Ukraine, intensified these movements of war refugees. After the Bolsheviks seized power, the world war segued almost seamlessly into the Russian Civil War, which again forced millions of people into flight. Exactly how many refugees there were, however, is hard to estimate in light of rapidly shifting frontlines and the general chaos of the times. According to recent estimates, the civil war cost about three to four million civilians their lives, and there were probably three to four times as many refugees.33 The great majority of them at first moved within the vast expanses of the Russian Empire; today they would be designated internally displaced persons. Boris Pasternak recorded the massive uprooting and associated misery in his Doctor Zhivago, which can also be read as a novel about universal human displacement and hopelessness.

Soon enough, this mass flight from the Russian Civil War became an international problem. It was as if big stones had been thrown into a puddle; wave followed upon wave as Russian refugees were driven first into the immediate surroundings of the disintegrating empire and then, over the course of time, out into the wide world.34 Contemporary observers put the number of international refugees at about two million. Although this figure may be somewhat of an exaggeration, it holds up if one includes the “repatriations” to Poland and other states that some refugees seized on as an opportunity to escape the hell of the civil war and the early Bolshevik terror. “The Russians” in fact covered a variety of groups. Immediately after the murder of the czar’s family and the initial looting of the aristocracy’s landed estates and bourgeois residences in the cities, it was above all the social and political elites who got themselves out of harm’s way. The escalating civil war then ultimately affected all strata of society, but only those who had money for train tickets, passage by ship, and, when necessary, to pay human smugglers could flee. In a recent biography of his family, the historian Mark Mazower has recorded in graphic detail how his grandfather, with the assistance of a smuggler, managed to get to Lithuania, Poland, and finally England; unfortunately, we have few such individual case studies.35 Owing to the collapse of state power, pogroms spread like wildfire, which led at least three hundred thousand Jews to flee. Finally, toward the end of the civil war, tens of thousands of White army soldiers needed to be evacuated. Hence, as is usually the case in instances of politically motivated flight, there was a surplus of men among the fugitives.

Initially, most refugees fled to countries immediately adjoining the former Russian Empire, which was now of course the Soviet Union. Tens of thousands came to ground in Warsaw, Bucharest, Istanbul, and the Manchurian city of Harbin. The populations in the Russian quarters of these cities were, however, always in flux, as permanent prospects for making a living were scarce. Other conflicts, both historical and contemporary, contributed to the hardships. Until the “great retreat” of 1915, large parts of Poland had been ruled and oppressed by Russia for more than a hundred years. In 1920 the Soviet-Polish War broke out, so that even for years to come Russians were viewed with suspicion, if not as outright enemies. It was of little help to the Russian refugees, therefore, that they shared with Poles a common opposition to the Bolsheviks. Only in exceptional cases did Russian refugees receive permanent residency permits, and no social services at all were available to them.

In Romania there was also a long prehistory of Russian domination, in this case within the framework of the czarist empire’s protectorate over the two Danubian principalities (1828–54). When there were conflicts in the Balkans, moreover, Russia repeatedly supported Slavophile Bulgaria against Romania. As in Poland, therefore, Russian refugees received no government support, this in spite of Romanians’ political sympathies for the “White Russians.” Bucharest tolerated the Russian refugees only if they promised to move on quickly.36 A separate problem in Poland and Romania was antisemitism, which was directed against the Jews among the refugees, but also struck non-Jewish refugees who were lumped with the Jews and mistreated just as badly.

When existing escape routes narrowed, the refugees adjusted their strategies. For example, a number of Russians and Ukrainians used Poland’s opening to Polish repatriates as a way of getting to the West. After the Polish-Soviet Treaty of Riga was concluded in 1921, between 1.1 and 1.3 million people left for Poland. Recent studies have concluded that at most half of them were actually from Polish families.37 The Baltic states recorded having even more repatriates in proportion to the size of their populations, 215,000 for Lithuania and 130,000 for Latvia, according to Gatrell’s estimates.38 Since the repatriates often arrived traumatized by the turmoil of war and without even the most meager of possessions, it seems appropriate to call them refugees even if they were actually not, according to the League of Nations’ definition at that time. They did have, as a rule, the advantage of being able to obtain citizenship quickly in the country where they were taken in. For stateless refugees—statelessness was one of the criteria in the League of Nations definition—acquiring citizenship was much more difficult.

An exodus from the Ukraine followed the suppression of the Ukrainian People’s Republic. Some 35,000 Ukrainians fled immediately to the West, and later even more came.39 They were not really welcome in Poland, because the reestablished Polish state wanted to keep its Ukrainian minority as small as possible. Lacking further prospects, most Ukrainians moved on to Canada and the US, where there were already numerous Ukrainians who had come prior to 1914 as labor migrants.40 In Prague, too, a large Ukrainian diaspora formed parallel to the Russian one. All of this demonstrates once more that political flight is linked to other forms of migration and that often the paths to exile were paved in advance by earlier labor migration.

Oppressive poverty and the lack of future prospects in Poland and Southeast Europe heightened migration pressures on Germany and especially on its capital city. Since the nineteenth century, Berlin had been a magnet for Jewish and East European migrants. Added to its attractions was its location on the way to North Sea ports and thus to the most important emigration routes to North America. When the refugees from revolution and civil war in Russia started arriving in the hundreds of thousands, however, they quickly perceived that they were not welcome in Berlin either.41 It was very hard to obtain a permanent work and residency permit there, which forced them into the shadow economy and into accepting jobs for the proverbial “starvation wage,” which then intensified competition with the native lower classes.

In November 1923, growing social tensions in Berlin’s Scheunenviertel, the central gathering point for refugees from Eastern Europe, led to a pogrom. The police managed to get the violence under control; and unlike the pogroms in numerous Russian, Ukrainian, Polish, and Romanian cities, there were no deaths in Berlin. Yet the looting and violence on the streets acted as a push factor on the refugees. According to official French counts, 72,000 Russians (among them also many Russian Jews) came to France, above all to Paris.

The United States was also a desirable destination for Russian refugees. Here, however, there was a new set of hurdles. In 1921 the US enacted a quota system for immigrants that favored “white” Central and Northern Europeans over refugees from Southern and Eastern Europe. The Immigration Act of 1924 sealed off the US even more, and with a racist bias. Other overseas countries like Canada, Australia, Brazil, and Argentina remained more accessible until the outbreak of the Great Depression. But their immigration policies also had a utilitarian orientation. What chiefly mattered was the economic value of migrants, not humanitarian assistance for refugees. Not least for that reason, about 100,000 Russians remained in Germany until most of them had to pack their bags again when the Nazis came to power.

The international emergency posed by the plight of the Russian refugees was resolved when they took their fate into their own hands. Through letters and other channels of communication, they kept in touch with compatriots abroad and learned from them where conditions were best for finding temporary accommodations and work, and where prospects for the future were brightest. Their social status gave them access to this information as most of the refugees belonged to the upper classes, bourgeoisie, or intelligentsia, and quite a few of them spoke French, German, or English, which helped greatly in gathering essential information about their host countries. When it came to overcoming immediate hardships, what proved especially helpful were emergency associations, private initiatives, and clubs created on short notice, but most important of all were the refugees’ extended families. Using these networks, refugees found their way to many different countries on all of the world’s continents, as far away as Australia and South Africa.

The League of Nations developed into the most important international refugee organization of its time. When it came to money and material support, the High Commissioner for Russian Refugees had nothing to offer, but Fridtjof Nansen succeeded in implementing certain norms on how refugees were to be treated. With the invention of the Nansen passports named after him, the Norwegian philanthropist was able to put in place three essential innovations: first, an international system for forwarding and taking in refugees under the umbrella of the League of Nations; second, the cooperation of most of the nation-states organized within the League (it was the member states that were responsible for issuing the Nansen passports); and, third, the principle that refugees should not be sent back to their countries of origin, the places from which they had fled.

Progress was erratic, as the fate of the East European Jews stranded in Danzig (see Chapters 2.1 and 2.2 on this) and the forced repatriation of Galician refugees out of Vienna show; nevertheless, Nansen’s measures marked the beginning of an autonomous international refugee policy. The title given to him in the documents of the League of Nations makes this clear, for as of 1922–23 the national attribute was dropped. Nansen was no longer High Commissioner for Russian Refugees; he was High Commissioner period, responsible for all refugees. In the 1930s, this changed again, and each commissioner was assigned to one specific group of refugees. But when the United Nations created the UNHCR, the concentration of all competences into one institution remained the rule.

Europe’s economic recovery played a strong role in improving the legal position and treatment of refugees as well. France in particular readily accepted refugees and other migrants in the 1920s in order to close the demographic gap that the First World War had rent in the national fabric. Then, when underlying economic conditions worsened with the Great Depression every European country found itself faced with an army of unemployed. This brought social welfare systems to the brink of collapse, and the mood turned against all kinds of migrants, including refugees. The growing nationalism and xenophobia even extended to people who had already been integrated into the labor market for several years. Thirty thousand Ukrainian and other East European workers were deported from Canada at the beginning of the 1930s, a number of former Russian refugees lost their work permits in France, and refugee existence became more precarious all over the world.

Jewish refugees suffered doubly under these worsening economic conditions, for antisemitism was also on the rise and borders were closing. The next major group affected by the decay of the nascent international refugee regime was the Spanish fleeing their country’s civil war after 1936.



3.3 Flight from fascism

Most refugees from National Socialism arriving in France after 1933 had at least one advantage: they were members of an educated elite. Many already spoke a foreign language or knew how to learn one, and as a rule they were well connected. The lucky ones had some savings they could bring along. (On the refugees from Nazi Germany, see Chapter 2.1.) By contrast, most of the Spanish refugees arrived in France with few social and cultural resources at their disposal. To be sure, they were not citizens of a former and future enemy country, but they came as France’s poor southern neighbors. Already in the 1920s, numerous Spaniards had immigrated to France as agricultural workers. Because of their poverty they occupied a low rung of society, living mostly on the edges of cities and villages, and were in many respects comparable to the agricultural laborers from the Maghreb in today’s Spain.

The first great wave of refugees arrived following the collapse of the northern front in the summer and autumn of 1937, when the Spanish republican government lost all of the regions along the Atlantic coast to the rebels under General Franco. About 120,000 Spaniards fled to France, mostly under chaotic circumstances and only with the clothes on their backs.42 The leftist Popular Front government under Léon Blum initially sympathized with the republican refugees and distributed more than 25,000 of them to municipalities willing to take them in. Their best chances to be admitted were in places where Socialists or Communists governed, and there was also some support from the churches. But as the number of refugees grew, their chances for acceptance diminished. With increasing frequency, the Spaniards were seen as a burden and a danger to domestic peace, as an “invasion,” or even as a “plague.”43 The denigration came primarily from the right, but sometimes also from the left, as in the case of fishermen along the Atlantic coast who protested against Spanish competitors.44

The government soon reacted with stronger border controls, a promise to repatriate the Spaniards as soon as possible, and by the end of November 1937 with a directive according to which only those refugees could stay who had sufficient means to support themselves.45 This harder line was not enough to slow the rise of right-wing parties, which spread hate propaganda and promised to halt the admission of refugees altogether. Much like countries ruled by centrist or leftist parties today, the Blum government’s reputation suffered. Leftist stalwarts now accused the Popular Front of betraying both its own ideals and the Spanish republicans. It was owing in part to this persistent controversy over how to deal with the civil war and the Spanish refugees that Léon Blum had to resign as premier in 1938.

French society and the rest of the international community showed more empathy to only one group, namely children. When Bilbao fell in the summer of 1937, 4,000 children were transported by ship to Great Britain, followed later by evacuations to Belgium, which accommodated 5,000 children, and to the Soviet Union; neighboring France, took in 20,000 children, the largest contingent by far.46 This distribution was largely the product of an international conference that convened in Paris on November 20 and 21 in 1937 and was dedicated to providing for and forwarding refugee children. As a result, even faraway Mexico took in 436 Spanish minors. In all 33,000 children were brought to safety. This relief campaign and overseas transports were successful acts of international humanitarianism.

The aftereffects extended well beyond Spain; in 1938–39, within the framework of the so-called Kindertransport program, 10,000 Jewish children were brought from Germany and Austria to Great Britain and thus saved from death in Nazi concentration camps. These successes in rescuing refugee minors stand in sharp contrast to the Évian Conference, which looms so large in the historiography of the late 1930s. Much depended, on the one hand, on the timing—in 1937, when the Paris conference took place, attitudes toward refugees were not quite as negative as they would become a year later—and, on the other hand, on the activities of NGOs. It was civil society, not a government, that organized and paid for the Kindertransport on the eve of the Second World War.

When Valencia, Barcelona, and a besieged Madrid fell in 1939, this aggravated the situation once again, both inside France and internationally. The French government under its conservative premier Édouard Daladier, one of the signatories to the disgraceful Munich Agreement, tried to close the Spanish border. When the border posts were overrun, the government hastily erected concentration camps—which were actually called by that name.47 Interning the refugees, however, solved nothing. Owing to overcrowding in the camps, food rations had to be cut, and outbreaks of epidemics intensified French fear of foreigners. The refugees were desperate, and the only conceivable way out was through some kind of private connection or service in the Foreign Legion.48

France proposed that the Spanish government set up internment camps along the Spanish border—which the Francoists of course rejected—and started negotiations with Franco about a massive repatriation. Even the evacuated war children entered into the discussion, since the Spanish government accused host countries of “stealing” the children. There were indeed lots of problems in orphanages that housed the children and among the families who were searching for them, for they had been traumatized by war and flight, usually spoke no French, and suffered from homesickness. Many of the institutions were therefore rather relieved when they were able to send their charges back to Spain after 1939.49

Attitudes toward refugee minors—here, once again, a detour into the present seems appropriate—have changed since 2015. Skepticism is growing all over Europe, due in the first place to the large number of “unaccompanied minors” (in Sweden they make up a third of all refugees), and second because of overburdened social workers, who have great difficulties in dealing with these frequently traumatized youths. In Germany in 2017 a criminal case in Freiburg attracted much attention when an Afghani minor (who turned out to be several years older than originally reported) raped and murdered a university student. The age and asylum status of refugee minors now receive a good deal more scrutiny, especially as the age of young people can be determined more reliably today with the aid of biometric examinations, a tool not yet available in the case of the Spanish Civil War children. At that time, though, there was also no legal possibility of arranging for refugee children who had already fled to rejoin their families. Today the humane principle of family reunification can conceivably create a false incentive for the migration of unaccompanied minors that would not exist if war orphans were to be brought directly from Syria or its neighboring states to Western countries of asylum. How one might configure Western humanitarianism so that it actually helps the neediest—refugee minors undoubtedly fit into this category—will be discussed in greater detail at the end of this book in Chapter 4.3.

For the Spanish Republicans stranded in France, there was still one last resort, which was moving on to a third country. It was a stroke of luck that at the time Mexico happened to be ruled by a republican party. Twenty thousand Spaniards found refuge there; some were even picked up by ships specially prepared for them and, upon their arrival, they received government support to aid them in starting a new life. This example shows again what political solidarity can accomplish. (It was a solidarity, however, that was not extended to Jewish refugees. In 1937 the Mexican government issued a decree against the admission of Jews.) Other traditional countries of immigration like Argentina, which was then governed by conservatives, were afraid that they might be importing Communists and anarchists along with the refugees. Hence only a few thousand Franco opponents found accommodations there, usually on the strength of private connections.

The Soviet Union, which was the only state to support the Spanish Republicans openly and with weapons deliveries (in 1937 France had imposed a weapons embargo, which was intended to prevent an escalation in the civil war but indirectly strengthened the Francoists), was far away and could only be reached by ship. There up to 10,000 Spanish Communists were taken in. They had a rough time, however, for many were again persecuted for deviations from the party line and, due to fears of Western infiltration, imprisoned or killed in Stalinist gulags.

The US, by contrast, dropped out as a country of refuge for Spanish Republicans owing to its quota system, which had little room for Southern Europeans. And soon there would be even less room for refugees from Spain. In 1938–39, President Roosevelt made a major share of the entire immigration quota available to persecuted Jews. The quota system was in general an obstacle to flexible refugee policy. Its breakdown of immigration by country of origin—ostensibly utilitarian, but subliminally racist—made it hard to react to acute crises in a humanitarian spirit. President Roosevelt recognized this when he opened the quotas for imperiled Jews from Central Europe. But in 1938–39, his power apparently did not reach far enough that he could persuade Congress to adopt a fundamentally different refugee policy. The consequences of this rigidity are also demonstrated, tragically, by the case of the St. Louis, which was not allowed to moor in Florida because the 1939 immigration quotas had been exhausted. Ultimately the refugee ship was sent back to Europe, where about a fourth of its passengers were killed in the Holocaust. This horrible ending could not have been foreseen in 1939; nevertheless, the contradiction between utilitarianism and a humanitarian refugee and immigration policy was apparent to all.

In the end, therefore, a majority of the Spanish Civil War refugees remained captive in their own country or were sent back there. What happened with the deportees has barely been researched, since failed flight is just as much a poor stepchild of refugee research today as remigration was in migration studies until about thirty years ago. Politically less prominent refugees probably had a better chance of flying below the radar once they got back home. Their opportunities were also favored by the circumstance that millions of people were wandering about in Spain and ultimately making their way back to their homes. All those who were politically suspect in the eyes of the Francoists, however, could look forward to trials, internment in camps, and possible execution. Only in the late 1990s was there any nationwide investigation of the fascist era’s numerous mass graves, since a cloak of silence was spread over the crimes of the Franco dictatorship following Spain’s democratization in the late 1970s.

In spite of the forced repatriations, however, one should not condemn France and its refugee policy out of hand. After all, around 150,000 Civil War refugees did find refuge there in an extremely tense economic and political situation.50 On the other hand, more than 250,000 people were “repatriated” to Spain, if one may use this euphemistic expression. The failure of French and international refugee policy post-1938—after its positive start in the 1920s—can be attributed above all to the lack of political solidarity that had already prevented a spirited intervention in favor of the legitimate Spanish government. The longer the Civil War lasted, the greater the fears about whom one might be bringing into the country: undoubtedly paupers and freeloaders, according to contemporary perceptions, and in the worst case troublemakers and revolutionaries. The sheer number of refugees was also a factor. France and the international community were simply overburdened. The treatment of Spanish Civil War refugees was, therefore, yet another testament to the Western democracies’ failure to meet the challenge of fascism in its many interwar varieties.

That fascism should be considered in the plural is demonstrated in a surprising way by the third largest wave of mid-1930s refugees, which saw National Socialist Germany, of all places, becoming a country of exile. In June 1933, the Austrian government banned the Nazi party in order to contain the spread of National Socialism. The leaders of the party, however, remained active in the underground and, one year later, organized a coup against the clerical-fascist Dollfuß regime. The chancellor was murdered according to plan, but overall the coup failed and ended with thirteen death sentences after a series of trials. In 1933 and 1934, therefore, over 15,000 Austrian National Socialists fled to the German Reich.51 This number may seem relatively tiny, but in places like the Wolfsberg in Carinthia or Leibnitz in Styria up to 11 percent of men between the ages of 20 and 24 fled to neighboring Germany. To this day both localities are bastions of the right-wing nationalist Freedom Party of Austria, the FPÖ, which advocates an extremely restrictive refugee policy.
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There were, in principle, three ways that Spanish Civil War refugees might find refuge in French exile: If they were rich enough, they might be able to support themselves in spite of the ban on employment. Artists like Pablo Picasso and musicians like the cellist Pau Casals also had relatively good chances to be permanently accommodated. A third possibility was volunteering for service in the Foreign Legion, which could mean being sent to the French colonies. For all other refugees the prospects were usually dim, which is why most returned to Spain.

Among these unsuccessful refugees, probably numbering more than 200,000, was Manuel Alarcón Navarro, forty years old at the time of his flight. He is one of a million refugees whose name has played no role in previous histories of this period because they left scarcely any historical records behind. The biographical sketch presented here relies on a private family archive consisting of a small box of photos and some fragments of letters. One could probably find ten thousand such archives in Europe if one were only to make the effort to gather them from family members willing to share them.52 On the basis of these scanty sources it may be deduced that this worker from the Andalusian province of Almería took the side of the Republican government in the Civil War.53 In the spring of 1938 he volunteered for the army, which retreated to the north after several severe defeats. A year later Alarcón was in flight again, presumably as part of the Retirada, the retreat of the defeated Republican army, heading toward France, where he was interned in the refugee camp at Vernet d’Ariège.

In the autumn of 1939, he returned to Spain because the French repatriation effort left him no alternative. In addition, he was worried about his wife and five children, aged one to thirteen, who had stayed behind in Almería. Alarcón was apparently convinced that the punishment for veterans of the Republican army would not be so severe, since the Civil War had been over since April. He paid with his life for this miscalculation. According to the last signs of life transmitted to his family, Alarcón was interned in the concentration camp at Miranda del Ebro, where he died.54 For a long time the relatives of men persecuted by the Franco regime were kept in the dark about the fate of their sons and fathers; officially, they were simply regarded as having “disappeared.” Following the end of the Franco dictatorship, Alarcón’s wife had him declared dead after undertaking a fruitless search with advertisements in three national newspapers, so that she could at least receive a widow’s pension.

One could fill many books and graveyards with unsuccessful refugees like Alarcón. One of his victims, indirectly, was his eldest daughter, who died of tuberculosis at sixteen. His single widow with her many children could not afford any effective treatment for her, which would have required a dietary routine of healthy nutrition and regular visits to a sanatorium.



The failed coup in Austria and flight into the German Reich had serious international repercussions. Mussolini ordered the Italian army to the Austrian border at the Brenner Pass in order to demonstrate his support for his allies, the clerical fascists. Hitler, on the other hand, was forced to distance himself from the coup attempt, so that the Austrian refugees and fellow Nazi party members were taken in rather reluctantly and quietly rather than with open arms and noisy propaganda. In order to prevent further diplomatic tensions, the Nazi regime moved the Austrian Legion formed by these refugees to northern Germany, where it was finally dissolved a few years later. The move and shutdown had little to do with foreign policy considerations, however, but instead with a conflict inside the Nazi regime. The Legion was close to the SA, which had lost a power struggle with the SS.

In September 1938 there ensued the next massive flight in the direction of Nazi Germany. After a failed attempt at an uprising and the proclamation of martial law in the border regions of Czechoslovakia by President Edvard Beneš, more than 30,000 members of the Sudeten German Party (SdP) settled in the German Reich. Hitler presented the refugees as victims of nationalist tyranny and thus gained one more argument he could use in his effort to persuade France and Great Britain that the so-called Sudetenland should be ceded to Germany. These refugees, of course, were no victims of political persecution. During the negotiations on the Munich Agreement they had carried out 230 raids on Czechoslovakian border posts, police stations, and administrative buildings. This deliberate escalation brought about the desired result for Hitler, and the Western powers surrendered Czechoslovakia to Germany’s superior strength. Just two weeks following their flight, the functionaries of the SdP marched triumphantly back into their homeland.55 This return of refugees, certainly the fastest in twentieth-century European history, may at first glance look like an isolated episode. But on second glance it shows that not all political refugees are innocent victims of persecution. The victims of the new European order reached with the Munich Agreement were the approximately 200,000 Czechs, Jews, and German opposition figures, above all Social Democrats, who had to flee into the Czechoslovakian interior after the border territories seceded.56

For many this proved a dead end, since after the Évian Conference there were hardly any states taking in political refugees. Ultimately their fate was little different from that of the Spanish Republicans, since the spread of fascism meant the same thing for both groups: namely, that there were hardly any countries left as destinations. France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Great Britain held that they were already overwhelmed by refugees from Germany and Austria.

By the end of the 1930s the at first tentative acceptance of political refugees, followed by the ultimate refusal to accept them at all, deepened the loss of prestige suffered by the remaining Western democracies. In France the debate over refugee policy, one of the largest areas of conflict in domestic politics in 1938–39, contributed to the collapse of several government cabinets. Moreover, the potential of the refugees for the impending war effort was insufficiently recognized. Refugees, to be sure, had the possibility of volunteering for the Foreign Legion and the French army, but their forced repatriation to Spain nonetheless robbed France of huge military potential, since many Spanish Republicans had military training and combat experience. Instead, French society became demobilized from within and without. This paralysis contributed to its rapid and devastating defeat by Nazi Germany in 1940.

Another factor contributing to the French defeat was the National Socialists’ wanton reliance on mass flight as a strategic instrument. The occupation of Belgium in May had already caused a mass flight even larger than that of World War I, with up to two million Belgians fleeing from the German army to France. The rapid advance of the Wehrmacht through northern France and the faltering defense of Paris at the beginning of June triggered another wave of refugees. More than one million Parisians tried to get out of the capital; all in all, between eight and nine million people were on the run.57 The Belgians and French fleeing the Blitzkrieg so severely clogged French roads that they prevented France’s own army from a timely mobilization with adequate reinforcements. This refugee chaos, which is vividly described in the novel Suite Française by Irène Némirovsky,58 had been factored into the Wehrmacht’s strategy. Marshal Pétain then used it in order to gain popularity for himself and his defeatist stance. In several speeches in which he pointed to the suffering of millions of refugees inside France, he promised the nation peace and the refugees a speedy homecoming.59 To put the point somewhat more dramatically: the refusal to take in refugees in 1939 was like a curse that backfired on France.



3.4 The early Cold War and displaced persons

International scholarship is not entirely agreed on when exactly to date the beginning of the Cold War. Winston Churchill’s speech about the “Iron Curtain” in Fulton, Missouri, during the summer of 1946 is often suggested, while other historians opt for the Berlin Blockade of 1948.60 In the Baltic region this lingering and long-lived enmity showed itself even earlier in the form of yet another mass flight. In the summer of 1944, when the Red Army occupied Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania for a second time, a new mass exodus began from these countries. Their inhabitants had experienced Stalinist terror and deportations during the first Soviet occupation in 1940–41, and they knew what awaited them. In addition, some Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians had collaborated with the Nazis because of their anti-Communist convictions, and for other reasons. Hence, by the end of 1944 about 50,000 people were attempting a last-minute escape across the Baltic Sea.

Stalin viewed the Baltic refugees as traitors and a danger to the Soviet Union and demanded that the governments of Sweden and Finland hand them over. Finland found itself in a weaker position than Sweden because it was preoccupied with the evacuation and reception of about 300,000 refugees from eastern Karelia, which it had had to cede to the Soviet Union. Moreover, it did not have full sovereignty in foreign policy after its defeat by the Red Army. The government in Helsinki, therefore, feared that it might have to hand the Baltic refugees over to Stalin. Some 7,200 Estonian refugees got the hint that they should make their way through to Sweden via the west coast of Finland. Eventually, more than 50,000 people were repatriated from Finland to the Soviet Union, often against their will. The Swedish government, by contrast, decided for the time being not to cave in to pressure from Moscow, and so it took in the refugees from the Baltic permanently.

For Sweden this added considerably to a burden the country was already shouldering, since toward the end of the war about 150,000 war refugees from Norway and Finland were still sheltering there, as well as several thousand exiles from Germany and Austria (among them future chancellors Willy Brandt and Bruno Kreisky). Up through the end of 1944 these were joined by 32,000 refugees from Estonia, and the capital city of Stockholm became a “Baltic metropolis.”61 This openness toward refugees from the eastern shores of the Baltic rested on historic and even some national ties, for until 1940 a small Swedish minority had resided on the Estonian Baltic islands, and these Swedes had fled after Estonia was annexed by the Soviet Union. Moreover, Sweden had a tradition as a country of asylum, so the media treated the refugees sympathetically. At the end of 1944 and in 1945, Swedish newspapers were full of stories about adventurous escapes in small fishing boats that foregrounded in touching terms the human side of the operation.62 Thus was born the heroic figure of the Cold War refugee, which returned later in different forms in the US and Germany, especially after the building of the Berlin Wall.

Sympathy for the politically persecuted was on the rise again early in 1945 when Sweden participated in emergency assistance to concentration camp survivors from Poland. Sixteen thousand people arrived and were cared for by NGOs and aid workers from the civilian population. This humanitarian action was initiated by the Swedish Red Cross functionary and philanthropist Count Bernadotte. Two years later, the UN appointed him negotiator in the Jewish-Arab conflict in Palestine, where he was assassinated by a Zionist paramilitary unit in the fall of 1948. While the Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians were taken in as political refugees, the Swedish government officially classified the Poles as “repatriates.” In fact, one third of them returned to their homeland in 1945–46. Although Poland was still governed by a coalition with the participation of the Peasant Party, the Communists were already taking over power. At the beginning of 1946, Sweden also made a small concession to Stalin: 146 Estonians and Latvians who had demonstrably fought on the side of the Germans were extradited to the Soviet Union.63 In addition, there was a ban on political activity by exiles.

While the Swedish Social Democrats distanced themselves from the anti-Communist refugees under prime minister Tage Erlander, the level of civil-society engagement increased. The churches collected donations, as did the Red Cross, and native fishermen participated in rescue operations on the Baltic. Moreover, the government saw to it that the refugees were spread out across Sweden: moved out of the overcrowded capital of Stockholm to Göteborg, Malmö, and the country’s interior. This forwarding of refugees was intended, however, not only as a way of easing their integration, but also as a deterrent to organized political activity and collective movements of the sort that might trigger conflicts with the Soviet Union. All in all, the Swedish government acted rather defensively, out of foreign policy considerations, in contrast to civil society’s less guarded behavior.

Outside support played an important role in coping with the flight from the Baltics. Via the War Refugee Board, the US participated financially and organizationally in aiding the refugees from Estonia and promised to take some of them off Sweden’s hands. Some years later, in fact, the center of emigration really did shift—as in the case of Latvians, Lithuanians, and Ukrainians—to North America. The refugees from the Baltics enjoyed a special status in the US, not least because the United States had not recognized the annexation of the Baltic states by the Soviet Union in 1940 (in contrast to the Swedish government, whose behavior was more compliant). Accordingly, the renewed occupation of 1944 was also deemed a violation of international law, and the refugees to be in need of protection, as far as the US was concerned. Overall the “refugee crisis” in the Baltic region was resolved thanks to three factors: the vigorous solidarity of Sweden, the first host country; the manageable number of refugees; and the internationalization of the problem by redirecting the refugees to North America.

At that time there was a southeast European equivalent to the situation in the Baltic region. Following the war’s end a civil war erupted in Greece, a conflict in which the Communists initially brought parts of the north under their control.64 The popularity of the Left dated back to the incomplete integration of refugees from Asia Minor and the presence of the slawophono, the unrecognized Bulgarian and Macedonian minority. Yet the fate of the Communist partisans was sealed by the partition of Europe in the run-up to the Conference of Yalta. Greece fell into the Western zone of influence, and the Soviet Union adhered to the agreements. After his break with Stalin, Tito did not wish any conflict with the Western powers, and without support from abroad the forces of the partisans were not sufficient to offer permanent resistance.

In 1949 the last Communist units fled to Albania and Bulgaria. In total, the wave of refugees, including family members, numbered around 100,000 people. The Eastern Bloc made use of this situation in a large-scale propaganda campaign. In 1948 they had already started an international solidarity action for the Greek refugees in which the Soviet Union, Albania (at the time still loyal to Moscow), Bulgaria, Romania, Czechoslovakia, the GDR, and Poland participated. These states presented the Greeks as victims of Western imperialism and fascism, founded aid committees, provided housing, clothing, and jobs, and distributed the refugees among themselves.65

Special empathy was enjoyed by 28,000 Greek children and youngsters. They did not fit into the heroic imaging of antifascist resistance fighters, but they provide further evidence of the growing sensitivity toward children that had already saved the lives of 10,000 Jewish minors from Central Europe on the eve of the Second World War. This increasing focus on children changed the attitude toward refugees in both the East and West; it “humanized” the arrivals, who had previously been viewed all too often as a gray mass and as freeloaders.66 In contrast to human rights and the rights of refugees that derived from that human rights, notions that the Communists rejected as hypocrisy, caring for children was popular on both sides of the Iron Curtain.

That this was not entirely a consequence of humanitarian ideals becomes obvious in the context of Stalinism. The USSR aimed to raise each child to become a “new man,” an ardent supporter of the party, and viewed grown-up refugees as a reserve army against the possibility that the constellations of the Cold War, with its entrenched frontlines, should change again. The hope for a revolution back in the old homeland helped the exiled Greeks stick together in faraway Tashkent, where the largest contingent of more than 13,000 people was accommodated and the refugees founded a “Greek people’s democracy.”67 Yet their harsh everyday life as industrial workers (the Greeks there were replacing repatriated Japanese prisoners of war), the rough climate in Central Asia, oppressive surveillance by the NKVD, and unbridgeable differences between them and the native Uzbeks prevented the Greeks from putting down permanent roots.

In the GDR there was a similar outcome to the Greek story: the grown-ups were kept under surveillance by the Stasi and did not integrate to any significant extent into East German society. Young people in the children’s camps (the largest of which was in the Dresden suburb of Radebeul), resisted the traditional German educational drill to which the Communists subjected them, especially as many of them had suffered before under the Nazi occupation of Greece. After the fall of the Greek military dictatorship in 1974, most GDR Greeks returned to their homeland, which many of them had never seen before.68

In Poland there was a connection between taking in the Greeks and the flight and expulsion of the Germans. The largest contingent of the 13,000 civil war refugees, about 4,000 people, were settled in Zgorzelec, the part of Görlitz east of the Neiße river that had fallen to Poland. There, at the end of the 1940s, room was still in plentiful supply as the resettlers from Central Poland and the refugees from Eastern Poland were not numerous enough to replace the Germans who had been expelled.69 Most of the Greeks moved away again from this gray border town, however, with many of them heading to Wrocław and then, in the second half of the 1970s, back to Greece. As in the GDR, integration was a failure here in spite of much political propaganda and expressions of solidarity toward the Greek refugees.

What the Baltic and Greek Communist emigrations, for all their differences, had in common was the way they functioned to confirm the ideological positions of the two rival Cold War blocs, allowing both East and West, as well as formally neutral countries like Sweden, to celebrate their alleged moral superiority over the competing system. The media boosted circulation with adventurous stories of flight, and people in the host societies had an opportunity to demonstrate their helpfulness. Sweden distinguished itself in particular here, and its welcoming tradition lived on in later years. The country’s openness to asylum seekers from all over the world became part of Sweden’s national identity, at least for the liberal mainstream of society. Sweden’s much-discussed problems with the Middle East refugees since 2015, and also with earlier arrivals, may reside in the discrepancy between its intention to do good for refugees (as well as for others in need) and the limited integrative power of Swedish society, a capacity that is, after all, not unlimited.

In the 1970s neutral Sweden, Austria, and the West in general were clear winners in the competition over the refugee policies. Whereas in the course of time almost all of the Greeks returned to their old homeland, most Baltic emigrants remained in the US, Canada, and Sweden. Although there were a few prominent exceptions—including three exiles who later became heads of state (Valdas Adamkus in Lithuania, Vaira Vike-Freiberga in Latvia, and Toomas Hendrik Ilves in Estonia)—on the whole the number of returnees remained negligible. In the end, though, Greece and the Baltics were only sideshows in the nascent Cold War.


The displaced persons

The greatest refugee drama was played out in the center of Europe, and it refutes all the myths about the good, humanitarian West always striving to uphold human rights. Among the legacies of the Second World War were about seven to eight million displaced persons in the parts of Germany and Austria occupied by the Western Allies. Almost as many DPs remained behind in the Soviet sphere of influence. These were prisoners of war, including former soldiers of the Red Army, forced laborers displaced and enslaved by the Nazis, Holocaust survivors, and other civilians.

For the victorious Allied powers, the sheer number of DPs—the term then covered all those people in Europe located outside the borders of their homeland—was the greatest challenge. It was a challenge aggravated by the circumstance that several million German refugees and evacuees were already entering occupied Germany and Austria in 1945. In retrospect, it almost borders on a miracle that this chaos could be managed in the face of severely destroyed cities, train stations, and railway networks. Immediately after the end of the war, the Allies returned a majority of the prisoners of war and forced laborers to their countries of origin. In May and June 1945 alone, more than five million people were repatriated, more than 80,000 daily on average.70 Moreover, the occupying powers succeeded in preventing massive outbreaks of epidemics. This was also true in Hungary, Greece, and Italy, which housed at least 700,000 refugees in each country, and in Poland even more. There were, to be sure, local outbreaks of typhus, cholera, and the ever-present tuberculosis, but no widespread deaths as was the case after the end of the First World War and following the Treaty of Lausanne.

