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On 17th March 2016, the German Historical Institute (GHI) at Washington DC 

hosted a one-day symposium entitled ‘The Refugee Crisis: Historical Perspectives from 

Europe and North America, 1945-2000’. Through the analysis and comparison of some 

of the refugee crises of the last seventy years, the aim of the symposium was to provide 

with a historical basis from which to better understand the current Syrian refugee crisis, 
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also hoped to respond to the ahistorical nature of the ongoing public debate, which often 

portrays this humanitarian crisis as an unprecedented historical singularity.
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panel included two presentations: ‘The German Expellees during and after the Second 
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L. Smith (Lafayette College, PA, US). The second panel, entitled ‘Refugees during the 

Cold War and Beyond’, consisted of three presentations: ‘The Hungarian Revolution 

and the 1956/57 Refugee Crisis in Europe and North America’, by Christopher Adam 

(Carleton University, Canada); ‘US Reponses to the Salvadoran Refugee Crisis, 1980-
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Central Europe and the USA in the 1990s: Some Comparative Observations’, by Barbara 
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Perspective’, in which they examined the current refugee crisis in light of the previous 

presentations.

Prof. Pertti Ahonen’s opening presentation addressed the expulsion of ‘ethnic 

Germans’ (Volksdeutsche) from various parts of Europe and their reallocation to Germany 
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and Austria already from summer 1944. During these years, a total of twelve million German 

expellees were driven out of regions of the former ‘Greater German Reich’, such as the 

Generalgouvernement (Poland), and the Sudetenland%N&Z30?1<;1G4>74RS%4<%D3;;%4<%A215%5123%

distant areas such as Romania, Hungary, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union. As Prof. Ahonen 

pointed out, this forced migration was not unprecedented, as illustrated by the population 
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as by Hitler’s social engineering schemes for the ‘Germanisation’ of Eastern Europe, such as 

the Generalplan Ost, and the policy of Heim ins Reich NJY40>% 61% 6?3%#370?LR/% E8% 23;46718% 61%

the expellees’ assimilation experiences inn the host societies of Germany and Austria, Prof. 
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assisted by the ‘economic miracle’ in 1950s West Germany. Instead, Prof. Ahonen depicted a 

much slower and traumatic assimilation process that lingered into the 1960s, and was driven by 
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Moving beyond Europe’s borders, Prof. Andrea L. Smith examined the decolonisation 
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the years following the end of World War Two, between 5,5 and 6,8 million people ‘returned’ 

to Europe from former colonial territories around the world. As opposed to the previous case, 

these expellees were not seen as refugees or outsiders by their host societies, but rather as 
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and linguistically from this experience in what scholars call the ‘post-colonial bonus’. In her 
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phenomena and today’s Syrian refugee crisis. As to the main point of divergence between 
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in deeming today’s refugees as ‘undesirables’, in sharp contrast with the experience of those 

‘returning’ to their national communities. 

Opening the second panel, Dr Christopher Adam delivered a presentation on the Hungarian 

diaspora that followed the October 1956 Hungarian Revolution, the most violent uprising in the 
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particularly as it conducted an unprecedented airlift to bring refugees out of Hungary, at the 
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According to Dr Adam, the explanation for the successful and rapid resettlement of Hungarian 

refugees in Canada and other Western democracies is twofold. On the one hand, there was 
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governments were eager to welcome these refugees since the events in Hungary severely 
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Europe.
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the Salvadoran refugee crisis of the 1980s. Nearly one million Central Americans sought shelter 

in North America as a consequence of the civil wars in Guatemala and El Salvador, where 

the acute polarisation of society allowed for a ruthless and violent repression at the hands of 

the elites. Unfortunately for the escapees, the Ronald Reagan administration did not recognise 

Salvadorans as neither political nor war refugees. In order not to undermine the friendly relations 

between the US and the Salvadoran government, the US government regarded these refugees as 

mere ‘economic migrants’ whose irregular situation in the US made them ‘illegals’ in the eyes 

of the law. Consequently, Salvadorans were not eligible for federal funds, and their situation 

was only aggravated by the ‘cuts’ in social services of the Reagan administration. The single 
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the so-called ‘Sanctuary Movement’, a grass-roots organisation comprising several hundred 

religious congregations from almost every denomination.
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diaspora of the 1990s, and compared the Bosnian exile experiences in the American and Austrian 
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both NGOs and churches. On the other hand, the less welcoming Austrian government stripped 
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generally managed to integrate within the American and Austrian societies to various degrees. 
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categories, which could well be applied to any of the other cases discussed, range from those 

who were more attached to their Bosnian identity found it harder to assimilate; to those with a 
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American and Austrian societies. 

C?46%0180;=<718<%048%D3%B24D%A215%6?3%015.427<18%1A%<757;42%?7<612704;%3G386<K%)1%D?46%

3[6386%7<%76%234;;9%.1<<7M;3%61%J;3428%A215%6?3%.4<6LK%&48%1=2%=8B32<648B78@%1A%6?3%0=22386%W92748%

23A=@33%027<7<%M383H6%A215%6?3%<6=B9%1A%<757;42%3[.3273803<%78%1=2%230386%?7<6129K%';6?1=@?%51<6%

historians are sceptic of the idea that history repeats itself, identifying recurring patterns across 

similar historical events can indeed be a way to improve our understanding of the present. 

After all, while historical events might not repeat themselves, they sometimes do rhyme with 
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identify several historical constants that seem to play an important role in every humanitarian 
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escapees from the very basic refugee rights, and even burden them with the stigmas of the 

‘illegal immigrant’. On the other hand, the readiness of the European metropolis to repatriate 

their ‘nationals’ from their crumbling colonial empires can be seen as further proof of how 
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Salvadorans, these refugees were not just provided for, but also welcomed as equal members of 

their national community. 
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of a refugee crisis, there are still questions to be raised in relation to the causes that lead both 

governments and public societies to react so dissimilarly. On the one hand, Governments tend to 
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from. In this sense, the fundamental differences between the Western democracies and the 
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occupation in late 1956. 
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and even contravene national policy towards a certain refugee group, as it was the case of the 

‘Sanctuary Movement’ in the US during the 1980s. This movement, however, was marginal if 
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At a national level, it would appear that the predisposition of a host society to empathise a 

given refugee group depends on the degree to which they share ethnic, linguistic, religious, 
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perilous situation, and irrespective of their personalF%23;7@71=<F%12%<107130181570%M40>@21=8B/

 