In making this logistical accomplishment possible, an important role was played by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). It was founded in 1943, two years before the UN, on the initiative of the United States, which provided nearly two thirds of the new organization’s budget. UNRRA secured nourishment for millions of DPs, supplied food for the return transports, and was a cornerstone of care in Poland after repatriation. UNRRA was explicitly not responsible for German refugees from Eastern Europe. For obvious reasons, there was no international empathy for them immediately following the war, so German officials were supposed to take care of their own uprooted countrymen.

At first, rapid repatriation accorded with the wishes of most East European prisoners of war and forced laborers. After years of deprivation they wanted only one thing: to return home, back to the old country. The problem was that this homeland often did not exist anymore because it had been destroyed in the war, as was the case, for example, with the Polish capital Warsaw. Since the Soviet Union had annexed almost half of the Poland’s prewar territory, at least 300,000 Polish forced laborers could no longer return home from Germany. Moreover, freshly liberated Poland quickly turned into a dictatorship. In the summer of 1945 the first show trials began against the non-Communist resistance fighters of the Armia Krajowa (the Polish Home Army had been the strongest resistance group by far), and in many rural regions groups of partisans took to the forests and continued to fight, now against the Communists. This civil war–like situation, the arbitrariness of the security forces, and the frequent arrests and disappearances of people created a climate that the Polish historian Marcin Zaremba has accurately captured as “the great fear” in his book by that name.71 After a fraudulent referendum that the Communists had organized in the summer of 1946 as a substitute for free elections, the police, state security apparatus, and the Soviet NKVD persecuted the opposition even more severely. Representatives of the old political and social elites, resistance fighters, and well-known intellectuals now fled in ever greater numbers to the West. At this time the number of Polish DPs in the Western occupation zones of Germany and in Western Europe was estimated at about 400,000.72

Many people also became de facto refugees by resisting the repatriation to Poland. The Communist takeover motivated a growing share of former soldiers who had fought on the Western side against Nazi Germany to stay in the West. Several thousand Poles had distinguished themselves in this capacity in France and in the air war surrounding England, and about 80,000 soldiers of the Anders Army (named after its commander General Władisław Anders) later found their way via the Soviet Union and Iran to the Allies and contributed significantly to their victories in North Africa and Monte Cassino. These soldiers, refugees many times over, could not go back to Poland. What awaited them there were show trials, camp imprisonment, and in the worst case death.

In addition, the pogrom in Kielce in June 1946 (discussed in Chapter 2.4) set off an exodus of Polish Jews. They may have had the US or Palestine in mind as destinations, but their escape route frequently led them across occupied Germany. After the February 1948 coup in Prague, more and more Czechs and Slovaks went into exile, as did Hungarians, Romanians, Bulgarians, Croatians, and Slovenians, in addition to the Ukrainians and Balts already mentioned. The latter could argue that they were not even Soviet citizens and thus not subject to repatriation. From the perspective of the Western powers this meant that all their post-1946 efforts at international resettlement had scarcely reduced the number of DPs. It looked like an insoluble problem.

Stalin hermetically sealed off the Soviet Union from the outside, thus erecting a second Iron Curtain within the Eastern Bloc, but news nonetheless filtered through about what was happening to the forced laborers and prisoners of war who had returned home. They fell under suspicion of collaboration—in the end, they had been working for the enemy—and of treason. The punishment for these offenses was internment in the gulag or punitive deportation to inhospitable regions. The terror of Stalin, the NKVD, and the Red Army had already driven millions of Russians, Ukrainians, and other Soviet citizens into the arms of the Wehrmacht and farther westward during the war. Among the anti-Communist refugees there were such allies of the National Socialists as the soldiers of the “Russian Liberation Army” (better known as the Vlasov Army—its commander, Soviet Lieutenant General Andrey Vlasov, had switched sides in German captivity), the Cossacks under the command of seventy-year-old civil war veteran General Pyotr Krasnov, collaborators of the SS division in Galicia, the Latvian Legion, and similar units, but also several hundred thousand innocent people who had suffered under Stalinist terror in the 1930s or during the first Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland and the Baltics from 1939 to 1941. In total, the refugees from the Soviet Union, at up to two million, probably exceeded the numbers resulting from the Russian Civil War in the early 1920s.
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Also among the refugees of the Cold War was a then eleven-year-old Prague-born girl named Marie Korbelová. Like many an East-Central European exile, she already had, in spite of her young age, several stages of flight behind her. In the spring of 1939 her father, the diplomat Josef Korbel, had fled Czechoslovakia for London after the invasion of the Wehrmacht. This flight from the National Socialists was politically motivated, but it saved the young Marie from likely death in a concentration camp because, as it would later emerge (although her converted parents had kept this secret from her) the family was of Jewish descent. In 1945 the Korbels returned to Prague, where Marie’s father entered diplomatic service again under President Edvard Beneš and was sent to Belgrade as ambassador. After the Communist putsch in Czechoslovakia in February 1948, Korbel defected from Yugoslavia via England to the US, was given political asylum there, and became an American citizen in 1957. The diplomat was also able to gain a foothold professionally; thanks to the sponsorship of the Rockefeller Foundation he got a teaching position as a political scientist and founded a graduate school in international studies at the University of Denver.

His talented daughter Marie married into a wealthy American newspaper dynasty and, now under the name of Madeleine Albright, studied at Wellesley College, Johns Hopkins University, and Columbia University in New York. Her language skills, which she had acquired at home, proved advantageous, giving her access to other Slavic languages in addition to her native Czech. Albright wrote her master’s thesis on the Soviet diplomatic service and her doctoral thesis on the role of the press in the Prague Spring. Subsequently, however, the mother of three children moved into politics and became a legislative assistant to Senator Edmund Muskie. Zbigniew Brzezinski, a child of Polish exiles who rose to become national security adviser to President Jimmy Carter, recruited her in 1978 for a position on the National Security Council. She was able to avoid the usual career slump after the Republicans took over under Ronald Reagan by returning to an academic life. She held teaching appointments at various universities and worked on the side as a foreign policy adviser to prominent Democrats like Walter Mondale.

After his first electoral victory in 1992, Bill Clinton appointed her UN ambassador, and in his second term she rose to become the first woman secretary of state in the United States. In this capacity Albright advocated a resolute stance against Serbian President Slobodan Milošević and convinced Clinton during the Kosovo conflict to bomb the Serbian remnant of Yugoslavia. Her human-rights credentials, coupled with the formula of a “responsibility to protect” (see Chapter 2.6.), added weight to her position, one shaped not least by Albright’s own childhood in the period following the Munich Agreement and the failed appeasement policy toward Hitler. This was also true of her tough attitude in the Cold War, which was fortified by detailed knowledge about changes going on behind the Iron Curtain. Like her mentor Zbigniew Brzezinski, this background knowledge facilitated judicious accommodation toward the Eastern Bloc when that approach was appropriate. Albright’s flexibility contributed significantly to détente and the peaceful end of the Cold War.

At the same time, the careers of these two academic policy-makers (Albright and Brzezinski) shows the major influence East-Central European emigrants had on American foreign policy. And in Hungarian-born George Soros, this network had an ally who used his enormous fortune toward the end of the 1980s to exercise direct influence on his old homeland and vigorously support opposition activities and institutions throughout the Eastern Bloc. Madeleine Albright’s biography thus stands for more than an exemplary career following on a privileged flight and reception in her new country. Her life story shows also that countries that take in refugees can profit from them politically.



It was their misfortune not to be perceived as refugees. This was in part because they rarely got as far as France, England, or the US, and therefore were unable to influence public opinion there. At the Yalta Conference, Stalin energetically demanded the “repatriation” of all Soviet citizens stranded in Germany, Austria, and other European countries. He made this demand partly owing to his notorious lust for vengeance and partly because he feared a strengthening of the anti-Soviet diaspora. The Western powers, still closely allied with him, readily acceded to this wish because they found Stalin’s reckoning with former enemies and collaborators to be legitimate and also because this at the same time relieved them of their own huge refugee problem.73

In February 1945, accordingly, the Soviet Union and the US secured an accord on repatriation to the USSR. The agreement was not made public, probably because it made no distinction between collaborators, prisoners of war, and civilians, which put it in contradiction to both the American legal tradition and the Geneva Convention’s stipulations about the treatment of prisoners of war from 1929. For Stalin, keeping this secret fulfilled another purpose: When officers of the Red Army inspected the DP camps in the Western occupation zones, their inmates were in the dark about collective repatriation and about the rules that applied. As soon as the DPs declared that they were Soviet citizens or were identified as such by representatives of the Soviet Union—the power of definition lay with officers of the Red Army and numerous NKVD functionaries—they were subject to repatriation. There was ample opportunity, in theory, for camp denizens to cite the Geneva Convention on prisoners of war, but hardly any DPs knew about this, and it would in any case only have helped men fit for military service.74

On the basis of these agreements and the force exercised by the Soviet Union, 2.7 million people were handed over to the Soviet Union through September 1945 alone. In some cases the repatriations were linked to spectacular secret service operations and abductions, above all in the divided cities of Berlin and Vienna. In 1945 Soviet security forces in Austria arrested more than a hundred Russians who had just attended a church service.75 Among the people delivered to Stalin were refugees from the 1920s who had Nansen passports and were not even citizens of the Soviet Union. This collective repatriation of prisoners of war was also dubious under the terms of international law, especially as it included thousands of forcibly recruited soldiers from regions that the Soviet Union had occupied and annexed after the Hitler-Stalin Pact. The refugees, both the innocent and those who really had collaborated with the National Socialists, reacted with acts of desperation. Some DPs attempted at the last moment to break out of the camps, while others committed collective suicide. On the bridge over the river Mur in Judenburg in the Austrian province of Styria, where the British army handed over 4,000 Cossacks to the Soviets, numerous people leapt to their death.76

The US was hardly shaken by these postwar tragedies because they took place far away in Europe, and America had other priorities. Solidarity demonstrations in New York, Washington, and other major cities had more of an impact. These rallies were called by refugees from the interwar period, now diaspora members in a position to come to the defense of their threatened and persecuted compatriots. Advocates and lobbies for the refugees also acted behind the scenes to influence the government. Their voices and votes counted, especially around election time. Moreover, anti-Communist governments-in-exile functioned as instruments of power in the impending Cold War, subverting the Soviet Union’s claim to power over Eastern Europe and the territories annexed by the USSR. As of December 1945, the US responded by beginning to limit repatriations to the Soviet Union, and Great Britain gradually conformed to this new line. In 1947 there was an official rupture of the repatriation agreements, and in 1948 the US prohibited Soviet officers from continuing to visit DP camps in the American occupation zone.

With the Berlin Blockade, there was a further hardening of the Western stance. From now on, refugees from the Eastern Bloc were presented as virtual heroes, pioneering freedom fighters, and crown witnesses against the “totalitarian” Stalin regime. The concept of totalitarianism and the equivalence it suggested between National Socialism and Communism dates back to this period. Heroic refugees were also fodder for the film industry. In 1949 in Vienna, which had proved its worth as a shooting location for the film noir spy drama The Third Man, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer produced the The Red Danube. This movie mixed a political plot about the forced repatriation of Soviet citizens with a private drama, and drew suspense from the search operations of the Soviet secret service, which was also hunting for Russian opposition figures and refugees in the British and American zones. The love relationships all end tragically: a Russian ballerina jumps from the window before the NKVD can capture her, and before that a Russian scholar shoots himself for the same reason. But these victims do not die in vain, as the film’s male protagonist, a British officer, addresses the Western powers at a UN conference in Rome and moves them to stop the forced repatriation of Soviet citizens.77

The cinematic happy ending for the Soviet refugees not yet handed over had a real-world background in actual power politics: At roughly the same time that repatriation was stopped, George Kennan, the great Russia expert and architect of American foreign policy during the early Cold War, was shaping a more active refugee policy. Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS) at the State Department recognized the political potential that lay in defectors from the Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc. His aim was to endow the image of the defector with the greatest possible public appeal in order to demonstrate the West’s superiority over the Soviet Union. The high number of refugees from the Eastern Bloc living in Western Europe—650,000 DPs according to PPS estimates (including more than 200,000 Poles; 170,000 Jews; about 150,000 Estonians, Latvians, and Lithuanians; and at least 110,000 Ukrainians)78—were now no longer to be seen as a burden but as an opportunity. Kennan advocated bringing scholars, scientists, and journalists, above all, to the US and deploying them there in the struggle against the Soviet Union. In 1948 the Displaced Persons Act was enacted, a law that allowed 329,000 DPs to immigrate to the US.

The case of the Eastern European displaced persons thus exemplifies the kind of reassessment that refugees may experience. While the Western powers were still viewing and treating the Soviet DPs collectively as collaborators in 1945 (correctly in the case of the Krasnov and Vlasov armies), a few years later they were stylized as victims of Soviet tyranny and the NKVD, which was also justified in many cases. We see here again that the possibility of flight and the emergence of escape routes are less in the hands of the refugees themselves and more dependent on potential host countries. In this case, two factors in particular were at work: the Cold War confrontation between the US and the Soviet Union and the activities of diaspora organizations that put pressure on the government in the United States. The latter factor, together with the UK’s financial exhaustion, also explains the contrast between the policy of the US and that of Great Britain, which was more hesitant about reassessing its policy regarding the DPs.

After the Korean War erupted, a military component was added. In 1950 Congress enacted a law allowing the US army to conscript up to 12,500 “unmarried aliens.” This was followed in 1952 by another law actively promoting defection, the United States Escapee Program, which was allocated 4.3 million dollars.79 As the name of this program demonstrates, it was not congruent with the Geneva Refugee Convention concluded at the same time, for the latter spoke of “refugees” rather than “escapees,” a conceptual confusion which proves that the United States still lacked a rigorously thought-out refugee policy. At this time, strategic considerations clearly outweighed humanitarian concerns.

Owing to a fear of agents and spies, as well as to Senator Joseph McCarthy’s witch hunt against alleged Communists, chances for being admitted to the US worsened in the early 1950s. This made fleeing the Eastern Bloc riskier, and there were a number of cases in which Western border officials in Germany and Austria judged fleeing across the Iron Curtain to be an illegal border crossing and turned back refugees, as a rule with fatal consequences for those involved. The New York Times criticized these actions and lamented in 1951 that an “escapee” had a “better than two-to-one chance of being jailed promptly like a common criminal.”80 The window for DPs to immigrate closed once again; about 175,000 of them remained stuck in refugee camps in West Germany and Austria at the beginning of the 1950s.

Lengthy stays in camps—the very antithesis of integration—led to massive social problems. The American sociologist Edward Shils, who researched numerous DP camps in 1946, described the refugees as apathetic, bad-tempered, and irrational in their political views; the children he described as living “in hordes … and by marauding, … undisciplined, untrained, ready for any political disorder and without any sense of communal responsibility.”81 Such assessments were widespread, and they created a vicious circle. The worse the image of the DPs, the less willing potential host countries were to take them in. This, in turn, extended the length of stays in the camps, often well into the 1950s, and created a variety of social and psychological hardships. One of the greatest problems was that the DPs had—apart from jobs in the administration of the camps—scant opportunity to pursue employment. In order to increase their food rations and save money for emigration, they were frequently dependent on semi-legal or illegal jobs, including bartering and black market ventures.

Tensions did lessen over the course of the early 1950s as the old camp population slowly melted away and hardly any new refugees arrived to take their place. For in spite of all its sharp lines of demarcation, the dynamics of East-West conflict in some ways functioned like a system of intercommunicating pipelines. The friendlier the reception given by the Western powers to the “defectors,” “escapees,” and “refugees” from the East, the more rigorously Eastern Bloc countries sealed off their borders. One telling example of this zeal is a bizarre episode related by the Polish historian Dariusz Stola: In June 1953 two young Poles paddled a float into the Baltic in an effort to reach the Danish island of Bornholm. They were discovered, however, by the Polish coastguard, which thereupon summoned 116 soldiers, eight airplanes (five of them Soviet), a tugboat, sixteen fishing trawlers, four military vehicles, and two dogs to assist in the capture of the two refugees.82

Even more dangerous was overland flight, since the Polish borders with the GDR and Czechoslovakia were closed and these two states were increasingly vigilant about guarding the Iron Curtain. The inner-German border in the 1950s still presented the smallest hindrance; shooting at the external borders of Czechoslovakia on the other hand was severe, and from 1952 to 1965 alone twenty-nine Poles met their death there.83 By comparison, diplomats and economic functionaries with travel permits had it relatively easy. From 1948 to 1950, 205 Polish diplomats defected, and in Paris in 1951 it was the turn of Czesław Miłosz, the future winner of the Nobel Prize in literature. In 1934 he had studied for a year at the Sorbonne, so Paris was an obvious choice.

The slowing of flight from east to west indirectly facilitated the further development of international refugee policy. Stalin had long regarded international refugee politics and institutions as instruments of American imperialism. Hence, the Soviet Union viewed the International Refugee Organization (IRO), which was founded in 1946 under the auspices of the United Nations to supplement the work of UNRRA, with extreme skepticism and refused, a few years later, to extend its mandate. In 1950, however, the Soviet Union gave up its blockade and consented to the establishment of the UNHCR.

The American government at first behaved just as ambivalently toward the UNHCR as it had toward refugees from Eastern Europe. For years the US strongly resisted the establishment of the refugee aid agency; once it was in existence, Congress cut its already meager support of 50,000 dollars because the first High Commissioner, Gerrit Jan van Heuven Goedhart, a Social Democrat from the Netherlands, was not to the US’s liking politically.84 On top of that, the United States did not sign the Geneva Refugee Convention but only much later the supplementary 1967 Protocol. In Eastern Europe the Voice of America and Radio Free Europe nevertheless disseminated the image of a free West that welcomed the persecuted and those in flight. De facto, owing to the hunt on Communists under Senator McCarthy, this was not the case. The Refugee Relief Act of 1953 tied the award of an immigration visa to at least two years of good conduct, proof that one was not a Communist, and extensive medical tests, requirements that were not easy to meet, with the result that between 1953 and 1955 only 563 immigration visas were awarded instead of the 58,000 envisioned in the Refugee Relief Act. Moreover, in this same period refugees from China and Vietnam could not find any way at all into “white” America, Canada, or Australia. With the DPs in mind, Harper’s Magazine wrote of a “national disgrace” and condemned the way the US was again sealing itself off.86
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After the Second World War, Paris emerged once again as the intellectual epicenter for exiled Poles, while the government-in-exile, reduced to insignificance, remained in London. This stature was attributable above all to the Instytut Literacki (Literary Institute) in Paris and its publication Kultura. That journal’s central personality was the former government official, journalist, and world war veteran Jerzy Giedroyc. Yet Kultura functioned above all as a collaborative publishing venture and authors’ collective. The Parisian journal published different genres of literature: poetry (including numerous poems by Władysława Szymborska, who later joined Czesław Miłosz as a recipient of the Noble Prize for literature), political essays that ranked among the masterpieces of this genre, memoirs, short stories, and excerpts from novels. This meant that every issue of this literary and cultural review was varied in design. There was no comparable German-language publication in the postwar period; the closest equivalent in the United States was the New York Review of Books (which was established in 1963 and at times also provided a forum for and about refugee and dissident intellectuals from Central and Eastern Europe). Kultura printed, in addition to the works of exiles, numerous Polish authors who had remained in their homeland and were banned or heavily censored there, including the beatnik Marek Hłasko, who wrote the most exciting books of the 1950s and 1960s, as well as the dramatists Zbigniew Herbert and Sławomir Mrożek. Also appearing in the magazine were translations of the Russian authors Boris Pasternak, Anna Akhmatova, and Alexander Solzhenitsyn. In this way Kultura shaped intellectual and cultural life both in exile and in Poland.

The political significance of Kultura was much greater than one might anticipate for a cultural journal. It softened the sometimes stubborn anti-Communism that shaped all of the East European diasporas (which led to conflicts in the case of Miłosz and contributed to his 1953 departure for the US), functioned as a channel of communication for international and national opposition to the Communist government in Poland, and promoted reconciliation with the Ukraine, Belarus, and Lithuania. Jerzy Giedroyc and his allies were of the opinion that Poland needed to take leave for good of its lost eastern territories and abandon any claims to cultural hegemony in order to put relations with its eastern neighbors on a new footing. This insight is all the more remarkable in that it was held by exiles who, like Miłosz and Jerzy Stempowski, came from these very regions. They were thus giving up on their old homelands, a painful step that only a few German expellees took so decisively and so early. Kultura supported the Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belarusian independence movements, regularly printed texts by authors from these Soviet republics, and thus anticipated Polish and European foreign policy as it took shape in the 1990s. Alongside Kultura, the Literary Institute also put out Zeszyty Historyczne, an influential historical journal that treated Poland’s conflicts with its neighbors and Polish-Jewish relations.

Another reason why Poland’s exile community in Paris bloomed so vigorously was that it had an actual brick-and-mortar home, a place that functioned a bit like a beehive. In 1954, thanks to a fundraising drive among Kultura’s readers and large individual donations secured by some of the journal’s contributing authors, Giedroyc bought a spacious house in the Parisian suburb Maisons-Laffitte.85 There was enough room now for all the editors’ offices, a large salon, and a guest room in which authors and newly arrived refugees could be accommodated. The social contact this enabled played an even more important role than the material help offered, inasmuch as the Polish exiles, like all of their companions in misfortune, often suffered from loneliness, homesickness, and a feeling of alienation. In 2000 Kultura was closed at the request of Giedroyc, who saw the journal’s historic mission as fulfilled. Maisons-Laffitte, however, lives on as a museum commemorating the Polish exile and the Literary Institute.



The Eisenhower administration circumvented the problem by providing generous subsidies to the refugee camps in Europe and helping refugees transit on to other countries. Washington paid for ship transports to Canada, which took in 123,000 DPs between 1948 and 1951, and to Australia, where 182,000 DPs were accommodated.87 It was the countries of immigration that selected the refugees, however, and they did this according to their traditional utilitarian criteria: The immigrants had to be healthy and practicing professions that were in demand. A missing phalanx on a finger, frostbitten toes, or traces of an earlier bout with tuberculosis on an X-ray sometimes sufficed to disqualify applicants and prolong their waiting period in the camps. Refugee policy continued to rest on utilitarianism, not humanitarianism.

The problems facing Jewish DPs could largely be solved in the 1950s because there was now a State of Israel. If one sets aside the founding idea of Zionism and the national ideology associated with it, then Israel was above all a state of refugees who, persecuted on nationalist, racist, and occasionally also political grounds, came to her shores from every European country. From 1945 to 1948, because of British restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine barely 50,000 European Jews were able to immigrate, more than half of them illegally. At least 12,000 Jews were therefore stuck in Italy, where they wanted to ship out for Palestine, and 25,000 were interned on the British-governed island of Cyprus.88

Much like the passenger steamship St. Louis on the eve of the Second World War, there also was a ship that symbolized the stray paths now taken by Jewish refugees and immigrants en route to Israel, in this case a decommissioned and rebuilt American postal ship that the Zionists aptly renamed the Exodus. In the summer of 1947 in the French port of Sète, 4,500 Jews boarded the Exodus, hoping to get to Palestine. There, however, the ship was turned away by the British authorities. After a lengthy odyssey, a PR disaster for British foreign policy, the Exodus finally ended its journey in Hamburg. In the country of the murderers, as the Jewish DPs saw it, they were forcibly brought on land. After the establishment of Israel, restrictions on Jewish settlement came to an end, and within the next year and a half, 340,000 Jews immigrated in spite of the ongoing war of independence. Just about as many followed in 1950 and 1951.

The situation eased in those DP camps that still remained, not least because of the economic upswing in Europe, which was in turn related to the Marshall Plan. The idea of integrating displaced people through economic development also played an important role outside Europe, above all in India,89 and it was propagated by the UNHCR.

Another accomplishment of the early postwar period was the shaping of an international refugee regime. Because of the DPs, forwarding refugees to third states became just as much an established practice as the coordination of activities by the UNHCR would become later. This proved extremely helpful, since in 1956 Europe was again, and unexpectedly, confronted with several hundred thousand refugees. Even more fundamental, however, was the politicization of flight: whoever emigrated across the Iron Curtain had very good chances of being recognized and permanently taken in. That is also the reason why almost all cases of flight between 1946 and 1989 are treated here in the chapter on political flight.




3.5 Open doors to the West: 1956, 1968, and the “boat people”


The Hungarian crisis

The year 1956 shook the entire Eastern Bloc to its core. The key event was the Twentieth Party Congress of the Soviet Communist Party, at which the party leadership conceded the crimes of Stalin. This confession weakened party elites in the Eastern Bloc states, which had stood loyally by Stalin and promoted other similar personality cults. Party leaders in Poland and Hungary fell from power. There was already discontent among the population because postwar reconstruction and Stalinist industrialization had been rushed forward in both countries at the expense of consumers. There were frequent shortages of foodstuffs, soap, and the simplest consumer items, while at the same time work requirements were constantly being pushed higher.

In East Germany and Czechoslovakia in June 1953, workers rose up in protest against their Communist rulers, and three years later there was a similar sequence of events in Poland. In Hungary a popular uprising broke out following conflicts within the Communist party and the forcible suppression of a student demonstration on October 23, 1956. The government was toppled, and Imre Nagy (who was later executed) became premier. The rebels succumbed to the illusion that the West would support them and that Hungary would be able to achieve neutrality on the Austrian model. At first the Red Army retreated from Budapest, but on November 4 it reentered the Hungarian capital with massive reinforcements. Soviet tanks steamrollered the uprising until mid-November.

As early as the last week of October, when the outcome of the uprising was still uncertain, several thousand people sought refuge in Austria. Among the refugees there were several party functionaries and even around 120 staff members of the Communist secret service (the Áltamvédelmi Hatóság, abbreviated ÁVH).90 It may seem paradoxical at first glance that Communists were running away from their own party comrades, but the persecution of one party faction by another already had a long history going back to the Stalinist purges of the 1930s. In spite of the first refugees’ dubious political background, the Austrian interior minister granted asylum on October 26 to all arriving Hungarians. After the violent suppression of the revolution on November 4, the flight from Hungary increased dramatically. On that day alone 6,000 people, including 1,000 soldiers, crossed the border into Austria.

At this time flight abroad was still easily achieved because the Politburo of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party, within the framework of de-Stalinization, had decided in May 1956 to dismantle the barriers along the border and defuse 700,000 mines. Moreover, numerous border officials sympathized with the rebels and waved them through.91 This window of opportunity for a nearly effortless border crossing did not remain open for long, for on November 6 soldiers of the Red Army and Hungarian units loyal to the regime were posted at Hungarian-Austrian border crossings. As of November 9 they had begun shooting at refugees with live ammunition, and in some cases even pursued them into Austrian territory. There were, however, a few escape hatches that remained relatively safe, including the bridge at the village of Andau in Burgenland and the reed belt of Lake Neusiedel. (Burgenland is the easternmost province of Austria, and the southern end of the lake—Neusiedlersee in German, Fertöd in Hungarian—is shared by both countries.) Over the course of November more than 110,000 refugees reached Austria along these routes, on some days as many as 8,500 people. These waves of refugees prefigured those who would cross the same border six decades later in the autumn of 2015. Overall, according to official figures, almost 180,000 Hungarians fled to Austria through February 1957. They were joined by 20,000 refugees who had originally sought refuge in Yugoslavia—a secure “third country” in today’s terminology. The sum of 200,000 refugees was tiny compared with the numbers of 1945 or 1946, but they arrived within a short period of just a few months and weeks.

For those fleeing Hungary, it proved advantageous that Austria had coped with a much larger wave of refugees only a decade earlier. Although there were still almost 40,000 DPs living in Austria in 1956, this was 100,000 fewer than at the end of 1947.92 As a result there was still room to absorb newcomers, partly in existing refugee camps where 47,000 “new refugees” (as they were called in contrast to “old refugees”) were accommodated. New camps were set up as well, including the one in Traiskirchen, which later achieved prominence beyond Austria because, in addition to various Cold War refugees, it housed very many Soviet Jews. As a result of détente, about 250,000 of these Jewish refugees were allowed to leave the Soviet Union via Austria and then resettle in Israel, the US, and other Western countries.93

In 2015, Traiskirchen made headlines again. The camp was so severely overcrowded with refugees from the Middle East that many of them had to sleep out in the open air. Critics condemned these conditions and blamed them on Austria’s conservative interior minister, alleging that they were deliberately engineered to force a reversal in the refugee policy of the country’s ruling Grand Coalition of Social Democrats and Christian Democrats from the People’s Party. By November and December 1956, however, the existing accommodations could no longer suffice to take in all the Hungarians, so the authorities requisitioned gyms, parish halls, boardinghouses, and private accommodations. No one had to sleep out in the open or suffer from hunger, which was no mean accomplishment under the circumstances.

In Austria the hospitality extended to the Hungarian refugees has hardened into a myth. De facto, the mood toward the refugees had already veered in a negative direction as early as November 1956. The authorities, municipalities, parishes, and aid organizations were simply overtaxed. Moreover attitudes toward the arrivals changed the moment they no longer behaved like supplicants but began instead to articulate demands and look for work. In the autumn of 1956, a psychological study devoted to the refugees (which also wisely looked at native Austrians) observed that an unconscious attitude prevailed among the native population to the effect that “this group of people should display the attitude of poor, hopeless children.… If refugees socialize in the same Espresso [an Austrian term for a kind of small coffee house—PT], act spontaneously in some other way, occasionally buy something nicer in the same store, then a kind of aggression sets in almost following a set pattern.”94 Also stoking resentment were free tickets refugees were given for Viennese streetcars and other social services. Sixty years later a debate over whether Syrian refugees should be allowed to use local public transportation for free would again trouble Vienna, and the Austrian government would attempt once more to divert attention from its own problems by calling ever more loudly for international support. At the beginning of the Hungarian crisis, any number of states had announced that they would take in refugees, among them France, Great Britain, and Canada (the latter country even without an upper limit).95

When it actually came to redirecting refugees toward other countries, however, there were some hitches. At first these concerned practical difficulties—it is not easy to organize transportation for tens of thousands of people—but they also derived from the traditional immigration countries’ insistence that their usual safeguards be observed, including protracted health tests for the refugees. There were even demands that these be conducted before the refugees’ departure, meaning while they were still in Austria. Moreover, in keeping with the wonted logic of selection, highly skilled men and young families, who predominated among the Hungarian refugees, were readily taken, while women, especially single mothers, children, old people, and the infirm remained behind. The Austrian Foreign Ministry complained vehemently about this. As a concession, American Vice President Richard Nixon paid a state visit shortly before Christmas and traveled with a large delegation to the transit camps in Eisenstadt and Traiskirchen. The trip was at least a token expression of solidarity, and it produced a lot of press photos that served to prepare the American public for taking in the Hungarian refugees.

The plan to redirect these refugees to other countries did get off the ground after all with some delay, and the situation began to ease in mid-January. This had to do, on the one hand, with an accelerated reception process in a total of thirty-seven states on five continents and, on the other, with the closing of Hungary’s western border together with the last of the remaining escape hatches. The number of refugees in Austria therefore declined in the summer of 1957 to around 20,000, of whom the majority ultimately stayed put in the country.96 Austria owed the easing of its burden mostly to the US and Canada, which took in 38,000 and 35,000 Hungarians, respectively. The US thereby surpassed its original commitment twofold, followed by Great Britain which took in 20,690, the Federal Republic of Germany with 15,380, Switzerland with 12,810 (making it the country that accepted the most refugees in proportion to its population), and France with 12,405. Even former party members were allowed to enter and stay if they signed a declaration stating that they had not joined voluntarily. The motive for this generosity was not political alone, as the crisis coincided with an economic boom in all Western countries that raised demand for labor.

This willingness to take in refugees was based on the premise that there would be no further inquiry into their exact motives and background. Otherwise it might not have escaped notice that many Hungarians were coming not only from heavily contested Budapest, but also from the country’s western regions.97 This was an exodus that cannot be explained solely by the suppression of the uprising and the persecution of its sympathizers; rather, it is much more credibly accounted for in many cases as a simple consequence of the opportunity offered to flee. Proximity to the border—and an awareness that living conditions were better in Austria—surely played a role, for more than 4 percent of the population fled from the northwestern Hungarian komitat (county), while the comparable number leaving from the eastern half of the country was only 0.4 percent, ten times less. Finally, it needs to be added that drawing attention to these patterns is not intended to discredit political refugees in retrospect, but merely to point out that a mix of motives influenced flight. For these many-faceted choices the French historian Stéphane Dufoix has coined the apt term “micro-decisions.” And they are certainly detectable in almost every instance of flight.98

Since the international task of forwarding the Hungarian refugees was largely finished after a good half year, they did not in the end spend too much time living in camps. That was perhaps the greatest mark of the operation’s overall success. This haste was not unwarranted, as by the end of 1956 the authorities were already diagnosing a widespread “camp psychosis.” According to observers, this state was characterized by a “lack of individual initiative, misjudgment of reality, corresponding overreaction, and a general inability to control socially undesirable impulses.”99 In short, the refugees were in a foul mood. There was little for them to do in the camps other than wait and see, and many were also plagued by constant worry about their relatives. Only about 3,000 refugees received a work permit in Austria, and these as a rule only allowed simple work by the hour, like shoveling snow. The situation of the Austrian labor market at the time dictated these restrictions, for although the unemployment rate had sunk to 5 percent in 1956, Austria’s delayed economic recovery (compared with Germany’s) meant that there were still five applicants for every open position.

The lack of good prospects in Austria, combined with anxiety about starting all over again in far-distant lands, separation from family, and homesickness, impelled 13,000 refugees to return to Hungary over the next several years.100 The remigration of refugees is, as we have seen before, a topic that has not been well researched. In this case, there were many young people among the returnees, who had spontaneously set off from home without thinking too carefully about what their prospects might be. Return was, moreover, encouraged by an amnesty for all refugees proclaimed on November 29, 1956.101 Canceling criminal sanctions was a wise move on the part of the new party leadership under János Kádár and an early signal of the new party line that came to be known as “Goulash Communism.” As long as people were silent about politics, a condition the returnees understood, the party would guarantee them a decent living standard.

The UNHCR did a good job both in repatriating the Hungarian refugees and forwarding them to third states, and by this means enhanced its acceptance in Hungary, the Soviet Union, and the Eastern Bloc as a whole, where it originally had been rejected as a Western invention. Its success in the West was even greater: the governments of the host countries could now stage themselves as benefactors. The communist countries countered that the West was taking in refugees in order to exploit them as cheap labor. The charge was not entirely bogus, as Stephen Porter has shown with the example of DPs brought to Louisiana to work for minimal wages in sugar plantations.102 However, this abuse was soon ended following protests by priests and NGOs, and the propaganda war around refugees ended in the 1950s with the clear victory of the West.

This had positive reverberations for the refugees. The Hungarians were widely seen as noble refugees fleeing acute persecution and Soviet tanks. This image was reflected in the pictorial language of press photographers, who frequently took pictures of refugees in three-quarters profile and other flattering poses that made their faces look somewhat weary but determined and sharply chiseled. In brief, these refugees were no pitiful, starving victims of political disaster. In the iconography of the time, they were heroes of freedom.

The Hungarian crisis set the scene for what would become a tradition of generous asylum legislation in most Western countries. Especially in Sweden, which took in many emigrants from Poland as well as from Hungary in 1956, and in Austria, a critical part of each country’s identity would be its openness as a sanctuary for the politically persecuted. One should not overstress Austrian hospitality and humanitarianism, however. That country’s postwar myth notwithstanding, the priority there was always on redirecting refugees to other countries. Yet the effectiveness of myths, as is well known, does not rest on their truth so much as on their power to persuade and on the perpetual retelling of the narratives. The fact that Austria and Sweden accepted an especially large number of refugees in proportion to the size of each country’s population in 2015 (measured against the size of its population, the number was much higher in Sweden than in Germany), together with the high level of civil society support for refugees in all three countries, can be traced back, however, to these identity-forming moments during the Cold War. Despite their geographic distance from Hungary, the US and Canada were also affected by the events of 1956. From then on until the mid-1980s, both countries were open to the Cold War refugees who would soon arrive, not only from Europe but also from nearby Cuba. Initially there was a clear preference for white refugees of European descent, but this racial preference diminished as the numbers of refugees from Cuba grew, and later even more with the influx of the refugees from Indochina.

A turn toward humanitarianism in fact affected the entire international community. In 1958 the UN proclaimed a “World Refugee Year.” The underlying idea was to use the momentum in international refugee policy following the Hungarian crisis to find permanent accommodations for all the other displaced people still housed in camps. There was a special focus on the hardcore of DPs and a renewed effort at international resettlement. In Geneva, London, Manchester, and other English cities (the idea for the “World Refugee Year” came from Great Britain) activists set up model tents resembling the shelters in refugee camps and distributed leaflets and other materials with information drawing the attention of passersby to the fate of refugees.103

The notion that it might be possible to solve all refugee problems in one fell swoop will strike us as naïve today. It was also Eurocentric, since at the same time violent conflicts were brewing on other continents that would keep the world in turmoil for decades to come. In immediate proximity to Europe the Algerian war was heating up, the Palestinians driven out of Israel continued to subsist in makeshift camps, and the massive expulsion of Jews from Arab states had also begun (in 1956). In addition, millions of people were losing their homes as a result of conflicts over decolonization and the global Cold War. Yet it was hoped that at least Europe would be free of refugees; and that was the unarguably noble proposition that the organizers of World Refugee Year had in mind.

Moreover, resettling the last remaining European DPs fit in with the logic of the Geneva Refugee Convention and its impetus to integration. As soon as refugees became citizens of a new state, their status as refugees ended. Lacking a homeland was thus not a permanent fate but a condition looking to be terminated. In the so-called Third World, the UNHCR attempted to tie the absorption of refugees to development projects. But all such projects fizzled early for lack of financial resources; to this extent, the limits of international refugee politics and of humanitarianism were already visible by the end of the 1950s.



Flight from East Germany

In Cold War Germany, refugee politics had higher relevance than in any other country (with the possible exception of Israel: see Chapter 2.3). Germany had been divided between West and East since 1949, so that people living in the Federal Republic and the German Democratic Republic could constantly compare their rival systems one with the other.104 The comparison ran against the GDR. Because the Soviet Union had dismantled East German industrial plants and the Communist regime in East Berlin had nationalized industry and trade, the GDR had, from the outset, a lower standard of living. On top of that there was political repression, which became increasingly harsh. These two factors motivated ever more people to flee to the Federal Republic. Even before the uprising of June 17, 1953, a million East Germans had crossed to West Germany.

Whether this could properly be classified as flight, and whether these migrants should be viewed as refugees worthy of protection, was at first open to dispute. In 1949 West Germany’s first cabinet under Chancellor Konrad Adenauer shared the view that “the greater part of the migrants” consisted “of criminals and political agents.” Only a small portion, about 7 percent, could genuinely be regarded as politically persecuted.105 This skepticism toward the arrivals mirrored American attitudes during the McCarthy era. Accordingly, discussions in the young Federal Republic initially turned on how to dam the flow of migrants. Even tighter control over the line of demarcation with the GDR and repatriation of the migrants—in other words, an Iron Curtain hoisted by the West—were contemplated at this time.

In spite of pressure from some West German Länder—interestingly, from those federal states that were farther away from the GDR and therefore had taken in relatively fewer refugees than the border provinces—these demands were not politically feasible. Closing the border and sending back the refugees would have meant giving up the dogma of an indivisible Germany, the Federal Republic’s claim to be the sole legitimate German state, and the policy of national citizenship associated with this claim. Furthermore, what was happening right at the border demonstrated that the East Germans were not deterred by the increasingly severe border controls of the Red Army and NVA (the National People’s Army of the GDR). The refugees had their own agenda. Higher hurdles on the Western side of the Iron Curtain would hardly have diminished the influx.

Given this situation, the West German federal government attempted to regulate the admission of refugees and the procedures for recognizing them, so as to achieve greater control over the flow. The Federal Emergency Admission Act (Bundesnotaufnahmegesetz) passed in the summer of 1950 set the terms under which one would be recognized as a refugee. There had to be “imminent danger to life and limb, to personal liberty, or other compelling grounds” for leaving the Soviet Occupation Zone.106 Only a minority of the refugees could prove this level of endangerment, so in 1950 and 1951 more than 60 percent of the applicants in the aforementioned emergency admissions procedure were rejected. The remaining 173,000 applicants were designated as “illegals” and therefore ineligible to claim social welfare assistance or other government services. Because of damage from wartime bombing, the main problem was a lack of housing. West Germany’s two reception camps, at Uelzen in Lower Saxony and Gießen in Hesse, were permanently overcrowded.

Yet—and the situation is much the same with today’s rejected asylum seekers—it remained unclear how to proceed further with the petitioners who were not accepted as refugees. To deport them to the GDR was hardly possible for political reasons, and certainly far from feasible on purely practical grounds. So the problem with the many “illegals” was solved by tolerating them and then, after 1952, granting them a more generous degree of recognition. This is demonstrated by the share of positive responses to the emergency admission procedure, which rose to over 80 percent in 1953 and reached nearly a 100 percent toward the end of the decade. The more open attitude toward the “Soviet Zone refugees” (the official German term was Sowjetzonenflüchtlinge, Sowjetzone being the scornful West German name for the GDR) was inherent in this very designation, which became more widely accepted at the beginning of the 1950s. The term was also meant to distinguish these newcomers from postwar expellees, whose lobbies kept an eagle eye on their social welfare privileges.

Pursuant to the Emergency Admission Act (which as of the summer of 1951 also applied to West Berlin), Germany’s Länder and the federal government decided on admission quotas. According to this arrangement, North Rhine-Westphalia (West Germany’s most populous and industrialized state) was to take in 65 percent of the refugees in the first few years, in return for which the state would receive added housing construction funds.107 This heavy burden on one single state made sense inasmuch as the refugees would be able to find work relatively easily in the Ruhr region owing to the boom in heavy industry. In the following years the distribution of refugees among the regions changed several times, with the consent of the relevant Länder, according to the “Königstein formula,” which calculated apportionment based two thirds on the level of tax receipts and one third on population size. This laid the foundation for the refugee policy that has lasted to this day, and which also served as the basis for distributing the 2015 Middle East refugees.

At the same time, a difference can be detected in the enforcement of international refugee policy: while the admission quotas for Germany’s federal Länder were binding, forwarding refugees at an international level after the Hungarian crisis was based on voluntary commitments that some states broke (France, for example, which was preoccupied with its own postcolonial flight, took fewer Hungarians than announced), while others kept their promises (West Germany), and yet others exceeded them (Switzerland, the US, and Canada). The situation is much the same in the EU today, except that most member states are even less faithful to their commitments than was the international community in 1956. The West (including formally neutral Austria and Sweden) held together better than the European Union does today.

The generous interpretation of the Emergency Admission Act and the grounds for flight enumerated therein had the vacuum cleaner effect that some federal and state ministries in Germany had feared: more and more East Germans fled to the West, above all via the eye of the needle that West Berlin had become after the inner-German border was closed early in 1952. In the first half of 1952 alone, 200,000 GDR citizens arrived (among whom men were clearly predominant through 1957). For their benefit a new airlift was organized—one that has undeservedly fallen into oblivion, overshadowed by the famous airlift of 1948. Beginning in February 1953, airplanes made daily flights ferrying up to 1,400 people from West Berlin to West Germany. A total of about 108,000 people were flown out in the first four months of 1953. In the two big reception centers in Uelzen and Gießen (later joined by other camps), they were then registered, interrogated, investigated, fed, and moved on. Logistically this was an immense achievement, and equally purposeful assistance in integration followed.

The US participated in this largest of all Cold War refugee movements both organizationally and financially. It provided planes for the airlift and gave the Federal Republic fifteen million dollars to build housing, a generous cash injection that signaled an about-face away from America’s indifferent attitude toward German refugees and expellees after 1945.108 In the postwar period the latter were consistently excluded from all services provided by UNRRA and the American government because the Western powers regarded them as a purely German problem and showed little empathy toward the perpetrators of the Second World War.

American support draws attention once more to the Cold War context. Without the East-West conflict, West Germany, which had to absorb refugees numbering in the tens of thousands every month, might presumably have behaved differently. As the aforementioned debates of 1949 and the recurring demands to impose an upper limit on migration from the GDR show, neither national nor political solidarity was a given.109 If after 1953 the East German refugees were also taken in so willingly, it was in considerable part because the government under Chancellor Adenauer knew how much the exodus was damaging the GDR both economically and politically.

As if there were not enough intra-German refugees, between 1949 and 1961 they were joined by around 475,000 ethnic German emigrants from Eastern Europe (called Aussiedler or Spätaussiedler in German), who were fleeing both Communism and daily discrimination based on their nationality.110 The postwar apex of this exodus was reached in 1957 and 1958. Its main country of origin was the People’s Republic of Poland (it would retain that status until 1989), and most of these emigrants came from the regions of Silesia and Masuria. Though ten years had passed between the end of the war and the temporary opening of the East European borders for Germans willing to emigrate, one can view this migration movement as a kind of delayed flight. When it came to individual families, ethnic discrimination played a greater role than political oppression in general, even if Stalinism started earlier, was harsher, and ended later in the areas where German minorities were settled in postwar Poland.111

More than a hundred thousand of these ethnic German emigrants had been kept as skilled labor after the war, for example in Lower Silesian Waldenburg and in the Northern Bohemian glass industry. In addition, in 1946–47 about a million former citizens of the Reich chose the option to stay that was offered to “autochthons” in Poland. The legal foundation for this was a kind of Volksliste in reverse (the Volksliste being the Nazi-era list used to distinguish ethnic Germans from other groups in occupied territories). To be eligible for inclusion, one had to show proof of Polish ancestors, relatives, language proficiency, or national spirit. Once included, the so-called autochthons would be able to evade forced resettlement in line with the Potsdam Agreement, although they then would suffer the repressive measures of a regime that was just as nationalist as it was Stalinist. Many soon regretted the decision to stay in Poland, especially as their siblings and cousins had often been resettled after the Potsdam Agreement and were already living in Germany. The members of this minority therefore had Western connections and they knew about the economic miracle in West Germany. In fact, even in the GDR, the standard of living during the mid-1950s was noticeably higher than in Poland.

In addition to the East-to-West migration after 1945 of ethnic German and Polish refugees leaving the lost eastern territories, there was a later westward migration in 1956 of Poles who had not been removed after the Second World War but were detained in the Soviet Union, mostly on collective farms or as experts in industry. Between 1956 and 1959, they were allowed to depart. The Polish “repatriates” from the Ukrainian, Belarusian, and Lithuanian Soviet Socialist Republics replaced the 248,000 ethnic German refugees who went to West Germany in 1956–59. Four thousand two hundred Silesians, most of them miners, gave preference to socialist East Germany.112

The ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe constituted, as discussed, only a small share of the immigration to West Germany, while the number of refugees from the GDR during the 1950s was six times higher. Overall, 3.1 million recognized refugees and ethnic emigrants came to the Federal Republic in this decade, in addition to about a million GDR citizens who were not taken into consideration under the emergency admission procedure but were nonetheless allowed to stay. In spite of this hard-to-manage mass flight, the newly founded Federal Republic committed itself from the outset to treating the ethnic emigrants as fellow Germans. They were immediately awarded citizenship, a privilege compared to the DPs and the later guest workers.

The Federal Expellee Act of 1953 regulated their “ethnic inclusion” (Volkszugehörigkeit) as Germans; the arrivals merely had to prove that they had declared their allegiance to “Germanness” (Deutschtum) back in their homeland. Through the early 1990s this opened the door to an additional four million people and ended the unclear legal status for refugees and ethnic emigrants from Yugoslavia and Romania, who in the early postwar period often had to struggle to receive German citizenship. The Federal Republic viewed the ethnic German emigrants to a certain extent as successors to the expellees. This status came with a variety of advantages, including the provision of services within the framework of the statute on equalization of burdens and the Federal Expellee Act. Also availing themselves of these higher levels of integration assistance were 682,000 refugees from the GDR who originally came from Silesia, East Prussia, and other lost territories and who were therefore recognized as expellees.113

This national solidarity with German refugees, expellees, and ethnic emigrants had two foundations: One was the assumption of common nationality—here the National Socialist idea of the Volksgemeinschaft (the ethnically and racially defined national community) continued to reverberate. Second, and much as in the case of the Hungarian refugees, there was the view that Communist countries were totalitarian regimes. The Germans who remained in the Eastern Bloc were indeed subject to discrimination through restrictive language laws, at work, and in everyday life. Poland and the Soviet Union, the two states that had suffered the most under the Wehrmacht and German occupation, treated the remnants of their German-speaking populations with especial harshness.114

After Stalinism came to an end, the oppression abated, especially in Hungary and Romania, where the German minorities were left comparatively undisturbed. Accordingly, the reasons for emigrating changed: whereas at first political motives were foremost, later emigration had more to do with improving one’s standard of living. It was also valid to question whether refugees from the GDR left solely for political or also for material reasons.

These questions, which were still being asked in the first years after the Federal Republic was founded, faded with the advent of the economic miracle. The West Germans’ initially mixed attitude toward refugees from the GDR was hardly surprising given that there were still 635,000 unemployed expellees from Eastern Europe in 1950. They thus constituted a third of all the unemployed, double the figure for their share of the population. This was especially the case for people over fifty, the less skilled, and former farmers, whose chances of employment were slim.115

In the following decade, both the young Federal Republic and the refugees from different regions were in luck—plain and simple. In the exact same years as most of the GDR citizens and ethnic emigrants were arriving in West Germany, the economic boom was beginning to gain traction to such an extent that the labor market could absorb them. That this was possible may be attributed not least to the refugees themselves, who took any job, frequently well below their skill levels and in different branches from the occupations in which they had been employed back home. While refugees from the GDR were overwhelmingly male, among the expellees there was a surplus of women. There were 1,136,000 million women for each one million men; among the native population, the surplus of women was similarly high.116 The gender balance had changed, however, by the end of the 1950s as more women and children fled the GDR. Here we see a pattern frequently encountered in refugee waves: first the men flee and try to find work in their new home, and then they are joined by family members.

Given the overwhelming scope of flight from East to West, it went long unnoticed that in fact about half a million people were moving in the opposite direction, from the Federal Republic to the GDR.117 Familial or occupational reasons often played a role here, so that one cannot speak of flight in the narrower sense. One example is the family of Chancellor Angela Merkel, whose father went to the GDR as a Lutheran pastor. But cases like that of the folksinger Wolf Biermann show that migration from West to East was not always entirely voluntary. Returning exiles and Jewish concentration camp survivors (Biermann’s father was Jewish) did not have it easy in the early days of the Federal Republic. In everyday life and in dealings with public officials and the legal system they were constantly encountering former Nazis, some of them simple party members, some of them known criminals who had taken part in their persecution. Some Jews and Communists found this unbearable and thus crossed to the GDR for political reasons. After the ban on the KPD (the Communist party in the West until it was readmitted under the new initials DKP as détente got under way in 1968) in the summer of 1956, there began a wave of persecution against its members and sympathizers, with prosecutors initiating proceedings in 125,000 cases. In the end, only 6,688 of these resulted in sentences (there were 40,000 political sentences issued in the GDR that same year), but even those who were not sentenced often lost their job or suffered other disadvantages.118 This threat of persecution gave some ten thousand people a manifest reason to flee West Germany. The leadership of the KPD, in anticipation of the party’s ban, had absconded ahead of time to the GDR.

In spite of this counter-movement, it can be said without any exaggeration that the young Federal Republic was a land of refugees. Within just fifteen years, if one includes the period of Allied occupation, West Germany took in more than eight million expellees, four million GDR refugees, as well as nearly half a million ethnic German migrants, and assisted (on top of this effort) in the international endeavor to forward refugees from Hungary. Only Israel had a greater claim to being a “refugee state,” and there absorption was also guided by the premise that the arrivals were preordained citizens of the same nation. As noted earlier, other forms of solidarity, of a religious or political-ideological sort, were also at work in the history of massive refugee movements, yet the construct of the “nation” has been perhaps the most important factor supporting the integration of refugees in modern Europe. Not to be neglected here, admittedly, is the context of the Cold War, which unexpectedly reached a new climax in 1960–61.
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There is a temptation to pick out especially prominent people when writing the history of refugees. The noncommissioned officer Conrad Schumann belongs to that great (but by no mean gray) mass of refugees who left hardly any traces behind of their lives apart from a few Stasi (East German secret police) files and that world-renowned picture showing him taking a leap to freedom over barbed wire freshly rolled out along the Bernauer Straße (one of the streets at the border between East and West Berlin). As he leapt, Schumann threw his machine gun behind him, and at exactly that moment a young trainee waiting to take snapshots during the construction of the wall pressed the shutter release on his camera. The contrast between Schumann’s martial uniform and the weapon he threw away, between the barbed wire tangle and his leap across it, guaranteed the picture its global career.

Schumann made the decision to flee rather spontaneously. The young man, a shepherd by trade from the Saxon village of Zschochau, had volunteered for the East German riot police reserve. For him, police service meant upward mobility, and yet according to his Stasi file he had volunteered for political reasons. In the file there is an obviously pre-formulated sentence: “Because of atomic armament in West Germany [in the early 1950s the USA had begun to station atomic weapons there—PT] I have come to the realization that I should help defend the achievements of the German Democratic Republic.”119 The then nineteen-year-old Schumann almost certainly had no inkling of where he would be deployed, and certainly not that a wall would soon be erected on the border between Berlin’s Eastern and Western zones. The immediate occasion for his desertion from the border troops, according to his own testimony, was a tear-filled event at the border wall, when a small girl who had been visiting her grandmother in East Berlin was not permitted to return to her parents in the Western part of the city.

Schumann was not happy, however, with his decision to flee. According to statements from his wife, whom he met soon after his resettlement in Bavaria, he was plagued by pangs of conscience on account of the parents and two siblings he had left behind in the GDR, as well as by constant fear of persecution by the Stasi. Materially, Schumann lacked for nothing; after working for a time in a nursing home, he got a good-paying job as a machinist for Audi. Schumann was not eager to appear in public, but he was repeatedly invited to political events like the 750th anniversary of Berlin in 1987, the event where Ronald Reagan uttered the famous words: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” The fall of the wall did not bring Schumann any new zest for life; he suffered from depression and committed suicide in 1998 at the age of 56.



The building of the Berlin Wall put a sudden end to inner-German flight. Whereas 207,000 Germans fled from East to West in 1961 (according to the data recorded in the course of the emergency admission procedure), the number of refugees in the following years sank to a few thousand. The wall refugees, however, soon became icons of the Cold War.

The Berlin Wall, as is well known, was not entirely insurmountable. Tunnels were dug in various places to aid excapees. Most spectacular of all were: an escape using a self-made cableway from the House of the Ministries (the former Luftwaffe building used to house the East German Council of Ministers), the breakthrough of a locomotive heading to Spandau, escape attempts along the Spree river, and various hot-air-balloon transits. All these adventures reinforced the Western image of the heroic Eastern Bloc refugee. More numerous, though, were cases of GDR citizens whose freedom was ransomed by the West German government; between 1961 and 1989, that was the means by which almost 300,000 East Germans got out of their country. (Western-aided escape is a research topic in its own right and therefore omitted here.) Media images of people killed at the wall also confirmed conventional wisdom about the GDR as an inhumane and violent regime. Fleeing East Berlin in fact cast the entire Eastern Bloc in a bad light, which helps explain the escapees’ ready acceptance in the West.



The suppression of the Prague Spring

The perception of the Eastern Bloc as a collection of totalitarian dictatorships was confirmed in a shocking manner when the Soviet Union and its allies marched into Czechoslovakia in August 1968. With the suppression of the Prague Spring, all hopes for a “socialism with a human face” died. There was no armed resistance and also no subsequent escalation of violence as happened in Hungary in 1956, and consequently no mass flight out of Czechoslovakia following the invasion. Measured against the size of the population, the numbers that left were not even half as large as in Hungary. In absolute numbers, however, both incidents of flight were equally significant.

Initially, as after the Hungarian crisis, the most important country of refuge was Austria. Ninety-six thousand Czechoslovakian refugees crossed into the country between August and the end of October 1968, when Austria’s borders were again sealed. In addition, just as the Warsaw Pact states invaded Czechoslovakia, 66,000 Czechs and Slovaks on summer vacation in Yugoslavia found themselves cut off from their homeland. Most of them eventually returned, however, so that the total number of refugees in 1968 rose only to around 100,000.120 Then, in the two decades that followed, an additional 140,000 Czechs and Slovaks left their homeland, largely driven out by intensified suppression of the opposition following the declaration of the “Charta 77.”

Austria’s response to the refugees was similar to the reaction a decade earlier to the Hungarians. In today’s lingo one might summarize the attitude both of government and society as one of “Refugees Welcome.” There were numerous demonstrations of solidarity. The “Children’s Friends” (a Socialist welfare organization), the Catholic charitable relief group Caritas, and a variety of organizations representing Viennese Czechs organized donation campaigns, arranged emergency accommodations in schools, distributed free tickets for public transportation, and even gave out gasoline coupons. The Interior Ministry issued a blanket proclamation declaring that all refugees from the ČSSR were to be treated according to the Geneva Refugee Convention.121 But in the end only about 10,000 Czechs and Slovaks applied for asylum in Austria in 1968 and 1969, because if they did so they were required to hand over their passports and therefore would not be able to travel on to third countries. As in 1956, Austrian hospitality depended on the premise that most refugees would be moving on. Those Czechs and Slovaks who remained in Austria had the advantage of fitting into the population in terms of outward appearance, for they came from a country that was by this time nearly as prosperous as Austria and culturally similar as well, despite the language difference. In general, Viennese Czechs and Slovaks integrated quickly, as demonstrated by the fact that only a small number returned to the old homeland after 1989. There were, however, a few prominent returnees, including the adviser to President Havel and later foreign minister Karel Schwarzenberg.

Owing to its geographic location, the Federal Republic was also an important country of refuge. Bavarian authorities made gymnasiums and other emergency accommodations available close to the Czechoslovakian border, and the refugees received additional care in a central reception camp in Zirndorf outside Nuremberg. In West Germany, a country more deeply affected by anti-Communism due to its frontline position in the East-West conflict, the reception was not quite as unconditional as in Austria. Critical voices, for example, warned that there were many Communists among the refugees. This was actually true, since most of the Prague Spring’s protagonists were members of the Czechoslovakian Communist Party.122 In the end, however, political solidarity with the refugees prevailed; as in Austria, they received asylum without too much fuss, and even those who were rejected had nothing to fear as there was a guideline, in effect since 1966, that prevented the deportation of Eastern Bloc refugees back to their countries of origin. Through 1989 a total of 22,654 Czechs and Slovaks entered the Federal Republic.123

As it had twelve years earlier in 1956–57, Switzerland too contributed to preventing a “refugee crisis” after the Prague Spring. About 13,000 Czechs and Slovaks were taken in and quickly integrated into the Swiss labor market under a special regulation. Somewhat simplified, this regulation said that the Czechoslovakians were not to be counted against the quota on foreigners that normally applied to labor migrants, which was intended to limit immigration deemed detrimental to the Swiss.124 The rest of the Czechoslovakian emigration was dispersed among France, the Scandinavian countries, the US, Canada, Australia, and a number of other states. It was renewed vindication for the system of international resettlement that had functioned equally well when it enabled Soviet Jews to leave their country for the US or Israel via Austria.

The West’s receptivity also had to do with the good press generated by a few spectacular flights that once again confirmed the Cold War’s pattern of friend and foe. A few days after the invasion of the Red Army in Czechoslovakia, for example, a twenty-three-year-old man on the last leg of an escape route to the Bavarian border hid himself under the axle of a truck and then sprinted the last few meters into the West. One day later, a driving instructor from Prague succeeded in fleeing with his girlfriend by circumventing the closure of gas stations in Prague, overtaking the tanks rolling southward and westward on side roads, and then arriving in the Upper Austrian town of Freistadt just in the nick of time before the border closing. And, much like what happened in the case of Conrad Schumann at the Berlin Wall in 1961, there were also some uniformed soldiers who deserted by throwing down their weapons and running into the West.

Western newspapers were happy to document these cases thoroughly, with photos of the harried and relieved refugees adding emotional impact to their stories. In August 1968 in the Bavarian Forest town of Philippsreut, press reports attracted curious onlookers who, according to their own testimony, wanted to support arriving Czech refugees. They really did help them in some cases, but their actions were apparently too much for the German border police to handle. They closed off access to the border and called upon their own citizens to go home.125

In a very similar way to what happened after the Austrian-Hungarian border was sealed off and after the Berlin Wall was built, East and West functioned like a system of intercommunicating pipelines. The more the West celebrated shrewd, courageous, heroic refugees, the more rigorously the embarrassed Eastern Bloc states guarded their borders. One aspect of this rivalry was the order to shoot that cost more than 250 East-West refugees their lives on the inner-German border and along Czechoslovakia’s external frontiers. The West’s receptivity to refugees was never put to the test long term, however, due to the rapid abatement of the flight from Czechoslovakia. The ČSSR government’s multiple offers of amnesty for returning refugees through the autumn of 1969 helped stem the flow. How many Czechs and Slovaks ultimately remigrated is not well researched, but it was certainly several tens of thousands, including the aforementioned Adriatic vacationers (a summer trip to Yugoslavia was at that time a privilege, so most of the people involved were likely doing quite well under socialism).126

As we have seen, the heroes and victims of the Iron Curtain confirmed stereotypes about the Eastern Bloc and the clichéd self-images of Westerners, including by those from neutral states who could congratulate themselves for their virtuous refugee policies. Thus, in a 1974 retrospective the long-serving Swiss Federal President Kurt Furgler described his country’s acceptance of the Czechs and Slovaks as a “model of international solidarity” that underscored the neutral role of Switzerland and its engagement in the international community.127 In patting his country on the back, the Christian Democratic head of state did not mention the Swiss economy; Czechs and Slovaks, it is worth noting, had arrived at a time when, as in West Germany and Austria, workers were being sought and deliberately recruited. Yet it was apparently advantageous to stress ethical values and portray one’s country as a refuge of liberty. One should not view this self-congratulation too cynically, for statements like Furgler’s do prove that humanitarianism was becoming increasingly a political asset.

For refugees these were good times; and, accordingly, they integrated quickly. Frequently the first generation of East European exiles was hardly recognizable as such; at most, a slight accent might give them away. The second generation, as a rule, was fully absorbed. Whether that was a good thing or not is another question, one that depends on each society’s self-image. Even in income and social status, there were hardly any differences between East European refugees and the native population (the same was not true of wealth of course, for that is not built up so quickly). Another reason why the refugees of 1956 and 1968 succeeded in becoming upwardly mobile is that they came in large part from the educated classes and other social elites. The success of their integration is demonstrated by how few became remigrants to Hungary or Czechoslovakia after 1989. Those prominent exiles who did return to their old homelands were treated shabbily when it came to the restitution of their assets.

In the US and Canada, the Cold War refugees were more apt to seek a self-definition that included their country of origin and its culture. Hence there was a new cohort of “hyphenated Americans,” some of whom were active in diaspora organizations. Politically active exiles remained a tiny minority, however, even more so by the second generation.



The “boat people” and global resettlement

If one extends one’s view beyond Europe, the term “Cold War” seems inadequate, for in other parts of the world there were real proxy wars involving heavy casualties. Vietnam was contested almost uninterruptedly for thirty years. As a result of the First Indochina War, several hundred thousand Vietnamese had fled their country already by 1954. Among the Western countries only France was affected; it took in 25,000 to 30,000 refugees from its lost colony.

After Vietnam became independent and divided, 930,000 people fled from the Communist north into the south of the country, and 140,000 moved in the opposite direction, often under chaotic circumstances.128 In the south refugees were resettled in huge development projects or along the borders with North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. It was thought that this pattern would prevent the infiltration of Communist partisans, but it did not work out that way. On the contrary, it intensified political and social tensions.

In the 1960s the war with North Vietnam led to another surge in the refugee population. In 1968 Vietnamese authorities counted more than 1.3 million refugees, and in 1971 the number reached six million.129 Vietnam´s eastern neighbors were also massively affected by American aerial warfare and their own civil wars. In Laos around 700,000 people fled, first from American bombing, then from the partisan war. The situation was even worse in Cambodia, where up to three million people were on the run. Many of them eventually perished in the concentration camps run by the Khmer Rouge. When the Vietnamese army toppled Pol Pot’s genocidal regime, it set off another mass flight. According to UNHCR statistics, 237,000 Cambodians arrived in camps run by the organization in Thailand; even more languished near the border, which the Thai government closed several times out of fear of Communist infiltration.130

In 1975, when the US submitted to defeat and withdrew from Vietnam, it evacuated around 130,000 people, most of them collaborators and allies in the South Vietnamese governing apparatus, soldiers, and police whom the Americans preferred not to see fall into the hands of the Communists. The legal basis for this evacuation was the “Indochina Migration and Refugee Act” passed in May 1975, the first law calculated to provide access to the United States for large numbers of Asian refugees. Under the same circumstances today, the US government would likely be warning that opening the floodgates risked letting dangerous enemies into the country, but Republican President Gerald Ford had no qualms. Nor did he, like Donald Trump today, suggest that the intelligence services and police might not be acting in the best interests of their own country.

The Saigon evacuation operation was only the beginning of massive flight out of Vietnam. Owing to the nationalization of business, collectivization of agriculture, Communist reeducation in labor camps, and plain hardship, about a million Vietnamese left their homeland in the second half of the 1970s, some by land to Thailand and China, and more probably by sea. In the flight from Vietnam there was also another ethnic component, for the refugees included around 250,000 Chinese who, as in other Southeast Asian countries, were a major segment of the economic elite. This put the UNHCR to the test yet again; under the aegis of the refugee aid organization, most members of this minority were brought to the People’s Republic of China, some of them also moved to Hong Kong. Other minorities allied with the US, such as the Hmong in Laos, who suffered from Communist retribution as well, and came under intense pressure to leave.

After 1978 more and more desperate Vietnamese attempted to cross the South China Sea to reach Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, or the Philippines. Pictures of these “boat people” moved the Western world and especially the US. Their ships were primitive, not equipped for long distances and storms on the high seas, and they often sank. The American public, feeling guilty over the conduct of the war, felt responsible.

Vietnam’s closest neighbors along the South China Sea, the ASEAN countries, bridled at the arrival and reception of the refugees, and international law did not oblige them to help as they were not Geneva Refugee Convention signatories. In light of this emergency, the US again intervened. At the beginning of 1978, President Jimmy Carter ordered that 7,000 refugees be taken in, and three months later Congress resolved to let in 25,000; this in spite of negative public opinion polls and resistance among the Republicans. Opponents of this humanitarian action warned that it would only intensify the exodus from Vietnam. And that is just what happened; around 400,000 refugees immigrated to the USA through 1980. By taking in these so-called Indochina refugees, American society distanced itself by word and by deed from the war in Vietnam and from the country’s history of racial discrimination on immigration.131

How radical this turnaround was can only be appreciated by taking a long look into the historical background. In 1882, with the Chinese Exclusion Act, the US had banned East Asian immigration. The Immigration Act of 1924 reaffirmed the exclusion of Asians and extended it to Southern and Eastern Europeans, who got only a very small immigration quota. Thus the numerous East European Jews were indirectly excluded as well. After the Holocaust, the US made an exception for 329,000 DPs. Here, again, a guilty conscience was at work, in this case on account of the rejection, toward the end of the 1930s, of so many Jews who had then perished in the Holocaust.

Taking in the Indochina refugees also represented a major departure from the standards applied by previous US immigration policy. As in Canada and Australia, utilitarian criteria had been primary. Only those who promised to be useful to their new country could immigrate. One may find this utilitarianism amoral: toward the end of the 1940s, for example, old and infirm DPs were frequently sorted out of the immigration mix. Yet there is an advantage to the utilitarian standard in that it can generate or strengthen consensus in favor of immigration. For this reason, the self-image of the US as an immigration country was never really lost, in spite of its being breached in 1924. (And perhaps one will soon have to add “and not breached again until 2016.” For Donald Trump, influenced by his senior adviser Stephen Miller, is questioning this consensus as no other American president before him has done.) Taking in refugees from Southeast Asia, by contrast, was justified on moral grounds and lent to international refugee policy a normative orientation that remains dominant to this day.

Strong normative convictions were not only widespread among liberals and the left, but also among Republican “Cold Warriors.” In 1979 California Republican senator S. I. Hayakawa stated that taking in refugees constituted a moral asset for the US in the global Cold War: “By welcoming Indochinese refugees to the United States we will once and for all show up the present government of Vietnam as the totalitarian, racist tyranny that it is. Morally, we shall have won the Vietnam war.”132

It would be misleading, however, to focus too much on American political debates. The comprehensive resettlement of the refugees from Southeast Asia was possible, among other reasons, because the US was supported by a broad Western coalition. Canada and Australia (which had stood with the US politically and militarily in the Vietnam War) each agreed to take in more than 100,000 refugees, and eventually they took in almost twice as many. For both these countries, as for the US, this was a reversal of an earlier whites-only immigration policy. Taking this step had sociopolitical relevance that extended well beyond refugee policy.

France, which as the region’s former colonial power had especially close ties with Southeast Asia, accepted more than a hundred thousand Vietnamese immigrants. The other member states of the European Community also participated, as did neutral states like Switzerland and the Scandinavian countries. At 16,000 people, Norway took in the largest number of boat people in relation to the size of its own population.133 Even isolationist Japan, which never, before or after, granted refugees entry in any appreciable numbers, allowed 11,300 Vietnamese into the country. As in 1956 and 1968, then, many countries shared the burden of this international resettlement.

The commitment of the Western states to refugee relief was the basis for the “Orderly Departure Program” that the UNHCR arranged after lengthy negotiations with the ASEAN states. Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines agreed to temporarily take in boat people if third states would later permit them to immigrate. After this conditions improved in the improvised refugee camps, where crime and prostitution were rife due to daily hardships and the lack of job opportunities.134

In Southeast Asia and the West, a debate grew up around whether taking in and forwarding refugees from Vietnam might not motivate additional people to venture out onto the open seas, thereby risking their lives—much like what is happening today on the overseas escape routes of the eastern and central Mediterranean. In the end, this was not the decisive question. The flight across the ocean abated when the Vietnamese government, in a move analogous to what China started doing in 1979, took a first step toward liberalizing its economy and allowing peasants to sell a portion of their harvests on the open market. This incentivized agricultural production and increased the food supply. In addition, the Communists stopped enforcing their strict reeducation policy. Today, to be sure, it would be incomparably more difficult to achieve a similar improvement of living conditions in the Middle East. In Syria no end to the civil war is in sight, Libya is de facto a failed state, and the other North African countries have grave economic problems that even a major push toward reforms would not easily remedy.

Taking in the Vietnamese refugees was simultaneously a stellar moment for civil society initiatives. In 1978 André Glucksmann, who had himself grown up as a child of refugees, Jean-Paul Sartre, Raymond Aron, and other French intellectuals founded operation “Un bateau pour le Vietnam.” In Germany the journalist Rupert Neudeck and Heinrich Böll, the Nobel Prize-winning novelist, adopted this idea and raised donations to build the Cap Anamur.135 This rescue ship criss-crossed the South Chinese Sea, where it saved more than 11,000 human lives and brought them directly to Germany.

Under the banner of a universal humanitarianism, the old ideological fronts of the Cold War softened, both in France and West Germany. The boat people tended to be anti-Communist refugees, but the leftist intellectuals around Sartre and Böll did not fault them on that account. On the contrary, the acceptance of the refugees elevated the status of migrants in the eyes of Marxist-influenced intellectuals and social scientists. In a sense, they replaced the working class as both an object of study and of sympathy. In a reciprocal gesture, conservative politicians and media hardly objected to the leftist exiles who were among the roughly 2,000 Chileans entering West Germany at around the same time.136

In the case of Neudeck (the German journalist who spearheaded the Cap Anamur campaign), his own biography played a role in his efforts on behalf of refugees. In 1945, at the age of six, he had to flee with his mother from Danzig; later, the years he spent as a Jesuit imparted the sense of mission that convinced him to dedicate the rest of his life to humanitarianism and to building up an aid organization. At the same time, the emergence of refugee NGOs gave an ever-stronger normative tilt to the activities of those committed to this cause. In a reversal of the earlier formula applied to refugee policy, the new precept was now humanitarianism instead of utilitarianism (see Chapter 4.3 for a discussion of these two principles). The extent of humanitarian consensus and solidarity with the Vietnamese was due, not least, to the amount of coverage Western media in the 1970s devoted to the boat people. Other refugees, for example the seven million people who fled to India between 1970 and 1972 as a result of the civil war in East Pakistan, today’s Bangladesh, affected the European or American public only marginally; the same is true for Africa’s many refugees.

In spite of all the sympathy for the Vietnamese refugees, there were problems encountered in forwarding them. It was in logistical terms no easy undertaking. The West German Foreign Office pointed out that under the 1910 law of the sea convention, the Federal Republic was merely responsible for refugees rescued from ships under the German flag.137 Several times, however, the Cap Anamur took on refugees who had been saved by other ships. While these acts of assistance defused the situation on the high seas, they helped only a little to ease the situation in the refugee camps. Thus, for example, until the late 1980s there were 28,000 Vietnamese stuck in the infamous Indonesian camp Pulau Galang. Only after the end of the Cold War could they be repatriated. The goal of repatriation began to play a more important role in international refugee policy after 1989, whereas during the Cold War all sides had acted on the assumption that returning to a Communist country was not possible.

In 1982, in the face of rapidly growing unemployment, the Federal Republic imposed a freeze on taking in Vietnamese boat people. Following public protests, this measure was rescinded, but it shows that the consensus that had emerged since the Hungarian crisis for the unconditional reception of refugees was beginning to weaken.138 This was related to the arrival of ever more refugees from Turkey following the military coup of 1980, from South Asia following the outbreak of civil war in Sri Lanka, and especially from Poland. The total number of asylum seekers, in the meantime, fell again after the brief outlier year of 1980, when it reached 108,000. The change of attitude in Germany and other Western countries, then, cannot be explained by any strong surge in refugees.

Instead, the turnabout in German “foreigner policy” was mostly a side effect of the worsening economic situation. (The term Ausländerpolitik had emerged in the course of Germany’s guest worker recruitment effort of the 1960s, though semantically it included refugees.) After the first oil crisis in 1973–74, all West European countries imposed a freeze on recruiting guest workers and other labor migrants. At first the policy toward refugees remained untouched by this change, as the case of the Vietnamese boat people shows. But after the second oil crisis and the deep recession of the early 1980s, foreigners in general were increasingly viewed as a burden. This was also the period that witnessed the first terror attacks by right-wing extremists. In 1980, two Vietnamese boat people died after an arson attack in Hamburg. But, on the whole, neo-Nazi terror tended instead to push Germans toward showing solidarity with the Vietnamese, as would be demonstrated by the protest against the aforementioned admission freeze of 1982.

In the very same year, the new Christian Democratic-Liberal coalition in Bonn issued a comprehensive program for the return for guest workers. Between 1982 and 1984 it had the desired result: up to 416,000 more foreigners moved out of the Federal Republic than moved in. The program primarily targeted Turks, but they relatively seldom took advantage of it, because economic conditions had worsened back in the old country. At almost the same time the government under Chancellor Kohl passed the Asylum Procedure Act, which imposed a one-year work ban for asylum applicants in addition to cuts in social services. The argument for this measure was that it would prevent covert labor migration.139 Refugee policy was thereby linked quite openly and officially to “foreigner policy” in general.

The Asylum Procedure Act seemingly fulfilled its desired goal. In 1983, the number of asylum applicants sank to 19,700, one fifth the number in 1980.140 Whereas 80 percent of asylum applications had been decided positively through 1980, the acceptance rate through 1985 declined to less than a third. To be sure, the ban on deportations to Communist countries introduced in 1966 continued in force. Refugees from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other Eastern Bloc states who had their applications for asylum rejected were nonetheless tolerated, as a rule, and received residency permits. Yet, while all arrivals from the Eastern Bloc were until the early 1980s regarded as victims of totalitarian regimes in need of protection, they now saw their motives questioned, both in individual cases when they applied for asylum and, above all, in public discourse.

While it was generally expected that East European refugees would integrate quickly, expectations for the boat people were much more pessimistic. The reason was that the Indochina refugees were outwardly recognizable as foreign, had a relatively low level of education (or were even illiterate), and had grown up in a very different culture. This was particularly true of the Hmong, an ethnic group that lived in Laos, the mountain regions of North Vietnam, the south of China, and remote parts of Thailand. Following the old colonial strategy of divide and rule, the French government had employed the Hmong as auxiliary forces. Communist retribution after the first Indochina War drove them to side with the United States and drew them into the Vietnam War. After the defeat of the US, the Hmong were collectively condemned as traitors (although some of them had fought on the side of the Communists) and came under intense pressure to emigrate.

Back in the old country the Hmong had lived predominantly from agriculture, hunting, and fishing. Theirs was also a strongly patriarchal society, where polygamy was common practice, as was levirate marriage (whereby a widow is obliged to marry a brother of her deceased husband). Moreover, when the Indochina refugees arrived on Western shores, the long postwar boom in Europe and the US had ended. The newcomers confronted a labor market much worse than what Hungarian, Czech, Slovak, and early Cuban refugees had faced. Initial conditions for integrating these Indochina refugees were thus markedly less favorable than for the earlier Cold War refugees.

The Hmong were settled predominantly in California and the Midwest. The distribution was based on a country-wide formula, but the refugees could also express their wishes. The ones who arrived later frequently oriented their choices toward already existing contacts. It was clear from the start of the resettlement program that these impoverished arrivals would need massive government assistance. The Carter administration thus developed welfare measures of a novelty and scope that matched the size and unusual nature of this large-scale project. These efforts can be seen as a late apogee of post-New Deal welfarism. The social policy put in place for the refugees was based on what would later be labeled “public-private partnership.” The federal government paid for initial transportation and housing along with language training, and it reimbursed the individual states for their expenses. (In 1980 and 1981, the federal government spent 1.7 and 2 billion dollars, respectively, on support for Indochina refugees.) But once the refugees were housed in the receiving communities, most of their care was taken over by local church members and civil society organizations. This certainly promoted social integration, but this division of labor can also be viewed critically as an attempt of the government to avoid responsibility for refugees once they were settled.141

One should not draw too rosy a picture of how that care worked out in the case of the Hmong. The values and habits of the locals, mostly white and monolithically Christian in rural parts of Wisconsin and Minnesota, differed quite radically from those of the refugees. The Hmong had, for example, no clear concept of private property similar to the host society’s, since many of them had lived from hunting and fishing in forests and waters that were perceived as a common resource.142 So there was a rash of complaints about trespassing on private property and illegal hunting. That led to serious incidents, even years after the refugees were first admitted. In 2004 a Hmong hunter who felt threatened when confronted by a group of white hunters who taunted him with racist slurs shot six of them.143 In fact, many Hmong complained of racist insults and discrimination on other occasions—on the street, in stores, and at school. But it is clear that this particular shooting and other cases of violence which received a lot of media attention were exceptions.

By all the usual measures of integration—occupational and social status, educational level, income, real estate holdings, and social mobility—the Hmong and their descendants integrated rather well into mainstream society. That is the conclusion of sociologist Jeremy Hein, who has drawn on carefully selected local case studies and data for publications on the Hmong that span his entire scholarly career. Hein characterizes their experience as “one of the most positive interracial exchanges in US history.”144 Studies on the second generation confirm his conclusions, especially as regards the Hmongs’ educational aspirations and achievements.145 This is all the more remarkable given that the Hmong remain poorer than the average white inhabitants of Wisconsin and Minnesota. In general, class-based comparisons between refugee groups and poorer US-born citizens tend to lend even more support to a positive assessment of recent US integration history.

Literature written from a more culturalist and subjective viewpoint arrives at more critical conclusions. Here the stress is on the experience of discrimination, the “kinship ties” among the Hmong (kinship is, of course, a classical topic for cultural anthropologists), and on their sense of separateness. Anthropologists have also raised doubts about the record of good school performance and pointed to the high rate of truancy, especially among girls. According to Hang, these problems are attributable to hierarchical gender structures in traditional Hmong society, which does not treat female education as a high priority, and which clash with the greater freedom of other American teenagers that Hmong youth observe and imitate.146 Closer parental control is impossible in many families, since both parents need to work to boost their low incomes. These findings look surprisingly similar to what social scientists have observed among Turkish guest workers and their descendants in Germany.147 Hence, gender disparities and role models are in these cases the biggest problem, and not the religious differences that are frequently cited as the source of problems with Muslims, as if all of them were ardent believers. And of course class matters, maybe more than race, which is so dominant in US academic discourse (for understandable reasons in view of the history of race discrimination, but I sometimes wonder why liberal academics especially have paid so little attention to issues of class in the past three decades). The cutbacks on expenditures for refugees under the Reagan administration certainly did not help to diffuse class differences between refugees and the receiving society.148

Historians are not trained to make policy recommendations, yet the conclusion for refugee policy seems clear: More attention should be paid to promoting female education in schools, professional training, and career advancement. Social scientists and historians must also address why there are disparities between the conclusions drawn by different researchers studying the Hmong. The main reason would seem to be an old hermeneutical trap: the research questions and approach predispose the results. A possible way out might be to analyze more thoroughly what people do (which would also be in line with Simmel’s stress of agency), as opposed to what they say, for the latter depends a lot on the questionnaire. Do the Hmong have a rising number of good jobs earning them a decent income? Are there regular everyday social encounters and contacts between various social groups (which should be defined not only by race but also by class)? And, last but not least, is the number of mixed marriages and blended families on the increase? The answer to all these questions is encouraging. In spite of the criticism raised above, developments in academia suggest as well that progress is under way. The very existence of a journal titled Hmong Studies is a sign that this diverse diaspora community has created an elite of its own that is taking an active interest, alongside other Americans, in the history of their group and their lives in the US. Tellingly, there is no such journal in Germany for much larger groups of immigrants like Turks, Poles, former Yugoslavians, and Italians.149 Maybe traditional immigration societies like the US are better able to integrate refugees than the more sedate and homogenous societies of the old continent. But even in Europe the historical record is good, especially for Southeast Asian refugees.




3.6 Flight from Poland and the first turn against refugees

At first glance, the imposition of martial law in Poland in December 1981 seems to mirror the pattern of Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. An attempt to liberalize the political and economic system was followed by a phase of violent suppression. Poland had already lived through two episodes in which the government blew hot and cold between reform and repression, one following the thaw of 1956 and the other after the student revolts of 1968. In the summer of 1980, there was yet a third wave of protests. Following price hikes for basic foodstuffs, Polish shipyard workers in Gdańsk, Gdynia, and Szczecin went on strike, and the protest soon grew to encompass the entire country. At first the Communists made concessions to the strikers and even registered the independent trade union Solidarność. This did nothing to improve the dire economic situation: foreign debt was devouring 82 percent of annual export revenues, and the shortage of consumer goods got worse, which resulted in more strikes and a radicalization of the opposition in 1981.

After barely one and a half years of political tug-of-war, General Wojciech Jaruzelski took drastic measures, and under martial law the People’s Republic of Poland was transformed into a socialist military dictatorship. The government had about 3,000 Solidarność activists arrested, 10,000 people were interned, and more than 12,000 members of the opposition were sentenced for political transgressions.150 Moreover, the government issued orders to shoot in case of resistance, and in the Wujek coal mine in Katowice the security forces killed nine miners. Jaruzelski later argued that his aim in imposing martial law was to prevent a Soviet intervention as in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. That was a self-serving argument, as the military forces of the Soviet Union were tied up in Afghanistan. (Nonetheless Erich Honecker, the general secretary of East Germany’s ruling Socialist Unity Party, really did call for an invasion of Poland, and the hardliner regime in Czechoslovakia stood for a similar tough line.)

Because it was the country’s own army that intervened, Poland’s case differed in two essential respects from the refugee crises of 1956 and 1968: There were no pictures in the media of Soviet tanks or heroic resistance against “the Russians.” Also, apart from its location on the Baltic Sea coast, Poland did not border any Western country. Hence there were no pictures of heroic refugees daringly charging the border at the last moment, and no major refugee wave toward the West materialized. The imposition of martial law and the acts of repression associated with it paradoxically led to a decline in departures from Poland, for the GDR, out of fear that there might be a spillover effect from Solidarność, had annulled visa-free travel between the two countries in the autumn of 1980. Moreover, martial law hindered the mobility of citizens; travel applications were processed sluggishly and the allotment of foreign exchange reduced. Any kind of mass flight to Austria or West Germany, and from there to Canada and the US, where there were large Polish diasporas, was therefore not possible for purely practical reasons. Nevertheless, in 1981 alone Polish border troops arrested 800 “refugees to Western countries,” as official diction labeled them. An additional 84 Poles were taken into custody attempting illegal border crossings to the West from the GDR and Czechoslovakia.

Restricting the history of Polish society in the 1980s to its state and territory alone would abridge that history just as much as in earlier periods. The Warsaw historian Dariusz Stola estimates that, at the time of the 1981 coup, about 300,000 to 400,000 citizens of the People’s Republic of Poland were residing abroad in the West, officially mostly as tourists, but in fact with the goal of earning money on the side there. After the imposition of martial law, at least 150,000 of them decided not to return home, and in the winter of 1981–82 about 50,000 applied for asylum in Austria, West Germany, the US, and Canada.151 This was flight of a certain kind, even if it produced no television pictures of waves of refugees or dramatic scenes alongside the Iron Curtain.

Austria remained one of the few escape hatches opening into the West, just as in 1956 and 1968, since Poles had been able to travel there without visas since 1972. As a rule, Czechoslovakia waved travelers through if they were using the country as a way station en route to the West. In 1981, 29,000 Poles applied for asylum in Austria, and the Cold War international system for forwarding refugees geared up for another round: in the first half of 1982 more than 10,000 Poles were transported out of Austria to the US, Canada, Australia, Switzerland, and West Germany.152 More than just humanitarian considerations underlay this procedure. Australia, for example, sorted the immigrants according to occupational criteria, and the US also paid close attention to whether it could or could not use a particular applicant. Canada, by contrast, invented a new category of “Eastern European self-exiled persons.”153

In the meantime, the Polish government lowered the level of repression. In March 1982, Interior Minister General Kiszczak informed imprisoned members of the opposition via the press that they could apply for passports. The background for this move was overcrowding in the internment camps and prisons, and security authorities overburdened by the need to keep the opposition under surveillance. In passports, however, a clause was inserted stating that the bearers were only entitled to leave the country one time. De facto, then, these were emigration papers. In the course of 1982 more than 3,200 applicants received this emigration passport, but then only 1,070 left. This was due in part to rigorous inspections by Western authorities, who suspected that the Polish government might be trying to foist common criminals on them (as the Cuban government had done in the Mariel Boat Lift), and therefore demanded documentation on the political activities of potential emigrants. Also responsible were prominent opposition figures who protested against this deportation practice in disguise. In 1983 Adam Michnik, one of the imprisoned leaders of Solidarność, accused General Kiszczak in an open letter of breaching Polish and international law. In fact the refusal to permit reentry was just as much a violation of international law as the German Democratic Republic’s practice of expatriation (as in the case of the East German dissident folksinger Wolf Biermann). A second charge made by the opposition was that the government was attempting the corruption of dissidents. Michnik declared pointedly that, in spite of the adverse conditions of imprisonment, he was not going to exchange his cell for “capitalist luxury.”154 A third argument equated flight with defeatism. This objection was in the tradition of the French Revolution, the history of which was well known to Michnik and other champions of Solidarność.

Outside the jails, Poland’s standard of living was not much better than what Michnik and his imprisoned allies experienced. During martial law almost all basic foodstuffs were rationed; and meat, dairy products, butter, and even sugar were scarce. Daily life was a constant struggle for survival, especially for families with children—and Poland at the time had a high birth rate. Hence, the millions of food parcels sent from West Germany amounted to more than a symbolic gesture. One can also view this action as yet another example of how humanitarianism had become internationalized in the left-liberal spectrum of West German society. In August 1982, on the occasion of the two-year anniversary for the official recognition of Solidarność, there were mass protests, and in Gdańsk security forces shot and killed five demonstrators. In the face of this desperate political and economic situation, flight from Poland accelerated once again. Stola puts the number of people he classifies as part of the “martial law emigration” at 100,000.155 Those he has in mind are citizens who had protested against the Communist dictatorship in different ways, could not put up with “actually existing socialism” any longer, and were led to emigrate by force of circumstance (cf. the concluding chapter on the existential experience of flight).

The most important escape route ran (as already mentioned) via Czechoslovakia to Austria and its capital city of Vienna. There, however, the mood toward the Poles shifted, a consequence of their large number, their obvious poverty (which distinguished them from the Czechs and Slovaks of 1968–69), and their trading activity at flea markets like the Mexikoplatz. In West Berlin, too, voices complaining about the “flood of Poles” and “illicit Polish moonlighters” grew louder.156 In swear words like “Polacks” there was a lingering after-effect (similar to what was happening in the GDR) of Nazi-era anti-Polish prejudice, something that in the 1980s had not been confronted or reappraised nearly as much as antisemitism, which by now was largely scorned, at least in public.

There was also a political problem: The governments of chancellors Schmidt (in West Germany) and Kreisky (in Austria) still clung to their 1970s policies of détente. On several occasions, therefore, Schmidt distanced himself from Solidarność, which struck this Hanseatic Lutheran as too Catholic, nationalistic, and irrational. Although Schmidt and Kreisky condemned the imposition of martial law, they did not want to break off all contact with the government of the coup plotter Jaruzelski.

That empathy for refugees was no longer extended to the Poles, and that it abated even further by the mid-1980s also had to do with changes in Poland and the Eastern Bloc. In 1983 Jaruzelski revoked martial law and promulgated an amnesty that allowed more than half of those interned to go free. More prisoners were released a year later, and in 1986 the Polish version of perestroika commenced. This meant that the phase of harshest persecution was over, which in turn undermined the political credibility of asylum applicants who, because of the double border obstacle on the way to the West, did not come across in any event as archetypical Cold War refugees but instead, for the most part, as visitors with tourist visas. In spite of all the American lip service paid to the Polish opposition, the US embassy officials in Warsaw were stingy about granting visas; apparently, they too feared a mass immigration like the one following the Second World War.157

By the mid-1980s the number of Poles heading West already exceeded, many times over, the volume of the exodus after 1956 and of the later Czechoslovakia exodus of 1968. There were simple demographic reasons for this: Poland had about one and a half times as many inhabitants as Hungary and Czechoslovakia had taken together. Seen this way, the 530,000 Poles who (according to official emigration statistics from 1983–88) were no longer returning to the People’s Republic did not seem like such a great number.158 Yet these arrivals were burdening national social welfare systems and aid organizations throughout Western Europe. In 1987 the Italian Catholic welfare organization Caritas complained of the large number of Poles availing themselves of social assistance. This clerical institution made a point of adding right away that inhabitants of Third World countries were in much greater need of support. The Austrian government complained about “false refugees.”159 The Federal Republic of Germany reacted (as already mentioned above) by tightening its asylum policy, and in West Germany the acceptance quotient for Polish applicants seeking asylum fell to 3 percent in 1988. Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, and citizens of other Eastern Bloc countries were now also granted full asylum status less frequently.

While the West German government was behaving ever more coolly toward asylum applicants from the East, one part of society in the Federal Republic was opening itself up to the world and its problems. This new attitude found expression in the new “third world shops,” in fundraising for the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, and also in a growing sensitivity to global refugee waves. Finding in these causes a kind of substitute for the classical leftist class struggle agenda at home, the West German Left increasingly turned to humanitarianism and hopes for a post-national society envisioned as a community enriched by refugees and migrants from all over the world. In conservative circles, among the older generation, and in the countryside, by contrast, the old mistrust of foreigners lived on and soon was directed also against those who so vehemently advocated a multicultural society.

These tensions within German society persist to this day and have pre-shaped attitudes to the “refugee crisis” of 2015. Three large groups may be distinguished here: the first is afraid of foreigners at large and so rejects migrants of any kind; a second group either wavers or is largely indifferent to migrants, but is motivated by the ethical consideration that politically persecuted persons should be recognized as refugees, so long as not too many of them come; and finally there is a third, significantly smaller group, that enthusiastically favors an open and multicultural Federal Republic and therefore willingly takes in refugees.160 In contrast to the US, however, there has never been in Germany a vigorous and intellectually demanding debate about what multiculturalism means both in theory and everyday life.

This basic constellation of views existed with some variations in all European societies west of the Iron Curtain; it was only the proportions of the groups that fluctuated depending on the social and political context in each country. In Sweden with its strong tradition of social action by Protestant congregations, an accepting orientation toward the “Third World” and openness toward refugees predominated. In more rural and Catholic France there was less of the same openness, although the governing Socialists kept in place their cosmopolitan asylum policy. However, the National Front party very early supported a xenophobic nationalism; in fact the party was founded in part to address a refugee problem that still has not been fully resolved. In 1992 in Austria, the FPÖ, which moved to the far right after Jörg Haider was elected party chairman in 1986, launched the Foreigner Referendum. (“Austria first” was the slogan of the referendum’s founders; Donald Trump, it would seem, was not terribly original.) To be sure, the openly xenophobic politics of the FPÖ did set off a major counter-movement which, like the Germans who protested the arson attacks on Turks in Mölln and Solingen in 1992 and 1993, organized candle-lit demonstrations against the right-wing initiative. The referendum failed miserably, but the FPÖ succeeded in permanently changing Austria’s political climate.

In the US, by contrast, the consensus in favor of taking in refugees held because it was fed by two sources: on the one hand, the humanitarianism of the civil rights movement and, on the other, the anti-Communism of the Republicans and a segment of the Democrats. This led to a privileging of refugees from Communist countries, initially from Europe, but in time from all over the world.


The ethnic German emigrants from Eastern Europe

The simplest and safest way to leave Poland and other East European countries was an option open to persons of Aussiedler status (ethnic German emigrants) as defined in West Germany’s Federal Expellee Act.161 As explained in the beginning of the previous chapter, within just three years of the end of Stalinism around a quarter of a million ethnic emigrants resettled in Germany. This window was shut again in 1960, and over the next fifteen years the numbers of returnees fluctuated between 15,000 and 30,000 annually. The Federal Republic, in light of its healthy economy, easily managed this influx.

The ethnic emigrants alleviated the labor shortage that had mainly been covered by guest workers since the building of the Berlin Wall. At first, beginning in 1956, it was Italians who came, followed by workers from countries that were to become members of the European Community in the 1980s, such as Spain and Greece, the NATO member Turkey, and, as the sole socialist country, Yugoslavia. In this way 2.5 million guest workers immigrated to the Federal Republic, a number that climbed as high as four million people if family members were counted.

While the recruitment of the guest workers ended in 1973 because of the recession that followed the first oil crisis, the influx of ethnic emigrants increased significantly in the framework of détente. In the second half of the 1970s, just as happened two decades earlier, more than a quarter of a million ethnic emigrants arrived in the Federal Republic. In 1981 more than 50,000 evacuees emigrated from Poland alone, most of them just shortly before the imposition of martial law. As the title of the much-discussed family memoir and autobiography Wir Strebermigranten (We Striver Migrants) by Emilia Smechowski indicates, their German background and the discrimination arising from it in the 1980s was at best a secondary motive for their emigration.162 Most of the families from Poland had at most one German grandparent, and even that grandma or grandpa was often someone who may have been registered on the German “people’s list” (Volksliste) during the Nazi occupation and not someone who necessarily identified as German. All the more reason for these emigrants, who were actually Polish, to conform to the majority culture once they got to Germany (an objective to which the hard-to-translate title of Smechowski’s book alludes).

The government of Helmut Kohl that came to power in 1982 knew in principle that the motivations for this emigration were changing, and that most cases were not delayed escapes due to nationality issues, but instead emigration primarily out of economic motives—a flight from a socialist economy of scarcity, as it were. Nevertheless, the German government held fast to nationality as a legitimate foundation for accepting immigrants. It was urged to do so above all by the expellee associations, lobbies that were regaining influence under Chancellor Kohl and hoped to win new members from among the ethnic emigrants. The constant emphasis on their Germanness seemed anachronistic in the 1980s, but the two-sided autosuggestion on which it rested proved useful: based on this nationalist premise the emigrants received extensive assistance in integrating, and in return they quickly conformed to the national majority. At the same time, it enabled them to distinguish themselves from the guest workers, especially from the Turks, who had to take a backseat in the social hierarchy of the Federal Republic.

In 1988 the number of ethnic emigrants from Poland jumped to a new record level of 140,000 people.163 In 1989 a quarter of a million Silesians, Masurians, and other Polish citizens immigrated on grounds that they had proof of German ancestry. (At the time there was a joke circulating that the only proof required was a German shepherd.) The cultural contrast between the immigrants of the first three postwar decades and these new evacuees was marked; 90 percent of them spoke Polish at home. It was different with the Germans from Romania, for they had done more to preserve their German culture and language and had settled abroad as self-contained communities. Their numbers also increased abruptly, while the number of emigrants from Transylvania and the Banat fluctuated between 12,000 and 15,000 from 1980 to 1988 (most were “ransomed” by the Federal Republic) and climbed to 111,000 people in 1990.

This scenario was repeated in the collapsing Soviet Union. As soon as it was possible to do so, the Volga Germans who had been carried off to Central Asia and Siberia and their descendants set out for the idealized homeland of their distant ancestors. When Mikhail Gorbachev proclaimed glasnost and perestroika in 1986, exactly 753 ethnic German Soviet citizens were allowed to emigrate to the Federal Republic. By 1990, 150,000 people were in the process of emigrating, and in 1994 the highest level of emigrants from what was now the post-Soviet region was reached.

Here two push factors converged: In the 1990s the successor states of the USSR were in an economic depression on the scale of the 1930s Great Depression. In Uzbekistan, Kirgizstan, and Georgia, there were even local outbreaks of famine. Daily misery intensified a nationalism that was already present and inflamed conflicts over the allocation of resources. Since most descendants of the Volga Germans had adopted Russian as their everyday language during their banishment, in Central Asia they were often looked upon as Russians and as representatives of foreign domination. If one wishes to summarize the motives for the departure of 1.5 million post-Soviet emigrants, discrimination (both old and new) against a national minority would head the list, coupled with the hardships of the post-Communist transformation.164 The latter also afflicted ethnic Russians, eight million of whom moved out of Central Asia into the Russian Federation. An additional factor in the resettlement was a social dynamic that operated on both meso- and micro-levels: as soon as one part of a village or of another settlement community had emigrated to Germany, family members and friends followed suit. Entire small towns and villages were emptied out by this chain migration.

As the case of the ethnic German emigrants clearly illustrates, flight depends in many cases not only on the pressure of persecution (the factor foregrounded by the Geneva Refugee Convention), but also on opportunities—in this case the opening of borders after the end of the Cold War. In addition, there was the fact that wealthy West Germany acted like a magnet. The total number of arrivals from post-Communist Europe rose from 377,000 in 1989 to nearly 400,000 in 1990. The post-Soviet ethnic emigrants, however, only very rarely communicated with each other in German; at most, German had been the language of their grandparents. This was attributable not only to Communist language policy, but also to their social integration in the Soviet Union, which (in spite of the discrimination against them) had been quite successful in the workplace, in everyday life, and through mixed marriages. At the same time, more and more people were applying for asylum in the Federal Republic. The number was 121,000 in 1989, 193,000 in 1990, and 256,000 in 1991. By the time the figure rose to over 400,000 asylum applicants in 1992, the increase was already related to the war in the former Yugoslavia.

After the end of state socialism, then, a number of different waves of flight and migration reached a culmination point; in principle the situation was comparable to the 1950s, but with a different ethnic mix. First and foremost, just as at the start of the Cold War, there was intra-German flight. In 1989 880,000 East Germans left the GDR via Hungary, the ČSSR, and finally across the border dividing Berlin once the wall was opened. From 1990 to 1994 an additional 1.4 million East Germans migrated to the West, though (at the latest) after a decision was reached in the spring of 1990 to complete an economic and currency union between the two German states, one could no longer call this flight. While the intra-German migration was not called into question politically, the steep increase in the number of ethnic emigrants and asylum applicants elicited reactions that, on close examination, extended across the entire partisan spectrum. The right wing of the Christian Democratic Union and its Bavarian sister party the CSU joined the right-wing nationalist Republikaner (though they were soon at loggerheads with each other over this) in taking aim at asylum applicants in particular. The anti-nationalist left, by contrast, focused on scrutinizing the nationality of the ethnic German emigrants and criticizing the preference given to this one immigrant group.

In fact, the ethnic emigrants did acquire German citizenship, on the basis of the German Expellee Act of 1953, after only a brief test. In addition, they received assistance in the search for housing, subsidies for basic and advanced vocational training, and were eligible for pensions and unemployment insurance. These privileges were justified by the notion that the Aussiedler were a special case, as victims of the Second World War and as Germans who had been subjected to discrimination and persecution because of their nationality. Even if policy toward German minorities differed widely from one country or period to another—the worst case was their collective punishment and humiliation in the Stalinist Soviet Union, Poland, and Czechoslovakia—there was some justification for this national solidarity, however selective and however much it may have been rejected by many West German leftists.

The Cold War context also played an important role here, since the Federal Republic had acted for almost forty years as the savior of its fellow Germans from Communist dictatorship. In the 1970s and 1980s this role legitimated the morally ambiguous ransom of ethnic Germans from Romania and other Eastern Bloc countries, as well as of GDR citizens eager to leave East Germany. By way of summary, then, it is fair to say that the absorption of over four million ethnic German emigrants was based on a mixture of national and political solidarity.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the granting of generous minority rights in Poland and other post-Communist states, this legitimization for the Federal Republic’s role was no longer valid. Accordingly, resistance built up against the immigration of these so-called Aussiedler, who in fact were no longer clearly identifiable as German owing to their generally poor command of the German language. In 1990 integration assistance for the ethnic emigrants was cut, replaced by a lump-sum “integration payment.” The War Consequences Settlement Act of 1993 (Kriegsfolgenbereinigungsgesetz—its interminable name referred only to the Second World War, although the law also provided a settlement for consequences of the Cold War) discontinued resettlement on this model. Only those born through the end of 1992 could still submit an application, and ethnic German emigrants were also required from now on to provide evidence of the “acute pressure of persecution.” This became practically impossible for residents of East Central and southeast European states that had, in the meantime, entered into association agreements with the EU. In 1996 there followed regulations requiring language tests, which could lead to the loss of residence rights even after admission to the Federal Republic. The federal government’s “Commissioner for Matters Related to Ethnic German Resettlers” justified this restriction by saying that these emigrants’ “declining language skills” would “result in a general loss of acceptance in the population.”165 At almost the exact same time, the federal government enacted cuts in the ethnic emigrants’ pensions (their employment before arriving in Germany had once been factored in, but now it was only partly counted if at all) and added as well a fixed abode requirement (so as to distribute the arrivals equally across the entire federal territory).

These restrictions fulfilled their most important aim: they reduced the number of arrivals as of 2006 to well under 10,000 each year. The drawback was that the restrictions, which were intended to deter additional immigrants from Russia and Central Asia, had a negative impact on the integration of those ethnic emigrants who had already resettled in Germany. Conventional wisdom blames the significantly slower-paced and more confrontational pattern of integration that characterized the mid-1990s on the greater linguistic and cultural distance between the ethnic emigrants and their new home. Yet this culturalist argumentation is insufficient. A sharp rise in unemployment and drastic cuts in government assistance also intensified the problems of the German-Russians. Thus, for example, the eligibility period for the government’s integration allowance (a kind of substitute for an unemployment benefit, and a grant that had already been cut) was reduced to six months in 1994. At the same time, the government canceled its assumption of living expenses for retraining and other job qualification measures, and even cut language courses to six months. It should have been obvious that the Russophone immigrants could hardly learn German in so short a time (and this should be just as apparent today when it comes to refugees from the Middle East). The upshot in this case was de-qualification, so that most of the ethnic emigrants had to accept jobs well under their level of education and training.166

Moreover, because of growing unemployment and poverty, they became increasingly reliant on helping themselves. In the second half of the 1990s, therefore, neighborhoods and streets grew up in cities both large and small that were colloquially referred to as “Little Kazakhstan” or the “Russian Quarter” (parts of Berlin-Lichtenberg, for example). Postwar Germans were not used to ethnic neighborhoods like these until Turkish guest workers formed them prior to the post-Communist Aussiedler wave, though they are very common in the US, Canada, and because of decolonization also in France, the UK, and the Netherlands. West German society has grown more accustomed to diversity over time, yet the public’s expressed concern about “ghettos,” “ghettoization,” and the presumed failure of integration is little more than a variation on the theme of the outsider’s distrust of concentrations of foreigners. Russian (and Turkish) quarters in fact offered their inhabitants security in surroundings that were increasingly hostile, especially in the 1990s when unemployment soared and social tensions were on the rise. It was also unfortunate that the majority society knew (and wanted to know) little or nothing about the history of their new fellow citizens.167 The closing off these enclaves from the outside as well as the slow pace of professional and lifestyle integration, in turn, intensified the host society’s skeptical attitude. An additional consequence was an increase in conflicts between the ethnic German emigrants and other immigrants, above all with the descendants of Turkish guest workers. The higher share of ethnic emigrants’ votes that now go to right-wing nationalist parties can also be traced back to the 1990s and problems with integration.

The connection between cuts in welfare services and later social problems needs to be underlined, especially at the present juncture. At the moment right-wing nationalist and, in the meantime, even conservative parties and governments in Europe are advocating and implementing cuts in social services for the refugees of 2015. They argue that their aim is to deter the influx of new illegal migrants supposedly attracted by lavish welfare payments. It is unlikely that such measures would significantly reduce either the migration of refugees or other forms of immigration. Even if the new arrivals were excluded from welfare payments, they would all the same be attracted by Western European living standards, which remain much higher than in the Middle East. That pull factor would be only minimally reduced by cutting benefits. The relevant push factors—civil wars and failing states—are also not going away. Last but not least, it should be remembered that flight is a matter of survival for many refugees.

What is certain, however, is that cuts in social benefits, especially for language and professional training, delay integration and shift burdens into the future. There also is a connection between external closure and internal tensions. This was one of the reasons for the arson attacks and pogrom-like incidents in Germany in the early 1990s. This specter has not yet come to haunt the United States, but the physical wall that President Trump intends to build at the Mexican border would certainly have an impact on inter-ethnic and racial relations in the US.



Political closure and social emancipation

The 1980s, therefore, brought about a rupture in refugee policy. There was an abatement of the former political solidarity from which Hungarians profited in 1956, Czechs and Slovaks in 1968, and then the Vietnamese boat people at the end of the 1970s. The tendency to seal off Europe from immigration affected both refugees who were persecuted and threatened existentially, among them the leading activists of Solidarność and left-wing intellectuals following the military coup in Turkey, and the numerous “optional” refugees who might have remained in their old homeland but preferred, for a variety of micro-motives, to leave (more on these distinctions in Chapter 4.4. on experiences of flight).

Owing to the shift of mood against immigration, West Germany even issued repatriation programs for guest workers and their descendants. Legally, labor migration and migration by refugees remained separate issues, but they are connected in public opinion and as political issues. The ending of guest worker recruitment in 1973–74 left asylum law untouched at first. Then, ten years later, with flight to Germany increasing substantially, there was a tightening of asylum law and cuts in social services. The goal of the recruitment stop and the legal measures was the same; both were intended to achieve a reduction in immigration. A second connection was semantic. The invention of new terms like “economic refugees” and “pseudo-asylum seekers” cast doubt on the motives of refugees and their fundamental legitimacy.

Discourses against immigrants in general and against refugees in particular resulted, at the beginning of the 1990s, in Germany once again sealing itself off from the outside world. In 1992, as the number of asylum applications in Germany grew to more than 400,000 while at the same time there was an increased influx of ethnic German emigrants, the governing Christian Democratic Union, its coalition partners the Liberals, and the Länder governed by the Social Democrats agreed to the so-called asylum compromise.168

This curtailment of the right to asylum in the Federal Republic’s postwar constitution had far-reaching consequences not only for Germany, but also for the entire EU. From now on refugees ran a high risk of having their asylum applications rejected if they were entering Germany from a state in which the Geneva Refugee Convention and the European Human Rights Convention were in force. That was undoubtedly the case for Germany’s western and southern neighbors: the Benelux states, France, Denmark, Switzerland, and Austria, and as a result of the revolutions of 1989, post-Communist Poland and Czechoslovakia. So it was now legally possible to send back refugees who had entered Germany from any neighboring country.169 In principle, a refugee could only arrive in the newly united Germany by air (hence the conspicuously large transit zones in international airports) or by sea. Entering by land was no longer possible for refugees, at least not if they wanted a chance at asylum and being taken in permanently.

This change in refugee and asylum policy, however, was different from one country to another. In France, governed at the time by the Socialists, the humanitarian consensus held longer, and the same is true for Sweden.

In some ways, the US acted in line with Germany. In 1996 the Congress passed new asylum laws containing a paragraph about “safe third countries.” These measures were a part of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA). Asylum seekers who entered the US via Mexico and Canada could be sent back to these countries.170 It is significant that this legislation mixed asylum and immigration issues (curbing illegal immigration was its main aim). The conflagration of labor and flight migration sowed some of the seeds of the later widespread backlash against humanitarianism. However, there also was a humanitarian side to the asylum reforms, since wars, civil unrest, natural disasters, and gender-based discrimination became more widely accepted as legitimate grounds for granting victims refugee status.171 And there was still a degree of rhetorical restraint: neither Ronald Reagan nor George W. Bush talked about “fake refugees.”

Historians and migration specialists should reject political polemics. Nevertheless, the academic community should not idealize refugees and labor migrants either. It is a legitimate question to ask, to what extent has the status of “refugee” has been (mis-)used by labor migrants?172 At first glance this seems a valid concern, for ever since European Community members closed themselves off to labor migrants from outside Europe in 1973–74, the number of asylum applications and of refugees has noticeably increased. (This European closure was only directed toward the outside, not internally. Within the European Community labor migration was made easier, step by step, in line with the efforts at European integration that culminated in the Single European Act of 1987.173) The same is true for the US, where attempts to curb legal labor migration from Central America has had an effect on the number of asylum applications.

Yet, even if one were to throw all the varieties of migration into the same basket (which the IIRAIRA did), a strong correlation between mass flight and political crises and wars becomes evident. The military coup in Turkey and the proclamation of martial law in Poland in 1980–81 were massive push factors, as was the collapse of the Eastern Bloc and the Soviet Union in 1989–91, soon followed by the war in the former Yugoslavia. To impute to all the people who arrived from these countries that they had come to Western Europe or the US out of economic motives precisely at this time is nonsense. Even if migrants’ micro-motives had shifted from political suppression (which was waning) to economic distress (which was on the increase), the immediate triggers for the major waves of flight usually remained the same: violence, either experienced firsthand or anticipated, and a fundamental lack of prospects at home.

While Western governments, beginning in the 1980s, were increasingly closing off their borders, or at least taking some measures to reduce forced migration and flight, there were countervailing tendencies at work in the societies they governed. These societies were emancipating themselves—as they were in other areas, ranging from environmental policy to military armament—from government policy and questioning the legitimacy of the government to regulating all kinds of affairs (I am avoiding here the term “big government,” which is a myth, especially in the US). After the NGO Cap Anamur, other organizations emerged, such as Pro Asyl, founded in 1986 in reaction to that decade’s restrictions on the right and recognition of asylum and dedicated to looking after recently arrived refugees in Germany. There were similar initiatives in France, the Netherlands, Italy, and other West European countries; and in the US the American Civil Liberties Union acts as a strong lobby for the rights of refugees.

The arguments advanced by the NGOs were above all humanitarian in nature: it is a duty to help people in distress. This humanitarianism, however, came at a price, since it meant that the debate was increasingly shifted onto a normative plane. Norms, however, change over time, while upholding them depends on the given political context. By contrast, utilitarian arguments, usually invoked to justify or discourage migration in general, have been used less since the 1980s watershed. It remains an open question what makes sense politically, since the right-wing nationalists now governing some countries reject both kinds of argument, humanitarian and utilitarian. Yet it remains a lesson of history that refugees almost always increase the welfare of the nations taking them in, and that they also enrich their host countries culturally. There have only been a few exceptions to this rule, in cases where the host countries have rejected equality and integration for refugees. For the countries of origin, by contrast, a massive flight of their citizens always means a loss.




Summary

Compared with incidents of flight that are motivated by religious or nationalist persecution, the numbers of refugees that one can specify as politically persecuted in a narrow sense is rather small. Yet it is precisely these political refugees who have had the major impact on their host countries and on international law, especially the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951. The reason for this has something to do with the fact that political refugees have overwhelmingly been members of a social elite. They were able to express themselves in the countries that took them in, and frequently also lobbied for human rights and on behalf of other kinds of refugees. At the same time, they stayed connected to their countries of origin, and not infrequently viewed their exile as a passing affair. As early as the nineteenth century, these exile activists imprinted a positive image of refugees in Western societies.

The first refugees subject to political persecution from the period of the American Revolution would, however, probably arouse little sympathy today: they were not freedom fighters, but loyalists to the English crown and supporters of British colonial rule over America. The roughly 60,000 refugees who fled the American Revolution had the advantage that their “mother” land really behaved as such, like a parent, redirecting them to new places where they could begin life anew, and generously compensated them according to their social status (which also lead to the reproduction of class). Today’s UN is unfortunately not as powerful and effective as the British Empire. Its work is in most cases restricted to supplying emergency relief to refugees. The EU also is neither an empire nor a state, though the opposite is sometimes asserted, but merely an institution whose undertakings depend for their success on the willingness or unwillingness of its member states.

Soon after the American Revolution, the European revolutions of the late eighteenth century created a second mass flight of conservatives, and these refugees, from the French Revolution, had it harder than the American Loyalists. The anciens régimes in Europe rejected the Republic and the Jacobins, and they intervened militarily against revolutionary France. Toward the refugees, however, who were French and thus regarded in principle as suspicious foreigners, they showed at best a limited solidarity. The host societies of the day were not politicized to any significant degree, so it was only the governing dynasties and nobility that evinced a certain empathy. But they were not interested in sharing their positions at court and in the feudal estates with the refugees.

The ideals of international solidarity and fraternité remained a domain of liberals and the left throughout the entire “long” nineteenth century. The slogan of the 1831 Polish freedom fighters from 1831, “For our freedom and yours” (“Za wolność naszą i waszą”), got to the heart of the matter. After the failure of the uprising, Polish emigrants (who knew that their exile would last a long time) were frequently greeted with enthusiasm, housed for free, and supplied with food. The Western liberal constitutional states (France under Louis-Philippe, the recently independent Belgium, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and especially the US) held their doors open for refugees, at least in principle. In Switzerland especially, exiles had at times to accept restrictions such as a ban on political activity, but they were protected from deportation and thus from counterrevolutionary persecution in their countries of origin. These principles amounted to a non-refoulement avant la lettre.

The relatively welcoming reception given to political refugees was related also to the manageable size of these refugee streams. In the end, the Grande Émigration out of Poland included only 6,000 permanent exiles; from the countries in which reactionary forces had emerged victorious in 1848–49, a total of 12,000 to 15,000 freedom fighters went into exile.

Although in no case did exiles achieve major changes, let alone an overthrow of the conservative order back in their homeland, refugees like Giuseppe Mazzini, Lajos Kossuth, and Arnold Ruge played the publics of their host countries and the Old Continent like virtuosos. The US in particular defined itself as a sanctuary for political freedom fighters and nurturing this self-image produced circumstances favorable for refugees; in principle, the situation recalled the late-seventeenth-century age of religious refugees. The biggest problem here was the struggle for everyday survival, for the very countries that took in the refugees most readily, England and the US, offered no material support or permanent social services. France, by contrast, behaved quite generously, although Napoleon III broke with this tradition because he did not want to import agitators—which political exiles frequently were—into his country.

Because of political polarization in the second half of the nineteenth century and the assassination attempts made by the first international terrorists at the fin de siècle, suspicion of political refugees increased in all of the potential host countries. The myth of the Forty-Eighters continued to be operative, however. Alongside Switzerland and other small countries like Belgium, France was again ready, after Napoleon III was deposed, to take in political emigrants permanently.

The situation became far more difficult for people fleeing the Russian Revolution and civil war. This can be attributed to their unprecedented numbers, the long prehistory of Russian hegemony over the eastern part of Europe, and the devastation of the First World War. Russia’s immediate neighbors were overwhelmed by masses of refugees, granted them only short-term accommodation, and later attempted to rid themselves entirely of Russian refugees. Germany, Berlin in particular, was a second stop for many refugees, but there hyperinflation and economic chaos reigned. Anti-Communism might have been a bridge between refugees and the various European societies that took them in, but anti-Communism at the time was not as ideologically well developed as it would become later during the Cold War. Moreover, anti-Communism had been coopted by radical nationalists and anti-Semites who rejected foreigners, and therefore refugees, on general principles.

Nationalism and antisemitism were also spreading in the US. The influence of these ideologies and a fear of competition on the labor market by new immigrants led to the Immigration Act of 1924, which established national quotas for migrants. There were no exceptions made for refugees, or in general on humanitarian grounds. In the other former European settler colonies, too, utilitarianism took precedence over humanitarianism. Immigrants were only welcome to the extent that they promised to bring advantages to the societies taking them in. Refugees, however, were predominantly destitute and needy; and hence, in principle, less welcome.

Nevertheless, the rudiments of an international refugee policy did emerge in the 1920s and would eventually serve as a template for refugee policy after the Second World War. Within the framework of the League of Nations, the newly introduced High Commissioners for Refugees took on as their first task the care of stateless Russians, Armenians, and other persecuted Christians from Asia Minor, and then, after 1933, of refugees from Germany. A high commissioner for Jewish refugees was never installed, however, although these were especially numerous and endangered. In the 1930s the international community famously failed to meet this challenge. Antisemitism was certainly a major motive for the refusal of so many countries to take in Jews.

Things were little better for the Spanish Civil War refugees, a failure that would have repercussions for the Western democracies. In 1940, one of the reasons France was in such a state of political and social exhaustion when the German army marched in was that it had been unable to reach a consensus on how to deal with its refugees. Consensus was also lacking in the US, where President Roosevelt succeeded only in opening up already existing immigration quotas for the Jews. Congress did not want to approve a larger aid operation or indeed make any fundamental changes in the country’s immigration policy. Thus, the tragedy of the St. Louis symbolized a much larger problem.

The West did, however, learn its lessons from the mistakes of the 1930s and from the Holocaust. The Human Rights Charter of the UN and the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951, based on the Charter, established a cluster of inviolable basic rights and protections for the individual (in contrast to the collective minority protections of the interwar period). To be sure, the implantation of conventions of this kind are dependent on the goodwill of all involved and subject to political cycles. Violations, moreover, are far from sanctionable.

A look at refugee policy in the late 1940s reveals profound contradictions between the values advocated by the West and actual policy. Almost at the same time that the international community, at the insistence of the US and its allies, was discussing the 1948 UN Human Rights Charter, there was still a consensus that ethnic cleansing was a legitimate way (albeit a last resort) to settle conflicts and create a new postwar order (see Chapter 2.3). Accordingly, some fifty million people were put to rout in Europe, Palestine, and India. Similarly questionable was the treatment of the displaced persons from the Stalinist Soviet Union, who for too long were repatriated notwithstanding their backgrounds and political views. Here, too, finding a pragmatic solution to a problem—woe to the groups that were viewed or defined as such!—trumped moral considerations. The treatment of Jewish DPs in the first three postwar years was especially disgraceful when one considers how many of them had just survived German concentration camps.

The admission of DPs into the United States in 1948, however, does mark a milestone in international refugee policy. Here, for the first time, humanitarian concerns counted for more than the merely practical objective of getting refugees off the nation’s back. A decisive factor behind this humanitarianism was the martyrdom of Jews in the Holocaust; after 1945 Jewish refugees could no longer be treated as they had been before the Second World War. And, as the fate of East Europe’s DPs makes plain, the Cold War catalyzed a different attitude toward refugees in general. As of the summer of 1946, Ukrainian and Baltic DPs got a more sympathetic hearing (from the Americans somewhat earlier than from the British) when they resisted forced repatriation to the Soviet Union. Anti-Communism, however, was a double-edged sword and could also be used as an instrument against Eastern Europeans. Starting in 1950, owing to deliberately incited panic about Communist spies, the US for a number of years admitted almost no new refugees into the country. After 2016 these deep-seated historical anxieties resurfaced. Since taking office, President Trump has fostered fear of “Islamic terrorists”; all one has to do is substitute “Islamic terrorists” for “Communist spies” and the echoes ring loud and amazingly true.

In 1950, the establishment of the UNHCR created the first international institution for refugees that could claim universality. While the Geneva Refugee Convention, because of resistance from the Communist countries, had initially been restricted to Europe and to persons displaced before the Convention was passed, over the next several decades that agreement achieved a global reach. The most important steps in that direction were the Hungarian crisis of 1956, when the UNHCR earned recognition in the Eastern Bloc; the Supplementary Protocol of 1967, in which the Convention was extended to the entire world; and the international resettlement of the so-called Indochina refugees at the end of the 1970s. In was during that decade in particular that humanitarian values and the international agreements based on them began to pick up serious momentum. This had much to do with the ideological competition of the Cold War; and also with the power of autosuggestion: by taking in refugees, the West was able to show its benevolent, humanitarian side.174 This motivated an openness toward refugees from Communist countries, first from Eastern Europe, then from Latin America and East Asia.

On top of that, in 1956 and 1968, the Soviet Union did the West a favor, unintentionally. The Red Army was dispatched to seal off the borders of Hungary and Czechoslovakia again after a brief opening. Both of these refugee crises ended before the West’s receptivity had been durably tested, setting off what might be termed a third “Golden Age of European refugees.” That age (if one wishes to call it such) lasted a good quarter century, from the end of the 1940s until the closure toward Polish refugees in the mid-1980s (and the equivalent restrictive move in the US after the Mariel Boat Lift—for more on this, see Chapter 4.1).175

In this era, humanitarianism, as we have seen, displaced the utilitarianism that previously had been the prevailing philosophy (for a discussion of these two principles, see Chapter 4.3). Refugees were taken in above all because of their status as persecuted victims, not out of consideration for whatever usefulness they might bring to the countries taking them in. This moral dimension, which characterizes the civil rights movement in the US as much as it applies to the 68ers in Europe, has certain drawbacks, however. To begin with, it turns refugees into objects of pity, unable to affect their own fate as subjects of history. On second glance, moreover, the status of a persecuted person turns out not to be cut and dried. Refugees seldom abandon their homeland for one motive only. Many Eastern Bloc refugees also left because they knew that living standards in the West were higher.

The remarkable thing about this quarter century is that no one really scrutinized why people were fleeing. The West, when taking in refugees from the Eastern Bloc or Southeast Asia, proceeded from the very general assumption that these were victims of Communist dictatorships. At most it was ex post facto that refugees were asked about their political convictions and activities. Western host countries behaved very generously even in highly doubtful cases. Thus, for example, members of the Hungarian, Polish, and then in 1968 of the Czechoslovakian Communist parties who had fled their countries were admitted to the US.

When détente arrived on the scene and the Eastern Bloc countries were no longer to be viewed as totalitarian dictatorships but in a more complex way, the friend-versus-foe scheme of the early Cold War sounded less convincing. Moreover, the citizens of the Federal Republic of Germany and Sweden, two countries with an especially strong asylum tradition, experienced an influx of Poles coming as harvest workers and as tourists. The growing exchange between East and West made it clear to all sides that Poles, Hungarians, and citizens of other Eastern Bloc countries (to the extent they were allowed to travel) were not coming to the West for political reasons only.

Yet, all in all, the attitude toward refugees remained affirmative, because the moral convictions of the civil rights movement and (in Europe) of the student movement continued to penetrate Western societies more and more deeply. Conversely, it was also characteristic of détente that conservative politicians and parties began to accept moderate or radical leftists more readily, as for example from Chile after a right-wing dictator seized power there. Two decades earlier these same refugees would have been under suspicion of being agitators or spies; by the end of the 1970s, some of them were even allowed (after resistance from influential Republicans) to come to the United States.

This openness toward refugees and intensified humanitarianism also correlated with the economic boom of the first three postwar decades, and the corresponding high demand for labor. Hence, as in the 1920s, refugees were taken in rather willingly. This was especially true of West Germany, which after the arrival of eight million expellees took in an additional five million refugees from the GDR and ethnic German emigrants from Eastern Europe. It is therefore no exaggeration to call the Federal Republic a “refugee state.”

Postwar German history leads to another conclusion about the coincidence of prosperity and receptivity to refugees. The same two decades that saw the Federal Republic taking in around thirteen million refugees also witnessed the postwar economic miracle. Without the gigantic reservoir of labor provided by refugees, the miracle would have been somewhat less miraculous.176 Taking in and integrating thirteen million people between 1945 and 1961 rested, however, on a double legitimation, political and national. In advancing the cause of expellees from East Central Europe, the government’s first appeal was to national solidarity, but it simultaneously pilloried Poland and Czechoslovakia as brutal Communist dictatorships. It was made clear to West Germans that there could be no question of returning refugees to their old homelands, and that therefore they had to be integrated into their “new homeland.”

In France national solidarity legitimized taking in and lavishing public expenditures on the pieds noirs, even though there was political dissent against them, specifically over colonialism and the French Algerians’ contribution to it. Among the Vietnamese, by contrast, humanitarian motives predominated.

Not one of the host countries regretted its decision to take in refugees. Everywhere, the Cold War’s political refugees integrated well and rapidly. This point requires special emphasis, because for some groups like the Indochina refugees, the Hmong in particular, the initial prognosis was negative. It was predicted that their lifestyle as peasants, fishers, and hunters, and their lower level of education would work against them. Nonetheless today the Hmong in the US are just as well integrated as the Vietnamese in France who have so enriched France’s cities as “traiteurs” (caterers) with their delicatessens and snack bars.

Yet in the 1980s, when the postwar boom fizzled and unemployment was on the rise, a more defensive attitude could be detected everywhere in the West: at first toward labor migrants, and then also, with a decade’s delay, toward refugees. In West Germany the recruitment of guest workers came to a halt in 1973, followed ten years later by the first cutbacks, initially in social services, for refugees. In addition, access to the labor market was restricted. This was justified by the argument that there should not be any incentive for immigrating in a quest for asylum. The upshot, however, was that refugees were now seen more than ever as a burden on the welfare state. As demonstrated by the case of the Polish refugees in the 1980s, Cold War political solidarity was on the wane. No longer was anyone who managed to get over the Iron Curtain automatically a good refugee worthy of protection.

Matters were much the same across the Atlantic. After taking in a small contingent of Poles immediately after the proclamation of martial law, the US refused to accept a larger number. In spite of American sanctions against the regime of General Jaruzelski, the Poles were not regarded so much as an oppressed people as a poor one whose immigration ought to be prevented. But the government of President Reagan did not revoke the Refugee Act of 1980. Even under this Republican president (as later under both Bushes), the US accepted contingents of resettled refugees. To this extent the humanitarianism of the 1970s endured—until the year Donald Trump won the presidency.

In present day Europe there are similar trends. Those countries in which right-wing nationalists govern or share power favor cutting off refugees, now often criminalized as illegal migrants. As discussed earlier, however, such ideas and the dissension they evoke were already present in the 1980s. Between the 1980s and the present day lies a long period of time, which will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four. Here the focus will not be so much on flight itself as on the Western world’s refugee policy, the relationship between normative and utilitarian standards, and reaction to the massive exodus out of the Middle East since 2011.
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REFUGEE POLITICS AFTER THE COLD WAR



4.1 Humanitarianism after 1989 and “Fortress Europe”

Nineteen eighty-nine was widely celebrated as the year when Western values, human rights, and democracy triumphed in Europe and beyond. Euphoria over the fall of the state socialist dictatorships in Eastern Europe did not last long, however, especially inside those very societies. The collapse of the Soviet bloc’s planned economies and of their Cold War–era economic union caused a deep recession in all the post-Communist countries. Unemployment, a phenomenon unknown on that side of the Iron Curtain prior to 1989, rose steeply, millions of people fell into poverty, and life expectancy in the former Soviet Union sank to the level of developing countries.

In most post-Communist countries, the pendulum in economic policy now swung in the direction of neoliberalism, which at the beginning of the 1990s had attained global hegemony.1 The dissidents and revolutionary mass movements had fought dearly for human rights, but they did not bring human dignity or social protection to the masses of the population now suffering from steep economic decline. Democracy may have been a cherished ideal, but as a political system it encountered skepticism. Moreover, the cuts in social expenditure and radical reforms were presented everywhere on the grounds that “there is no alternative.” This anti-political slogan (once invented by Margaret Thatcher) may have helped to push through reforms, but it cut short political debates and thus also weakened the young democracies. In combination with the widespread corruption that accompanied privatization, this resulted in low electoral participation and—if one may project today’s political science vocabulary back onto the past—in a “crisis of democracy.”

Economic decline, moreover, abetted the rebirth of nationalism that had already played a major role in mobilizing societies in the autumn of 1989. In 1991 Europe’s last multinational states dissolved, first in Yugoslavia, where the Serbian head of state and party leader Slobodan Milošević banked on a strategy of violence and the establishment of a Greater Serbia. After a failed coup against Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet Union was dissolved at the end of 1991. Although there was no civil war, there was considerable violence in the Caucasus, the Central Asian Fergana Valley, and Transnistria. Czechoslovakia partitioned itself without any violence, undoubtedly taking heed of what its people and leaders had witnessed in nearby Yugoslavia. In the autumn of 1991, the first refugees from Croatia were already reaching the newly independent state of Slovenia, Hungary, Austria, and Germany. In 1992 the trail of refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovina extended as far as the Netherlands, France, and Sweden (see the details in Chapter 2.5). This was a refugee wave almost on the scale of what Europe would later witness in 2015.

Prevailing conditions for absorbing the 700,000 refugees from the former Yugoslavia into the EU—about two million people were fleeing within or between the successor states—were unfavorable in many respects. At the beginning of the 1990s, the largest potential host country, the Federal Republic of Germany, slipped into a lengthy recession and a systemic crisis. The welfare state was overburdened by transfer payments to East Germany, and public debt was on the rise, along with the tax burden and unemployment. Deteriorating economic conditions in Germany, in turn, affected its neighbors. The Netherlands and Austria (the latter an especially important transit and host country), along with Sweden, were struggling with economic problems too. Even more unfavorable was the situation in Hungary, which was also located on the flight route to the west, as well as in Slovenia, which had only just achieved its independence.

Because of the recession and the burdens placed on the welfare state by ethnic emigrants from the former Soviet Union, the prevailing mood in Germany was fairly hostile toward taking in more refugees. In September 1991, as the war in Croatia was escalating, Germany’s most important news magazine, the left-leaning weekly Der Spiegel, had a cover title that ran “Refugees—Ethnic Emigrants—Asylum Seekers: The Onslaught of the Poor” (“Flüchtlinge—Aussiedler—Asylanten. Der Ansturm der Armen”).2 More than ever, conservative media like the daily tabloid Bild and the upscale newspaper of record, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, were staking out the position that the boat was full. In Austria the right-wing populist and nationalist FPÖ exploited the public’s anxiety over the many refugees and labor migrants arriving from Eastern Europe for use in its first major xenophobic campaign. The Austrian government accommodated this mood to some extent by imposing a visa obligation on Poles and Romanians. In Germany the conservative-liberal federal government, with the backing of the Social Democrat-led Länder, passed the so-called asylum compromise at the end of 1992. This new legislation stipulated that refugees could be turned away if they had entered Germany via a “secure third country.” Without a doubt, this meant Austria, from where most of the Croatian and Bosnian refugees had come. By this time, the two most important transit countries, Hungary and Slovenia, had also become democracies and had just ratified the Geneva Refugee Convention. Hungary was the first country in the Eastern Bloc to do so, having already taken this step toward joining the Western community of values in March 1989. At the time, Viktor Orbán, whose rise as a charismatic politician was in its early stages, did not say anything against this initiative.

Taking in refugees from the former Yugoslavia, then, clashed with the legal and political situation at the time in Germany, especially with the asylum compromise. Yet at the beginning of the 1990s the legacy of the Cold War and the revolutions of 1989 still had an impact. Refugees from the GDR during its last year had initially entered the Federal Republic via Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Austria. Closing off this escape route and erecting a new Iron Curtain in Burgenland (Austria’s easternmost province) or in southeastern Bavaria—just three years after the East Germans had fled through the same openings to the West—would have seemed like a betrayal of Germany’s own history. Hence, this option did not even come up for discussion in the early 1990s (in contrast to what would happen in 2015).

Furthermore, in the autumn of 1991 and early 1992, the wartime atrocities in the former Yugoslavia were filling the headlines of the international media almost daily. The pictures coming out of Vukovar, from the concentration camps in northern Bosnia, and of the numerous people killed by artillery fire in the siege of Sarajevo shocked the Western public. Such crimes against humanity would have justified a military intervention at any time, but the countries of the EU and NATO hesitated. The member states did not want to risk the lives of their own soldiers and there was no clear war aim. Only when the Bosnian Serb army committed an act of genocide at Srebrenica in the summer of 1995 did NATO at last intervene and bomb Serb positions around Sarajevo and at other strategic locations.

The West wanted at least, as a kind of compensation for their inaction, to offer some help to the suffering civilian population and the refugees. Thus they set up so-called safe havens, security zones established by the UN in Bosnia and Herzegovina that were supplied with food, medicine, and other vital goods (see also Chapter 2.5). For Sarajevo, as in Berlin in 1948, an airlift was organized that made it possible for the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina to survive a siege that lasted more than three years. In spite of good intentions, these relief actions have left a bitter aftertaste. The peacekeeping troops sent by the UN were so poorly equipped with weapons and military technology that they had to stand by and watch the 1995 genocide in Srebrenica. And the aid deliveries were in part appropriated by customs officials and the Army of the Republika Srpska and only partially reached the many hundreds of thousands of “internally displaced people” in the country.

For victims of war from Bosnia and Herzegovina, it amounted to a blessing in disguise that most of the countries with a sense of obligation to help refugees on humanitarian grounds were not that far away geographically. Many Croats, Bosnians, and Serbs had friends and relatives in Austria, Germany, and other EU states who had migrated there in the 1960s and 1970s as guest workers. Through these networks they could at least find provisional accommodations and then seek assistance with the cooperation of NGOs, churches, and government offices. The early stages of flight often relied on these networks based on family connections or on a common local and national background. That is why in 1992–93, in spite of the huge surge of refugees, there was little need for gymnasiums, schools, and other public buildings to house the newcomers, in contrast to the requirements placed on public spaces in 2015 as refugees were arriving from the Middle East.

As a transit and host country, Austria was the first Western state to be affected by the massive flight out of the former Yugoslavia. As early as the autumn of 1991, 11,000 refugees arrived in Austria fleeing the war in Croatia, and in 1992–93 they were followed by 90,000 people from Bosnia and Herzegovina. Thus, the total number of refugees from the former Yugoslavia (at the end of the 1990s they were joined by about 13,000 people from Kosovo) in Austria significantly exceeded the numbers of Middle Easterners, Asians, and North Africans that would arrive in 2015. Taking in more than a hundred thousand people undoubtedly constituted a burden on the welfare state and labor market, but the refugees were able to register and receive a provisional residence permit without a great deal of bureaucratic fuss, a level of ease that seemed to confirm Austria’s self-image as a major Cold War country of asylum. In great part, this was a myth, but it was one that shaped Austria’s refugee policy after 1989 and thus the actual course of history. Also playing an important role was a historical connection with Croatia and Bosnia; both regions had been part of the Habsburg Empire prior to 1918.

The next and, on the whole, most important destination in the EU was the Federal Republic of Germany. In spite of the restrictions imposed by the asylum laws of 1992–93 and an unfavorable political climate, Germany did take in around 350,000 people from Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Sweden, as measured by its population, behaved with even greater generosity, granting asylum to 90,000 people. The Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland, and Italy also took in their share. The system of international resettlement was likewise set in motion once again. As early as 1992 Canada took in a contingent of 5,000 refugees, and many more over the next several years, while the US allowed 38,000 Bosnians to enter in the 1990s.3 This was the context in which today’s Bosnian community in the US, centered in St. Louis, came into being. That many of the Bosnians were practicing Muslims did not generate suspicion in any of the Western countries taking them in. There was at the time a lingering Cold War dimension to the lineup of friend and foe: the Russian-backed Serbs were perceived as enemies, making their Croat and Bosnian victims putative “allies.”

Admitting the Croatians and Bosnians took place, as mentioned, under the premise that the arrivals from the former Yugoslavia were collectively refugees under the terms of the Geneva Convention. Germany even made an exception to its recently concluded asylum compromise and waived the individual case assessment prescribed by its asylum laws. The refugees from the former Yugoslavia were recognized as a group and given a special status. The other EU countries acted in a similar way.

Hungary, Czechoslovakia and its two successor states, and Poland also took in refugees (in contrast to these countries’ later behavior in 2015). In Hungary the decision was influenced by the country’s geographic location, while the Czech Republic’s openness had a historical background. Since the nineteenth century the Czech national movement had maintained close ties to Southeast Europe; in Yugoslavia during the 1990s, moreover, there were still some former Czech and Slovak colonies dating from the time of the Habsburg Empire. Linguistic closeness was an additional argument and would eventually help the refugees integrate into the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Nevertheless, solidarity with the refugees was hardly a given. In 1992 there were cautious voices as well, some even coming from the liberal media, warning that an intake of refugees would financially overburden Czechoslovakia.4 That “generous impulses” prevailed, in contrast with the much less sympathetic attitudes of 2015, was attributable to the values of 1989 and the advocacy of prominent civil rights activist like Václav Havel, who as Czech president helped shape his country’s policies. Like the Western 68ers Havel made moral arguments above all, not utilitarian ones. The latter might also have been persuasive at the time, since a labor shortage in the mid-1990s saw the Czech Republic recruiting more than 100,000 Ukrainian guest workers. Havel was a well-known civil rights leader, yet conservative politicians also agreed to take in refugees because the conflict in the former Yugoslavia still fit the post–Cold War narrative inasmuch as the Communist leader Serbian prime minister Milošević was suppressing nations striving for their independence.5

Poland became involved when its first non-Communist prime minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, was appointed the UN’s “Special Rapporteur” in Bosnia and Herzegovina. (In 1995 he resigned in protest against the genocide in Srebrenica.) During the refugee “crisis” of 2015, by contrast, the EU failed to involve its new East Central European member states, especially Poland, in a similar way (e.g., by appointing a politician from there to a relevant position in refugee affairs).

By admitting refugees from the former Yugoslavia and arranging for their international resettlement, the participating states were agreeing on a de facto expansion of the Geneva Refugee Convention. In the Convention and the Supplementary Protocol of 1967, wars per se were not cited as grounds for flight; instead, the Convention granted refugee status “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, [or] membership of a particular social group or political opinion.…”6 This condition was undoubtedly applied in the case of the Croats, Bosnians, and Serbs who were fleeing in the early 1990s. But in the case of other wars, such as the Iran-Iraq War that lasted from 1980 to 1988, nationalist persecution and violence had not led to refugees from these countries being granted asylum collectively. For the victims of ethnic cleansing in the former Soviet Union, too, it proved very difficult to obtain asylum in one of the EU states. In Poland at the time there was more awareness of the violent conflicts in the former Soviet Union, so that several thousand Chechens who were fleeing from the second Chechen War of 1999 and from the subsequent repressive measures of the Putin regime and its local proxies were at least tolerated in Poland and not immediately turned away at the border. Most of them had come by land through Belarus; in today’s Russia, a highly fortified police and surveillance state, this would no longer be possible.

Refugees from the so-called Third World had an even more difficult time, both logistically and legally, in fleeing to Europe and obtaining asylum there. This points once again to the Eurocentrism of Western refugee policy and to a covert bias against non-white refugees in Europe. In recent years the older racism has been superseded by anti-Islamism, which is openly promoted by right-wing populist and nationalist parties. By contrast, the wars in the former Yugoslavia were perceived as a European problem and the refugees as fellow Europeans, which is why 700,000 people were admitted over an extended period of time, with little red tape and hardly any controversy.

None of the receiving states regretted its decision, and they all had good experiences with the refugees from the former Yugoslavia. This is demonstrated by statistics from Sweden and Austria, where most of them were allowed to stay after the war ended and where today they are, as a rule, well integrated in terms of their professional, social, and family life. This success was, however, primarily due to the refugees themselves, who accepted any job, even if it was below their earlier skill level and social position. They aspired to work their way up, however, and this often took a toll, leaving them little time for family, which triggered many intra-family conflicts, and (as was also often the case with earlier cohorts of refugees) discouraged them from speaking about the suffering they had experienced.

Germany, by contrast, followed a more restrictive refugee policy, which ultimately influenced the entire EU more than did the pragmatic and simultaneously more humanitarian position of Austria and Sweden. The government under Chancellor Kohl insisted at the time that the refugees admitted from the former Yugoslavia would have to return home once the war was over. Until then they were to be housed and provided for, but not much more would be done for them. Access to the labor market—again in contrast to Austria and Sweden—required jumping especially high hurdles. If German firms wanted to hire a refugee, they had to prove that there was no suitable German applicant for the available position. Clearly, no permanent integration into the labor market was envisioned. One may therefore characterize German policy as humanitarianism with an expiration date.

If Chancellor Angela Merkel has her way, this scenario will repeat itself in the case of the refugees from Syria and Iraq. At the beginning of 2016, she gave a speech in her East German home state explaining that “we expect that, once there is peace in Syria again, once IS has been defeated in Iraq, that you [will] go back to your home country with the knowledge that you have gained.” That Merkel’s tone was paternalistic is suggested by her use in German of the pronoun ihr (ihr—the plural of the familiar du, roughly equivalent to “you-all”—is a form of address adults use when speaking to children and persons of the same or lower stature), but in fact her speech was not given before an audience of refugees or at one of the mass facilities where they were housed, but at a regional party congress of the Christian Democratic Union. The clear commitment to returning refugees that she expressed was obviously meant to reassure the conservative wing of her party and potential voters for the right-wing, anti-immigration Alternative for Germany, the AfD.7 This quote and other statements made by the chancellor demonstrate, incidentally, how exaggerated the attacks made by right-wing populists on Merkel have been. Since 2015 she has been attacked as a smuggler and flight abettor, aspersions also recently cast at French President Emmanuel Macron. These attacks have also had the effect of prompting many liberals and left-wing politicians to overestimate Merkel’s humanitarian position on refugees.

But back to history: When the 1995 Peace Accord in Dayton was signed, the German government took the repatriation it prescribed seriously. In the following years most Bosnians really were sent back to their old homeland. Many resisted. They knew that they faced dire prospects: homes and property that had been destroyed, hostile neighbors, and an already impoverished homeland made even more destitute by the war. The tough attitude of the German authorities provoked resistance from civil society groups at the local level as well, where most Bosnians had already become well integrated. Church congregations, NGOs, and German neighbors spoke out, especially for the children who were being pulled out of their schools. And any number of firms would have been only too happy to retain their Bosnian workers and staff. In the end, however, economics decided the day—in 1997 unemployment in Germany exceeded the four million mark for the first time since the 1930s—and repatriation went forward, a process one might view here as disintegration (quite literally, the opposite of integration).

At the same time, the case of the Bosnians also refutes the assertions made by right-wing populists, and curiously echoed by a variety of international observers and writers, that Germany admitted Syrians in 2015 in order to whitewash a conscience soiled by its Nazi past. If that had been the case, the government and society would have adopted a far different line in the mid-1990s, years that marked the apex of intense public debates on coming to terms with the Holocaust, paying reparations to Nazi victims, and restoring stolen Jewish property. Moreover, there was a direct historical link between National Socialism and the Yugoslavian situation. The propaganda of Serbian nationalists had worked most effectively in those regions of Bosnia and Croatia that had suffered the most during the Second World War from the terror of the Germans and their allies, the Croatian Ustaša. Again in 1992, violence in these districts proved especially brutal and repulsive.


Partial closure of the Federal Republic

In addition to the economic and social-policy motives involved, the repatriation of the Bosnians can also be attributed to an altered post–Cold War view of the world. Prior to 1989 neither Western politicians nor refugees could have conceived of a return home to the Eastern Bloc as desirable or even possible. This was as true of Germany as it was of the US, where a caricature of totalitarian rule continued to shape perceptions of the Soviet Union and the Eastern Bloc almost up until their downfall. Refugees indeed had genuine reasons to fear being punished in Communist Europe, especially in the GDR, where eight to ten years in jail awaited anyone who undertook an “illegal border crossing.” Owing to these legal sanctions in the countries from which the exiles were escaping, the Federal Republic was very generous to refugees from the Eastern Bloc. Even refugees who were not recognized as such, or whose applications for asylum were rejected, did not have to fear being deported and were allowed to stay in Germany. Sweden, Austria, and other frontline states in the Cold War behaved similarly.

This generous attitude was possible not least because the Warsaw Pact states guarded their borders so strictly. Hence, even in the 1980s, there were few people, with the exception of the Poles, who were able to breach the Iron Curtain on their own initiative. The Western border of the Soviet Union posed a hurdle almost as high. Yet all that changed with perestroika and the fall of the Iron Curtain (which was already riddled with holes even before 1989). East-West migration jumped sharply. As already mentioned, in both 1989 and 1990 nearly 400,000 ethnic German emigrants entered the Federal Republic. In addition, there was a large-scale influx of (post-)Soviet Jews; and in their case, amends for the Nazi past were indeed a major motive. Year for year, the number of asylum applicants also reached a new height; it was 121,000 in 1989 (at the time a record), 193,000 in 1990, more than a quarter million in 1991, and 438,000 in 1992 because of massive flight from the former Soviet Union (see Chapter 3.6). Even more than in the early 1980s, immigration was a campaign issue. The Christian Democrats kept pressing the Social Democrats on this issue until the SPD-governed Länder finally caved in to the pressure.

In 1993 the Federal Republic passed a bundle of laws and even a constitutional amendment aimed at stemming the massive flight and immigration. The initial issue taken up in the so-called asylum compromise was refugees, and the most important innovations in that compromise were provisions about entering via a “secure third state.” These new rules allowed authorities, in principle, to deport almost all refugees who came to Germany by land. There were exceptions for Geneva Convention refugees and others in need of protection (these were primarily asylum applicants from the former Yugoslavia), but the goal of sealing off Germany was clear.8

In order to provide additional safeguards for these provisions on the foreign policy front, the Federal Republic concluded a series of agreements, starting in 1994, with Poland, the Czech Republic, and other East Central and Southeastern European countries to take back refugees who had passed through their territory on the way to Germany. On this basis it was possible now to return the refugees entering Germany from the East, something practiced frequently especially at the German-Polish border.9 Moreover, immigration by ethnic German emigrants was also massively restricted, although this did not happen abruptly, as national solidarity apparently counted for more than an unspecific humanitarianism. For the Aussiedler there was one more door opener, drawn from the conceptual repertoire of the Geneva Refugee Convention. To the extent that they could prove an “acute pressure of persecution” (akuter Verfolgungsdruck), ethnic German emigrants could continue entering the Federal Republic and then immediately receive German citizenship.

The restrictions issued in 1993 did what they were intended to do for domestic political purposes. A year later only 127,000 people applied for asylum, in 1998 applications fell below the 100,000 watermark for the first time in the 1990s, and in 2007 the figure was even lower at 20,000.10 This meant that the level of the mid-1980s had been reached again. At the same time, chances of achieving recognition in an asylum procedure dropped. In 2006 only four percent of asylum applications were approved in such a way that the applicants were recognized as refugees. Other EU member states watched Germany carefully and took note of what was happening there.

Although the recognition quotient grew again over the next several years, it remained low in comparison with the Cold War era. This shows once again, indirectly, how enmeshed Western humanitarianism was with the Cold War. And it also indirectly confirms Mark Mazower’s skeptical theses about Europe’s democratization in the period following the Second World War. In his book Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century, he concluded that democracy is not embedded in Europe’s essence. The expansion of democracy after 1945 and the associated pushback against fascism and Communism were due to a variety of factors, including intensified American involvement in the continent, rising living standards, and now the European Community. That these factors interacted in the way they did was ultimately a matter of luck or contingency. Following the logic of Mazower’s argument, we might suggest that the open attitude toward refugees, which lasted through the end of the 1970s and then reappeared in the 1990s, was also a product of political-normative competition between East and West, good overall economic conditions (conditions that were, however, absent in Germany during the unification crisis, which helps to explain that country’s partial closure), and of the way in which humanitarianism became universalized and a factor desirable in its own right. By this analysis, the rights of refugees laid down in international law and the Western world’s willingness to admit refugees are just as contingent and finite as the constellations of factors behind the postwar European democratization that Mazower cites. To be sure, Germany’s partial closure following the asylum compromise was mitigated in part by the actions of civil society groups. Organizations like “pro Asyl” provided free counseling and lawyers, and refugees could also fall back on networks of their compatriots who had already been admitted.



The Dublin Regulations and “Sandcastle” Europe

The marked decline in asylum applications, which continued almost until the Arab Spring, was also linked to Germany’s altered geopolitical situation and the Europeanization of its refugee policy. German pressure was especially important in coaxing the then-twelve European Community member states into signing on to the first Dublin Regulation in June 1990. This convention contained a brief regulation stipulating that the state responsible for implementing an asylum procedure should be the state where the applicant first entered the EC. In addition, the twelve signatories agreed to an exchange of data in order to avoid dual and multiple asylum applications. This fell within the logic of the 1985 Schengen Agreement, according to which all intra-European border controls were to be abolished.11 At the time it was concluded, the Dublin Regulation was not favorable toward recently united Germany, since Bonn (and eventually Berlin) thereby assumed de facto responsibility for all refugees entering from Eastern Europe. In the summer of 1990, however, no one could predict Yugoslavia’s violent disintegration, that the Soviet Union’s days were numbered, or that the EU and NATO would expand eastward.

In 1997, when the first Dublin Regulation finally went into effect in all the participating countries, as well as in the new EU member states Austria, Finland, and Sweden, the Federal Republic was the largest beneficiary of the agreements. Owing to the revolutions of 1989, the country once on the frontline of the Cold War had now moved to the center of Europe. Austria, as mentioned, now belonged to the EU, and the eventual admittance of the Czech Republic and Poland was foreseeable, since the EU had committed itself to eastern enlargement in 1997 at its Amsterdam summit. This summit is of significance for the history of refugees inasmuch as a catalog of minimum standards for their treatment was concluded there. The EU as a community of states thus made an additional commitment to the Geneva Convention and to humanitarianism.

All the same, the legal provisions about “secure third states” in Germany’s asylum compromise and the Dublin Regulation had a completely different relevance than they might have had in the divided Europe of the Cold War. In the course of the European Union’s expansion in 1995 and 2004, Germany had surrounded itself with a cordon sanitaire that made it almost impossible for refugees to step onto German soil legally and apply for asylum there. Their only legal options were to arrive by ship or air, or they might somehow manage to make their way through to Germany by land without registering in another EU state en route.

In hindsight one has to ask why Italy, Greece, and Spain let themselves be drawn into the Dublin Regulations without simultaneously insisting on some provision for redirecting refugees in cases of acute overload.12 Critical here is the fact that in the 1990s most conflicts triggering mass flight still occurred in Eastern Europe, while the number of refugees and labor migrants crossing the Mediterranean from North Africa was relatively small. In addition, the Schengen Accord ended controls at most intra-European borders, so that Italy could quietly expect that most migrants landing on her shores would be heading on to France and Germany.

Nonetheless, in order to secure its Mediterranean borders, the Italian government led by Silvio Berlusconi concluded an accord in 2008 with the Libyan dictator Mu’ammer al-Gaddafi that, in addition to provisions for investment and acknowledgment of damages from the colonial era (Libya had been an Italian colony until 1942) included an agreement to curb the influx of refugees.13 To this extent, then, the much-criticized 2016 “deal” between the EU and Turkey is not substantially new. One difference is that the EU undertook in its treaties to relieve Turkey of its neediest refugees. There was no such humanitarian component in the 2008 Libyan-Italian accord, which was accordingly criticized sharply by the UNHCR and various NGOs.

Within a year the number of arrivals in Italy diminished, as intended, from 37,000 to 9,600, and in 2010 to less than 5,000.14 Then, with the Arab Spring and the fall of Gaddafi, the accord became obsolete. In 2017 Italy’s center-left government concluded a comparable accord with Libya. Although the government in Tripoli controls only part of Libyan territory, the new accord led again to a drastic reduction in flight and migration across the central Mediterranean route. One should not, however, draw the wrong conclusions from these accords. In some years the number of refugees might rise again (as it did after 2010), because ultimately it is not up to the EU how many people decide to head for Europe from the various regional conflicts and poverty zones in Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia.

The fact that Italy—and not the EU—concluded the accord with Gaddafi (farther to the west, Spain and Morocco were the chief actors) shows how limited the Europeanization of refugee policy remained, even after the turn of the millennium. Berlusconi negotiated on his own for Italy not least because of the way that the Dublin Regulation (Dublin II was in effect as of 2003) unloaded one-sided burdens onto states located along the EU’s external borders. This burden fell also on the Union’s newest member states. On the eastern borders of the EU, however, another constellation has emerged. There the Russian Federation has been pursuing, as in Soviet times, a strict border and visa regime. To this extent, the only refugees traveling through Russia are those that Moscow allows (as, for example, during the refugee crisis in 2015, when several thousand refugees from the Middle East suddenly showed up at the Russian-Norwegian border). With Ukraine the EU negotiated a repatriation accord for refugees in exchange for easing visa and trade restrictions. This entailed some drawbacks; among other things, the accord made tighter controls on Ukraine’s borders necessary and so placed a strain on relations with Russia.15

In this way the EU has extended the radius of its refugee policy well into the east. Ukraine, like the East-Central European states before it in the 1990s, therefore had little choice but to support the construction of Fortress Europe if it wanted to establish closer relations with the EU. The border and coast guard agency Frontex, founded in the autumn of 2004 shortly after that year’s EU expansion, was now supposed to guard this fortress. Yet it was completely ill-equipped for this job. Hence, European refugee policy depended on the stability of neighboring states. On closer examination, the “fortress” looks more like a sandcastle that could collapse at the impact of a single biggish wave.16

The choice of Warsaw as Frontex headquarters is yet another indication of the expanded EU’s preoccupation with East-West migration. The neighboring Mediterranean regions were neglected—not only when it came to refugee policy but also, and beyond that, to any closer economic and political cooperation for which there might have been an opening after 2011. The EU was not tuned in to any possible chance at exerting stronger influence on the Arab world, where it might actively combat the “root causes of flight.” A forward-looking foreign policy on that model has been called for in political soapbox speeches everywhere since 2015.

Another fundamental problem was that the EU states had never agreed on the internal distribution and resettlement of refugees. There certainly were historical prototypes for this, as in 1956, 1968, and 1979 (see Chapter 3.5). At each of those junctures a broad alliance of Western countries, including neutral states such as Switzerland, Austria, and Sweden, had declared their willingness to help those countries in which the refugees initially arrived, albeit only on a voluntary basis and without committing to fixed admittance quotas. To be sure, the third Dublin Regulation of 2014 included a provision on setting up an early warning system in case any country found itself unduly burdened by an influx of refugees. But an intra-European system of resettlements or admittance quotas was not established at that time. One important reason for this lack of international regulation in the EU was the resistance put up by the German government. Two years later Berlin would deeply regret its previous position.

The EU never succeeded, moreover, in harmonizing the asylum laws and procedures. Admittance quotas varied from country to country, which gave refugees an incentive to move to those countries inside the EU where they had the best chances at starting a new life. Conversely, this served to motivate member states to tighten their asylum laws, treat applicants as shabbily as possible, and seal off their borders when they no longer wished to admit refugees. The competition turned negative, and has remained so within the EU since 2016. By no means is there any uniformity about the interpretation of EU asylum laws or of the Geneva Refugee Convention, even in federal states like Germany or the US. For example, refugees have long had better chances of being recognized in New York state than in Republican-governed states.17 In the Federal Republic, the city-states of Bremen, Hamburg, and Berlin are known to be relatively liberal.

Moreover, even in the 1990s there was already a widespread tendency toward applying more restrictive criteria in deciding refugee status. France, for example, despite its commitment to humanitarianism under Socialist President François Mitterrand, began emulating the Federal Republic’s restrictive practices, and Austria severely tightened its regulations in 1999 after the right-wing nationalist FPÖ entered government for the first time.

Because of restrictions tightening asylum laws in Europe, every individual seeking refugee status has had to set forth and prove persuasively that he or she has been persecuted, and how this happened. Invoking an abstract danger or the force of circumstances, as was done during the Cold War, is no longer sufficient. What is now required is some proof of physical violence, imprisonment, or torture. Owing to this higher evidentiary hurdle, the number of positive decisions on asylum applications has declined throughout the EU.

That, in turn, has created a huge problem for refugees who have their asylum applications rejected. Only rarely are they deported back to their countries of origin, and this is not due to insufficient legal foundations for deporting them, but more often simply because deportations are difficult to implement. The logistics of deportation requires either cooperation from the countries of origin and from the migrants themselves or the creation of massive detention facilities (which has happened in all Western countries since the 1980s). The growing discrepancy between the declining number of refugees who are actually recognized as such and the growing number of those migrants who are merely tolerated but still somehow manage to remain is undermining the legitimacy of the entire Western refugee regime. This makes it easier for politicians who coin terms like “pseudo-asylum seekers,” “economic refugees,” and (most recently) “fake refugees” to spread their message.

Although most of these terms came into being in the 1980s, there were at that time still political and linguistic barriers to mass deportation. The generation of 68ers that had attained political power in the US, England, and Germany during the 1990s brought their humanitarian values along with them. At least on paper, Bill Clinton, Tony Blair, and Gerhard Schröder foregrounded human rights issues and the rights of refugees derived from them. Moreover, these moderate left leaders had more political leeway, since there were no extremely large global refugee movements after 1995 (apart from regional wars in Rwanda, Zaire, and Sudan). As a result, the humanitarian consensus in favor of refugees persisted, though there were early signs that it was weakening.

The countries that wanted to join the EU had to support this consensus. The rejection of refugees by the Visegrád countries (an alliance formed by Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia in 1991) since 2015 has shown, however, that this acceptance did not go very deep. Paradoxically, there is a link between negative attitudes and earlier refugee waves out of Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland. Only in isolated cases did the refugees from the Communist crackdowns of 1956, 1968, and 1980–81 return to their homelands, among other reasons because by the 1990s they were well integrated in the West. As a result, Europe’s post-Communist societies lacked the insights and public positioning of these (former) refugees, who presumably would have represented and asserted different values than those pushed by Viktor Orbán, Miloš Zeman, or Jarosław Kaczyński. In this regard it is worth noting that the Baltic states did follow the EU’s guidelines and admitted refugees. The fact that former Baltic exiles did return to their countries of origin after they gained independence in 1991 and were able to attain high office in their governments may account in part for this difference. Fear of Russia and the desire to prevent a further weakening of the EU also played a role in the Baltic states’ positions.

Yet in Western Europe, too (to the extent that we can still divide the world into East and West), the further the Second World War and the Holocaust receded into the past, the fewer boundaries there were on what it was permissible to say about refugees. Especially in Denmark, Austria, and the new EU member states, where right-wing nationalist parties now shared in governing, agitation against migrants and especially against refugees has been going on for some time. The concept of “right-wing populism” insinuates that nationalist and racist positions are genuinely popular. But it is not that clear whether radical anti-immigrant and anti-refugee positions do indeed correspond to the majority view. Hence I prefer to use the term “right-wing nationalism” here. This choice of terminology rests on two observations: First, right-wing nationalism is based on reconstructing the nation around an imagined ethnic core (following this logic, being born in the US might no longer be enough to qualify automatically for US citizenship) and on closing off one’s country to the outside. Second, in the eyes of right-wing nationalists, refugees are even worse than other migrants, since they are poor and needy. Yet it would seem that refugees are still arousing compassion in an important segment of the public that adheres to Christian, Jewish, or broader ethical values. This is the deeper reason behind the recent aggressiveness—verbal, legal, and bureaucratic—against refugees in various Western countries.



US refugee policy in comparative perspective

Right-wing nationalists have been governing in the US since 2016, but it would be misleading to equate the historic Republican party with the words and practices of the White House’s current occupant. By and large, Ronald Reagan stood by the Refugee Act passed under Jimmy Carter in 1980, the year when the number of resettled refugees reached an all-time high of 200,000. Reagan did restrict the admission of refugees as a result of the Mariel Boat Lift, when 125,000 Cubans were admitted to the US Initially this event was still managed in the Cold War tradition. When it became clear that the Castro government was trying to get rid of jail inmates, however, the Reagan administration put all Cubans without an official host or sponsor (again we see how heavily refugee politics depends on NGOs and civil society activists) into detention centers.18 Moreover, ships originating in Caribbean countries and carrying “human cargo” (another questionable term popularized in the 1980s) were now increasingly intercepted on the high seas to prevent their passengers from reaching the US. The purpose of these interdictions was to minimize the influx of asylum seekers. So while refugees were still resettled in the US, there was an effort to divert potential asylum seekers on the grounds that they were de facto economic migrants.

Independent of the interdictions, the number of refugees admitted through the mid-1980s fell to around one third of the peak numbers at the beginning of the decade. In comparison to Germany, this decline was not attributable to a generally hostile or defensive attitude toward refugees. The cause was, above all, a number of external factors. Because of the Orderly Departure Program (see Chapter 3.5 for more on this), the mass flight out of Southeast Asia was managed and stemmed. The civil wars in Central America displaced several hundred thousand people, but by and large the global order was more stable than in the 1970s.

Starting in 1989 the number of global refugees rose sharply once again. This was attributable above all to the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the Eastern Bloc, and the Soviet Union. In reaction to this upsurge, the US during the tenure of George H. W. Bush allowed almost half a million refugees to enter the country. Humanitarianism, that is, outlasted the Cold War and accorded with a non-partisan consensus. The goal here was to strengthen American “soft power” as well as to enhance the country’s claim to be a moral superpower.

Under Bill Clinton, the Democrats further broadened the reach of humanitarianism. In addition to the de facto recognition of war as one of the legitimate grounds for flight, sexual violence and violence committed by gangs found their way into asylum legislation as officially recognized grounds. Above all, these changes affected refugees from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador, who were increasingly granted asylum in the US. In addition, within the framework of the international resettlements organized by the UNHCR, the US took in a growing number of refugees from Africa, which in the late 1990s became the world’s second largest source of departees (after Europe, where the Bosnians were mostly responsible for the high numbers).

Yet, under the Clinton administration even more potential asylum seekers were turned away before they could reach the US. Ships with migrants, especially Haitians, were stopped on the high seas and returned to their countries of origin. And it was not only the practice of interdiction that was increasing, but also the deportation of illegal migrants from the US. Some of the rejected were asylum seekers. One of the underlying problems was (and still is) the fundamental difficulty US officials face in distinguishing between refugees and migrants fleeing extreme poverty and distress, especially in the case of those coming from Central America.

Neither the US nor the EU has managed to boost economic development and living standards in their respective “backyards”—that is, in Central America and the Middle East. With prosperity so unevenly distributed, migration is almost inevitable, and when violent conflicts are added to the mix, massive flight can result. Mexico has been a positive exception; for nearly a decade, the number of illegal migrants into the US has declined, mainly because Mexico is no longer as poor as it had been before NAFTA.

A deep, yet temporary watershed in US policy toward refugees followed the terror attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. Over the next two years the US admitted fewer than 30,000 refugees. The reason was fear that terrorists might “stow away” within the framework of international resettlement programs. This fear was unfounded;19 and in any event, it was not yet exploited for political purposes in the 2004, 2008, and 2012 presidential elections as it would be in 2016. Indeed from 2004 on, George W. Bush returned to the refugee policy of the 1990s. On the whole, Republican presidents cleaved to the refugee policy implemented by the Democrats (both on Capitol Hill and occasionally in the White House) and supported by the human rights movement.20 This can be explained in part by the number of Christian voters (especially mainline Protestants and Catholics) who support Republicans and regard help for people in distress, and thus also for refugees, as a good thing. Thus Bush, during his final year in office, actually increased the upper limit for resettlements to 80,000 people, perhaps in order to leave behind him a humanitarian legacy. Eight years later Barack Obama also raised the admittance quotas.

All in all, the United States admitted 3.3 million refugees during the more than thirty years from the end of the Vietnam War through the election of Donald Trump.21 This made America the central harbor of international refugee policy, a haven that indirectly relieved the European Union of refugee burdens. To be sure, Obama took action against labor migration from Central America, as George W. Bush had done before him. During the administration of this Democratic president, the number of deported illegal migrants rose to its historically highest level.22 Obama also attempted to limit migration from Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras by cooperating with Mexico and the migrants’ countries of origin in Central America. Combating the causes of flight did not, however, lead to the desired result. Overall, migration from Central America to the US did not decline under Obama.

The sharp distinction drawn between flight migration and labor migration under Obama led to fundamental contradictions in migration policy. Turning away labor migrants while simultaneously admitting more refugees can only be justified normatively, by conceding a moral right of admittance or asylum to refugees that is refused other migrants. Indeed, this is enshrined in international law. There is a Geneva Convention for Refugees, and since 2018 a Global Compact on Refugees. The United Nation managed to pass a Global Compact on Migration as well, which secured some basic rights of migrants (though not a general right of migration), but the US government has refused to sign it. Moreover, some European countries in which right-wing nationalists share power are now following President Trump’s line. Yet many migrants continue to leave their homelands because of extreme poverty and distress. To this extent, the conceptual and legal dividing line between refugees and labor migrants can only be maintained if one ignores the hardships of the latter.

This distinction, moreover, makes little difference to the fact that, following the end of the Cold War, all Western societies have increasingly viewed migrants (of all categories) as competitors for jobs and resources or even as a threat. As recent history in Europe and the US since the 1980s shows, the resulting attitude of hostility and defensiveness has long-term repercussions for refugees, even if they still enjoy a special status in international law and in national laws on asylum. To this extent, the recent victories of right-wing nationalists on both sides of the Atlantic, which were based on the exclusion and defamation of migrants in general and refugees in particular, were already anticipated in the period following the watershed of 1989.

There is, to be sure, an important difference between the US and Europe: the majority of refugees to the United States are admitted within the framework of international resettlements, while the predominant route to Europe was by land and across the Mediterranean, with the result that migrants could apply for asylum in whatever country was their intended destination. This difference has mostly to do with geographic circumstances. The United States can be reached only by land or via straits from Central America and the Caribbean. When the US takes in refugees, it does so primarily of its own accord. By contrast, Europe has no borders predetermined by nature or geography to its east and southeast. Theoretically, then, the US could withdraw into splendid isolation, as it did in the interwar period. Europe, by contrast, cannot reconstruct itself permanently into a fortress. By 2015 the experience of EU member states (which obviously cannot be equated with Europe) more closely resembled life in a sandcastle.




4.2 The Syrian and the European “refugee crisis”

Measured against the volume of refugees Europe has taken in since 2015, it may be an exaggeration (from a historical perspective) to speak of a “refugee crisis” in our times. Following the First World War, and then especially after the Second World War, there were far more people fleeing or expelled from their homelands and forced to start a new life somewhere else. After 1945, thirty million people had to be fed and housed under much less favorable circumstances. Even in proportion to the world population, there were at least twice as many refugees after the Second World War as in 2015.

This historical comparison is not intended, however, to minimize the extent of the catastrophe and the suffering in Syria. So far the war has cost about 500,000 lives, and almost 60 percent of the population, around twelve million people, have been forced to flee. This testifies to the devastation modern weapons can inflict and how ruthlessly the Syrian civil war is being waged. Over the years the international community has tried a variety of diplomatic conventions in hopes of guaranteeing at least some minimal protection for the civilian population. All have failed. As things stand, President Bashar al-Assad and his allies and opponents fully expect to escape prosecution for their war crimes; so far, not even the use of poison gas has been seriously punished. Compared to what happened during the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, this is a momentous step backward. Assad and his supporters, especially Russia, have a virtual free hand as they continue bombing people out of their homes and cities and driving them into the countries neighboring Syria.

We can expect that the Syrian regime’s looming hold on power will result in a situation where most refugees will not be able to return to their homeland. (Historians are not trained to forecast the future, but a historical perspective points toward this conclusion.) Syria’s neighboring states and the EU are therefore confronted with a problem whose ramifications are even greater than those of the Palestinian refugee crisis that began in 1948–49. The Nakba, as the Palestinians call their flight and expulsion, is an important point of reference inasmuch as it has brought unremitting destabilization to the entire Middle East. This scenario threatens to repeat itself today. Lebanon and Jordan, the two countries absorbing the largest share of Syrian refugees in proportion to their total populations, are themselves perched on the brink of collapse. In Lebanon an already fragile political order is in dire peril. In Jordan “only” the government’s budget is immediately threatened, but there, too, an initial revolt against austerity measures erupted in 2018, and the budget cuts responsible for the unrest are attributable to the unsustainable costs of housing and feeding the Syrian refugees. So this is clearly a real refugee crisis, especially when compared with the EU. In the fragile European Union, it is domestic conflicts over refugee and migration policy that are the problem, not the refugees themselves, which a community of states with more than five hundred million inhabitants can obviously afford to house and feed.


The Syrian civil war

The Syrian civil war began in the spring of 2011 when the regime reacted to what was actually a rather harmless youth protest in the city of Daraa, south of Damascus, by arresting and abusing the protesters. A few days later special units of the police shot at the demonstrators, who were protesting against the state’s excessive use of force in the earlier protest. In the following months the protests and violence spread to additional sites and finally across almost the entire country. Like other civil wars, this one had deep-seated social and economic causes, including a high birth rate, rising unemployment, a growing gap between rich and poor, and the Syrian regime’s blatant corruption.23

Occasionally, international media and professional journals have also cited climate change as one of the causes of the civil war and the global increase in refugee waves.24 The behavior of so-called climate refugees better fits the pattern of labor migrants, however, than that of refugees. Refugees from drought, desertification, and rising sea water levels typically move at first from the countryside to cities in their respective home countries. They might migrate to other countries at some point, but this is again a pattern far more similar to labor migration than to mass flight. While violence can occur, it is not a decisive factor. Moreover, to the extent that climate flight is not triggered by a natural catastrophe, it is a long-term migration. To call it “flight” is a misleading dramatization. Strong and persistent migration into cities can, of course, increase social tensions. But the outbreak of the civil war in Syria is attributable to a genuine political conflict, specifically to the inability of the Assad regime to handle criticism and protest.

The escalation of violence and the destruction of most of Syria also have external political causes. The civil war in Syria turned into a proxy war between Shiite Iran, along with its regional allies, and the Sunni Gulf states, most prominently Saudi Arabia. Both sides sent weapons, while the Lebanese Hezbollah and Iran added military advisers and soldiers who protected Assad from an impending military defeat in 2013. The US held back after the failure of its intervention in Iraq, but Russia exploited the power vacuum that ensued and pushed back against the influence of the West and Turkey’s inept intervention.

Another actor responsible for massive flight in the Syrian civil war was the so-called Islamic State. IS (the abbreviation in Arabic transcription is “Daesh”) recruited fighters for the radicalizing Sunni opposition while also exploiting the chaos of the civil war. At times IS occupied large parts of Syria and neighboring Iraq, where it persecuted religious minorities like Yazidis, Christians, Alawites, and the Druze with extreme brutality. In order to intimidate the population, IS staged and celebrated mass public executions and beheadings. Behind closed doors women were enslaved and raped. In a countermove, government troops fought Sunni rebels with barrel bombs and poison gas. At the local and regional levels this escalation of violence led to the complete removal of religious minorities, to the extent that they had not already fled.

In 2016 and 2017 denominational homogenization was even pursued by agreement between the parties to the civil war. The population in besieged enclaves was given free passage into the area controlled by the government, with reciprocity granted to the rebels. Since IS chiefly mobilized its followers among Arabs, the conflict with the Kurds in the north of Syria and Iraq acquired an ethno-national component: there the warring parties attempted to secure territories in part through ethnic cleansing.

At the beginning of the civil war, Syrians were primarily fleeing within their own country. After the civil war’s first year, in the autumn of 2012, there were 4.2 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) according to the UNHCR. About 600,000 succeeded in reaching safety in the states neighboring Syria. As hostilities expanded to envelop almost the entire country and IS temporarily gained ground, the number of people fleeing abroad kept growing. At first it doubled with each new year of the war; then, by the end of 2014, it crossed the three million mark.25 It was at this point that flight to Europe increased significantly. According to the most recent update, by the end of 2018, more than five and a half million people had fled to safety abroad, including 3.5 million to Turkey, barely a million to Lebanon, and 670,000 to Jordan. (Since then, Jordan has closed its overstrained borders.) About a quarter million people took refuge in neighboring Iraq, overwhelmingly in the Kurdish-controlled regions of the country’s north. One hundred thirty thousand Syrians have made it through to Egypt. Some refugees were indeed able to return to their old homeland, especially after the defeat of IS, but later offensives launched by government troops south of Damascus and in Idlib in Syria’s north, the last major province held by the rebels, caused the total number of refugees to climb in 2018 as well.

An additional 6.5 million Syrians have taken flight inside their own country. As a rule, these IDPs (internally displaced persons) are much worse off than international refugees, since they are frequently unprotected and can easily get caught between military frontlines.26 Overall, twelve million inhabitants were uprooted in this way; only nine million Syrians of a total population of around twenty-one million still live in their former houses and apartments. From a comparative historical perspective, these proportions are unusual and shocking. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, where the war’s violence was also deliberately directed against the civilian population due to efforts at ethnic cleansing, there were not nearly as many refugees, either in absolute numbers or as a percentage of the population, and certainly not if one includes all of Yugoslavia (which in 1991 had roughly the same number of inhabitants as did Syria in 2011).



The inadequate response of the international community

The response of the international community to the humanitarian catastrophe in Syria has been inadequate from the outset, failing both at the levels of diplomacy and humanitarian assistance. All efforts at mediating between the parties to the conflict were fruitless, and the UN and UNHCR also failed at delivering needed emergency relief. The United Nations cannot be held responsible, as it is dependent on the commitment and financial support of its member states. In December 2014, the UN’s World Food Programme had to call off its food aid to 1.7 million Syrian refugees for lack of money. In spite of the steep rise in the number of refugees, donors either did not meet their obligations or did not increase payments in spite of additional need. In the spring and summer of 2015, the UN warned that food rations in the refugee camps would soon have to be cut. Several times the UNHCR pleaded for more funds, again almost always without results.27 Hardly any international resettlements got off the ground, although these too might have alleviated the situation of the refugees on site. Against this background of desperation and shortfalls, the great exodus to Europe in the autumn of 2015 was entirely predictable, born out of sheer distress. Here I would like to add a personal observation: I encountered the first refugees from the Middle East on my numerous train rides from Budapest to Vienna at the beginning of 2015, when I had a guest professorship at the Central European University. As a historian one could already suspect that, owing to the situation in Syria and Iraq, many more people would soon be coming to Europe. This was the immediate catalyst for the writing of this book.

Since the outbreak of the civil war, according to the UNHCR, about one million Syrians have fled to Europe, of whom more than half have gone to Germany, 110,000 to Sweden, and 50,000 to Austria.28 Thirty-two thousand have been accommodated in the EU within the framework of international resettlements. Seen this way, and measured against earlier international programs for redirecting refugees from the Cold War era, the EU has made a small contribution to coping with the consequences of the Syrian civil war—no more than that.

It should be mentioned that Russia, Saudi Arabia, and the other Gulf states so far have not taken in any refugees.29 In light of their participation in the war through the supply and financing of weapons, not to mention Russia’s military intervention, terms like “inhumane” or “lacking in solidarity” ring downright euphemistic. Above all, this attitude is irresponsible. We shall look more closely into the role of the US below. There other conditions must be taken into account, if only inasmuch as the United States is hardly reachable from the Middle East by land or sea. Hence, Syrian refugees have been admitted only within the framework of international resettlements. Through the end of 2014, only 172 Syrians had this rare good fortune.30 On the western side of the Atlantic, too, the plight of the refugees in Syria was sadly underestimated.



Explaining the mass departure for Europe

Until 2015, no one in Europe was expecting that hundreds of thousands of people would be making their way into the EU on their own. Syria seemed so far away, as far away as Palestine after 1948 or Lebanon during the civil wars from 1975 to 1991. Back then refugees stayed in the Middle East. The members of some wealthier families or merchants might have reached the West, where they would have been especially welcome if they wanted to invest or stash their money. In 2015 is went largely unnoticed how effectively social media had brought the seemingly distant continent of Europe closer than ever before to the Middle East. Since the invention of Google Street View in 2007, a (sufficiently wealthy) Syrian or Iraqi could use the internet service to take a virtual stroll through Berlin, Paris, or London. As Europe and the Middle East moved media-wise ever closer to one another, their mutual awareness grew as well. The impact of this high-tech convergence is just as hard to measure, however, as the impact of the selfies showing Angela Merkel with refugees in the autumn of 2015.

In Turkey the Syrians were initially accommodated in reception camps in the country’s southeast. Over the course of time many of them then set off into the west of the country, to Istanbul or Izmir, where it was easier to find work. Once there, they had already covered about half of the distance from Aleppo or the Turkish-Syrian border to Central Europe. Istanbul was a dead end. The land border between Turkey and Bulgaria and Greece has long been heavily guarded because of the Cold War and the tense relations between NATO partners Turkey and Greece. Yet the Aegean sea could not be controlled as tightly, and thus became once again a bridge for refugees. The first time, after the Balkan Wars of 1912–13, it was a bridge leading southeast; the second time, before and after the Turkish War of Independence, it led westward; and then in 2015 again toward Greece and farther into the EU. Here, too, geography played an important role: in some places Greek islands in the eastern Aegean are within view of the Asia Minor coast and can be quickly reached with a sturdy dinghy.

After the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, Turkey had no interest in controlling its coasts with more vigor than before. There had been an agreement with Greece on stemming illegal border crossings and repatriating migrants since 2002, but until 2016 the EU had not transferred so much as a cent to help defray the costs that Turkey had incurred for housing and feeding the refugees. By the summer and autumn of 2014, the number of Syrians arriving in Europe via sea had doubled to almost 70,000. By the time winter was over, this massive exodus was moving rapidly into third states beyond the Mediterranean. In the first half of 2015 alone, according to figures from the UNHCR, 137,000 Middle East refugees and other migrants arrived in the EU by sea. (The doubling of refugee numbers thus followed almost exactly developments transpiring in Syria, with about a year’s delay.)

Sitting on one of the numerous boats that traveled from the Turkish seaside resort of Bodrum to the Greek island of Kos in the summer of 2015 was the family of Alan Kurdi. Besides Alan himself, there was his father, mother, and five-year-old brother. The outlines of the story were told at the very beginning of this book: the boat capsized and all the family members drowned, except the father who was able to save himself. Alan’s body washed up on a nearby Turkish beach. A photograph of the small child’s body moved the world. And it had political consequences as well. Refugee children have always had a special status. Even at the end of the 1930s, when the doors were shut to refugees all over the world, children still had a chance of being taken in.

By the time Alan Kurdi drowned in the Aegean, the first refugee columns had already arrived in Hungary. After the Dublin Regulations (since 2013 Dublin III was already in force), Hungary was responsible for the initial admittance, accommodation, and asylum proceedings for refugees, to the extent they had not already been registered in Greece. Indirectly, this worked as an incentive for Greece to refrain from registering refugees, a chore the Greeks were only too willing to forgo. Severe austerity measures had been imposed on Greece after its economy was bailed out in the euro crisis, and its coffers were bled dry. Meanwhile, a backup of refugees was forming in Hungary at the Keleti train station, Budapest’s main terminal, because the Hungarian State Railways authority had canceled train traffic heading toward Austria and finally had blocked access to the station altogether. This was followed by an announcement that one train would after all be allowed to travel in the direction of Austria. Refugees thereupon stormed the railway station, but the train they boarded changed directions after forty kilometers and headed toward an interim camp. In the end the refugees took taxis or set out on foot, blocking the motorway between Budapest and Vienna.31

As the refugees approached the Austrian border, the government in Vienna was forced to act. Closing the border would have required a massive deployment of the military and police, and possibly even orders to shoot. Austria, which had never secured its neutral status by massive military armament (unlike Sweden and Switzerland), was not prepared for measures that extreme. What is more, closing the border would not have fit in with Austria’s tradition of openness dating back to 1956, 1968, and 1992. And it would have been much more difficult logistically in 2015 than in the postwar era because, following the EU’s enlargement in 2004, all border installations had been taken down in line with the Schengen Agreement.

In this increasingly acute situation, Austrian chancellor Werner Faymann made a call to his German colleague, seeking a consultation. The decision that ensued will live in the pages of history books for years to come. Despite all claims to the contrary, assertions disseminated even by respected newspapers like the New York Times, we now know that Angela Merkel did not open the borders.32 The borders of Europe were already open owing to the advanced state of European integration. What Faymann and Merkel agreed to do on that September 4th in 2018 was merely to not close the borders.

On every day of the following week, between 6,000 and 10,000 refugees entered Germany from Austria. The German Interior Ministry briefly debated refusing entry to refugees.33 The head of the Federal Police and senior civil servants also made this suggestion, but Angela Merkel refused to seal the border. There were logistical reasons for not doing so; the longest foreign border of the Federal Republic runs largely through hill country and the Alps and could be kept under surveillance only with difficulty. Turning away refugees would have meant stranding more than two hundred thousand people, who at this point were already en route through Austria, Hungary, and Southeastern Europe. This would have triggered a chain reaction of border closings, creating enormous chaos and no doubt sparking protests in Salzburg and at other German-Austrian border crossings. Moreover, Merkel was concerned about the stability of the Balkan states and debt-ridden Greece, especially because a glance at the map indicated that the refugees could easily circumvent Austria and enter Germany by way of other countries. Last but not least, the chancellor had personal reasons for her aversion to walls and border fortifications. Merkel, who had grown up in the walled-in GDR as the daughter of a Protestant pastor, knew the Bible and its passages about refugees better than most Christian Democratic politicians. Another factor may well have been public opinion. In the summer of 2015 a clear majority of Germans was against closing the border; twenty-five years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, this was hardly surprising.34 Even more Germans would have opposed a robust police and military deployment along the border.

Merkel’s non-decision was possibly the most consequential of her tenure in office. This was offset, however, by the bad job she made of communicating and selling the admission of refugees as a political program—except for a few catchy slogans like her upbeat “Wir schaffen das” [We can handle this]. Apart from her phone conversation with Faymann, her decision to admit the refugees to Germany was not cleared either with the CDU’s Bavarian sister party in her governing coalition, the Christian Social Union, or with the other European heads of government. To this extent, this looked like Germany going it alone or at least with Austria as its only partner.

There was one country that greatly benefited from Merkel’s decision. The redirection of the Middle East refugees to Germany and Austria relieved Hungary of a huge humanitarian burden. On top of that, Faymann and Merkel were ignoring the Dublin Regulation, which obligated Hungary to register these refugees and to implement asylum proceedings. Yet at this very critical moment in the first weeks of September 2015, Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán threw a monkey wrench into the works. Reacting to Merkel’s and Faymann’s decision, Orbán announced that from now on the refugees were a German problem. He did not mention that his government’s attempt at massive internment had just failed.

At the same time, Orbán saw to it that the refugees became a problem also for Croatia and Slovenia. In the summer of 2015 he had a four-meter-high, barbed wire–fortified fence erected along Hungary’s border with Serbia and then with Croatia. It was finished by mid-September, and the official opening featured water cannons: when a group of refugees attempted to run along the railroad track from Serbia to Hungary and protest at the border, they were hosed down and beaten away. The message of these ugly pictures was clear: refugees were not welcome in Hungary. Orbán offered a legal argument to the effect that he was dealing with illegal migrants—after all they were coming from countries like Turkey where they were no longer directly threatened. By following that same argument all of Hungary’s 1956 refugees would have had to stay put in Austria. It is also an argument that ignores the Geneva Refugee Convention. The Federal Republic of Germany, by contrast, continued to adhere to the Convention and to uphold one of its iron precepts, the prohibition against sending refugees back (non-refoulement). To be sure, Germany’s Federal Border Guard introduced passport and personal screening at the German-Austrian border in mid-September 2015; and train traffic from Salzburg to Munich was stopped. This led to speculation that the Federal Republic might one day close the borders.

The approaching refugees—on some days they numbered up to 10,000—were exhausted from the long journey, and they had basic needs. Above all, they needed food and a roof over their heads. After some initial difficulties, the authorities managed to cope with the challenge. No one had to sleep on the street as they had on their escape routes through Anatolia and Southeast Europe, and there were no outbreaks of famine or epidemics. This was no small feat, as measured against earlier flight waves. Indeed the incessant complaints since 2015 about a “refugee crisis” have eclipsed awareness of the considerable humanitarian progress made before that watershed year. In Turkey and in Europe—apart from tragic deaths on the Mediterranean—there have been no massive casualties among the refugees like the fatalities that occurred during the interwar and early postwar period.

For this humanitarian progress the refugees and the governments in Europe owe a debt of gratitude in particular to the hands-on assistance of NGOs and church parishioners, and to the spontaneous helpfulness of the public. According to a comprehensive study carried out by the Lutheran Church in Germany, about every sixth German participated actively in refugee assistance during the autumn of 2015, and a third donated goods in kind.35 If so many people commit themselves to a common cause, their joint achievement is sufficient that a name must be created to describe it. The German language, with its nearly inimitable facility for forming compound words (though, in his famous essay “The Awful German Language,” Mark Twain overlooked the fact that Slavic languages work in much the same way), generated a special term for this brand of communal hospitality: Willkommenskultur (a culture of welcoming). The term probably originated in the administrative lexicon of the Interior Ministry, which as of 2011 was promoting labor migration to Germany in the face a growing shortage of skilled workers. Many well-educated immigrants decided not to remain in the Federal Republic because they in fact did not feel welcomed and integrated.36 In order to keep these workers, government officials issued a plea for a Willkommenskultur, and eventually the term became as familiar an expression in the summer and autumn of 2015 as Chancellor Merkel’s emboldening, “We can handle this.”

Whether there really was a welcoming culture—an attitude of welcome embedded in a majority of the German people—is rather questionable upon closer examination. The impressive numbers emerging from the Lutheran Church’s survey on the commitment of civic groups also reveal that two thirds of the population was not reaching out to refugees in the autumn of 2015. Whether they were holding back for lack of time, due to indifference, or because they fundamentally rejected Merkel’s refugee policy is a question the historian cannot easily answer.

Yet the bottom line remains: in the autumn of 2015, about fifteen million volunteers became active in Germany. In Austria, which was doubly burdened both as a transit country to Germany and a destination, there were also many volunteers relative to the total population. Even in Hungary the refugees who were camping out around the Keleti railway station during the summer owed most of the care they received to donations and community relief services. The government quickly choked off these initiatives; and since 2018, giving aid to migrants is a criminal offense in Hungary.

If Willkommenskultur has a false ring in other languages, one can always substitute plainer terms like “hospitality” or “helpfulness.” Whatever it is called, one should not confuse willingness to aid a stranger with acquiescence to that stranger’s permanent settlement (see Jenny Erpenbeck’s novel Gehen, ging, gegangen or Jacob Preuss’s film When Paul Came Over the Sea). In the new member states of the EU, civil society’s sense of commitment to refugees was limited from the outset. Each society had its own resources and priorities; moreover charitable commitment requires time and money that is not available in equal measure to all persons, classes, or countries.

As the examples of Hungary and Poland demonstrate, however, the decisive factor was not a country’s particular set of social preconditions; what mattered most was how the political elite dealt with the “refugee crisis.” Even in democracies, structures of civil society can quickly weaken and shatter if the government in power moves against them. Many local refugee initiatives in the US found this out after 2016, when their funding was cut.

When the number of refugees arriving in Germany climbed to over 200,000 in October 2015, with over a million more expected, the federal government began to get cold feet. At the time, the conservative daily paper Die Welt was even predicting as many as three million more arrivals, an instance of panic-mongering that shows again how fluid the boundaries often are between conservatives and right-wing nationalists.37 In Sweden, too, where 163,000 people had been taken in, almost twice as many as in Germany in relation to the total population, there were increasing demands to shut the borders. In both countries local governments, which had the ultimate responsibility for organizing the refugees’ accommodations and meals and for making athletic halls and other spaces available to house them, ran up against capacity limits. There were undoubtedly serious practical problems.

By the autumn of 2018, these difficulties were reflected in public opinion. Surveys by the Bertelsmann Foundation, a liberal think tank and promoter of civil society initiatives, revealed that the public was anxious about the future. Depending on how the question was posed, between one third and a half of the German population expressed a positive view of the “welcoming culture”; nonetheless, three fourths of those surveyed feared additional burdens on the welfare state and growing conflict between native Germans and immigrants. About two thirds expected problems in the schools and a housing shortage in Germany’s cities.38 The Bertelsmann Foundation thus unintentionally confirmed a disconnect between the short-term spirit of helpfulness and any long-term enthusiasm for the admittance of refugees.

Even more critical are the views that have been expressed in social media since 2015. According to a study by the Internet data research firm Bakamo Social, carried out between the start of 2015 and March 2016 (that is, before and during the “refugee crisis”), online discussions increasingly revolved around fears. Hateful statements were also on the rise. An evaluation of more than five million communications in social media like Facebook, Twitter, Internet forums, and blogs yielded a picture of the growing rejection of refugees over time.39 The main reason appears to have been a general fear of change. Specifically, 70 percent of Germans (that is, of those who took a position on this in the Internet) feared a loss of welfare and social cohesion and of values such as equality between men and women, and an increase in religious extremism.40

The biggest mistake made by Germany in the autumn of 2015 was to frame debate over its affirmative refugee policy in predominantly normative terms—with moral arguments, rather than pragmatically. This was in tune with the temper of Western humanitarianism since the 1970s, but it was also useful to the opponents of admitting refugees, who also made mostly normative arguments. Right-wing nationalists such as Viktor Orbán rejected assistance to refugees in Europe on principle. The chair of the Polish governing party PiS, Jarosław Kaczyński, even went so far as to call them carriers of dangerous diseases and warn against a “social catastrophe.”41 The only constructive point that right-wing nationalists in Europe have conceded in the public debate is that developed countries should do more on site in the Middle East. Yet one only needs to look at the budgets for supporting Middle Eastern victims of war put together in Hungary, Poland, and (since 2017) by the coalition of conservatives and right-wing nationalists governing Austria to recognize that any proposals to increase foreign aid were at best lip service.

In fact, the dispute over taking in refugees actually began before the so-called refugee crisis in the spring and summer of 2015, when the German government made several preemptive attempts at convincing the EU to implement a fixed formula for distributing refugees throughout the European Union. Such uniform regulation of asylum and migration policy was rejected most resolutely by the Visegrád states, but also by countries like Denmark, in which a minority center-right government was backed by right-wing nationalists. On the surface, the debate was about the refugees, but the conflict was really about national sovereignty, and it related to the fundamental question of how much power individual nation-states were willing to concede to Brussels and to Germany as the EU’s undeclared hegemon. The federal government in Berlin could have advocated more persuasively for its cause had it not voted against a fixed distribution system in 2013 when the Dublin III Regulation was decided.

But in the summer of 2015 the frontline positions in the debate over refugee policy were not yet completely immobile. Poland was still governed by a liberal-conservative Civic Platform (the Platforma Obywatelska) that advocated, in principle, deeper European integration. (Then, in October 2015, it lost Poland’s parliamentary elections, due primarily to its neglect of social welfare policy.) In September 2015, the Civic Platform, already under pressure from the election campaign, did at least undertake to admit 7,500 refugees on a voluntary basis. Local and regional church initiatives advocated an even more generous opening, as did NGOs who calculated that Poland could accommodate 20,000 to 30,000 refugees without much difficulty. The right-wing nationalist PiS won the election, however, and refused to admit even a single refugee from the Middle East.

Although Czech business associations, facing an almost completely dry labor pool, expressed an interest in recruiting a few thousand refugees, the government in Prague, like its Polish counterpart, advocated a hard line. One of the arguments cited was that refugees were going to move on to Germany anyway, which of course implied that there would be little downside to finding accommodations for Syrians as an interim solution. Slovakia, which also refused to absorb refugees, was nonetheless simultaneously renting out empty prefabricated buildings in the town of Gabčikovo (which had attracted attention at the end of the 1980s because of protests against a gigantic hydropower station nearby) to the Austrian government, which housed more than five hundred refugees there in order to unburden its transit camp in Traiskirchen. The unbounded cynicism surrounding the debate on how to deal with refugees was also demonstrated by the erection, in 2016, of one of the largest refugee camps in Hungary. It was not built on the southern or eastern border (close to where refugees were entering Hungary), but rather in the west of the country. The geography was perfect for slipping over the border into Austria at night.42

In retrospect, one might ask whether the German government had handled its relations with the Visegrád states adroitly in the summer and autumn of 2015. In those countries, Germany’s constant emphasis on moral arguments came across as lecturing. Orbán and like-minded politicians criticized the call for an EU-wide refugee quota as an infringement on their national sovereignty, already diminished (according to right-wing nationalists) by Brussels’ edicts and German dominance. The Federal Republic might well have had more success with its eastern neighbors had it reached out to their civil society organizations, which favored the limited admittance of refugees. Another possibility would have been to follow the approach taken in 1992, when representatives of these countries had been included in decision-making at the highest level. Yet by the autumn of 2015, because of domestic politics in the four Visegrád states, nothing more could be done. The different political parties—by no means only the so-called right-wing populists—were engaged in a competition to see who could talk in the most derogatory and dismissive terms about refugees and Muslims. The rhetoric about these two groups was usually interchangeable, even though in 2015 almost one in seven of the Syrian refugees arriving in Europe was a Christian, and there were also numerous Yazidis fleeing the Middle East.43 Syria, furthermore, was a secular state, and not every Sunni-born person was a practicing Muslim. The country’s secular and Western character was reflected not least in the values of the refugees, which large-scale empirical studies have shown to be overwhelmingly democratic and secular. In fact, male refugees also stated that they did not oppose their wives practicing a profession.44

However, the Islamist terror attacks in Europe in 2015 and 2016 played into the hands of the right-wing nationalists. They quickly seized on the attacks in Paris, Nice, Brussels, Berlin, London, Stockholm, Manchester, and Barcelona to link the issues of flight and terror. Given the chaos of the massive flight taking place during the autumn and winter of 2015, it really was impossible to know whether followers of IS might be reaching Europe along with the rest. The assassins of Paris and Brussels, however, turned out to be not refugees but French or Belgian citizens. Islamist terrorism proved to be predominantly a homemade problem, but this was of little comfort inasmuch as it drew attention to the difficulties of the older EU countries in integrating some of their Muslim fellow citizens.

As of the autumn of 2015, the Visegrád states were pursuing a hard line against refugees, even beyond the borders of the EU. Led by Hungary, they sent military and police units to Macedonia, ostensibly in order to help with the surveillance of the border with Greece. Included in the equipment these units brought along was a field hospital in which people wounded after a future border closing could be treated. Austria’s then foreign minister (later its chancellor) Sebastian Kurz recognized the potential in these issues of flight and migration for his upcoming election campaign. He initially conducted secret talks with the heads of state and government in different Southeast European states and then, in February 2016, summoned a conference in Vienna of the so-called West Balkan states (a term that makes no sense geographically, since the Balkans are only one of many southeast European mountain ranges passing through northern Bulgaria). Not invited was the German chancellor, nor was—and at first glance this is rather surprising—Viktor Orbán.

At this conference, standing before the imperial Habsburg backdrop of Vienna, Sebastian Kurz was then able to proclaim his aspiration to close the so-called Balkan route. This designation makes no sense either, as there was no such route in any literal sense of the word. The refugees from the Middle East made their way to Central Europe along different pathways, and none of them came anywhere near the aforementioned Balkan Mountains. At the same time Angela Merkel had succeeded in extracting an agreement between Turkey and the EU on guarding the coast of Asia Minor and taking back refugees arriving on the Greek isles. In return, the EU finally provided Ankara financial assistance and promised Turkey, within the framework of resettlements, to admit especially needy persons for every refugee intercepted in the Aegean. This model has a humanitarian component inasmuch as it has afforded more women and children a chance for asylum.

In 2015 the situation had been exactly the reverse, since at that time it was overwhelmingly men who got through to the EU; in the age cohort between sixteen and thirty, men predominated by up to three fourths of the total.45 A secondary set of criteria for selection was educational level (according to Betts and Collier, every second Syrian with a university degree is currently in the EU). Wealth was also in play, since the median cost of flight to Germany in 2015–16 came to about 5,000 euros per person.46 Later we will discuss the questions this social selection raises for advocates of a humanitarian refugee policy. Although well-educated people usually have a much easier time finding a job and learning the language, it is not exactly humanitarian if they prevail over poorer or uneducated refugees.

The closure of the Macedonian border meant that at least 50,000 refugees were stuck in Greece. Some of them attempted to storm the border near the Greek village of Idomeni but were repulsed by police and military units. For Austrian foreign minister Sebastian Kurz “these ugly pictures” were definitely welcome, since they deterred additional refugees and (something Kurz was less candid in admitting) appealed to voters in his Alpine homeland.47 These measures brought the massive flight toward Europe to a halt within about a year.

The humanitarian and political price paid was, however, high. Flight became more dangerous and more expensive. In 2016 alone, more than 5,000 people died crossing the Mediterranean. They shared the fate of Alan Kurdi, whose death does not seem to upset anyone today, at least not the international media. The new conditions also give a boost to social selection, while leaving behind defenseless women and children—excepting those who have the rare good fortune of receiving assistance within the framework of international resettlements.

Moreover, freedom of movement in Europe, especially as facilitated by the Schengen Agreement, has been massively curtailed. Since the autumn of 2015 controls have been reintroduced at a number of intra-European borders, including between Denmark and Sweden, and between Austria and Germany. This was justified by invoking an overburdened border control system during the refugee crisis, by the need to defend against the dangers of terrorism, and by an alleged craving for security on the part of the population living at the Austrian border. (Indeed, in the parliamentary elections of 2016 southeastern Bavaria voted disproportionally for the right-wing nationalist AfD). Yet this was security policy in appearance only. Inspections were carried out only on the Autobahn and on trains, since local border traffic otherwise would have broken down, seriously damaging the economy of the border regions. It should be pointed out, however, that switching to smaller border crossings and regional trains would now be enough for anyone trying to reach Germany with evil intentions. A second paradox is that passport inspections only affect those states that were initially acting in a humanitarian way in 2015, thus indirectly rewarding those countries that have erected fences and walls on their borders. These contradictions, however, cannot be charged to the right-wing nationalists, but rather to those parties and politicians who are located somewhere in the center of the political spectrum but no longer know how to justify a liberal and humanitarian refugee policy.

It is a testament to the shortcomings of the EU in 2015 that this community of nations could not agree on any common line. In 1956, 1968, and 1979, by contrast, a much looser alliance of Western states was able to parcel out refugees among themselves. To be sure, resettlements during the postwar era were based on voluntary undertakings and not on fixed quotas established by one seemingly dominant central authority.

The dispute about refugees from the Middle East and the constant shifting of responsibility back and forth also expose what it is that today’s Europe lacks: there is insufficient religious and denominational solidarity. The US and other Western countries do not have a great track record here either, for otherwise there would have long existed a special program for Christians, who were unquestionably being persecuted in the war zones of Syria and Iraq. There is apparently greater Christian solidarity closer to home in the Middle East. Tiny Armenia, measured against the size of its population, has taken in the third largest contingent of refugees from Syria. Here, admittedly, we are chiefly dealing with members of the Armenian-Orthodox Church, so that both denominational and national ties come into play. In Europe a comparable kind of national solidarity would be impossible, except for some sympathy from Arabs, Kurds, or other groups that had immigrated or fled earlier.

By contrast, solidarity toward the Syrians by the Arab states, similar to what they had already shown the Palestinians in 1948–49 and 1967, is weak or nonexistent. So far only neighboring Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq have taken in refugees from Syria, while Arab states farther away have not (with the exception of Egypt). Nor have there been any major aid operations in other Islamic states outside the region.

Even political solidarity has been limited, although the vast majority of the Syrians fled from the violent regime of Bashar al-Assad and the even more violent IS. One could ask the counterfactual question, how many Syrian refugees would have been admitted to the West had the Syrian civil war started in 1976, like the war in Lebanon? At that time Syria was a close ally of the Soviet Union, and the Baath Party of Hafiz al-Assad (father of the current dictator) was an advocate of Syrian socialism. In February 1982 Assad had at least 10,000 people from the opposition killed in Hama, so there was a reason to flee but no opportunity, since Assad besieged and sealed off Hama. Seen this way, Syrian refugees under the aegis of the Cold War and Western humanitarianism could have hoped for sympathetic treatment similar to that given the Vietnamese boat people. But challenging this assumption is the fact that Europe has always kept its distance from the major humanitarian crises and refugee problems of the Middle East. This is demonstrated above all by the case of the Palestinians, whose plight may have been lamented, and who may have been offered verbal and even substantial financial support (also a good opportunity for anti-Semites to point a finger at the Jewish state), but who have never benefited from any international resettlement program.

In the summer of 2015 there was a brief moment, especially after the death of Alan Kurdi, when a positive attitude toward Syrian refugees prevailed in most European countries. There was a consensus reaching from the Greens and Social Democrats to the Christian Democrats that the Syrians fleeing to Europe were victims of persecution and a gruesome war. This attitude, however, was short-lived, if only because the Syrians represented only about half of the refugees arriving in 2015–16, followed by Afghans and Iraqis, as well as labor migrants from numerous other countries.

Universal humanitarianism is apparently no substitute for the kind of religious, national, and political solidarity that has so greatly eased the hardships of massive flight since the late seventeenth century, and especially in the period following the Second World War. The limits of humanitarianism, the overburdening of the states immediately adjoining Syria, and the (attempted) closing off of the Western world renders the victims of the Syrian civil war who have not yet managed to escape abroad extremely vulnerable. Those suffering the most are children, who later in life will be unable to make up for long periods of hunger and missed school. Even in the darkest hours in the long history of refugees, on the eve of the Second World War, a limited number of children were able to take refuge in safe countries like Great Britain. Yet today there is not even consensus supporting a children-friendly refugee policy in Europe or the US. The separation of asylum seekers’ children from their parents in the United States in the spring of 2018 is perhaps the most telling and embarrassing example of this ideational change. Even in Sweden and Germany, unaccompanied minors have come under increasing suspicion and scrutiny. This is connected to horrible cases of rape and even murder committed by refugees in their late teens, some of whom had falsified their age. These criminals are valuable fodder for right-wing social media campaigns not unlike early-twentieth-century antisemitic libels against Jews accused of abusing Christian women. To be sure, a rape is far more insidious than a hate crime, but one has to wonder what made some parts of Western societies so receptive to hate messages.

Is this lack of consensus a reaction to the perhaps naïve advocates of open borders, or to the ways in which Germany and Sweden have been acting with a good heart but poor reasoning, as Betts and Collier maintain? Or are the refugees themselves to blame because they came to Europe in so short a time and in such great numbers? In the history of massive flight waves, changes of mood are nothing new. Initial helpfulness has often turned into skepticism and rejection. But in 2015 and 2016 the mood reached a tipping point, because the refugees could so easily become a screen on which to project a variety of fears and ready targets for a resurgent and partially racist nationalism.

The (attempted) closing off of Europe and the US signals a profound change in direction. Perhaps the long legacy of the civil rights and student movements from the 1960s and the political normativity they represent has reached an end. Was this solely the fault of humanitarianism’s opponents, or of humanitarianism’s built-in contradictions?

Regardless of how one answers these questions, bad times dawned for refugees in 2015. This is regrettable in many respects, both in normative and utilitarian terms, since refugees almost always contribute to the welfare of the countries that take them in. Yet the increasingly defensive advocates of human rights should not lose heart. The stakes in the public and political debates since 2015–16 are, ultimately, greater than the future of flight and migration; the basic values of the West and its democracies are at issue. Yet this reengagement will only be possible if the limits of humanitarianism are acknowledged and openly debated.




4.3 The limits of humanitarianism

Since the long history of refugees and their absorption began, very different and mixed motives have come into play. As we saw in Chapters One through Three, religious (denominational), national, and political ties matter. They create bonds of solidarity between refugees and their hosts and are of benefit to both. There has always been, however, a second principal argument for accepting refugees, which has receded into the background since the 1970s: namely, the enrichment, cultural and even more so economic, that refugees bring to the societies that take them in. From the perspective of the right-wing nationalists who are gaining strength as they push for closed, ethnically homogenous societies, both species of argument are irrelevant and damaging. Yet for the advocates of open societies it is useful to discuss both perspectives on refugee policy, the humanitarian and the utilitarian. In the end, what is at stake here is one of humanity’s highest values, the protection of human life. Refugees are especially reliant on upholding this value because, by definition, they are defenseless.

In a long-term historical analysis, sometimes humanitarianism has the upper hand, at other times utilitarianism. Of course, one must make distinctions not only according to time, but also by country and based on the social and cultural context, something that these few pages in a final chapter can only accomplish to a limited extent. Pondering the tradeoffs between humanitarian and utilitarian motives, moreover, is complicated by the way in which political leaders, from early modern monarchs to democratic statesmen, have used both kinds of arguments as a pretext for getting society to approve whatever refugee policy (be it inclusionary or exclusionary) they seek to achieve. To what extent such consent is even necessary depends, in turn, on the political system: Absolutist rulers and dictators can order the refugees to be admitted by decree, while in democracies that is not possible. In democratic systems policy toward all forms of migration is a more delicate subject, for it ultimately turns on how the particular demos on which the democracy rests is configured. However, it is also very clear that the taking in of refugees has a longer history than that of their rejection and deportation. In spite of all the tragedies depicted in this book’s biographical case studies, overall these stories transmit more light than darkness.

In the early modern era, with which this book began, economic arguments and considerations played an important role. Taking in refugees was supposed to benefit the host country—increasing the population and thereby stimulating growth and development. Of course there was also a moral component: the Huguenots presented themselves as “religious refugees,” victims of religious intolerance, while the countries taking them in improved their image as a refuge of tolerance and liberty. Yet on the whole utilitarian motives predominated; it was deemed economically useful to take in refugees (and other migrants). There also was a feedback effect on the countries of origin; over time Austria and other Catholic states came to understand that intolerance toward Protestants and other religious minorities harmed the countries expelling them.

At the time of the French Revolution and in the nineteenth century, by contrast, the decision to admit or reject refugees depended on secular political convictions and forms of solidarity. From a financial viewpoint it was not terribly difficult to show solidarity, since in 1831 and 1848 there were not a great many political refugees. However small they were in numbers, though, the “Forty-Eighters” did manage to inscribe themselves into the history of the US and to impart a political meaning to German labor migration there. The long era of peace that prevailed in large parts of Europe between 1871 and 1914 brought about an overall decline in massive flight.

Nonetheless, the wars against the Ottoman Empire, the radical nationalism and anti-Islamic sentiment of the Southeast European national movements, and the antisemitism and pogroms in the Russian Empire uprooted several million people. The Ottomans, evoking the concept of muhacir (see Chapter 1.5), appealed to religious solidarity, but at a practical level this appeal to an international Muslim community failed as a political rationale for integrating refugees. Russian and Polish Jews emigrated above all to North America; but there, as well as in Western and Central Europe, migration due to flight was not common, vastly outpaced by massive rates of labor migration. Because of major trans-Atlantic wanderings back and forth (for a long time, migration experts underestimated remigration to Europe) and the invention of the steamship, the US moved closer to Europe and became a major destination for European refugees. The American value system was affected by this change; in the US and Europe, diaspora communities and emerging NGOs began to advocate for humanitarian concerns and, as early as the late nineteenth century, were active on both continents.

Owing to the catastrophe of the “long” First World War, humanitarianism acquired a new relevance and an expanded reach at the international level through the League of Nations and the activities of transnational NGOs. Within this framework, new principles of refugee policy emerged, such as the prohibition on extraditing migrants back to their countries of origin and, with the Nansen passports, the first rudiments of international resettlement. A weak link in this nascent Western refugee regime, from the outset, was American isolationism. With the Immigration Act of 1924, the United States implanted a utilitarianism oriented entirely toward the country of immigration and its needs; and America’s increasingly prosperous society regarded destitute refugees chiefly as a burden and not as an enrichment. The global economic crisis of the Great Depression then led to a sealing off of both European destinations and of all the traditional emigration countries overseas that, like the US, Canada, Brazil, Argentina, and Australia, acted and thought about migration primarily in utilitarian terms. This one-sided utilitarianism made it impossible to react appropriately to the humanitarian challenges of the 1930s—with well-known and too often tragic implications for Jewish refugees and Spanish Republicans.

Redirecting and admitting DPs, establishing the UNHCR, and passing the Geneva Refugee Convention are among the few instances where the international community learned from the mistakes of the past. It took another two decades, however, before humanitarianism gained the upper hand. While refugee policy after 1956 and 1968 was still strongly affected by the Cold War—in the context of East-West conflict it was politically useful for the West to take in refugees, especially as there was at the time a high demand for skilled labor—the Indochina refugees were not “useful” to any of the countries that received them after 1978. The brief time prior to the second oil crisis was the high point for humanitarianism within the entire lengthy period analyzed in this book. At the same time, international resettlement, along with emergency assistance in conflict zones and repatriation after conflicts ended, became the third main instrument of international refugee policy.

When the postwar economic boom ended and unemployment rose in the 1980s, openness toward refugees declined. This was one current in the broader context of migration policy. Because of the first oil crisis, Western Europe had already begun severely restricting labor migration from countries in its near neighborhood—Turkey, the Middle East, and North Africa. The US, in a parallel move, cut labor migration from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. Not only labor migrants but, with something of a delay, also refugees came to be regarded as a burden. Sometimes sooner, sometimes later (depending on the country), their motives became suspect. The anti-immigration mood gave rise to terms like “pseudo asylum seekers,” “economic refugees,” and more recently the “fake refugee.”

The liberal revolutions of 1989 gave humanitarianism another boost. The new era’s ostensible “triumph of human rights” resulted in an expansion of refugee rights. For the first time, the West took in war victims without examining each individual case, and new grounds for persecution were added into asylum legislation, for example gang criminality and violence originating in civil wars.

This broadening of the grounds recognized as legitimate for flight was not, however, matched by a corresponding readiness to admit refugees permanently. Various European countries, the newly unified Germany in particular, tightened asylum law at the beginning of the 1990s. In the US the number of resettlements rose not at all under Bill Clinton (compared to his predecessor’s numbers), nor did Barack Obama act as a savior of the world’s displaced (a fact that did not prevent Trump from pillorying the Democrats as flight abettors). For a long time the discrepancy between humanitarianism in the abstract and actual willingness to admit refugees was not apparent, because the number of international refugees worldwide declined from barely fifteen million in 1989 to eight and a half million (not counting the IDPs) in 2005. Moreover, almost all refugees in the conflict zones of the Third World stayed put; only a few reached Europe and the US.

Then, in the refugee crisis of 2015, the limits of humanitarianism came starkly to light. The spirit of helpfulness that originally prevailed in some European countries gave way to a growing skepticism as incoming aliens increasingly triggered fear rather than compassion. This was related to one of the immediate motives for flight; namely, the spread of radical Islamism in the civil war zones of the Middle East. Flight and terror were lumped together, especially in social media. This linkage is not entirely new; even in earlier times there were cases of refugees being suspected of harboring the very ideologies they were in fact fleeing. This was the experience of refugees from the Russian Civil War who were suspected of being Bolsheviks, and of Jews fleeing the Third Reich who were suspected of being German agents.

The negative stereotypes of refugees also reflect the primal fear of strangers described by sociologist Georg Simmel.48 Until recently, rising prosperity in Western societies facilitated the expression of solidarity with the oppressed. Today, on the other hand, the surge of impoverished refugees and labor migrants has already triggered fears that national prosperity might have to be shared, at least to some extent. It is well known that the current world order rests on a very unequal division of power, wealth, and resources. When the very poorest arrive, whether from the Middle East or Central America, the world’s misery stands revealed at the doorstep of Western societies (if not already with its foot in the door). This is probably the deeper reason behind the defensive reactions against refugees and the underlying fearful and hostile attitudes we have witnessed throughout the history of humankind. What is new is the shamelessness with which right-wing nationalists have exploited these fears and used them in the conduct of their election campaigns.

I would now like to set aside my moral and normative judgment on this most recent turn against refugees and ask the (seemingly) simple question: Is it really in the interest of Western societies to keep refugees at bay by building fences and walls?


Normativism and utilitarianism

These prefatory remarks establish the parameters for the concluding debate. In this debate, normativism and utilitarianism will be juxtaposed. And at the same time, I shall ask whether and how these two principles might be tied together. Moral philosophers and ethicists are probably better qualified to seek an answer to this ambiguous question. As an historian I will restrict myself to the answers I can derive from the state of research and from my own historical knowledge. I am well aware of the political obstacles that stand in the way of my efforts. Right-wing nationalists are currently setting the tone of the debate, and with them neither normative nor humanitarian arguments are of any avail. Both seem fruitless because these nationalists are fundamentally opposed to refugees, along with other migrants. Morever, they use them to leverage more radical changes in their countries’ political discourses and systems. Yet it is important to understand why right-wing nationalists have succeeded in taking the offensive in this way. Their assault on established norms indirectly exposes the limits and hidden contradictions of humanitarianism or (to put this another way) of a refugee policy that is purely normative in orientation.

The kind of normativism I am discussing here (with the accent on humanitarianism) does have one advantage, though: it is easier to build persuasive and conclusive value systems using humanitarian norms than by means of utilitarian arguments, which inevitably lead to the transactional question—cui bono? The answer, it turns out, can vary greatly, depending on whether it comes from the perspective of the host states and societies, the refugees, or the countries of origin (countries that should not be completely neglected in these discussions). The drawback to this normativism is that value systems are always open to attack, and that they change. The rise of right-wing nationalism since the financial and economic crisis of 2008–9 is just one example of many.

Moreover, in their much-discussed book, Alexander Betts and Paul Collier of Oxford’s Refugee Study Center have asserted that there has always been a gap between the good intentions embedded in refugee policy and the possibilities for implementing them. No country in this world can take in, house, and feed twelve million Syrian refugees and IDPs. Certainly this would not be possible for highly developed welfare states that have minimum standards for social assistance and living space in addition to relatively high living costs. Help for refugees must, accordingly, be limited, both with respect to the level of support for each individual recipient and the number of people receiving assistance. These unavoidable limits on humanitarianism raise hard-to-solve ethical dilemmas. Furthermore, democracies must configure support for refugees in a way that the majority of the population will approve or at least accept it.

Does admitting refugees lend itself to a utilitarian justification? This question may well be an uncomfortable one, as the first order of business in international refugee policy is to help people who have been persecuted and are in distress. We have seen in this book’s chapter on the Jews and the refugees from the Spanish Civil War how the exclusive utilitarianism of the 1930s led to refugees being turned away and consequently losing their lives. Isn’t it cynical then to judge refugees according to whether they might or might not be useful to the country that takes them in? These objections are valid, but the question nevertheless merits a closer look, first with a view toward the democratic majorities that are necessary in the long run for an active humanitarianism, and second because there are historical examples of utilitarian refugee policies that are by no means unethical.

One reason that traditional immigration countries are designated as such is because this is how they see themselves. Most citizens of the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand would certainly agree that their prosperity has been built on the hard work of immigrants, including in the mix some refugees. In the US this consensus is integral to the national iconography; the poem by Emma Lazarus inscribed on the Statue of Liberty quite literally engraves it in stone (though at the time the wording was controversial and has been attacked again and again ever since). Agreement about the value of past immigration is, however, no guarantee of equally high support for future immigrants. In fact there has always been debate about how extensive this immigration should be, and where the country’s new fellow citizens should come from. For a long time, selection was based on national origins, in the end a policy dictated by racism. Owing to distributive conflicts and competition on the labor market, social consensus in favor of immigration almost vanished in the traditional receiving countries in the mid-1920s. The Great Depression then further tipped the political balance against the admission of refugees and general immigration. Already at that time, refugees and other destitute migrants found themselves singled out for scaremongering by right-wing nationalists and racists. But after the Second World War these nations reclaimed their self-identification as immigration countries, and that identity has endured, until recently.

Economic and labor migration should not, of course, be equated with migration based on flight; each type requires a different set of regulations. Because they have experienced violence and material losses, it is as a rule harder for refugees to start a new life than for labor migrants. To be sure, the latter also face many hardships, which is why many potential migrants do decide not to migrate but to stay where they are. When have-nots arrive in large numbers, this triggers fears in the societies taking them in. After 1923 Greeks wondered how their country, poor and overwhelmingly agrarian, could possibly accommodate all their fellow Greeks and other Christians who had been driven out of Asia Minor. How could Germany, destroyed by the Second World War, absorb twelve million refugees? How was Poland going to take in more than two million “repatriates” in addition to the roughly three million people displaced during the war? Yet even in such seemingly impossible situations, where the admitting countries were at first cruelly overburdened, the outcomes were positive in the long run. After 1923, Greece, with the aid of outside loans earmarked for mitigating the country’s emergency as a whole and helping the refugees in particular, underwent major urbanization and a boost to development.49 In Germany the gigantic reservoir of labor provided by the refugees was one of the foundations on which the German Economic Miracle was built. Postwar Polish society was so dynamic because there were so many people who had lost everything and who were therefore highly mobile geographically, occupationally, and in terms of their private lives.50 One of the reasons Israel—to cite an additional example—has been so successful economically is that millions of refugees immigrating in successive waves constructed whole new livelihoods for themselves. In the US, too, the arrival of 3.4 million resettled refugees since 1980 has certainly benefited both the newcomers and society at large; this mutual advantage was the result of the US taking in immigrants whose motivation was especially high. These arguments are not new. Refugees themselves have helped to develop them, as over the centuries they have written themselves into the history of their host countries as industrious workers, skilled laborers, and carriers of modernization processes.

This image of accomplishment stands in conspicuous contrast to the way refugees are depicted by NGOs and international organizations, such as the UNHCR. In their appeals for donations, they portray refugees almost exclusively as weak and needy. Pictures of emaciated and exhausted people certainly do correspond to the terrible reality of countries afflicted by civil war, such as Syria and Yemen, where millions of people suffer from hunger. These images also effectively encourage the worthy humanitarian goal of soliciting more international support and donations. But at the same time they turn refugees into the passive objects rather than active subjects of history. This is not what these organizations intend; and yet it is what happens, and it illustrates one of the disadvantages of viewing refugees exclusively through the lens of humanitarianism.

Very often refugees perceive their arrival in the receiving country as a moment of relief. But it would be wrong to overlook the privations they experience after their arrival. They are subject to economic, social, and cultural pressures, often forced to accept jobs for which they are overqualified, and required to adapt themselves linguistically and culturally. Yet it still seems possible, based on these very experiences, to develop a utilitarian argument for taking in refugees. It is only under unfavorable circumstances that refugees destabilize countries and societies, as happened in the late nineteenth century in the Ottoman Empire and after 1948 with Israel’s Arab neighbors. In the former case this can be ascribed to systemic corruption in public administration and to the feudal order in the countryside, in the latter to the fact that the countries neighboring Israel, with the exception of Jordan, refused to integrate the Palestinian refugees.

The answer as to why refugees almost always benefit the countries taking them in is one that may be found, among other places, in their social profile. In most cases flight goes hand in hand with some kind of social selection, although this overlap is not always easy to recognize because it is often obscured by the refugees’ impoverished condition. As was already the case with the Huguenots, political refugees in the nineteenth century as well as those fleeing the Russian Revolution and later from National Socialism were overwhelmingly members of the middle class and an intellectual elite. The recent flight from Syria to the EU is an excellent example, as it has rested on especially intense social selection. This is presumably one of the reasons why integration into the labor market of the EU’s major admitting countries has gone well so far for the Syrians, and even somewhat better than expected in Germany.51 But for the society where the refugees originated (to switch perspective briefly for a moment), this same development is likely fraught with disadvantage. Syria will need these elite members and their energy one day to rebuild their country.

Moreover, there is the question of what to do with those refugees who have found a job but have not been recognized within the asylum procedure. From a utilitarian standpoint, they should not be deported, which is also the argument their employers make. But in the debate now ongoing in Germany and other European countries over “changing lanes” from one category of immigration status to another, right-wing nationalists and conservative politicians have advocated a normative position to the effect that no failed asylum applicant should ever be redefined as a labor migrant, both because this would violate asylum law and because one cannot retrospectively grant access to the labor market for those rejected as refugees. From a historical perspective the utilitarian and pragmatic way of thinking has stood the test. This has been demonstrated by recent history in Austria, which made a good and reasonable decision in allowing Bosnians to stay, under certain conditions, after the Dayton peace agreement had cleared the way for their return home. The coalition of conservatives and right-wing nationalists that governed Austria after 2017, however, vehemently rejected any attempts at “changing lanes”—a good example of how it is possible not to learn from history. Austria’s pragmatic policy toward the end of the 1990s is a case in which a normative or humanitarian approach—taking in refugees—led ultimately to a utilitarian decision, permitting them to stay.

Due to their experiences of violence, trauma, and loss of property, most refugees tend to be less prepared for starting their proverbial new life than labor migrants. However, the aforementioned social selection works in their favor. From a humanitarian perspective this poses an ethical dilemma. If one were to admit refugees on the principle of “women and children first” that is followed after shipwrecks or natural catastrophes, this would have the effect of diluting or even reversing the benefits of social (and gender) selection. Somewhat surprisingly, however, there is a strong utilitarian argument on behalf of helping women, children, and families. Children have less trouble with integration, especially when it comes to language, and women from Muslim countries cope better than men with the loss of social status caused by flight, and they are more accepting of the differences between Western gender roles and those in their homelands.

As mentioned, three quarters of the refugees aged between 16 and 30 who arrived in Germany from the Middle East in 2015 were men. One may assume that they will have just as hard a time finding partners among German women as the guest workers from Turkey did in earlier years (and one may safely suppose that the situation is not much different in Austria, the Netherlands, Sweden, or other European countries). This gender imbalance means, at least in purely statistical terms, that only one out of three young male refugees has a decent chance of marrying within his own group. All the others would have to remain single, which, in light of the value placed on family in their countries of origin, would place a heavy future burden on them and on the societies taking them in. This predicament is a strong argument for using the international resettlements program to bring privileged women and young families to Europe.

In the European debate about the 2015 refugee policy, the high cost refugees incurred in fleeing their countries is frequently overlooked. By their own accounts, the Syrians admitted into Germany spent on average more than 7,000 euros for their escape, and the median figure for their costs (a more meaningful number in this case) was 5,000 euros (as mentioned earlier). This means that the roughly one million Syrians who came from a country that was poor to begin with and rendered even poorer by the civil war spent at least five million euros in order to get to Europe. About 30 percent of these expenditures went to smugglers. Viewed both from a normative and utilitarian point of view, this was very deleterious: the Syrians could better have used the capital they lost on hazardous travel to take language courses, or maybe to start a businesses or embark on some other career path.

Betts and Collier make an additional calculation. They contrast the high costs for housing and feeding refugees in the EU with the lower sum it would take to assist them on the ground back home.52 Indeed, offering a meal, providing housing, or operating a school in Lebanon or Jordan would cost a fraction of what it takes to fund these services in Western Europe. Even in more affluent Turkey, which since 2016 has finally received reasonable compensation from the EU to support its efforts on behalf of Syrian refugees, the costs would be much lower than in Europe. Yet in making this calculation Betts and Collier potentially disregard an important political factor: how much assistance would the West provide to Syria, its neighboring states, and to the UNHCR if the Syrians had not set out on their long and arduous trek to Europe? A glance at Yemen, where another civil and proxy war is also claiming many victims, does not give cause for optimism. Yemenite refugees are starving and sickened by cholera epidemics (something Europe also experienced earlier, for example in Greece in 1923), and yet in spite of these appalling conditions, they receive hardly any Western aid. One reason for this paltry assistance is that Yeminis have almost no hope of reaching the EU. Geography and their great poverty work against them.

The old principle “out of sight, out of mind” still seems to guide international refugee policy and conflict resolution. Recently 490 Yemenite refugees found their way via Kuala Lumpur to the South Korean vacation island Jeju because there is no visa requirement there for travelers from Malaysia, their interim destination.53 This is evidence yet again of the ingenuity of refugees in plotting new and completely unexpected flight routes when they can see no other way out. In this case the role played by social selection is even more obvious than in the case of the Syrians who went to the EU using ships, buses, and their own feet. But, at the same time, the Yemenites illustrate an ethical dilemma: they would hardly have qualified for a UNHCR resettlement program because they were almost all men, and apparently from a prosperous social class. They therefore had to take their fate into their own hands if they were going to escape the humanitarian catastrophe in their homeland.

Much like the regulations protecting refugees in the Geneva Convention, the rules about redirecting refugees to third states willing to admit them go back to the interwar period, when the League of Nations invented the Nansen passports that refugees could use to travel farther on their own. As we have seen, 90 percent of the refugees from Hungary in 1956–57 were dispatched to countries other than their initial place of refuge (which was typically Austria). Years later, this machinery was given a second chance to work on behalf of the Czechs, Slovaks, and “Indochina refugees” of the late 1960s and 1970s. Not only did these resettlements have normative justification; they also had a utilitarian dimension in that they proved useful in helping defuse tensions in international trouble spots. Moreover, they spared the refugees a prolonged odyssey and saved them a lot of money that would otherwise have had to be spent on the remaining legs of their journey or, as in 2015, on paying smugglers.

In the postwar period and after 1989, the US served as an anchor for this system of international resettlements. One reason was its geographical location, another the normative conviction that the wealthier countries of the world should contribute more to solving its acute problems. Taking a longer view, it is possible to add also a utilitarian argument: without this American commitment the problems of the so-called Third World would sooner or later backfire on the West, perhaps in the form of massive flight. To this extent it was also reasonable, and not just a good deed, for the US to take in so many people by way of international settlements since the passage of the Refugee Act in 1980.

Admitting refugees was, as indicated, justified above all on humanitarian grounds, but it was simultaneously useful for the society taking them in. Resettled refugees often felt a lifelong debt of gratitude to the United States. For the helpers, usually representatives of local NGOs and religious congregations, their humanitarian engagement also brought with it a sense of fulfillment. Even those groups among the Indochina refugees less well-equipped for integration into the labor market and other areas of American life, groups like the Hmong from Laos, experienced upward social mobility.

Moreover, on the basis of its refugee policy the US has been able to present itself on the international stage as a moral superpower. One can agree with this picture or not—especially given the Cold War, or the 2003 invasion of Iraq in violation of international law. But the amount of rhetoric lavished on America’s moral hegemony—and the rage heaped on the United States by adversaries such as Russian President Vladimir Putin—provides indirect confirmation of how relevant a high moral status was in terms of power politics. (We have to say “was” because developments since 2017 have certainly pushed America’s claim to moral leadership into the past tense.)

The West’s “soft power” during the Cold War era and its hegemony in the period after 1989 rested in particular on the normative and political allure of human rights. Without the special rights accorded refugees, without the Geneva Refugee Convention that is their foundation (however deserving of criticism some aspects of the Convention may be), the West would have lost a great deal and been forced to withdraw to the arena of pure power politics, occasionally dressed up as Realpolitik, an odd choice of word, for it suggests that values somehow cannot also be regarded as realia. To the contrary, values are not only real but they have real utility, above all, as a way of communicating to recently arrived refugees what it is that the societies taking them in stand for and pointing the direction in which the newcomers should be headed (or toward the goals they can aim to achieve) as they make the effort to integrate themselves.

Immediately following his inauguration in January 2017, Donald Trump announced a moratorium on admitting refugees. This “refugee ban” was given less media attention because the simultaneous “Muslim country ban” featured more prominently in the news as a topic of immediate relevance to domestic politics. In the summer of 2017, to be sure, the Trump administration partly rescinded this admission restriction under court orders. Pressure from the Christian base of the Republican party may also have played a role. But the government lowered the annual quota for resettlements in two steps, first to 45,000, and then 30,000 people. In 2018 the actual number of admissions was even below the level of 2002, that is, right after the shock of 9–11. One is tempted to pose the question: who attacked the US this time? What is more, the admissions halt did remain in force for refugees from predominantly Muslim countries. Syrians in particular have no chance of admission to the US, which has indirectly increased refugee pressure on the EU.

That indirect intensification of pressure on the European Union could already be felt in the period leading up to 2015. During the first four years of the Syrian civil war, the United States accepted fewer than 1,900 Syrians.54 A more generous attitude would surely have had an impact on the EU, especially on Poland and the Czech Republic, countries that traditionally see themselves as close allies of the US. Germany, Sweden, and Austria would not have been so isolated by their generous refugee policies. Now America’s erstwhile leadership in welcoming refugees has shifted into reverse; today it is by sealing off its borders that the US is setting international standards.

The EU has reacted to the US’s eliminating itself as an anchor of international resettlements, even if the response has been hesitant and limited. In the autumn of 2017, and then again early in 2018, twenty member states announced that they were willing to take in 50,000 refugees for resettlement in the course of a year. To what extent this resolution will be implemented remains to be seen. As is well known, in the EU-internal redistribution of refugees from Greece and Italy, only about 10 percent of the pledges made have been fulfilled (13,500 of 120,000 for the year 2016). Nonetheless, the door was opened slightly for families, single mothers, children, and other people in need of special protection. As a rule, it was the UNHCR that made the selection of beneficiaries, and that organization has been indirectly strengthened as a result.

As discussed earlier, transporting refugees from crisis regions directly into the countries accepting them would prove useful in that a direct path to the EU would frustrate smugglers, save refugees a lot of money, and bring into the European Union’s aging societies new citizens who would be grateful to their host societies. But should these “humanitarian corridors,” as the refugee resettlement program has been called for the past several years, be regarded as an exclusively good deed? Or must one reckon with side effects that miss the mark of the program’s original goal?55

One initial objection to humanitarian corridors is that they force democracies to cooperate with governments and authoritarian rulers, involvements that democratic states normally avoid. This obvious objection was frequently raised in 2016. The agreement between Brussels and Ankara, for example, that contained a promise of six billion euros in assistance really did elevate the status of Turkish President Erdoğan. It contributed to his victory in the constitutional referendum that followed and to Turkey’s conversion into an authoritarian system. This was due, however, to the timing of the accord and could have been avoided if Angela Merkel, owing to the pressure of public opinion in Germany, had not been in such a hurry to reach an agreement. (In Germany, the events on New Year’s Eve before 2016 constituted a turning point. During the festivities at Cologne’s main railway station, numerous women were sexually harassed and robbed by Mediterranean-looking men, although it turned out that the great majority of the perpetrators were migrants from the Maghreb and not refugees from the Middle East.) In principle, however, the normative objection to the “deal” between the EU and Turkey (based on worries about rewarding authoritarian rulers) is invalid, inasmuch as emergency assistance in war zones has often depended on cooperation with warring parties, warlords, and even people later sentenced as criminals, as in the former Yugoslavia. (One drawback to the Dayton peace accords and the negotiations leading up to them was that Milošević, one of the perpetrators of the war, was elevated in status.)

Another, more fundamental objection may be raised against the concept of the corridor. It is useful, once again, to refer to the EU-Turkey agreement for a better understanding of the problem. According to the terms of that agreement, the only legal flight path to Europe resides in the quota of refugees the EU agrees to take from Turkey. (How generously or parsimoniously the treaty may be interpreted is another question entirely.) Outside of this humanitarian corridor there commences, by definition, a gray area of irregular or illegal migration.56 Is it even possible to channel migration from the Middle East (and Africa), whether due to flight or labor markets, on such a vast scale? Or is the very effort to steer this unruly process setting up a bureaucratic mirage that can only lead to disappointments later and create vulnerable new targets for right-wing nationalists to attack?

These questions take on even greater urgency when one ponders the relatively small numbers of those who have been resettled versus the millions of people currently stuck in refugee camps all over the world. According to figures from the UNHCR, in 2017 6.2 million people were living in camps, and of these more than a million were housed in improvised, self-built camps, most of which were not connected to an electricity grid and did not have access to running water.57 The 50,000 resettlements agreed to by the 20 EU states, accordingly, offered the global camp population a less than one percent chance of reaching Europe. The chances for Syrians to get to the EU legally were even worse. In the first two years after the signing of this agreement, the EU took 12,500 refugees off Turkey’s hands.58 That amounts to four tenths of a percent of the Syrians living there, which puts their prospects for success lower than their chances of winning a lottery. Is that defensible from a humanitarian point of view? Or, one could equally well ask: Does that make sense? Won’t it lead desperate refugees, examining their chances, to entrust themselves once again to smugglers, with all the aforementioned consequences?

As of the spring of 2016, sealing off the Aegean led to an outcome that migration experts had predicted: flight and migration via the central Mediterranean sea route increased dramatically, and pressure shifted from southeast Europe to Italy, where the center left Italian government now had to cope with the flight wave. Patterning its own negotiations on the model of the EU-Turkey accord, the Rome government at the beginning of 2017 concluded an agreement with Libya. Indirectly, Silvio Berlusconi figured as the godfather, since in 2008 he had (as mentioned earlier) concluded a similar agreement with the Libyan dictator Gaddafi to hold back refugees and migrants in Northern Africa. Like the earlier Turkish case, this “deal” involved getting the government in the country of exit to promise, in return for a large payment, to stop boats from taking off with refugees and other migrants.

The current Libyan government, however, is not in control of the whole of Libya. The East of the country and parts of the coast are controlled by warlords who share responsibility for the horrific conditions in the camps for refugees and labor migrants and who make decisions based on figuring out whether they can earn more from cooperating with the smugglers or taking funds from Europe to stop the mass migration. Therefore, apart from the normative dubiousness of Italy’s deal with Libya, there is also the question as to whether in the end the agreement will have the desired utilitarian effect. In order to soften criticism from aid and human rights organizations, the Italian government adopted an initiative crafted by Catholic lay organizations, who in 2017 had started to fly in Syrian refugees directly from Lebanon to Italy. This was a good deed. Its influence radiated to Brussels and inspired the previously mentioned twenty-state EU resolution authorizing a resettlement quota of 50,000 people per year. But it did nothing to stop the alliance of left-wing populists and right-wing nationalists promising an end to every kind of immigration into Italy from winning the 2018 national election.

Accordingly, the new Italian government immediately abandoned these humanitarian corridors. It is now demanding, like other European governments where right-wing nationalists either share power or lead, that asylum procedures be outsourced to countries on the other side of the Mediterranean. Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz has even added humanitarian arguments, to the effect that fewer people would then risk a dangerous Mediterranean crossing and drown. Even if one were to take this argument at face value and not as a pretext, it is highly doubtful whether Kurz’s assumption holds. If the chance of reaching Europe stands at four tenths of a percentage point, as is currently the case with Turkey, over the long run refugees are certainly going to try other ways.

Moreover, we can expect that the number of genuine refugees as a share of total migration to Europe will fall, as already happened in 2017, since refugees will be less able to afford the long journey along a flight route and less able to make the necessary payments to smugglers compared with labor migrants, who count on having to meet these costs. This may be exactly what the right-wing nationalists in Europe are calculating will happen. They are also pushing a strategy of delegitimization at the level of language. In the programs of the right-wing nationalist parties in Europe, whether the Lega in Italy, the Front National in France, the Alternative für Deutschland in Germany, or the FPÖ in Austria, there are no longer any refugees, just illegal migrants. Donald Trump is proceeding along the same path in the US. In his rhetoric, people in distress or refugees from Central America no longer exist; illegal migrants are all there is.

When we think in humanitarian terms, of course, we are apt to criticize strategies like this at a normative level and inquire into the status of human rights, the rights of refugees derived from human rights, or simply basic values like Christian compassion. For purposes of political debate, however, it might conceivably be more useful to counter the sealing off of borders advocated by these strategies with pragmatic and therefore utilitarian questions. Would it be possible to run asylum centers for the EU in Libya and other African countries? What concrete steps would the participating European states and governments have to take? Should embassy grounds be expanded in order to process asylum applications, or should the asylum centers operate under the direction of the Libyan government? And, to take note of the question frequently posed by Austrian chancellor Sebastian Kurz: What part does Austria want to play in these asylum centers in Africa, and will it order Austrian civil servants to Libya to this end?

In the US one would have to ask: Is it a proportionate and sensible response to station 15,000 soldiers along the border to ward off past and future “migration caravans” headed toward the United States from Honduras and Guatemala via Mexico?59 Would we expect these soldiers, should the occasion arise, to shoot at these people as they approach the border? The latter question may sound too cynical to set down in writing, but in the last midterm election campaign the incumbent president really did call for something like this, as did the leader of the AfD in Germany two years earlier.60 To this extent, the questions posed here are ones that must be seriously asked of all politicians currently advocating the militarization of borders and the sealing off of the US and Europe by all means necessary. The separation of parents and children in the spring of 2018 ordered by President Trump and invented by one of his closest advisers, Stephen Miller, was, quite apart from its ethics, expensive and senseless. When a court order ended the separation program, authorities faced the nightmarish task of trying to locate the parents of more than 1,600 children. As of November 2018 the search has failed to reunite upwards of 300 of these children with their parents; it is also an extremely expensive undertaking. If things go the way the right-wing radical ideologues in the Trump government want, the problem would be solved in the future by closing the border completely. Yet even here it has to be asked: How high are the financial and political costs? Should it be taken into account that a wall can only be built on land, and not in the Pacific or the Atlantic ocean? If “illegal migrants” could bypass the barrier by sea, might such a wall simply give rise to new “boat people,” and rising expenses for the coast guard?

Perhaps discussions like this will bring attention also to the consequences that a rejection of Western values would have for us. To what extent would human rights still count for citizens of our own countries if they were deliberately violated in our dealings with foreigners? What happens to our societies when poverty becomes grounds for exclusion? How will soldiers from border patrol units behave when they are ordered to shoot at refugees and other migrants? One could extend this catalog of questions even further, but the answers always remain the same: sealing off Europe and the US from the outside, as demanded by nationalists, makes no sense either from a normative or a utilitarian standpoint.

The right-wing nationalists who claim to speak for the—ethnically redefined—nation are not acting in the national interest. In all the years I have spent studying nationalism and violent conflicts, I have avoided the term “national interest” because it has been so widely abused by nationalists. But perhaps there is only a need to change its definition, so that national interest comes to include decency, a sense of proportion, and a rational approach in dealing with mass flight, its causes, and its consequences.




4.4 Experiences of flight: A summary

So far this book has focused on the main causes of population displacement, the patterns of flight with often lengthy escape routes, and the refugee politics of the receiving countries. For the sake of a systematic overview, this way of proceeding makes sense, but it can also have the unintended effect that the refugees themselves are overlooked. Hence, by way of conclusion here, the motives and existential experiences of refugees will be foregrounded once again. In so doing, we will revisit the biographical case studies used throughout this book.

Because it does not make sense to retell the individual life stories here, they will have to be conceived abstractly. The drawback of generalizations based on a bird’s-eye perspective can be that they are very remote from individual experiences, actions, and values. Nevertheless, four types of individual flight experiences and motives will be distinguished here. We are dealing again with ideal types in Max Weber’s sense, with a lot of overlap between the categories, even within individual biographies. Yet I am convinced that historical scholarship informed by social science requires dismantling historical processes in order to reassemble them anew. With this in mind, the overlaps often reveal more than the seemingly clear-cut cases.

A first category in this typology may be called existential flight. To people in truly desperate situations, it represents the only opportunity to save themselves from the worst kinds of mistreatment and often even from certain death. Examples of this are the life stories of Ruth Klüger and her mother. It is highly likely that both these women, like so many concentration camp inmates, would have died on one of the death marches in 1945 had they not run away at a favorable moment and disguised themselves as German refugees. Existential flight was always marked by a very high level of risk. Hannah Arendt also escaped at the last moment, just before she risked falling into the hands of the National Socialists. Much the same can be said about Manès Sperber although, because of the time he spent in a German prison in 1933, he would have known in 1942 what was in store for him. Hence he took to flight just in time, before coming as perilously close to danger as the two Klügers later were. The fate of the Dublon family and of Manuel Alarcón Navarro, by contrast, shows the consequences of failed existential flight. The German-Jewish family and the Spanish Republican died in the concentrations camps of the National Socialists and Spanish Fascists, respectively.

Precisely because it was fundamentally a matter of life and death to them, survivors frequently saw flight as rescue and liberation, not punishment and fate. This is reflected in the numerous individual narratives of flight that live off a dialectical contradiction between stories of persecution (including detailed description of the perpetrators) and of rescue. In this dialectic between evil and good there is usually little room for the rest of the refugees’ lives, which as a rule proceeded with much less drama than their stories of survival. We usually know much less, for example, about the later chapters of Holocaust survivors’ lives, unless they dedicated themselves to the prevention of future genocides by writing books or making films about the worst crime in the history of humanity. At the same time, one learns from their works or from the autobiographical writings of Manès Sperber that there is a fate worse than flight, namely death.

A second type of flight can be designated as predetermined, because in these cases government authorities did not allow for any exceptions and applied massive physical violence. In contrast to a genocide in the narrower sense (as defined by the International Criminal Court in The Hague since the war in the former Yugoslavia), however, the aim in these cases was not the mass killing of members of a particular group but rather their total removal from a specific region or country. There are many examples of this: early ones like the expulsion of Muslims and Jews after the Reconquista in Spain, and later ones such as the ethnic cleansings in the twentieth century, and most recently in the former Yugoslavia.

The term “predetermined” refers to the narrow room for maneuver available to refugees. One example would be the Germans remaining in the Reich’s eastern territories toward the end of the Second World War. Either they had already fled from the Red Army in the winter of 1944–45, were driven across the Oder and Neiße rivers early in 1945, or were subjected to forced resettlement following the Potsdam Agreement. The populations defined as German were collectively punished for the crimes committed by the Nazis (though it should not be forgotten that there were Nazis among the refugees as well) and they were completely removed. While in religious wars there was always a chance that Protestants could convert to Catholicism or vice versa, a “national conversion” was almost impossible (with just a few exceptions, to be noted below).

The Palestinian family of the woman who would later become Jordan’s Queen Rania also had little room for maneuver when it was forced to leave its homeland twice, first in 1967 and then again in 1991. That the expulsion from Palestine has taken such a prominent place in memory compared to the persecution the same Palestinians suffered at the hands of other Arabs is not, by contrast, something predetermined. This second variant of flight, which is frequently called expulsion, was almost always associated with large material losses, and personal memories of the old homeland are often later affixed to these traumas, such as a lost house or stolen family jewels.

The defenselessness of refugees, moreover, is often exploited to humiliate or mistreat them, either in full public view as an act of deterrence or behind closed doors, as their tormenters act on sadistic instincts. Since time immemorial women in particular have suffered from these kinds of violence; one need only think of the mass rapes toward the end of the Second World War and in the former Yugoslavia. The variant of predetermined flight has often led also to serious traumatization or even death. Thus, although the family of Alan Kurdi was indeed able to escape from Kobane, a Syrian city besieged for months by ISIS, the mother and her two children subsequently drowned on their flight across the Aegean.

Predetermined flight is often preceded in time by proactive flight. Proactive in this context means that people try to reach safety in anticipation of an approaching army, a regime change, or other immediate dangers. As a rule, this third variant of flight depends on greater self-initiative, the kind of effort that makes it possible, at a minimum, to take along a suitcase, some personal documents, money, and smaller valuables. These meager rescued possessions then serve to jump-start a new life, regardless of whether they are clothes for official occasions, seeds for agriculture, or tools to build a workshop. There are cases in which flight was even forbidden, whether for economic reasons (as with the Huguenots in France) or because a nearly defeated regime is taking a last stand against a hostile invading army (as, for example, the Nazis in the winter of 1945 in East Prussia). This increased the risks associated with flight. However, as in the case of the Robillard family, it could also result in a risky flight being experienced as something more than a fate that had to be endured passively.

The Huguenots especially, but also other political refugees, often presented their life stories as the outcome of conscious decisions against injustice, oppression, and persecution. In this way they justified the decision they had made to themselves and their families. Also, in retrospect, the refugees wanted to give some meaning to their sacrifices and losses that might to some degree compensate for the property, homeland, and social position they left behind. This construction of meaning was a powerful tool for positioning themselves in the receiving societies as well. Dramatic and sometimes celebratory heroic narratives often served to underpin demands for government services, social solidarity, and their own political demands. In the most favorable case, the proactive refugees arrived at their different destinations exhausted yet outwardly safe and sound. In the worst case, proactive flight devolved into something more like the predetermined kind, as might happen when enemy armies overran refugees or there was an unanticipated regime change. Finding the right time to flee is ultimately a question of luck, which one can only recognize in hindsight.

The best escapes were managed by those proactive refugees who belonged to a social and economic elite, such as Tadeusz Kościuszko or Giuseppe Mazzini. Here, in some cases, one may even speak of a privileged flight that opened up favorable opportunities in the host country to start a new professional and social life abroad. Sometimes flight and permanent accommodation in the host country were directly related to each other, as in the case of the Huguenots who managed to get to England, the Netherlands, Prussia, Hesse-Kassel, and the smaller states of the Holy Roman Empire in Germany. Things were much the same for the refugees of 1956 and 1968, whose transition from exodus to exile was relatively seamless. They were welcomed so warmly not because of their own past and convictions, but because they helped to lift the moral and political status of the receiving countries. This shortened both the time it took to flee and the length of the escape routes. It is one of the achievements of the twentieth century (an era usually held in ill repute) that fewer refugees died en route over the course of time, especially as measured against the steep increase in their overall numbers. Since 2016 this has changed everywhere in the West—if indeed the West still exists as a normative and political community. Now proactive refugees are no longer portrayed as heroes but are placed on the same level with economic migrants and seen more as a danger than an asset. This means that proactive refugees are more likely to be stuck somewhere in between the country of departure and prospective countries of arrival, draining their resources and turning into passive recipients of help.

Fourth, there were numerous cases of optional flight—situations where other solutions besides leaving the homeland were conceivable. This was especially the case when religious or national conversion was possible or even desired. It was the situation faced, for example by the Huguenots, who had stayed somewhat longer in France due to a lack of financial resources or for a variety of other reasons. Similar constellations arose in the twentieth century in certain regions of Europe where, parallel to the ethnic cleansings taking place, there was the option to change one’s nationality. Upper Silesia is a good case in point. There, after 1945, about a million citizens of the defeated and dismembered German Reich stayed on and, for various reasons, declared their support (at least outwardly) for the Polish nation, thus escaping deportation and the loss of house and home. Their social integration failed, however, and so in order to keep open the door to emigration, most members of this group defined themselves over the course of the postwar period as part of a German minority. In these and other cases, flight did not take place at one fell swoop, but instead stretched out across years and decades.

Political flight was also optional, as a rule, since (except in the heyday of the Stalinism) dissidents in the Eastern Bloc countries (and also in earlier dictatorships) had the opportunity to go into “inner emigration”—a term coined by German intellectuals who chose to remain in Nazi Germany despite their opposition to the dictatorship—or to make some other arrangement with an oppressive regime. Many refused to take advantage of this option, however, because of their convictions, as in the case of Jerzy Giedroyc, the parents of Madeleine Albright, and other refugees of the Cold War. They did not necessarily have to flee, but in retrospect it was one of the best decisions of their lives. Some people decided rather spontaneously to flee—this would apply to Conrad Schumann, whose biography contradicts the notion that all optional refugees were ultimately happy with their decision to leave their homelands. Though they may have lacked for nothing materially, many were plagued by guilt about family members left behind, and even more of them suffered from terrible homesickness.

In some biographies, one flight is followed by another. This was the case, for example, with Manès Sperber, and also with Tadeusz Kosciuszko, who in a later phrase of his life could have returned to his homeland but rejected that course on political grounds. When it comes to optional flight, therefore, mixed motives come into play, which sometimes make for fluid boundaries between flight and other forms of migration. The extent of compulsion and violence, the things that allow us to distinguish flight from labor migration in the first place, have always varied in historical flight waves. Age and social position play a role in each individual decision; older people and families tend to be tied to a locality more than young people who may come to feel that they can no longer endure an oppressive and corrupt government. This was how many Poles felt who left for the West after martial law was proclaimed in 1981. The younger generation in particular could no longer abide political censorship, the rationing of almost all food as if their country’s economy were on a wartime footing, being forced to stand in line every day, and the breakdown in social solidarity that all this triggered. Similar frustrations motivated many Cubans to cross the strait to Florida, and more recently people from the Central American triangle to escape from gang violence, and of course, dismal living conditions.

If one were to classify all of these people as “fake refugees,” it would betray a noble Cold War tradition. If one were to condemn “false asylum seekers,” as has so often happened in Germany since the 1980s, to be consistent one would also have to condemn those refugees who fled across the Iron Curtain and the Berlin Wall. They had good reasons for abandoning the GDR and other Eastern Bloc countries, but it was not as if all of them had to do so. Ultimately, when it comes to classifying this or that kind of “outsider,” one ends up facing fundamental philosophical questions about what makes a life worth living, or at least what makes it bearable. Optional refugees were not necessarily fleeing from raw, physical violence or some immediate threat; instead, they might be fleeing from the pressure of unbearable living conditions.

In spite of these differences, there is one defining constant of all four variants of flight—the existential, the predetermined, the proactive, and the optional. Leaving one’s homeland has massive economic and social consequences. Flight is almost always accompanied by a loss of wealth, property, professional position, and social contacts. After arriving at their destination, refugees have to start a new life. The full weight of this challenge may well be something that only people who have experienced it can fully understand.
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Introduction: Flight and refugees in historical perspective
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	    4.    On the housing shortage for refugees in Vienna, cf. Beatrix Hoffmann-Holter, “Abreisendmachung”: Jüdische Kriegsflüchtlinge in Wien, 1914 bis 1923 (Vienna: Böhlau, 1995), 176. In Berlin physicians were also reporting that families of eight to ten members were often housed in one- or two-room apartments; see Saß, Berliner Luftmenschen, 100.
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	    6.    On his official title (in the secondary literature it is usually overlooked that the official title initially applied only to his work on Russian refugees), see Fridtjof Nansen, “Russian Refugees: General Report of the Work accomplished up to March 15th, 1922, by Dr. Fridtjof Nansen, the High Commissioner of the League,” League of Nations: Official Journal (May 1922): 385 (2). In 1920 Nansen had already assumed responsibility for the repatriation of foreign troops stranded in the Russian Empire following the First World War.
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	    9.    See Peter Gatrell, The Making of the Modern Refugee (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 32–35, 109–115. On displaced persons (DPs) and their influence on international law, in particular on the creation of both the UNHCR and the Geneva Refugee Convention, see Gerard Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake: Europe’s Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).
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	  11.    See Atle Grahl-Madsen, The Status of Refugees in International Law (Leyden: Sijthoff, 1966, 1972), vol. 1, 12.


	  12.    The original text of the Convention (the official title is the “Convention relating to the Status of Refugees”) may be found on the website of the UNCR, accessible online at http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.pdf (accessed 27 December 2017).
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-    HU OSA 304-0-6 (International Human Rights Law Institute, Materials on Ethnic Cleansing)
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USA
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